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Chapter 1 
 

 

 

 

…The Prime… 

 

“There!” Zabe shouted to his men. “They’re coming in at our side!”  

Explosions ripped through the western wall of the 

fortress—not at the main gate where they’d expected it! Shrapnel 

and debris scattered through the army’s unprepared flank. The royal 

military had amassed at the castle’s front gate, expecting an attack 

at the least durable barrier, but the enemy came in at the side walls 

instead and threw the plans into disarray. 

Zabe barked orders to his troops atop the parapet and they 

swung the massive laser battery to target the encroaching enemy; 

they swarmed to the breach in the wall. These walls were 

supposedly impenetrable, and yet the warlock’s troops had managed 

to rip them open with some new alchemy the vyrm forces brought 

from another dimension; the reptilian, humanoid race traveled from 

a forsaken dimension far beyond the Prime and brought their poison 

with them to besiege the Prime’s capital. 

Enemy forces poured through the yawning hole in the 

bastion wall, trampling over the wounded; they violently dispatched 

those still resilient enough to resist. Zabe whirled in a panic to 

assess the situation from his post high on the wall. The armor clad 

enemies crashed in waves against the royal forces as they streamed 

through the broken side-wall of the royal keep. His instincts tore at 

him, his first impulse was to drop from above and rush to aide his 

overwhelmed comrades. His eyes darted to his father, Zahaben, 
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master at arms and personal security chief to the royal family; 

Zahaben led the Guardian Corps: those charged with protecting the 

heirs of the Architect King and all the royal secrets. Stuck at the 

main entrance where they’d expected the brunt of the assault to 

occur, his father struggled to get the elite forces to the newly drawn 

battlefront.  

Zabe rejected his instincts and turned back to the laser 

turret. It pummeled the forces surging beyond the wall, flinging hot 

energy bursts which tore through the enemy; a fiery blast crippled a 

crude trebuchet in the distance. Scorched wreckage erupted near 

impact craters, ripping seams through the endless array of 

marauding vyrm. A black banner of their nega-god, Sh’logath, 

wavered and fell as debris cut down the standard bearers. The vyrm 

hissed defiantly as he collapsed. 

Another detonation rocked the fortress foundations. Dust 

flew up, caking Zabe’s sweaty face as he struggled to keep his 

balance. He hesitantly stole attention from his post again and turned 

to the main gate. The royal forces had repositioned to defend 

against the ruptured wall of the castle flank. 

With dire groaning following a minor eruption, the 

immense front entry shifted on its hinges. An alchemical bomb eked 

destructive reagents in massive spidery webs of corrosion. The 

doorway crumbled in a heap of chunks burned by acerbic fire. 

Zabe coughed as the acrid dust invaded his lungs even at 

this distance. His eyes searched eagerly for his father amongst the 

dust-borne silhouettes. Those seconds proved too long and the 

raging battle demanded his full attention. He whirled back and gave 

the order for his troops to unload their full complement of munitions 

on the mass pressing in upon the bastions. 

“But sir! They’re too close to us!” 

“Rain hell upon them! I know the risks, Wulftone,” Zabe 

spat the order at his cousin, even as their entire rampart shook from 

another explosion. Such heavy damage to the battlefield at so little 

range might weaken the integrity of a wall that still afforded some 

protection to the castle. “All towers, full barrage!” He growled the 
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order into his communications array. “Empty your reserves and then 

fall back! The perimeter is already lost to that snake. Protect the 

interior!” 

Even as he spoke, Zabe’s eyes locked on the enemy 

commanders at the edge of the battlefield; he put a scope to his eye 

to double check. Their leader, the inter-dimensional warlock, 

Nitthogr, and he were no strangers. The figure in the distinct 

crimson cloak could be none but the sorcerer; the tall and muscular 

vyrm to his side would likely be his chief general, Regorik. At this 

distance, even with the scope, it was impossible to tell, but he could 

swear that his enemy grinned at him from beneath his scaly, red 

hood. 

Nitthogr shimmered and suddenly disappeared. No! He 

could be anywhere, Zabe thought. His mind panicked only slightly 

as his eyes darted across the war-torn battlescape. He had to be 

somewhere nearby. For all the power of the crafty sorcerer, the 

arcane arts were still a kind of science, and likewise had rules to 

obey. Nitthogr was present somewhere—and likely very near! 

The thundering of the tower defense cannons’ heavy 

shelling matched the rapid beating in his chest. Zabe’s heart sank 

deep into his gut. His metallic gauntlet clacked against the 

breastplate of his Guardian Corps’ uniform as his fist rapped upon 

his breast and bowed slightly in salute. “Wulftone! You’re in charge 

of the cannonade.” 

Zabe drew the sword from across his back and checked the 

holstered sidearm strapped to his thigh. Then, with a whirl, he leapt 

from the ledge and hurled himself towards the frenzy below.  

His emotions raged unchecked. He could only think of the 

safety of the Princess. Just before the vyrm army encircled them he 

had been with her, asking her the most important question. Zabe 

had to make haste in order to arrive before the evil sorcerer who had 

long set his intentions upon the daughter of the Architect King.  I’ve 

got to get to Princess Bithia! 
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Zabe whirled around the corner and quickly spun back the 

way that he had come. Vyrm soldiers flooded the passageway 

leading to the royal chambers. Smoke crawled along the ceiling, 

spilling upwards and seeping through the archways, nagging at 

Zabe’s nostrils. The vyrm paid it no mind; oily fumes rolled off 

their scaly skin. 

He peeked around the corner once more and counted them: 

too many! He steeled himself for a mad charge that would likely be 

his last service to the crown. Zabe exhaled a stiff huff; he 

straightened up, poised for a zealous dash. 

“Psst!” A loud, distinct tone grabbed his attention. 

Zabe caught sight of a hand motioning behind the edge of a 

broken and blackened portcullis. Clad in the colors of the Guardian 

Corps, the armored forearm insistently waved for him. 

Cautiously, quietly, Zabe snuck behind the wall to join his 

comrade. Only once crouched safely behind cover did he recognize 

General Zahaben. “Father,” he whispered, “what do we do?” 

Zahaben jerked and tugged at the armor pieces covering his 

large forearms. He unstrapped a simple, leather wristband that was 

branded with a variety of their family sigils—the figure of the wolf 

branded most prominently. Zahaben flopped the simple, yet 

precious heirloom onto his son’s lap. 

Zabe looked to his grim-faced father. He knew what it 

meant. 

Zahaben stood and winced, skillfully masking any further 

admission of pain behind his tight lips. As chief of the royal guard, 

charged with protecting the monarchy, he had earned his position by 

both trial and birthright. In that moment, as he stood straight, 

battered and bleeding yet determined, Zabe understood the meaning 

of duty and honor.  

The elder checked the charge pack on his pistol and tore a 

thin piece of metal from the zipper on his boot. “I know what I have 

to do. But you, son,” he glanced at his eldest from the corner of his 

eye as he worked, “you must find the princess. Rescue Bithia; 

preserve the royal line at all costs! If the line fails, falters, or if you 
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fail, then all may be lost. We must keep the vyrm, especially that 

hybrid Nitthogr, out of the Chamber of Mysteries.” 

They stood and faced each other for what seemed a long 

pause. The moment ended abruptly when a nearby vyrm explosives 

unit overwhelmed a nearby blast door. The ground buckled and 

shook with the detonation; dust flakes and debris rained from the 

ceiling. 

Zahaben jammed the metal splinter into a tiny port on the 

blaster’s charge pack and put a palm upon his son’s shoulder, 

ignoring the shrill whine his hand-cannon emitted. He nodded to his 

son, and then spun around the corner and charged into the enemy 

group, bowling over the surprised vyrm and scattering the squad. 

The whine peaked, chirping urgently. 

Zabe stood frozen and watched him chuck the 

complaining device into the thick of the crowd while slashing with 

his sword. The blaster exploded in a concussive burst, flinging 

smoldering vyrm warriors to the floor. Zabe finally looked away 

from the fray as his father took on twenty soldiers simultaneously in 

martial combat.  

His father’s last order repeated in his mind and he darted 

down a nearby hall as stealthily as possible. His father’s sacrifice 

would not be in vain. 

 

. . . 

 

Pressing onward through the castle grounds like a wraith, Zabe 

slashed through each pocket of resistance within the keep with cold, 

hard precision. He sprinted across the observation deck he’d just 

cleared of vyrm troops and leapt across a yawning chasm that 

divided the defensive perimeter from the castle wall. Sailing across 

the opening, he fell several feet before colliding with the stonework 

of the tower. His hands grabbed a firm hold on the lattice-like vines 

that ensconced the spire. 

Urgently, he scaled the vertical wall until he arrived at the 

level where Bithia’s window overlooked the embattled stronghold. 
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He worked horizontally until he verged upon her casement. He 

could see her there, standing rigidly, facing down some unseen 

enemy. Her eyes barely darted to meet Zabe’s; he was certain she 

was aware of his presence. 

Voices. The wind and sounds of the fighting below 

muddled the words, but he could hear the tone of them and 

recognize the notes of Bithia’s distinct voice. It brimmed with 

defiance, so like her! The warlock must have found her first! 

Zabe’s eyes scanned the small, visible part of the room he 

had vantage of and spotted a small vanity mirror. The reflection 

showed a group of soldiers led by Nitthogr. Zabe’s strong hands 

squeezed the vines in frustration; the rage in his heart urged him to 

fly into the room at her defense.  

As if she knew exactly what he had in mind, her eyes 

darted to their corner once more. They warned him against that 

course of action. There has to be another way.  

The breeze died just enough for Zabe to make out the 

ageless sorcerer’s voice. “Take her to the dungeon.” This time, he 

could not avert his eyes from the tragedy. Vyrm soldiers shackled 

the insubordinate princess and led her away. 

Moments later, Zabe crawled into her empty room, seething 

with impotent fury. There has to be another way.   

 

Not Long After...Earth... 

 

Franklin caught a glimpse of himself as the museum’s glass 

enclosure briefly reflected his image under the flashlight beam. 

“Momma always said a woman loves a man in uniform,” he 

mumbled to himself. “At least a security guard’s outfit is better than 

a burger flipper’s.” 

He panned a swath of light from left to right across the 

dusty exhibits as he meandered through the labyrinth of sarcophagi, 

ancient monuments, and glass-boxed artifacts. He normally did 

rounds only out of sheer boredom and habit. He thought that doing 

them might be yet another way he had lied to himself: it was the 
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only task that made him feel like he had any real significance to his 

employers.  

“Who would rob a museum anyway?” he asked aloud. 

Franklin always assumed that the sort of person who robbed 

museums was probably independently wealthy already. She could 

just buy whatever she had her mind and heart set upon. He assumed 

all museum thieves would be women. Cute women. He sucked in 

his gut the next time he caught his reflection. Maybe I’ll get lucky 

and find an intruder? 

Still, despite his braggadocio, something started to buzz in 

the back of his mind. He thought he heard the shuffle of feet in the 

dark as he neared the research labs. His hubris suddenly fled. 

“Man,” he muttered under his breath. “Why did I ever pick 

up this stupid night shift?” he swung the beam from his flashlight in 

a wide arc. His breath came shallow, now, as he held half of it in. 

“Oh yeah, to pay for my wildly expensive college classes,” he 

reminded himself, while also chiding his younger version for 

partying away his first three semesters at the University—the kind 

of lifestyle that landed him in extra courses and with no student aid. 

He shuffled slowly towards the language research pod. 

Franklin’s peripheral vision kept playing tricks on him; shadows 

seemed to loom just outside his blind spot every time he turned his 

head. A single bead of hot sweat rolled down his right temple. 

That internal buzzing kept niggling at the edge of his 

consciousness. Something was not quite right. 

His instincts spun and tightened his guts; he stepped 

gingerly into the document room. That buzzing—his heartbeat 

thumped in his ears—if there was an intruder, she must be very 

near! His eyes jumped from shadow to shadow. Franklin slapped 

the light switch just as his senses locked onto the ethereal, 

humanoid form he was sure had invaded. Illumination ripped 

through the darkness with all its fluorescent glory. 

Nothing. Shadows. Desks piled high with notes, books, and 

research materials. 
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Franklin spat a giddy sigh and his arms tingled with the 

aftermath of the adrenaline surge. Finally releasing the full contents 

of his lungs, he felt ridiculous for chasing ghosts through the night. 

He turned with a chuckle, reaching again for the switch. 

A man cloaked in a red, hooded robe suddenly barred his 

path. Franklin’s endorphins coursed through his veins in an instant; 

his heartbeat nearly deafened him. He was poised for action, but 

Franklin couldn’t move—couldn’t even breathe! The intruder’s 

glowing, yellow eyes had fixed upon him so fiercely that the 

security guard fell under his utter control. Even breathing was 

impossible without the stranger’s permission. 

The mysterious figure regarded Franklin with curiosity as 

he walked a slow circle around his prisoner. “You are not Gerald,” 

his gravelly voice stated the obvious. 

Franklin’s eyes pleaded for mercy. His lips locked shut and 

his chest burned under the asphyxiating gaze. 

With a wave of his finger he released Franklin’s lungs. He 

looked over the guard’s body for some identifying mark, yet 

ignored the faux gold nametag. “And you are not one of my other 

Heptobscurantum.” 

Air rushed into his chest with a wheezing gasp. He 

coughed, “Gerald called in sick.” 

“Most unfortunate.” He paid him no further mind, leaving 

the guard immobilized. He shuffled through the stacks of ancient 

manuscripts, papyri, and books on the research benches.  The 

intruder worked methodically, but remained nonchalant about his 

prisoner. He spoke in a rhetorical tone, “I’m looking for something. 

A book that once belonged to me. Something that was stolen from 

me by my brother… long, long ago.” 

“Who are you?” Franklin asked against his better judgment. 

The invader had a sudden look of delight as he uncovered 

an old manuscript. He pushed the nearby materials away and gently 

dusted off the book labeled Grimmorium Nitthogr. Lazily leafing 

through the pages, he smiled at each turn. He frowned ever so 

slightly as he fingered the slight gap where a swath of pages was 
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missing. Caressing the tome’s wound, he bit back his rage at the 

defilement of the ancient text; it contained information he didn’t 

need at the moment, however—information he’d pioneered 

millennia ago—forbidden knowledge he’d acquired at great 

expense. 

He took the heavy, leather bound volume and slipped it 

within his crimson robes. Leaning close he whispered, “I am 

Nitthogr,” and then he was gone, vanishing along with the poor 

security guard’s ability to breathe.  
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Chapter 2 
 

 

 

 

 

“Ugh, why don’t you cheer for a real sport,” Vivian rolled her eyes 

in disgust as she plowed her way into Claire’s apartment in the early 

morning hours. Vivian shoved a box of Krispy Kreme doughnuts 

and the morning paper into Claire’s hands and walked in like she 

owned the place. 

Wiping the crust away from her eyes, Claire untangled the 

strands of hair kinked into the fine chain around her neck. The 

strange, locket-like pendant had been given to her by her father and 

she never took it off. 

Claire had just barely gotten out of bed; she shook off the 

comment about her tattered Minnesota Vikings pajama pants, the 

last gift she’d ever received from her mother before she passed 

away several years ago. Claire wasn’t always late to rise, but she’d 

dreamed so vividly last night, and rising before the doorbell had 

proven difficult.  

She scowled and tossed the box onto her countertop. 

Another one of her subtle plans to sabotage my wedding... making 

me too fat for my dress. Claire only barely tried to hide her 

displeasure that Vivian was the first bridesmaid to arrive for the 

wedding planning party. She was only a bridesmaid because her 

brother was the groom. Sometimes you have to take one for the 

family, her father had told her via telephone a week ago. If she’d 

been less diplomatic and had her own way, only Jackie would have 

been a wedding attendant. 
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Claire flipped through the newspaper absentmindedly, 

stopping when she recognized a photo.  ”Hey, I know that guy!” 

She turned to Vivian as she spoke, but Vivian didn’t pay her any 

attention as she organized the wedding periodicals scattered 

haphazardly on Claire’s coffee table. Claire prattled on anyway, 

partly to spite Vivian. 

“It says he was murdered last night in the museum.” She 

scanned further. “It happened just down from my Dad’s office! 

That’s where I’ve seen him before.”  

“Good thing Daddy’s away on that archeological dig, 

hmm?” She didn’t even look at Claire as she spoke. 

Something that Claire had learned about her soon-to-be 

sister in law was that she always payed attention. Claire was pretty 

sure, though, that she couldn’t see her scowling at her back. A few 

years older than her, they’d attended the same high school. Now, 

Vivian worked for some obscure government agency that Claire 

knew nothing about. She was pretty sure Vivian preferred it that 

way. 

“He worked in the same wing near Dad’s office,” she 

continued. “The coroner ruled it a homicide; a handprint on his 

throat makes it look like he was choked and he died of asphyxiation, 

but...” she trailed off. 

“But?” 

The doorbell buzzed. Claire turned to answer.  

“But there was no crushing damage to his neck. Just the 

handprint. No other trauma. That’s weird, right?” 

“Not as weird as your morbid obsession with forensic 

analysis. Maybe back off on the CSI marathons?” 

Claire rolled her eyes at what might have been a friendly 

ribbing, as if Vivian had ever acted friendly. She opened the door. 

“Yay!” Jackie leaned in for a hug, practically falling 

through the door to squeeze Claire into her bubbly embrace. Jackie 

caught a glimpse of her disheveled, yawning friend. “Oh my 

God.  You haven’t had any coffee yet, have you?” 

Claire only grimaced in reply at her ever-peppy friend.  
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Jackie held up a single digit to indicate she should wait a 

moment. Jackie spun around and bent to get a drink tray she’d set 

on the floor outside the apartment door. She happily turned back 

with a smile that betrayed the early morning hour. 

“I got you an extra shot to help you deal with—Oh hi, 

Vivian!” she exclaimed. Jackie squeezed past Claire and into the 

apartment. 

Claire smiled as she took one of only two cups from the 

cardboard cup holder. Her best friend since high school knew the 

rules well: true friendship meant an unspoken alliance against 

anyone who didn’t properly appreciate your best friend. 

“I smell doughnuts!” Jackie snatched up the box and raised 

her drink in salute. “Say what you want about Seattle,” she 

referenced her original home state, “but they’ve got nothing on 

Caribou.” She’d spent her high school years with Claire before 

relocating back west for college, even though her family remained 

in the area. 

“Ugh,” Vivian rolled her eyes. “But the snow?” 

Claire smiled subversively as she sipped her giant sized 

Turtle Mocha. Vivian always complained about the cold, like she 

was some kind of reptile; Claire hoped that one day she’d up and 

relocate to a warmer climate. “Oh, I don’t know,” she walked to the 

patio door and opened it to the late-spring morning air. She left it 

open intentionally and glimpsed Vivian pulling her arms around 

her, “I’ve always liked it.” 

Gazing across the skyline she pondered how Duluth was 

unlike the larger metropolitan areas; it existing only minutes away 

from actual wilderness. It offered many of the comforts of a tiny 

city, but without the soullessness she felt engulfed within whenever 

she visited Minneapolis or worse, Chicago. Those were jungles of 

concrete, but she preferred the adventure of the real wild. Even if 

that notion resided mostly in her head; she’d rarely left the city 

since beginning college, and before then her experiences mostly 

centered on helping her father at archaeological sites. 
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She took another deep, satisfying sip from her cup and 

leaned over her railing, gazing out at the cold bay the city rested 

upon. Claire took in the morning view; traffic had not yet awoken in 

her part of the city. She glanced down and did a double take. 

A wild-eyed and bedraggled homeless man stared up at her. 

She looked away when their eyes met, but caught sight of him again 

from her peripheral vision. He didn’t even try to hide his gaze; he 

stared at her for long moments while Claire pretended to focus on 

other things. She finally locked eyes with him again, hoping he 

would notice the stern look on her face and turn away. 

As their eyes met, Claire’s plan backfired. Her nerves 

failed; she backed away, discomfort overwhelming her. Blushing, 

she retreated back inside her apartment. “Jackie, I’ve got to tell you 

about this crazy dream I had last night.” She tried changing the 

subject of her inner dialogue to ignore her little defeat on the 

terrace. But still, something about the man rang uncannily familiar 

in her memories. 

“Oh, I love dreams,” Jackie said, stuffing the last bite of 

pastry into her mouth. 

Claire glanced across the room. “Yeah. But remind me 

later. After lunch.” Nodding at her nemesis on the couch, she picked 

up a bridal magazine and yellow legal pad, hoping Jackie would 

understand her subtle plea for privacy. It might have partly been due 

to the content of the dream: she hadn’t dreamt of James, her fiancé 

last night—a fact which both embarrassed and intrigued her—real 

“best friend” kind of material. Scribbling at the top of the tablet the 

topic Wedding Plans, she said, “We’ve got a lot to do for now.” 

 

. . . 

 

“Thank God Vivian had to go do a work thing,” Jackie laughed. 

“She really is the worst!” 

“I know,” Claire matched her giggle. “I don’t appreciate 

being made fun of,” she impersonated the flat tone of her fiancé’s 

sister. 
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Jackie laughed so hard she snorted. She quickly covered 

her nose; her eyes watered. “I don’t know how she keeps her face so 

blank and expressionless. I don’t know how you can do such a good 

impression, either!” 

“Oh easy,” she laughed. “I binge watched a bunch of 

Kristen Stewart movies last week.” 

“Yeah, I figure that’s the only qualifying talent that got 

Vivian her job with the CIA, or FBI, or whatever it is she works for. 

What is her title? Special Research Division Consultant? Her title 

sounds pretty meaningless, if you ask me.” 

Claire nodded, politely laughing. Despite the slight 

lingering chill, they sat in the outdoor seating area of a restaurant in 

the trendy waterfront district. Her eyes, however, darted back 

towards the traffic. Something felt off, like she was being watched. 

“Honestly, I understand we didn’t know her very well in 

high school because of the age difference, but we knew enough: she 

had a super-hot, semi-famous half-brother, and she was a shallow, 

soulless vampire of a human being. Ohmygodyourright!” She 

covered her mouth in a mock gasp. “She IS Kristen Stewart!” 

Claire laughed, despite the distracted feeling in her mind. 

And then her eyes spotted him. The shaggy man: the homeless 

wanderer from outside her apartment building. He stood next to the 

bus stop, watching the small crowd in her direction. Her eyes fixed 

on him like lasers for a long moment. 

“Claire. Claire? Earth to Claire?”  

She shook her head and looked back to Jackie. “Huh?” She 

realized her friend had been talking for a while and she’d zoned out. 

“Sorry, this bum across the street was staring at me.” 

“Oh, is he cute?” she blurted out, leaning across the table 

for a better view. 

Claire looked back, but he was gone. 

“Well, if he is cute, send him my way. I still have a plus-

one to fill for your wedding and Tinder is only full of creepers. Say, 

when is James coming back to town, anyway?” 
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Night came early, but not as early as Jackie’s snores. She’d 

fallen asleep on Claire’s couch even though she intended to return 

to her parents’ home for the duration of her stay. They both knew it 

was possible that she’d sleep most nights on Claire’s couch. The 

television’s volume remained barely audible; neither had paid much 

attention to their Say Yes to the Dress Netflix marathon which still 

flickered on the nearby screen. 

Claire glanced sidelong at her best friend and smirked. It 

was good that she’d come back for the summer. They hadn’t had 

much time together since college; there was always something else 

vying for attention: boys, education, careers, possibly graduate 

school, but she felt confident that nothing could ever truly come 

between them. They’d always be connected. 

She glanced at the TV and wondered if she felt as deeply 

connected to James, too. Maybe I’m just in love with the idea of 

being in love? She asked herself the honest, hard question. A former 

professional athlete, turned celebrity actor… what’s not to love 

about him? But am I in love, or do I just want to be married to a 

good option? Her private reflections stretched long, penetrating her 

deepest fears and hopes. Was she making her best choice? Is a good 

choice always necessarily the best one? 

On the counter nearby, her phone vibrated repeatedly 

indicating a phone call. The device’s insistent buzz snapped her out 

of the reverie. 

Claire pushed those momentary doubts and thoughts far 

from her and chalked them up to cold feet. She dispelled them with 

a smile and quick thought of the ways her husband would make her 

happy. She reached for the phone, already knowing it would be her 

father. Most of her other friends would simply text her, and James 

was still filming a piece on the west coast which had him tied up 

with his busy schedule. 

“Hello daddy,” she answered. Claire could tell that the 

signal was weak by the laggy quality of his voice. 
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“I was just checking in to see if everything was okay? I 

mean, I’m sure there is no danger, but Professor Jecima told me 

about a security guard who was murdered in the museum.” 

Claire reassured him that everything was okay. He tended 

to worry more when he was far away and couldn’t respond to 

emergencies. But that would be her new husband’s job, anyway… 

as if anyone could ever be such a vigilant protector as a father over 

his only daughter. 

“It’s all so very mysterious,” he commented. “The 

murderer left so many priceless items behind; he or she only stole 

an ancient text that Professor Jecima had been decoding, the 

Grimmorium Nitthogr he’d called it. He figured it was the earliest 

work of some ancient religious fiction—that or it must’ve been 

from another planet.” Her father chuckled nervously. “It referenced 

a being of immense power called the Sh’logath. It was all so very 

Lovecraftian.  

“It’s mythology and theology doesn’t match any others 

from any time-frame or any culture known to man. Probably why 

Jecima made the alien joke. We’ll never know, I guess. He’d only 

just begun his translations, really; it’s a shame. And too bad about 

Franklin. He was an okay kid.” 

As he digressed from the tragedy, Claire asked, “How is 

everything going on the dig?” 

“It’s okay, but I thought it more important to call and talk 

about what was happening in the land of the living, instead of the 

realms of the dead.” 

She chuckled. He always talked like that. Even if he let his 

work consume him at times, especially in those years following her 

mother’s passing, he’d always made it a point to stay connected to 

family. He valued the things that were important to Claire—even 

when those things weren’t really all that significant. She smiled and 

reflected on that between his laggy, long distance questions about 

wedding plans. 

He reassured her that they would talk again soon. She 

promised to pick a flattering color scheme so he could hit it off with 
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the single ladies at the wedding dance. He vowed not to dance, 

unless the musician’s played Beyoncé; they both agreed, laughing. 

 

…Elsewhere… 

 

Princess Bithia sat clad in chains, firmly affixed to the stiff chair 

inside the tiny cell. Even with her hair matted and her clothes dirty, 

she still looked regal and maintained an air of nobility. 

She hung her head, masking her anguished face behind the 

veil of falling locks. The hair softened the blows as Nitthogr 

slapped her again with the back of his hand.  

“Give me what I want, Princess.” 

“By all the power our Creator has given me, I will not,” she 

hissed through her teeth. “If I could grant you what you wished, I 

would resist you until the end.” 

The warlock grinned at her defiance. “I am a patient man, 

Bithia,” he remarked casually. He slapped her again in a brief flash 

of rage. 

Bithia shuddered under the blow. She looked up at him and 

smirked; her defiant personality peeked through. 

“Oh, you think you can hold out until you expire, sealing 

all your precious royal secrets and powers away forever in the royal 

tomb?” He pounded on the door signaling a vyrm soldier outside. 

The guard pushed in a metallic contraption. Its wheels 

squeaked beneath the conical base which supported a shimmering 

orb. 

“I’ve been playing the long game for decades now,” he 

spat, activating the artifact. It emitted an ominous, vibrating hum. 

Bithia glared at the image flaring to life above the active 

sphere. It pulled its signal from across the planes of reality, opening 

a visual portal to the Earth realm. She stared at her reverse image in 

dawning horror. In this different dimension her alternate persona 

talked into a flat, rectangular communication device. She talked 

with some other person… her father? Bithia’s mind touched briefly 
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with her doppelganger, even spanning the planes of reality. Her 

spirit confirmed that it was indeed her dimensional variant. 

Nitthogr grimaced and manipulated the image, pulling its 

focus in closer. “Do you see it, Princess?” 

Bithia stared in horror at the long lost relic which the girl 

absent-mindedly toyed with as she spoke into her device. The 

dimensional inversion pendant! 

As the dawning comprehension spread across her face, a 

smile crept across the ageless sorcerer’s. “The long game is mine: 

the more you hate me, the closer she comes to being mine! Your 

feelings for me here on the prime readily reverse and find root in 

your inter-planar self!” 

Nitthogr struck her again for good measure, and then left 

her to sulk in her lonely, dark cell. 
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Chapter 3 
 

 

 

 

Her vivid nightmare had returned! No stranger to reoccurring 

dreams, last night’s vision came back with full fury, and while 

Claire knew she dreamt, she winced and writhed anxiously under 

her sheets, trapped by the reverie. 

Struggling against violent winds which tore through her, 

Claire strained against the unknown spiritual forces that clutched 

her and she clawed against the air. Her voice was barely audible 

over the shrieking winds. Her father’s ancient locket had pulled free 

from her neck and threatened to fling itself into the maelstrom that 

spun her about. 

She squinted against the gale that spun her around… her 

and this unknown man—her true love. Claire’s eyes dried out and 

blurred as their bodies spun within the void. She couldn’t make out 

his face, but in her heart she knew it was her life’s great love, and 

then guilt washed over her. 

He yelled for her to hold on, but her heart went numb. 

Hand in hand, Claire’s iron grip weakened where her engagement 

ring bit into her finger, the massive rock pressed into her flesh. 

Guilt. 

Claire looked at the man. This felt all too familiar. She only 

knew this wasn’t James. The shame of that realization stole her 

breath. As she looked at the man, her mind turned fuzzy and her 

breathless lungs screamed. Her hand slipped from his and the 

cyclonic wind threw her across the horizon.  
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Suddenly gasping for air, Claire sat up in her bed. “Stupid 

sleep apnea,” she muttered, punching her pillow. She tried to return 

to her slumber. “At least it wasn’t that stupid wolf dream.” 

She sighed, and slowly relaxed into a fitful slumber. 

Immediately, she began having the chronically reoccurring dream 

where she was helpless and hunted by a ravenous wolf. 

 

. . . 

 

Claire yawned, as if that could chase away the lingering fatigue that 

clung to her. She clutched her large, double-shot espresso drink as if 

it alone could provide her salvation.  

The air was crisp on this bright, sunny morning, and people 

walked everywhere in the busy shopping area atop the hill. The 

shopping area rested a lofty height above the Great Lake Superior 

giving them a gorgeous morning view. Claire watched the shoppers 

bustle to and fro, waiting for her bridesmaids at an outdoor table at 

the café. 

Jackie plopped down in the metal chair, laying the daily 

newspaper in front of her friend. She set down a napkin-wrapped 

scone and glared at it. Jackie didn’t trust scones. “Where is Vivian? 

She always brings junk food, and they were all out of the good stuff 

inside.” 

Claire smiled over her hot cup of goodness. She knew 

Jackie would eat it anyway. 

“I mean, look at it,” Jackie nudged it as if it might be alive. 

“It’s hard like a rock. I don’t know if it’s animal, vegetable, or 

mineral.” 

“You know, Vivian doesn’t eat that stuff. I think she’s just 

trying to poison us with it.” 

“Well, the jokes on her,” Jackie laughed as Claire leafed 

through the paper. “I was going to buy that junk anyway. I might as 

well let her do the honors for me and at her expense.” 

“So much weird stuff in the headlines lately,” Claire 

mumbled absentmindedly.  
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Jackie talked over her, already in full-blown monologue 

mode. “It’s not like I have a man I need to be skinny for—and 

besides, who decided that skinny is what’s in, anyway? Probably 

some man! I don’t even think I ever want to get married…” 

“Hold up,” Claire raised a hand to pause her. She tried to 

concentrate on the paper. 

“Why? You have a single friend? Because I was totally 

lying. Is he cute? Tell me he’s cute…” 

“No. I mean yes. I know a couple guys, but that’s not what 

I meant.” 

Jackie pushed the scone away from her. “Stupid, skinny 

Vivian,” she muttered. “If she was here, I’d punch her right in the 

thyroid gland.” 

“This is what I meant.” Claire turned the paper so that her 

friend could see the article. The paper reported a massacre nearby. 

A group of campers just south of the city in the state park was found 

murdered. “It’s not the first, either,” Claire mentioned. “There’ve 

been a number of these recently—animalistic, or even ritual-like in 

nature. Who could do something like this?” 

“Minnesota nice,” Jackie noted, “it only goes so far and 

then,” she motioned as if cutting a throat. “That’s when they snap!” 

“Speaking of murderers, where is Vivian?” Claire checked 

her clock. “She was supposed to be here forever ago.” 

Claire’s phone chirped loudly. 

“Speak of the devil, right?” Jackie said. 

Claire read the message. “She’s actually at the murder 

scene right now and offered to finally show us what it is she does 

for work, if we can stomach the macabre. Apparently, this is the 

kind of stuff her office works on.” 

“I’m in.” Jackie scooped up the scone and shrugged at 

Claire’s goofy expression. “Hey, until you introduce me to my 

dream guy, I’m eating whatever the heck I want. And if he’s really 

my dream guy, he’ll let me eat it anyway.” 

They squeezed into Claire’s tiny car and headed south. 
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Claire’s silver Jetta hopped and jerked on the pot-holed 

road as they left the city via the freeway. The further they got from 

it, the less polished the roads became, not that they’d ever been 

smooth in downtown Duluth, either. 

“So these weird dreams…” Jackie let the statement trail off 

as a question. 

“Yeah I had it again,” Claire said. “But it’s been different, 

lately. I used to have this recurring dream that I was alone in a 

wilderness-wasteland and this wolf was protecting me. It kept me 

safe, protected me from giant snakes.” 

Jackie and Claire both shuddered. It was a mutual hatred of 

snakes that originally brought them together so many years ago. 

They shared a memory of a teenage bully putting a snake into the 

locker they’d shared; another boy had rescued them: a strange kid 

who nobody paid any attention to, even after he’d been bit by the 

poisonous reptile. 

“Ugh,” Jackie shuddered. “I hate snakes,” she stated the 

obvious. 

“Things have just been so weird lately. In the last year or 

so, that dream changed. It’s almost the same dream, except that the 

snakes aren’t attacking me—the wolf is. And now the snakes are 

my friends—it makes my skin crawl to say it out loud.” She grew 

quiet for a moment. “I die in my dreams… every night.” 

They let the heavy statement pass. Gravel crunched under 

the wheel treads as her silver automobile turned into the parking lot. 

 

. . . 

 

As she conversed with three different people, Vivian motioned to 

the officer patrolling the edge of the crime scene where Claire and 

Jackie stood. She signaled that they were okay to cross the yellow-

taped border. Vivian wore the same, disinterested look on her face 

she normally did. She scrawled some notes on a tiny notepad as the 

two approached. 
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Drawing just within earshot, they heard the campers’ 

surreal statement. Claire gave Jackie an incredulous look as the 

family of three recounted their story to an obviously skeptical 

Vivian. 

“It came out of nowhere,” the unshowered man stated in his 

enthusiastic, southern drawl. “Almost eight feet tall, hairy and 

manlike! It trampled the other campers’ tents and ripped the poor 

folks limb from limb!” 

“It’s true,” the child piped up. “Tell em, pa! Tell em it was 

Bigfoot!” 

Vivian rolled her eyes. “Sir, have you used drugs at all in 

the last twenty-four hours?” 

“My boys wouldn’t lie to you,” the female argued. 

“It was one o’ them whatcha-call-it, sasquidditches,” he 

stood his ground. 

“Drugs sir?” Vivian repeated. “You smell like you’ve been 

smoking pot. Recently.” 

He stared at her dumbly for several seconds. “I have a 

prescription.” He barely managed the correct pronunciation. 

“Thanks.” Vivian said. “I think I have enough here.” She 

walked away from the trio, face expressionless. 

“You’ve got to believe em!” The woman called after her. 

“We’ll sell our story to the newspapers!” 

Claire and Jackie busted a gut, laughing as soon as they 

were beyond earshot.  

“And this is what I do,” Vivian said as she guided them 

through the roped off area. “I work with a team that chronicles, 

tracks, and discredits news of the weird. I was close enough that 

they called me in, even though I’m technically on vacation.” 

Jackie scanned the scene of carnage, trying not to focus on 

what were obviously human remains. Most bodies had been 

collected into black bags or covered; some were just too mangled to 

even recognize which parts belonged to which bodies. A severed 

human hand lay within a cordoned off area; a heavy gold ring on 

one finger displayed an ornate seven-pointed star. 
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“I’m sorry,” Jackie said, suddenly covered her mouth, 

trying to keep her scone down. “You’re here because?” 

“Didn’t you catch what the hippie said? Bigfoot just 

murdered eleven people.” 

The statement hung there for a moment. 

“Come again?” 

“There were a few witnesses. Most of their stories 

corroborate it. They all describe some kind of animal-like humanoid 

as the perpetrator. Six said Sasquatch, two said werewolf, one said 

alien.” 

“Are these killings all related?” Claire speculated. “I mean 

this one and the others that have been dotting the countryside the 

last few weeks? Most of them were also on, or near, other state 

parks.” 

Vivian didn’t make eye contact. After a pause, “We’re not 

at liberty to make any kinds of statements or conjecture to that 

effect.” 

“So Bigfoot is in the northland and he’s killing 

Minnesotans?” Claire asked. 

Jackie tapped herself on the chest. “I’m from Seattle! I’m 

immune.” 

“Obviously there is something behind it. These people 

didn’t accidentally die; maybe it’s a feral bear or some kind of 

group hallucination.” Vivian explained, “That’s what we do: get to 

the bottom of mysteries and disprove the crazy theories.” 

Jackie whispered to Claire, “She’s not Kristen Stewart. 

She’s Daphne from Scooby Doo!” 

Claire chuckled quietly. 

“Jinkies,” Vivian said flatly. “Maybe you could whisper 

more quietly.” 

Jackie Blushed. 

“I know what we’re watching tonight,” Claire said. They 

still had another long afternoon before James got back from his 

press tour. 
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“I guess that means Jackie is Velma and James is Fred,” 

Vivian commented. 

Claire was glad for the attempt at humor on Vivian’s part. 

She was a little unsure how to take it, though. It meant Claire was 

either Shaggy or Scooby, and neither seemed particularly flattering. 

 

…A little while ago… 

 

Zabe scrambled through the muddy pit under the cover of night. He 

wore his family’s crest strapped proudly around his wrist as he 

crawled behind a tall stack of supplies deep within the enemy 

encampment. 

The vyrm had control over the castle, but much of their 

army still remained in siege formation around the perimeter of their 

prize. They kept an additional buffer between the royal family’s 

hereditary home and any rag-tag resistance groups that would surely 

form.  

Zabe shook away the guilty thought that he ought to be 

leading that resistance. Surely they assembled even now in the 

highlands beyond the castle. Bithia’s rescue, however, was the more 

important thing. It was his father’s last order, and not an 

undertaking any militia could accomplish on its own. 

He stepped lightly, cautious. Zabe keenly understood the 

gravity of his situation. One misstep and the entirety of the vyrm 

army would flock to him in a heartbeat.  

Zabe saw his chance in the distance; a lone patroller in a 

vyrm ranger’s cloak walked a lazy path that would inevitably 

meander past Zabe’s hiding spot behind the muddy supply crates. 

Scooping up handfuls of the muck that he’d just crawled through, 

Zabe caked himself wherever he wasn’t already covered in the dark, 

grimy stuff in order to better camouflage himself. 

Hiding in the shadows, he remained perfectly still and 

waited for the guard to drift nearer. Zabe could see the vyrm from 

the edge of his eye; the soldier also covered from the knees down in 

the pasty, tenebrous mud. As soon as he took a full step past, Zabe 
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leapt out and silenced the enemy, dragging the struggling vyrm out 

of sight. 

Moments later, Zabe emerged from the darkness wearing a 

hood and cloak that identified him as a ranger of The Black’s army. 

The improved concealment let him travel quickly, purposefully 

through the enemy tents, searching for the nondescript tabernacle of 

his chief enemy. 

Skirting the perimeter of the tent, Zabe spotted the 

markings which identified a tent as Nitthogr’s. His disguise didn’t 

need to deceive many enemy eyes; most of the important members 

of warlock’s entourage had moved inside the castle, plying their 

wills toward whatever plans the dread sorcerer had devised this 

time. There were still low ranking vyrm to be wary of, however, 

militant followers of the sorcerer whose appetites for promotion 

were hungrier and perhaps more vicious. 

Zabe wasn’t looking for a fight, though. He needed 

information, and conquerors rarely wasted time cleaning up during 

the aftermath of their battles. That was always a task for the proles: 

the lowest ranking members.  

Positive that Nitthogr’s tent might hold some clue to his 

next step, Zabe sat several paces away from the tent flap, watching, 

waiting for his moment. He planned to slip inside and locate notes, 

strategies, anything that could give him an idea of Nitthogr’s 

nefarious scheme as soon as he was sure the coast was clear. 

He saw her coming from a distance and knew exactly who 

she was. Despite their victory, Caivev still moved stealthily through 

the grounds; a former member of the royal shadow guard, those 

habits did not die easily. She’d defected years ago, right before an 

entire regiment of corrupted shadow guards attempted a coup under 

Nitthogr’s direction. 

Zabe narrowed his eyes at the raven haired woman. His 

father had foiled the plot, for sure, but casualties had mounted high 

nonetheless. Caivev had been part of the enemy’s inner circle ever 

since, and she’d make a better source of information than 

ransacking Nitthogr’s tent. 
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He rolled to his feet and walked a lazy intercept course. 

Moments later, he fell in step two paces behind her. Mid-step, he 

made sure he had firm footing and then pounced towards her and 

slipped a silent arm around her neck. Caivev struggled for a few 

seconds, thrashing in the mud. 

Zabe cast a wary glance in all directions as the hold 

rendered her unconscious.  Relieved that he hadn’t been seen, Zabe 

snatched the cords off a tent flap and tied her up. He knew of a safe 

place nearby, and he dragged his prisoner off to the nearby cave. 

 

. . . 

 

“Claire!” Jackie yelled with remote control in hand. She pointed it 

at the television and continued scrolling through the streaming 

services. “Your popcorn’s burning!” 

Claire stepped back into the living room and sniffed. 

“That’s not food.” She nodded to her patio door. Vivian stood just 

outside, dragging deep off the cigarette in her hand. 

“Oh. Disgusting,” she noted as Vivian opened the sliding 

door and reentered the apartment. 

“Not as disgusting as the great unwashed down on the 

street,” Vivian remarked. 

Claire gave her a quizzical look. 

“There’s a gross hobo down on the street. He was staring at 

me the whole time…gave me the stink-eye.” 

Jackie jumped to her feet. “Where is he? I’m the only one 

who hasn’t seen him yet, and Claire says he’s cute!” 

“What? I did not! And don’t look right at him! Peek out 

this window, here,” She cracked the drapes. 

The three girls huddled close to the opening and gazed at 

him. He was watching everything, scanning traffic and the 

surroundings, glancing occasionally back at the apartment. He wore 

a tattered, hooded sweatshirt that covered his face and he’d 

obviously staged the boxes and bins nearby as his bed. 
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“He is kinda cute,” Jackie stated. “I see a dimpled chin and 

stubble. That’s all I need.” 

The others looked at her, but didn’t disagree. “What? I like 

the rugged look.” 

She jumped back from the window. “I think he saw me!” 

she squeaked. She leaned back in. “Oh, no. We’re fine.” She 

exhaled with a shudder. “My heart is racing. Maybe it’s love,” she 

laughed. 

Vivian chuckled. “Looks like Claire has her own personal 

stalker…and your stalker has a stalker of his own. Do you suppose 

he’s dangerous? Maybe he’s trying to get close to my brother?” she 

reminded Claire that she was betrothed. 

Claire rolled her eyes, but kept observing the scene on the 

street. “I’m sure he’s no threat,” she lied. “He’s probably just 

passing through to a warmer city.” 

He peeled the hood back from his face. 

“Ohmygod!” Jackie jumped again. “I know him. That’s 

Robert Somethingorother… You know, that weird kid from high 

school. Rob, he went by.” 

The other two pressed their noses to the glass and 

scrutinized him. “Who?” 

“The snakes?” Jackie explained. “Remember when I first 

moved here in the middle of tenth grade and they made me share a 

locker with Claire? He was the kid that saved us from the snake that 

Jeffrey Bremer put in the locker!” 

“Oh yeah!” 

Vivian tried to hide a mischievous smile. “Jeffey B. I paid 

him a dollar to put that snake in there when I was a senior.” 

The two stood aghast at her omission. 

“What. It’s not like I knew it was poisonous! Jeez.” 

“I remember,” Claire stated. “He got bit and went to the 

hospital. I had a few classes with him. Quiet. I didn’t know anything 

about him.” She leaned back towards the window again. “Yeah, 

that’s definitely him.” 
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“I am going to call someone.” Vivian had her phone in 

hand. 

“No,” the other two shot her down. 

They observed him a few more minutes on the street. Rob 

watched the cars pass. Something made him tense. He stopped and 

shrank back towards the alley, crouching down to avoid detection, 

even though the girls could see him plainly from their level. 

Rob glanced up at the apartment once more and then darted 

down the alleyway behind his viewing post. After a few more 

moments of watching and waiting for any return, a knock came at 

the door.  

“Maybe it’s him?” Jackie whispered giddily. 

Claire walked across the room. She tensely checked the 

peephole, then flung the door open, “James!” She flung himself into 

his arms. 

He wrapped his arms around her, roses in one hand. “I’m 

glad to see you, too!” 
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Chapter 4 
 

 

 

 

Claire struggled to raise her head off the table. She groaned as she 

reached for the cup of coffee and struggled to keep her throbbing 

head upright enough to see her foam cup. There wasn’t enough 

caffeine on the planet to help with the hangover she battled. 

She turned her face to Jackie who sat slumped in the 

adjacent chair. The outdoor table’s undersized umbrella provided 

little help against the morning. Claire grinned stupidly; her friend 

looked dead: pale, slouched, and motionless. Jackie’s broad 

sunglasses hid most of her face from the late morning sun which 

had heated the table to the same approximate temperature as 

magma.  

Grimacing, Claire felt the crosshatched metalwork of the 

hot tabletop searing her cheek like a griddle. Moaning, she slumped 

back into her own hang-over pose and raised the cup to her lips. 

Claire glanced right. Vivian remained straight faced as ever 

while she sipped an espresso. In that moment, Claire knew Vivian 

wasn’t human; she’d drank enough tequila at last night’s 

bachelorette party to make a buffalo blind. Yet, here she sat. Claire 

could feel Vivian’s judgmental eyes scan her critically. 

“Shut up,” Claire croaked as she held her head in her 

hands. 

“I didn’t say anything,” Vivian remarked, coolly.  

Claire groaned again. “You were thinking it.” 

She merely nodded.  
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Jackie snorted a half-asleep snore and then sat straight up—

waking herself. She mumbled something unintelligible and reached 

for her cup on the table. 

Vivian’s phone chirped a few times. Claire winced at the 

shrill noise. 

“I’ve got to go,” Vivian stated, eyes scanning her text 

message. “There’s been another… incident.” 

They let her leave in silence, save for the scraping of her 

chair on the concrete. A few minutes later, slightly sobered by the 

coffee, Claire and Jackie laughed about the previous evening’s 

events. The conversation quickly descended into another Vivian 

bashing session, but eventually turned back to other issues. 

“How is your dad doing, anyway?” 

Claire absentmindedly twirled her pendant around her 

index finger. “He’s not able to get away for long, but he’ll be at the 

wedding. The local government at the dig site is in some political 

disarray and that means they’ve got to dig as much as possible and 

as quickly as they can. They’re trying to ignore the hostile activity 

all around, but if the rebels have their way, there would be a civil 

war,” Claire glanced down at the paper. There was a small, world-

news headline about a foiled coup in that country on page thirteen. 

“If there’s war, all their work will be lost, even if their town misses 

any hostilities, which would be unlikely. By the time it’s sorted out 

and the archaeologists can get back to business, he might be…” 

She trailed off. Jackie finished her sentence for her, 

“Retired.” Nobody wanted to think of another option, and Jackie 

knew how important of a figure he’d always been in her life. 

A grating noise startled the two girls: metal chair-feet 

scraping on the sidewalk. The homeless man, Robert, had snuck up 

on them unnoticed. He quickly took a seat across the small, outdoor 

table. 

Both girls sat frozen. They were not terrified, but rather 

stunned at his incredible audacity; neither knew quite how to react. 
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For several long moments he stared at Claire. “Amazing,” 

he finally said. “You look just like her—in so many ways you are 

her.” 

Claire responded, “Of course I am. Uh, Robert?” She threw 

out the leading question, trying to make sure they had properly 

identified him. She looked him up and down, finally close enough 

to see him clearly. He was not unattractive, despite his longish hair 

and several days’ worth of stubble; he clearly possessed all the 

qualities that had Jackie sighing wistfully to her left. 

He exhaled and furrowed his brow, searching his mind 

introspectively. “Robert… Robert? Yes. That’s my name. Call me 

Rob.” 

“We all went to school together,” Jackie interjected. 

He seemed only slightly confused. “Yes. You’re right about 

that, too. Here in this town.” The last statement almost came off as a 

question rather than a statement. 

“What do you want?” Claire asked bluntly, keenly aware 

that Rob was a homeless man who’d followed her for several days, 

now. 

Rob met her brash remark with a hard stare of his own. “I 

want you to stay safe.” 

“Okay,” she led. “But you’re acting kind of stalkery.” 

“What do you know about me,” Rob cut her short. 

“Well,” she looked him over. “You look like you’ve maybe 

fallen on some hard times, lately. Maybe you heard I was marrying 

some famous guy—” 

“Famous, cute guy,” Jackie added. 

“—and you maybe thought there was a way you could bail 

yourself out?” 

“I wasn’t asking you to speculate. What do you know about 

me?” 

The tension in the following moment was palpable. “Very 

little,” Claire admitted at last.  

He motioned for her to continue. 
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“I know that you’re a little… different,” she softened the 

blow, choosing a word other than ‘weird.’ “I know you once 

rescued me from what turned out to be a poisonous snake and you 

got bit instead—but then you kinda disappeared a few weeks after 

that. Nobody knows if you moved, or joined a terrorist group, or 

what. You are a ghost, Robert Schaeffer,” Claire remembered his 

full name at the last second. 

Rob suddenly looked fidgety and distracted. “Yes,” he 

responded as he stood. “I am a ghost. But are all ghosts evil? You 

be careful, Claire Jones,” he begged her as he turned and departed. 

“Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod,” Jackie burst out once 

he’d left earshot.  

Claire nearly melted as well. Her adrenal glands felt like 

they’d just exploded. The potential danger of such an encounter left 

them both giddy. 

“You handled that so well!” Jackie gushed. “And oh my 

God. He got so hot!” 

“Who’s hot?” a familiar voice asked over their shoulders. 

James sat down, steaming cup of black in his hand. 

“You are,” Claire stated emphatically. She gave Jackie a 

warning look to try and change the subject. 

“Oh really?” James pressed. It was obvious he hadn’t been 

fooled. 

“Just some guy we knew in high school,” Claire offered. 

“Jackie’s got a crush.” 

“I do,” she confirmed. She laughed, more serious this time, 

“I think I really do.” 

 

…Days ago… 

 

Zabe splashed his prisoner with the cold, bitter water he’d collected 

from a pool in the deep, rocky cave. She groaned and thrashed. 

“I’m going to take the gag out in a minute.” He warned in a 

stern voice, “You’re going to tell me the truth. You will accurately 

answer all my questions. If you don’t, things won’t remain so 
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pleasant for you. He let the water drip down her face; everything 

looked black. He dared not light a torch, but could surmise that the 

fetid seepage which formed the pools had probably drained from the 

vyrm army’s hastily dug latrines. 

He yanked the gag down her chin. She spat and gagged; her 

stomach retched. 

“Who are you?” she croaked into the darkness. “We have 

everybody of importance already taken care of! Nitthogr’s plan is 

fool-proof! None remain who are capable of stopping what has been 

thrust into motion!” 

“I’m glad you’re so chatty, Caivev.” 

“I recognize your voice. You’re Zahaben’s son.” 

A pause in the darkness.  

“I’ll take your silence as a confirmation.” 

“What is Nitthogr’s plan?” Zabe asked. 

Silence. 

“What is Nitthogr’s plan?” Zabe asked again, calmly. 

“Look at you. Keeping all that rage in check. Daddy would 

be proud.” 

“What is Nitthogr’s plan?” Zabe asked. He couldn’t keep 

all the tension out of his voice this time, his tone rumbled more 

insistent. 

“Your father was the same, you know. He single-handedly 

dismantled an entire squad inside the keep. Clever man; rigged his 

blaster to blow and took out many vyrm before they even knew he 

was there.” She paused just long enough to test if she’d hooked him 

with the story. “It was the same in the end… in the interrogation 

rooms. He stayed calm until the end.” 

The blackness flashed with light. Caivev’s head rocked 

back as Zabe’s blow struck her from the dark. She laughed and then 

spat, tasting blood.  

Something wet and hard hit Zabe’s face and stuck to his 

cheek; she’d spat something on him. He wiped the spittle off and 

turned the object over in his fingers: one of her molars. He took a 

little pride in that. 
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“There’s that rage. Everyone knows it. Your father knew it. 

But he so rarely uncaged it. He couldn’t, not as the wearer of his 

crest. Do you wear your father’s wristband? Can you control your 

emotions as well as he, or will you unleash your inner beast?” 

“What is Nitthogr’s plan?” He ignored whatever distraction 

she had tried to feed him. 

“I’ll give it up,” she toyed. “But only because you can’t 

possibly stop him. And also because the warning beacon embedded 

in my tooth activated when you knocked it out. I’m curious to see if 

my rescue arrives before I can share all of the gruesome details.” 

Her voice echoed off the wall and she spoke loudly and 

clearly, trying to echo-locate Zabe’s position based on the subtle 

shifts in tone. She couldn’t discern it. He’d either fled or been more 

adept at stealth than she’d ever thought. 

“He’s going to use her up you know: the princess. He wants 

what he’s ever wanted, control of the Tesseract—domination of all 

the aligned realms. And he’ll force a marriage to get it! The sealed 

royal chamber of power and secrets will only open to one with both 

the will and the blood to do it. If your princess has the blood, but 

not will, that makes it obvious! This contingency has been running 

for years, you know. He’s a patient man; he will eventually have 

access to the Architect King’s cache—even if he must marry her 

and wait for his future child to grant it.” 

“But the royal blood, the arcane element that seals their 

power, will not pass to an heir without marriage—and she would 

die before marry him!” 

She grinned in the blackness. His voice came from far off. 

He’d bet his evasive skills against the clock. 

“What if she loves him? What if a child is born before her 

Prime spirit passes from one body and bonds to new one of 

Nitthogr’s choosing? The child could be his,” she cackled. 

Footsteps in the distance. “Do you really think you stand a 

chance against a plan ten years in the making?” 

“One would have to be sick to love that monster,” Zabe 

spat. 
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The words hung in the air. It was no secret to those in the 

court that Caivev pined for twisted warlock; it was the catalyst to 

her fall. 

“The more Bithia hates him, the more her nonprime variant 

will love him,” she stated with a mocking, sing-song voice. 

The Dimensional Inversion Pendant! Zabe realized its theft 

a decade ago must have been tied to Nitthogr’s long-term plans. 

“He will marry the earth girl, and after their child comes, 

Nitthogr will bring his wife here and then kill the princess. Bithia’s 

spirit will take hold of the earth variant and then she will be the 

prime and the child will be heir.” 

A light flashed! Blinding in its brilliance it washed 

everything in white illumination as a troop of vyrm guards swarmed 

the chamber of the cave. Flares burned through the veil of darkness, 

maintaining a constant but low level visibility. Chaos ensued; vyrm 

scrambled through the chamber. Some wielded guns and others held 

blades in preparation for whatever scenario they might encounter. 

The only thing they found was Caivev. Dirty and bleeding, 

she sat tied on the stony floor. They helped her up as she scanned 

the ill lit cavern for her captor. Crevices and fissures broke off at 

many random junctures.  

It was not likely they would find him, at least, not 

immediately, and not in these caves. Let him run, she thought. 

There’s little chance he can save her. 

 

. . . 

 

James leaned across the dinner table at the fancy restaurant and took 

Claire by the hands. She had just brought him up to speed on the 

details of their wedding plans. The flickering candlelight played 

across his face and highlighted his starkly handsome features. “It’s 

so nice to be back.” His mellow baritone voice rattled a sweet spot 

deep inside her. 

Claire smiled politely. It was sincere, but she and James 

had just talked about living arrangements. “Are you really back, 
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though? I mean, where is home for us? We don’t really have a place 

for us. We have your bachelor pad on the west coast and we have 

my apartment here.” 

James smiled and slid a business card across the table. “I 

know you really hate Los Angeles and that the Hollywood scene 

isn’t really your thing. So this is what I am proposing.” 

She picked up the card. “A real estate agency?” She turned 

it over in her hand. James had written an address on the back. 

“What’s this?” 

“I have to be at a table reading tomorrow morning, but I’ve 

arranged for you and my sister to walk through this house.” He 

smiled. “I think you’ll absolutely love it. If you do, it will be our 

home. I’ve already had papers drawn up.” 

“Oh, James…” Claire was speechless.  

“I just want you to be happy. I’ll commute. There will be 

some periods of distance because of the travel, but honestly, that 

would be the case regardless of wherever our home is. Hollywood 

can only invade on your terms.” He smiled, “Plus I can certainly see 

the upside to this,” he joked. “The paparazzi would freeze to death 

up here if they tried following you.” 

Claire could only smile. Having to bring Vivian along was 

only a small concession in light of such a gift. It would be difficult 

to find a moment in her life more perfect than this. 

 

. . . 

 

Vivian knocked on the apartment door. It swung open to reveal a 

disheveled Jackie, holding a rumpled blanket over herself. 

“Oh. I was expecting Claire.” 

“I was expecting pizza,” she yawned. Jackie stepped aside 

so Vivian could enter the apartment. “She’s on some swanky date 

with your brother.” 

“You’re not at home?” 

“This is as much my home as my parents’ place is.” 
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“Fair enough,” Vivian said flatly. “I was just going to bring 

Claire these,” she lifted a manila envelope. 

“Oh, what’s this?” she asked inquisitively. Jackie took the 

package and pulled out a small stack of drawings and articles. 

“I knew she was interested in this thing. I always did say 

she read too much—it couldn’t possibly be good for her.” She 

turned the artist’s composite sketch of a hairy, lanky beast. “This 

was from our most recent event. An eyewitness described this to the 

artist who drew this up.” 

Jackie recognized this as some kind of peace offering 

between Vivian and her soon to be sister-in-law. “It looks like 

Bigfoot with claws… except he’s maybe been working out a little. I 

don’t get it. Is Bigfoot hitting the roids?” 

Vivian shook her head with a grimace. She cycled through 

to a few new stills: grainy photographs. The creature looked almost 

exactly as described, although the photo was low resolution and 

from a distance. “There was an ATM at the bait-shop down the 

road. We were able to pull these couple images.” She’d finally 

managed to silence Jackie. 

“Wow,” was all she could manage. 

“I have no idea what this is, or how to disprove it. I’m not 

certain that it can be disproved,” She wondered aloud. Letting her 

thoughts hang in the air. “Whatever this thing is, it might be the real 

deal.” 
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To read the rest, 

either get the book 

on Amazon, or signup 

for the author’s 

mailing list to get a 

free copy.  

https://www.amazon.com/Wolf-Tesseract-Christopher-D-Schmitz/dp/1612967280
https://www.amazon.com/Wolf-Tesseract-Christopher-D-Schmitz/dp/1612967280
http://eepurl.com/c9AFkf
http://eepurl.com/c9AFkf
http://eepurl.com/c9AFkf
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Glossary 

 

The Architect King – the Creator God. He is currently in 

stone form, trapped within Basilisk’s stronghold at Limbus 

until some prophesied day. 

The Black – common, lowest Caste of the species. Also 

called blackborn. 

Chamber of Mysteries – an impenetrable vault where the 

arcane artifacts collected by the Royal Family are kept; also 

home to the Tesseract. 

Desolation – a realm of the multiverse; formerly known as 

Edenya before the Syzygyc War ravaged the landscape. 

Dimensional Inversion Pendant – a mysterious artifact 

made from darquematter; it alters the link between a Prime 

and his or her variants. 

Dunnischkte - a religious ritual to gain a hybrid status 

between vyrm and human. 

Dunnischktet – someone who has completed the 

Dunnischkte; he or she gains nigh immortality and the 

ability to shift between hybrid, vyrm, and human forms. 

Frostmancer – tarkhūn with special abilities including 

ice/cold control. 

Grimmorium Nitthogr – a journal kept by the fallen 

Veritas cleric Nitthogr; it is an arcane work that is the 

culmination of all the sorcery he learned in his earlier years 

before Sh’logath taught him even deeper and viler magics. 

Guardian Corps – royal guards tasked with protecting the 
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royal line and also the chamber of mysteries; some 

corpsmen decide to join the Veritas, a secretive monastic 

order drawn from their numbers. 

Heptobscurantum – human branch of the vyrm’s cult of 

Sh’logath. 

Lich – tarkhūn with psychic abilities; they are always 

identified at a young age and pressed into service of the 

Sh’logath cult. 

Limbus – the home to Basilisk, the recognized leader of 

the Tarkhūn, and the capital of Desolation. 

Multiverse – thirty-three connected dimensions that can be 

travelled via pathways that open up based upon the astral 

alignment/calendar. 

Plains of Neggath - region in Desolation where the 

Sh’logath cult birthed the great Agod; the area is a veritable 

wasteland and often the home of Rovers. 

The Prime – the main realm of the multiverse: the ultimate 

reality. It also refers to a person who lives within this 

realm; each Prime has dimensional copies living on the 

different realms of the multiverse. 

Pyromancer –  tarkhūn with special abilities including fire 

generation and manipulation.  

Rovers – unaligned vyrm tribes. They are typically either 

Seekers of Maetha or Followers of Krakkath, two different 

theologies that some vyrm adhere to. 

The Seven – illuminati-like ruling council of the 

Heprobscurantum. 

Shade – tarkhūn with extreme camouflaging ability; some 

have even gained the ability to completely shapeshift their 

forms. 
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Sh’logath – the Devourer, Nega-God, Agod of Destruction, 

the Reality Eater… all are names to describe the terror that 

lurks on the verge of reality. 

Straruck – the Holy city in the Neggath region; it has holy 

significance to the vyrm (their religions kind of Mecca). 

The Syzygyc War – the war that waged many years 

between the Prime and Desolation as they sought to 

awaken Shlogath; it was prevented by the Architect King. 

Tarkhūn – high caste of vyrm that once ruled their race 

before a schism led by Nitthogr long ago. They are a rarer, 

but stronger breed. Some, who resemble member of The 

Black, have developed additional powers. 

Tesseract – a gem created by the Architect King; it is the 

key to all power in reality and the embodiment of the 

multiverse. 

Thousand Elder’s Sacrifice – the sacrificial torpor they 

entered into in order to make Sh’logath real in a ceremony 

they called the Birthing. 

TRX718 – a high powered blaster pistol. 

Voice of the Thousand Elders – the chief Cleric of the 

Vyrm’s Thousand Elders. He stayed alive and died of old 

age, although his spirit remains disembodied and tied to the 

Thousand Elders will. 

Vyrm – reptilian humanoid race whose home realm is 

known as the Desolation. 
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Want to get a free copy of the prequel comic book, Wolves of the 

Tesseract: The Taking of the Prime?  It’s as easy as signing up for 

the author’s mailing list and confirming your address—the 

automated system will send you a link and a coupon code to 

download immediately (or go to your favorite online book vendor 

and purchase a physical copy!) 

Signup at the mailing list here (or on the author’s website, 

authorchristopherdschmitz.com) 

http://eepurl.com/b6phYn 

 

 

 

What Happens Next? 

The exciting story continues in Through the Darque Gates of Koth! 

Three years after a sorcerer’s failed attempt to awaken an 
ancient evil, Claire Jones channels the Prime spirit and has 
become the rightful heir to the throne of the Architect King. 
Peace seems to have returned to the multiverse, but when a 
traitor forms a dark pact with the trickster demigod Akko 
Soggathoth, malevolent forces again destabilize reality. If Claire 
and her friends cannot stop a new cults’ foul rituals, the 
ravenous nega-god may yet find entry into our world—but 
journeying through the Darque dimension to stop it might cost 
Claire her very mind. 
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Dear reader, 

Thank you for reading my book.  If you enjoyed it, won’t you please 

take a moment to leave me a review at your favorite retailer and 

share this title with your friends on social media?  Discoverability is 

the lifeblood of success for authors and we can’t continue our craft 

without your help! 

Thanks!  

Christopher D Schmitz 
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