



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

Summoned

ISBN: 978-1-64890-256-7

© 2021 J.P. Jackson

Cover Art © 2021 Natasha Snow

Published in April, 2021 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-64890-257-4

 

CONTENT WARNING:

This book contains sexually explicit content, which may only be suitable for mature readers. Depictions of death of secondary characters, gore, abuse, graphic violence, kidnapping, imprisonment, and torture.


Summoned

Magus Malefica, Book One

J.P. Jackson


Chapter One

“IT’S HOW MUCH?” Cam scoffed, glaring at Damien behind the counter.

“$299.99, plus tax.” Damien’s tongue piercing got in the way of the ‘s’, and the word came out more like ‘pluth’.

“Ignore him, Damien. New piercing? I like it.” Dev tried to ameliorate his best friend’s rude comment, then turned to scowl at Cam. “Honestly, why did I ask you to come?”

“Because you love me.” Cam tapped a finger on the box Dev clutched in his hands. “Dev, your parents are going to kill you if you spend that much money.” Cam cocked an eyebrow at Dev. “And seriously, man, how are you going to pay for…whatever that thing is?”

“With this.” Dev pulled out his wallet and flipped the black leather cover open to extract a brand new, slick, and shiny, never-been-used MasterCard.

“And where the hell did you get that?”

“Special offer for impending university graduates.” Dev sneered. If all went well, he’d be graduating in the next couple of weeks. Cam, however, had dropped out the previous year to figure himself out as a rebellion against his parents’ divorce. His mother had fiercely argued against the idea for two months until she gave up and agreed to Cam taking the year off.

“Oh dude. Just say no.” Cam had never been supportive of Dev’s interest in the occult, but this was going to be the last purchase.

Unless this purchase worked. And Dev knew it would.

It had to.

Dev placed all his hopes and dreams on the fact that this was going to work.

 

DEV COULDN’T WAIT to open up his latest acquisition.

When he and Cam had arrived at Dev’s house, all he wanted to do was rush up the stairs to hide out in his bedroom, tucked away from any distractions or family drama, intent on inspecting his newest possession. Well, any distraction other than Cam, who had accompanied him home.

Instead, as Dev started up the stairs, looking back over his shoulder to ensure Cam was following, he careened into his sister Amna.

“Ugh, you oaf!” Amna shoved him backward, pushing him into Cam. “Oh! Whatchya got in the bag? It looks like it’s from that witchy store you like!” Amna slid a finger into the bag to pull it towards her to inspect. Dev pulled his prized possession towards him.

“Cam, come on, let’s go.” Dev snarled at Amna.

Cam, however, wasn’t keeping up. He’d wandered into the kitchen. Cam was playing nice.

“Hi, Mrs. Khandelwal.” Dev’s mom loved to cook and proudly fed her family traditional meals. Tonight’s fare, from the smell of things, was Rogan Josh. Dev hated curry with a passion. He wasn’t fond of lamb either and the two together were wretched. He decided going out for fast food was a better alternative.

“Cam,” Dev ground up his face with displeasure, “let’s go.”

Cam shot daggers back at Dev. He shook his head, rolling his eyes as he returned his attention to Dev’s mom. “Nice sari!” Cam smiled. “Later, Mrs. Khandelwal.”

Upon entering Dev’s room, Cam flopped onto the bed and began examining his too-long fingernails, preening them while lying on his back. Cam’s shoulder-length sandy-brown hair, which had a slight wave to it and a multitude of natural blonde and auburn highlights, splayed out behind his head, making his pose look model-esque. His three-days’ worth of stubble added to that. Dev would never have used the description of “male model” in front of his lifelong pal. The last thing Dev wanted was to feed Cam’s ego. Cam’s head filled most spaces he inhabited.

“Get your damn boots off my bed.” Dev slapped Cam’s feet.

“Oh my god. Yes, Mom.” Cam toed off the designer rainbow-snakeskin boots. The thud, thud ricocheted in the tiny bedroom.

“What are those things made of? Lead?” Dev quipped in response to their noisy removal.

“That’s the sound of a quality product, bitch.” Cam gave Dev the side-eye. Dev caught the glance. They glared at each other for all of a second, then burst into laughter.

He continued to stare at Cam, who returned to plucking away at some unseen dirt beneath a thumbnail. He had to admit, Cam was too handsome for his own good. They had known each other since grade school and had been, for the most part, inseparable. Dev had stood by idly as Cam used his good looks to get what he wanted. Not that Dev would describe himself as ugly. Far from it. But between the two, Cam always got the good-looking guys first, and that encouraged Cam to parade around, flaunting his beauty.

Dev had invited Cam to tag along on his afternoon shopping excursion. The out-of-the-way pagan store, Magix & Mystix, held all sorts of goodies, most of which Dev couldn’t afford, hence the credit card, but he’d had his eye on this particular object for the last couple of months and had squirrelled money away like a miser in order to afford it. All that saving, though, still hadn’t amounted to the amount of cash required.

But his luck had changed when a kiosk from a local bank had opened in the Student’s Lounge at the University. The handsome, bicep-bulging booth occupant, wearing a shirt obviously a size too small, promised an enticing introductory percentage rate on the credit card, stating the bank offered the cheapest one in the city. And with this purchase from Magix & Mystix in mind and the desperation to get his hands on it, Dev signed the credit card contract in a heartbeat.

All the way downtown, and during their short walk to the store, Cam had proclaimed he was being led through the seediest parts of Edmonton’s dark alleyways on their way to make the purchase and complained often about how they were going to be robbed, stabbed, or murdered in some grisly fashion.

None of that had happened.

But Dev had finally got his paws on the summoning board, and as he pulled the rectangular box out of the store’s signature black paper bag, his stomach tensed with excitement. The coveted item had a silver pentacle stamped in the center with one word superimposed over top.

Desires

There had been a whole series of summoning boards: Spirits, Wealth, Justice, the board Dev had been after, Desires, and the last in the series, locked away behind glass, Demons. Dev understood enough to know summoning demons wasn’t something even his expert level of knowledge should attempt. He was happy enough to leave that particular object where it was. Locked away.

After sliding off the box lid, the sought-after summoning board was professionally wrapped in layers of black tissue paper. Dev peeled each thin layer away, his enthusiasm growing with each sheet.

“Honestly, I don’t get what you see in all this stuff.” Cam waved his hand through the air, a flippant gesture meant to dismiss Dev’s impressive occult collection.

Of course, Cam was referring to the contents of Dev’s room, crammed full of books, candles, incense burners, and trinkets on every flat space. The occult was Dev’s jam. Crystals, runes, tarot decks—you name it, Dev had it. The occult. He had read, studied, and practiced everything from card readings to spirit summoning. But despite his keen interest, admirable level of knowledge, and dedicated study, Dev hadn’t had a single otherworldly encounter or brush with psychic phenomenon.

That killed Dev.

“Shush. You be nice. Otherwise my demons will get you.” Dev chuckled, knowing full well Cam’s interest level focused more on his latest pair of shoes. Dev made a mental note to check for holes in the floorboards.

Dev, on the other hand, would have done anything to be a witch, sorcerer, or seer of the hidden. A pastime his Indian-born mother did not appreciate.

“Devid, why? This is all bad. You need to find a nice girl, get married, have children. I want to be a grandmother.” Dev pictured his mother’s face as her lips mouthed words. He would sit in a state of catatonia while she spouted off such sentiments. Like this morning, at breakfast.

He had come out years ago. But Dev would close his eyes and sigh as his mother continued to say things to him, clinging to a misguided hope perhaps his penchant for men was a passing phase. So far, that had not proven true, and even though Dev had stabs of guilt about his attraction to muscled, hairy-chested bearded guys, those wretched guilt pains didn’t stop him from fantasizing about burly men and on rare occasions, pursuing them, however shyly. And Dev’s mom had little good to say about Cam. Cam was also gay. Scruffy too, and even more of a furball than Dev, although both sported a hirsute body. Cam, by his own admission, was a bit of a quandary. Walking down the street no one would suspect Cam’s sexual preferences. Cam’s tankish stride, wide square shoulders, set closer to the pavement than the sky, plowed through most crowds like a stocky football player. His unruly hair made him look manlier, like Jason Momoa. But when Cam opened his mouth, and these were his words, not Dev’s, “Unicorns and rainbows just fly out, and honestly, if you can’t figure out I’m gay, then how dense are you, really?” That was an exact quote. Flamboyant from sun up to sun down, which Dev loved. He wished in some small way he could be as brave and carefree about his sexuality as Cam. That wasn’t the case, especially growing up in a first-generation-born Canadian household that still held true and fast to many an Indian custom, like the kalava he wore around his wrist. The red string bracelet was there to appease his mother and signify Dev’s adherence to Hinduism, but nothing could have been further from the truth.

Cam snapped Dev out of his mental wanderings. “Dev, the moment you actually manage to harness a demon and have it do your bidding, I’ll concede to wearing discount clothing.” Cam cocked an eyebrow and pursed his lips at Dev, who met his gaze. They both smirked. In no world, anywhere, would Cam ever resort to wearing anything so common.

This was the nature of their relationship. Cam was eternally bitchy, and Dev was perpetually spooky. The dynamic was weird, but the friendship worked for them.

“Come on,” Dev said, pulling Cam’s attention to the task at hand. “Do this with me.”

“What? Bitch, no.”

“Why not? What the hell have you got to lose?”

“Just, you know, for some crazy-ass reason you manage to pull off some kind of beast wrangling, I don’t want to be dragged into the depths of the pit by some shrieking harpy demon. Especially in this outfit. I’m not ready to go to hell looking like this.”

“That’s not a thing, Cam.” Dev shook his head at Cam with a ‘god, you don’t know anything!’ kind of look.

“How the hell would you know?”

“I know. Now get down here.”

“Ugh, all right fine. It’s not like any of this has ever worked before.” Cam slid off the bed and sat opposite Dev on the floor, cross-legged. The comment bit at Dev. It hurt, but Cam’s flippancy wasn’t trying to put him and his interests down. Cam pointed to the newest acquisition, “What exactly is this thing?”

“A summoning board.”

“Yeah, you’ve said that. What is it, though? Like, what’s it supposed to do?” Cam asked, “And what are all those squiggly things?” Cam pointed toward the script patterning the outside of the board, his finger getting far too close to the board for Dev’s comfort.

“Shh. It’s nothing.” Dev slapped his hand away. “It’s only there to make the board look all gothic and shit.”

“Mmmhmm. K. So…what am I supposed to do? Run around the thing three times and chant ‘Bloody Mary’?” Cam asked.

“Oh my god, you’re such an idiot. No, you moron. It’s for summoning your greatest desires,” Dev instructed.

“Really? So, like, a big monster boyfriend?” Cam winked, cupped his own crotch, gave the bulge a couple of squeezes, and tossed Dev an over-dramatic come-hither look.

“I just…I can’t with you right now. Is that all you think about?”

“Nope. Bastard better be good-looking too. And rich. It takes money to keep me looking this good.” Cam ran his hands over his designer-clad torso and overpriced jeans.

“I swear to god, I don’t know why I bother with you.”

“Because you love me.”

“Sadly, yes. I do. Why? I have no idea.” Dev got up and rummaged around his room.

“Okay, so what the hell are you doing now?”

“We need things.”

“This is getting complicated.”

“Shush.”

Dev rushed around his room, gathering the trinkets they needed to do their first summons. And as fast as a desperate person would sell their soul to the devil, he returned to where Cam sat, mimicking his crossed-leg sitting position with the board between them. He handed Cam a marker and three post-it notes.

“And…?”

“Write down three wishes.”

“Damn, are we summoning a genie?”

“It’s called a Djinn, and no, we are not…at least, I don’t think. Why do you make everything a challenge? Write something down.” Dev prodded Cam with the end of his marker.

“Good lord, all right. Fine.”

Cam got busy scratching stuff down. He had his first wish written in a flat second, the other two he had to think on.

Dev on the other hand had already planned exactly what he was going to wish for. He’d come up with this plan the first time he spied the board in Magix & Mystix. He had dreamed of these particular desires for years. All his hopes lay on this last purchase.

This was it.

The last straw.

The last time any of this hocus pocus would be attempted.

Dev had promised himself if this didn’t work, he would give all of it up, for good. He was worn out from Cam’s remarks. The steady stream of one-liners and quick-witted comments were berating and made him feel hollow and silly. It was playful teasing on Cam’s part, but the jabs still hurt. His best friend thought his deepest held beliefs were nothing but nonsense and phooey.

Dev believed in magic. He would have staked his soul on a bargain with the devil.

Not having had any experiences with the supernatural had shattered Dev. The desperation every time he watched a movie or TV show where paranormal beings existed left a tennis-ball-sized lump in his throat. Why hadn’t he seen any? The sense of abandonment weighed heavily as if a hole of emptiness filled his chest cavity.

Yeah, okay, so TV wasn’t real. Still.

Dev spent many a sleepless night searching for some hint within the myriad of books he owned. Some trivial sign the Shadow Realm was waiting for him. There were so many others who had already travelled through the veil! All you had to do was go online. There were endless chat rooms and blogs of those who had seen ghosts, been visited by the fae, and seen horrifying encounters of those possessed by demons.

Dev believed. Wholeheartedly.

He believed in magic to the marrow of his bones.

So, this was it. And with all the heart-wrenching, utter loneliness and consuming desire for the Shadow Realm to be real, he wrote down his three wishes:

I want to have a supernatural power.

I want to see the Shadow Realm and be part of it.

I want my friends and family to respect me for my knowledge of the occult.

Dev folded the tiny notes in half. He didn’t want Cam to see them because then they wouldn’t come true. He tossed them into the copper cauldron he had placed in the center of the board. The instructions on the back of the box were specific. All wishes were to be written on paper, personalized with blood, and placed into the inner ring. Finally, the paper had to be burnt in order to release the energy created while making the desire tangible.

Cam gave Dev his pieces of paper.

“No! Not like that, geez.” Dev tossed them back at Cam.

Cam threw his hands up in the air. “What the hell?”

“Fold them in half like I did and put them in the copper bowl.”

“Fine.” Cam did as instructed. “There, happy?”

“Not quite. Give me your hand.”

“Why?”

“For the love of…” Dev grabbed Cam’s hand and deftly managed to stab a finger with a thumbtack.

“What the ever-loving fuck, dude?” Cam ripped his hand away and grabbed his finger. A small pinprick of blood welled up to the skin’s surface. He brought the finger up to his mouth.

“Don’t you dare!” Dev pointed at Cam.

Cam stopped and glared at Dev with a ‘well what?’ kind of look.

“Squeeze your finger so the blood drips onto your papers, but get it in the bowl, don’t get blood on my floor.” Dev pricked his own finger and held his digit over the bowl.

Three drops of blood fell into the copper cauldron. Followed thereafter by three of Cam’s.

Dev lit a match and pitched the flaming splinter into the bowl, pushing the post-it notes around so they caught fire.

“Go open the window,” Dev instructed Cam.

“Your mother will kill you if you burn the house down.” Cam got up, went over to the window, and slid the pane open. A gust of air blew into the room, ruffling loose papers on Dev’s desk.

“Okay, now come read this with me.” Dev gestured for Cam to sit beside him.

“I swear if anything happens…” Cam warned while he rearranged himself next to Dev, inspecting his finger and sucking at the miniscule wound.

“It will. I know it will.”

“You always say that.” Cam rolled his eyes and sighed with exasperation.

“Come on, read this.”

“Ugh, fine.”

And together, they read the incantation off of the instruction sheet that came with the board.

“With passion of heart, I seek to find, those Desires I want. Wishes to be mine.”

“That’s it?” Cam’s head tilted to one side in disbelief.

“That’s it.” Dev shrugged.

They waited for a few heartbeats. Loud ones that thudded against the inside of Dev’s chest.

“Okay, I’m bored now. And my finger hurts. You owe me a macchiato.” Cam grabbed his designer boots and slid them on. “You coming?”

Dev gazed into the cauldron as the last of the papers charred and blackened and tiny wisps of smoke curled up toward him and dissipated.

Nothing had happened.

His heart ached. His shoulders slumped, and he hung his head.

“Come on,” Dev flinched as Cam threw an arm around his shoulder and squeezed him in a one armed bro hug. “I’ll buy.”

“Yeah, all right.”

But, Dev couldn’t give up hope. Maybe you had to sleep on it. Maybe the moon cycle had to change over in order to power up the wishes.

Something had to happen.

As the two left the room, Dev eased the door closed using both hands on the doorknob while silently praying to any god or being who happened to be listening.

“Please hear me,” he whispered.

 

INSIDE THE EMPTY room, behind the closed door, the summoning board’s squiggly writing around the outside edges that was ‘only there to make the board look all gothic and shit’ shifted. As if the doodles and lines were dancing or marching.

The entire border rotated, widdershins, and the inner ring of the board spun in the opposite directions, changing the symbols.

The wind blew in through the open window and the curtain fluttered in the breeze.


Chapter Two

DEV WOKE TO the racket of his younger fraternal twin sisters’ screaming. He groaned, turned over in bed, and pulled the pillow over his head. He had studied late into the night after coming home from coffee and dinner with Cam. Finals were only a few weeks away.

“No! You cannot wear my sweater, Bhanu. I don’t care what Mom said,” Amna screeched.

“Seriously? Peach looks wretched on you and besides, it doesn’t fit you.” Bhanu’s tone dripped with acid. Dev swore the sizzle of the burn was audible. This was going to get ugly, and fast.

“Ugh.” Dev flipped the covers back and crawled out of bed, standing up and flexing his shoulders backward. His spine cracked and popped. Wearing only his boxers, he pulled open his bedroom door to find his younger sisters still screeching at each other in the hall.

“Will the two of you please shut up?” Dev added to the level of noise in the hallway while rubbing sleep out of his eyes.

“Oh my god, Dev, put some clothes on!” Amna covered her eyes with both hands, mocking some sense of propriety. If neighborhood rumors were true, Amna had a reputation for being in the “fast and loose” camp and not the “good girl.” Bhanu defined the good girl category, if not the prissy and bitchy role as well. Amna though, really liked the boys, which made Dev giggle because judging from the collection of posters of the men adorning the walls of her room, Amna and Dev drooled over a similar taste in men. But if gossips were to be believed, Amna got all the action whereas Dev had been left high and dry. At least that’s what Bhanu had told him.

“You know, you should consider shaving,” Bhanu flicked a finger up and down, “You’re never going to get a date with all that…” Bhanu’s face scrunched up as she took an exaggerated gasp and spat out, “hair.” She stuck out her tongue in a gag.

“Ha! Shows what you know. The bears can’t keep their hands off all this.” Dev ran his fingers through the fur covering his chest and tummy.

The girls threw their hands up in unison, in protest and disgust, turned and exited, taking their argument downstairs to the kitchen.

Dev retreated into his room. He wished the bears were after him. Truth was, he hadn’t had a date in months. But between fourth-year courses at the “U,” working part-time in the family’s dry cleaning shop, and spending every other precious moment reading about and practicing runes and tarot cards, he hadn’t put himself out there. And if he didn’t go out once in a while, he’d never get a date. Or laid. That would be…

Goosebumps erupted on Dev’s flesh thinking about the possibilities. He hadn’t done the deed yet. Sure, he’d kissed and even given a blowjob once, but that had been the extent of his sexual forays. He had pictured his first time in his head and fantasized regularly. He wanted that magical experience to be with the man of his dreams. Bigger than him, more muscular than him, and at least with as much body hair. A ‘Ginge’ would be the creamy icing on top of the sex cake. He had a hard on for redheads.

Dev let out a sigh and adjusted his crotch which had begun to respond to his private musings of big, muscled redheads. No time to think about such things now, and certainly no privacy to do anything about it. Even with a promise of a locked door, Dev’s sisters would barge in or batter the door down. Nothing was sacred.

Glancing around his room, Dev took stock of all his baubles. Everything sorted tidy and organized in numerous bookshelves lining every wall around his room. Crystals were stored next to the window where the sunlight and moonglow would charge them. Books were kept by his bedside for late night reading, sorted by subject matter. Tarot decks with varying themes and bags full of runes occupied another unit. Hidden behind a box set of tarot cards on the center bookshelf lay a bag of divination bones Dev had spent a boatload of money on. And the bones were real. Not some fake plastic resin crap. They were the real deal. Dev swore an actual human phalanx had been incorporated into the mix. Not just the usual bird and mouse bones. If his mom had ever found those…

The chaos that would ensue would be epic. His mother hated this stuff.

He loved all of it.

And he had spent substantial funds on all if it. Cash he should have been saving for more important things. Like preserving his mental health by stashing away enough money to get an apartment of his own.

But that had not happened, and instead, the hard-earned dollars all went to this. After years and years of dedication to the craft, not a single fucking thing had ever happened. No ghosts. No prophetic dreams. Not even a single tarot reading had been remotely accurate—and Dev kept a journal of every reading. He’d read his diary so many times the pages were damn near memorized.

And still, nothing.

Being shunned by the Shadow Realm might have made him angry, but in fact, the lack of supernatural anything left him with a sense of rejection. Like every good-looking guy had given him the cold shoulder.

One time. That’s all he’d ever asked for. Once.

Pursing his lips, Dev reached over and swiped his phone off the nightstand, flicking his wrist upward to wake up the screen.

“Shit.” 8:15am. His first seminar started in one hour. If he didn’t hurry, he’d miss the last bus that would get him to campus in time to get a coffee and get to class. He’d have to miss the most important meal of the day, as his mother always said, and he smelled the tangy aroma that could only be a plate heaped full of scrambled eggs and cheese on toast. The way his mom made eggs was his favorite breakfast food, but not today. No time.

The cacophony from downstairs reverberated up the stairwell, down the hall, and into his bedroom. The whirlwind of his twin sisters had apparently sucked in his parents. They were debating, of all things, marmalade. The constant arguments and noise and lack of privacy made everything feel tight, uncomfortable, and inescapable. If Dev dwelt on those feelings, his body responded in kind.

It made his ears ring, for one, kind of like they were right now. Nothing terrible or annoying. The tone, a high-pitched squeal rang far off in the distance. The ringing always went away as soon as he removed himself from the house or a tense situation.

The chaos left him jittery and nervous. And when Dev had all those nerves driving him crazy, he’d tap his feet or fingers. The movement drove his mother nuts. Once agitated, Dev’s body was constantly in motion, looking for an outlet to all the negative energy.

Dev shook his head and stretched out an arm, his hand grasping for the yoga pants hanging from the hook on the back of his door.

Slipping them on proved difficult as the stretchy fabric always caught one foot or another and as predicted, his left foot got stuck about half way down when his toe caught the inseam. Losing balance, Dev pitched forward, hopped on his right leg a couple of times and ended up kicking the copper cauldron still sitting in the center of the summoning board on the floor at the foot of his bed.

The metallic bowl clanged and spun, hitting a nearby bookshelf base and twirled several times, rocking itself to rest.

“Dammit!” Dev collapsed onto his bed, trying not to catapult himself into any bedroom furniture.

He pulled the rest of the pant leg on, grabbed a sweatshirt emblazoned with the University of Alberta’s crest from the pile of clothes that lay discarded at the foot of his bed, and slipped the garment over his torso. Dev reached over, stretching as he did, and with the tips of his fingers managed to snag the metal bowl.

He brought the cherished item in to his chest and held it close. Dev caressed the rim of the shiny cauldron, while his thoughts drifted away to questioning his dedication to the occult.

He was twenty-three years old. Graduation with a degree in Sociology occurred in two weeks. Why Dev continued to believe in magical creatures and spirit realms confounded any sense of logic.

Maybe he’d arrived at the end of his journey with the occult. Dev spared a moment to look around his room. So many things. Maybe after class he should get some boxes and start packing everything away. Maybe if he sold some of the stuff on eBay it would at least return some of the money he’d spent.

After all, he had made himself a promise with the summoning board. Nothing had happened…yet. Maybe it was too soon? But surely something should have already come to pass?

He gripped the vessel tighter to his chest. Perhaps he should keep a couple of things, you know, the expensive items and the things that meant something to him. Like the bone bag, the summoning board, and definitely his quartz crystal collection. But the rest should go.

Well, the books. Dev should keep those too.

Dev studied the hammered copper dish he now cuddled. He would keep this. He had to keep this.

“What are you doing?”

Dev whirled around, still clutching his cauldron. Amna stood in the doorway.

“Nothing.”

Amna studied him, then shook her head. “Dad’s giving us a ride today. Do you want to tag along? It’ll get you half way to the ‘U’. Are you sure you’re okay? You look weird.”

“I’m okay. Just thinking about packing up all this stuff. Maybe selling it.”

“What? Really? That’s a sudden change of heart, no?”

“Yeah, maybe.” Dev gripped the hammered bowl tighter yet.

“Well, if you do, I want your bag of bones. They’re awesome!”

“How do you know—?”

“Downstairs in five if you want a ride.” Amna twirled and then disappeared down the stairs.

Ugh, nothing was sacred in this house.

Something ticked in Dev’s brain.

The cauldron he clung to gleamed. No ashes remained from Cam and his summons the day before. He surveyed the floor—maybe his kick had ejected the contents.

Nope. Nothing.

Dev’s mother. Dev scrunched his lips together with suspicion. She constantly barged into his room to “tidy” up.

“Mom!” he snarled in frustration. Once again, he assumed, his mother had been trying to “care,” but instead she’d violated his space—his bedroom—and “helped” by neatening and cleaning up. That was the only possibility for the bowl being spotless and gleaming.

A perfect portrait of his mother, constantly cleaning, cooking, and praying to the multitude of Hindu gods. It had to be her.

“Ugh!” Dev raised a fist in the air. Surely the removal of the burnt offering would negate the summons. This wasn’t the first time his mother had ruined a spell.

It was time to move out. Cam and he had talked about it. When Cam’s parents had begun their ugly divorce, they had talked about getting their own apartment. But months later, Dev still resided in the family home, and Cam had settled for living with his mother.

Besides, good Indian boys didn’t move out. They stayed at home and helped. Sure if you were going to university in another city, living on your own was expected, and normal, but if you didn’t? Well, then you were abandoning or forsaking your own. Nobody did that. What was wrong with Dev for even considering this course of action? These were the sentiments his parents reinforced after he’d casually brought up the idea.

“How would you pay for rent? You work for us. You help us out, because together we keep the family going.” Dev’s Dad had declared. He lifted the remote and turned on the TV. Conversation over. Matter solved.

Dev’s shoulders sagged, a little less full of life as he closed his eyes. As the world around him became loud, too stressful, tight and close and just too fucking much.

The squeal in his ears got louder.

And now the time had crept to 8:33am.

“Shit, shit!” Dev put the cauldron down on his unmade bed, grabbed his laptop and shut the door as he exited his room. He vowed to himself this time was the last time.

The last time to give in to hope. Clearly he would be spared from anything otherworldly.

But also the last time he’d give in to his parent’s wishes and demands about staying home and helping out.

The absolute last time his wants and needs would be placed on the back burner.

He had three classes today, and then there would be free time. He was prepped and caught up on most of his notes and in a good space for finals. Tonight he would pack up all this occult crap and call it quits. And while he crammed all his treasures into boxes, it only made sense to include his clothes and music. Tomorrow held possibilities. Dev would find himself his own place, with or without Cam.

And a job.

Yeah. An apartment and a new job. He could do that.

No.

He would do that.

 

EVEN THOUGH THE fresh and cool spring morning air created pockets of fog, and dew dappled the new grass, and despite the fact Dev only had on a sweatshirt, he was getting warm with his brisk walk to the bus stop. He only had a few minutes to get there, or he’d miss the last bus. Jarring Dev from his planning, the Psycho shower knife scene clip chimed, somewhat muffled from his yoga pants pocket.

It was Cam, who hadn’t been impressed Dev had assigned him that particular ring tone but then in the space of a heartbeat changed his mind, deciding he quite liked it. From that point forward, Cam mimicked the same noise whenever he got off a resoundingly good burn on someone. Cam had turned Dev’s jab into a “thing.” Cam’s thing. Whenever his friend produced the annoying peal, Dev had to admit Cam’s impersonation perfectly matched the real thing. Be damned if Dev understood how Cam made his vocal cords emit such a dreadful squeal. But as much as Dev may have been put off by the wretched noise, he admired Cam’s resilience. There wasn’t much that stymied Cam. He always managed to turn a negative moment around into something positive, or something about him.

The phone went off again.

Cam detested mornings and therefore never woke up before 9:00am, never mind this early, so what the hell was so urgent? Dev’s ire simmered from his mom’s cleaning, which had ruined his summoning spell. Waking up to complete chaos between Amna and Bhanu made Dev yearn for solitude and quiet, not having to deal with anyone other than himself.

But again, the phone. Dev grumbled to himself while fishing out his cell. He unlocked the phone with his thumbprint and opened the texting app.

Dude!

Where are you?

You HAVE to come over. NOW.

Dev locked the phone and shoved the device into his pants pocket. Finals. Two more weeks until his career as a student came to an abrupt end. These last few classes were always the most important ones to attend. The profs always gave away hints and pointers on what pieces of their semester’s material might appear on the final exam. Dev had to go to class.

Again with the Psycho knife. Dev cringed and dug the phone out again.

Dev, are you there? Dude, you have to come over. PLEASE?

Cam never uttered the word please.

Dev typed a quick response.

Going to the U. I have classes.

The three dots appeared at the bottom of the screen indicating Cam had seen the message and was typing a response, which popped onto the screen in record time, and all in caps.

YOUR SPELL! GODDAMMIT. Please?

Dev stopped cold. What did Cam mean? Had something happened? Did the fact his mom had cleaned out the bowl not negate the spell? Did Cam get one of his desires? Why Cam and not Dev?

Dev might have been angry about the order in which wishes were being granted for a second, but his brain spurred him off in a more positive direction.

It. Had. Worked!

Dev’s heart sped up, and feathers tickled the inside of his belly making him feel all giddy. He damn near danced down the sidewalk. The crisp morning air tasted sweet on his tongue as he inhaled deeply. Finally! Sure, the summoning had materialized for Cam first and not Dev. Dev weighed whether or not he would consider this a disappointment. But if Cam had got a wish, a desire fulfilled, maybe Dev’s were just around the corner. Perhaps the two of them actually summoned their desires into existence.

Bursting with enthusiasm, Dev centered himself. No point in getting too excited, but conflict reared its head.

Which way should he go? Toward classes? That would be the more responsible thing to do. Should he head to Cam’s? The more rational part of Dev’s brain took over. Nothing had ever happened before. Why now? Facts being facts, Cam’s penchant for melodrama over something stupid or perhaps an opportunity to play upon Dev’s hopes seemed like the most plausible scenario. It wouldn’t have been the first time Cam had pranked him.

Dev got all squinty-eyed, wondering why he and Cam had been friends for as long as they had been. Cam knew every button to push to rile Dev up, and he did so with alarming frequency. Why did he like Cam, exactly?

Bastard. This probably had nothing to do with the summoning. More than likely Cam had figured out another way to toy with him.

Another message appeared.

Dude are you coming? Seriously, man, you have to see this. OMG.

To hell with responsibility. The mere possibility the board had worked won out.

He typed out a quick response.

Coming.

Dev did a one-eighty and started toward Cam’s house. He didn’t live far. After his parent’s unpleasant separation, Cam had opted to live with his mom, but as his mom regularly prowled for something younger and “Not like your dad”, as she had put it, Cam found himself alone more often than not. And that suited Cam who had no patience for dealing with his mother’s mid-life crises and sexual escapades. Cam vacated the house whenever one of the new boyfriends was invited over, and there had been a steady string of them. But Cam had divulged that his mom had jetted off earlier in the week for a “business trip,” although he had also shared his doubts with Dev on the validity of the purpose when she had left her work laptop at home.

It was only a block and a half walk, and as he headed up the street, his last possible bus to the “U” passed him. Dev’s gaze followed the bus, but his feet kept walking toward Cam’s.

“Dammit, Cam, this had better be good.” Dev muttered to himself.

Around the corner and halfway up the street, Dev arrived at Cam’s place and knocked on the door.

Cam answered, wearing a black baseball cap studded with a skull and crossbones in fake rhinestones. Cam grabbed Dev’s sweatshirt and yanked him into the house closing the door behind them fast.

“Ouch, dude! The chest hair,” Dev exclaimed.

Cam grimaced. “Sorry, man, I know that stings.”

Dev rubbed the spot where Cam had managed to pull a clump of fur. “It’s okay. So what’s the big problem? Did the summons work? What did you wish for? Tell me!”

Cam ramped up the swinging hand gestures, “What took you so long to get here? What did you do? Crawl? Good god, Dev, why? I’m never letting you talk me into one of your hocus pocus shit things again!”

“What the hell happened?” Dev fed off Cam’s excitement. “What did you wish for? Did you move something with your mind? Or, maybe set something on fire? Cam…you didn’t write down something stupid or flippant, did you?”

Cam’s eyes popped open, glaring at Dev like he’d said the stupidest thing in all the years they’d spent together. “Don’t be insane. Light something on fire? What? Just… no.” Cam wagged a finger at Dev, which made him feel about five. “Never again! I can’t believe this is happening to me. You’re the one that’s all cray-cray about this shit. This should have happened to you! Not me. Oh my god.”

Dev frantically grabbed Cam by the shoulders and shook him as he begged, “What happened?”

Cam stepped back a few paces.

“Look. At. This.”

Cam removed his cap. Dev braced himself.

Cam stood there, eyes wide, tapping his foot.

“What?” Dev asked as he squinted, searching. His insides were in knots.

“Ugh!” Cam pulled his thick wavy hair away from his forehead. “That!” He pointed toward a reddened bump a thumbnail above his eyebrow.

“What?” Dev’s eyebrows pinched together. “A zit?”

Cam rushed over to the mirror with a South Pacific–style carved frame. He took the index fingers from both hands and squeezed the bump. “I have a goddamn date tonight, you asshole. Look at this! It’s a fucking antler! How am I gonna get laid looking like this?” Cam spun on his heels and glared at Dev. Accusations sat unspoken and heavy in the air between them.

“If you quit playing with your zit it won’t be all red. Besides, I’m sure you have a billion skin products and foundation you can use to hide your little monster for your terribly important date tonight.” Dev fumed. Cam had pranked him. Well, maybe not. Maybe Cam believed the zit was a direct result of the spell, but who was spouting the stupid shit now? “Jesus Cam, I missed my first class for you to go off about a bloody zit!”

“It’s a horn! The thing is ginormous.”

“I’ve had it with you. I need to get to class.”

“Dev, this is your fault.”

“For fuck’s sake Cam, grow up. It’s a pimple. Deal.” Dev spun away turning his back on Cam and stomped toward the front door. “Have fun on your date.” Dev spit out between gritted teeth.

He slammed the door as he left, to make a point.

His ears were ringing again.

The board hadn’t worked.

Cam had, once again, tricked him. Dev had once again fallen for Cam’s tomfoolery. He stomped his way down the walkway of Cam’s front yard. “You’re twenty-three. Grow up, Dev. This shit doesn’t work.”

Dev pulled out his earbuds from the side pocket on his carrier bag, stuck them in his ears, and cranked the loudest System of a Down song on his phone.

As he walked toward his original intended destination, his steps slowed, the excitement leaching out of him with every step he took. His rage slowly subsiding.

Honestly, what should he have expected? He knew better.

Magic and reality were incompatible. The Shadow Realm had abandoned him once again.

With zero enthusiasm, Dev made his way to the university, contemplating his emotional stock in life.

 

DEV SAT IN the front row of his Advanced Methodologies of Sociological Research class. Staring at his professor helped to temporarily forget about the crap storm his life had spiraled into. Standing at the front of the class, leaning casually against his desk, Professor Byron Radcliff wrapped up one of the last lectures Dev would ever have with him. Radcliff was his favorite instructor.

The man exemplified the hyper masculine male. His very presence fueled the erotic scenes of Dev’s midnight fantasies. Radcliff led a starring role in most of Dev’s dreams ever since he had inadvertently signed up for Introductory Sociology, lucked out, and ended up with him teaching the course. Dev had fallen so hard for his professor, it had been a major contributing factor in his continuation of Sociology as his major.

So Prof. Radcliff wasn’t a redhead. Still, his hipster-style blond beard, with a touch of grey at the chin sent electric impulses through Dev’s groin, making the facial fur nothing short of an aphrodisiac. His close-cropped hair with the crown grown out long, brushed back, expertly styled and gelled inspired Dev to get the same haircut. Highlights of silver at Radcliff’s temples sparkled when the overhead fluorescent lights illuminated the side of his face whenever he stood at the podium. The man’s shirt clung tight, emphasizing his muscled frame. Radcliff’s apparent familiarity with a set of dumbbells had sent Dev to the campus gym, and he had even purchased a membership, but he’d never seen the man there. Biceps bulged every time he wrote more snippets of wisdom on the SMART whiteboard. All these sexy qualities contributed and completed Radcliff’s DILF status.

Radcliff’s leather suspenders framed his bearish torso, and Dev followed every motion he made as his professor’s pectoral muscles jumped and flexed while writing. Dev should have been paying attention to the lecture, spending more time writing down notes than memorizing the tight fit of Radcliff’s olive khaki’s. Of course, all this daydreaming led to fantasizing about Radcliff.

Dev unbuttoned Radcliff’s shirt in front of the entire class, wanting to expose the giant muscles that lay concealed by his starched white dress shirt. When he’d reached the top of his trousers, he peeled the shirt apart and ran the tips of his fingers over the thick, but trimmed, chest hair. Dev grabbed his teacher’s suspender with his other hand and pulled him forward, lips puckered, wanting to taste his instructor while getting to feel the bushy beard…

“And you pleasantly surprised me with your last assignment. To think most of you will be Sociologists within a few short weeks! Well done.” Radcliff shattered Dev’s imagination into pieces.

Radcliff grabbed an overstuffed manila envelope sitting on his desk.

What damn assignment?

Professor Radcliff began handing the papers out, calling each student by name and making a comment, “Joe, well done! Excellent take on the Conflict Theory. Allison, good work, nicely written, but next time, perhaps reference more than one online article? Devon, watch your spelling, mate.” The papers continued to go out, and as each student received their work from Prof. Radcliff, they exited the classroom.

Dev sat glued to his seat his gaze darting to each student as they received their papers. Nerves got the best of him and all Dev wanted to do was leap out of his chair, grab his carrier bag and run out of the room. He hadn’t handed in any assignment. Instead of giving into the flight response, he clicked open his file explorer icon on his laptop and searched for the course syllabus in a vain effort to see what he’d missed.

His ears were squealing.

“Dev, can you come see me?”

Radcliff’s folder, clutched in his meaty paws, was empty, which is exactly how Dev imagined his heart. Hollow. The back of his neck heated as did his cheeks. Sweat trickled down his spine.

Dammit, Dev. Your favorite professor. You look like an idiot!

“Dev, what happened, man? You’ve never not handed in an assignment. For that matter, your papers are usually better than all these others,” Radcliff waved his hand toward the door, as the last students were filing out.

“I… I’m sorry, I don’t know what happened. I’m not sure how I missed this.”

The high pitched ring muffled Dev’s ability to listen to Prof. Radcliff’s scolding. Dev put a hand on his forehead. The intense heat and gut wrenching belly twists made him feel hollow, and on fire. He’d never been so embarrassed in his entire life.

“It’s worth twenty-five percent of your mark, Dev. You’ll need some points on this to pass, and you’ll have to do really well if you want to maintain your honours standing.” Radcliff crossed his arms, looking more disappointed than angry, but the motion also flexed his biceps.

Maybe Prof. Radcliff would let Dev make up for the missed assignment in other ways, he hoped, but the heat from his shame snapped him back to reality.

“Can you give me an extension? Just a couple of days? I’ll have something in to you by Friday.”

Prof. Radcliff tilted his head to one side while his mouth twitched into a half frown. “Okay, Dev. But only till Friday. I wouldn’t do this with many of my other students. Don’t screw this up. I know you’re graduating this year.”

“I won’t. I’m sorry!” Dev turned away from Radcliff and walked, quicker than normal, toward the door. As much as he liked Radcliff, right now he didn’t want to be anywhere near him.

He hurried out through the door of the classroom, shutting the glass-paned door quietly behind him. As he did, he noticed Radcliff, who appeared as if he’d already forgotten the episode. The gorgeous teacher sat at his desk busily typing out something on his laptop. Dev’s face continued to burn.

Idiot!

Dev kept repeating that word to himself as he raced to his next class. The squealing in his ears almost unbearable. A dull throb behind his eyes promised to bloom into a spectacular stress headache.

His life had really gone to shit.


Chapter Three

CAM STRUGGLED TO get a grip on the edge of the sofa from where he lay on the floor. He sucked in a gasp of air. His lungs felt scorched, burning hot and tight as he struggled to breathe in oxygen. With the last ounce of energy he had left, he pulled his dead-weight body up onto his feet. He reached up to his slick forehead and wiped away the layer of sweat that had formed, then wiped his hands on his designer jeans.

Within moments of Dev leaving, Cam’s body had turned on him. Nausea took over as the room spun and tilted. His vision blurred as he threw up all over the hardwood floors. His mother was going to kill him. The roll of the room prevented Cam from steadying himself. The pile of puke at his feet would have just have to wait. The exclusive T-shirt he’d spent sixty bucks on clung to his body, soaked through with perspiration. Standing upright became precarious, but he tried valiantly. As soon as he did though, he wobbled. Taking a deep breath, Cam filled his lungs. But the momentary reprieve only lasted a second before another violent tilt forced him onto all fours. This had to be the worst case of food poisoning ever. Maybe the milk had gone bad. All he’d eaten this morning was the usual bowl of Cap’n Crunch. The sugary puffs had been a mainstay since kindergarten and some things, like delicious sugary breakfast cereals, should never change.

Well, he’d had his usual and coffee. Honestly, if Cam didn’t get his coffee first thing in the morning, Camila the Super Bitch arrived and she was nobody’s friend, at least until noon when Cam returned and the world became a more hospitable place.

Staggering over to the entrance way, where Cam’s mother had hung a monstrous mirror, Cam braced his teetering body by gasping the foyer cabinet beneath the reflective surface. Studying the reflection in the mirror in front of him, he hesitated until he summoned enough bravery to touch the reflection in the glass. His skin was pale and clammy, his eyes shadowed by the black circles under them, and the zit that had formed above his temple on his forehead now had a matching twin on the other side. Both grown to monstrous proportions. A bony protrusion poked through their centers. The pain in his skull pulsed with every heartbeat. Like a migraine. Any light penetrating his eyes stung like thousands of angry wasps.

His skin crawled. Cam dug nails into his flesh, desperate to sedate the itch. And the sensation tormented him further by travelling to new spots. At first, he had damn near scratched his ribs raw, but once the maddening prickling subsided from one area, the itch moved. This time to his shoulders.

This is what you get for manscaping.

Still nauseated, he hunched over and threw up again.

Damn. Cap’n Crunch didn’t really dissolve much in half an hour. Gross.

Cam continued to scratch, but now the tingling had centered near his spine between the shoulder blades, and try as he might, despite twisting and turning, stretching and grasping, the maddening itch continued. Grabbing the knitting needles out of his mother’s hobby basket and sliding the half-finished project off, he shoved the points down the back of his collar and went to town, utilizing the sharpness of the metal needles, wanting to excavate a channel into his hide.

That’s when he hit something hard, and as he did, a spike of pain like a knife being plunged in between his shoulder blades created fireworks of bright white lights in his vision.

Cam threw up again.

His belly muscles pulled and stretched throughout the retch session. His body eliminated whatever liquid may have been left in his stomach, along with green bile from his gallbladder. The mixture poured out all over his mother’s imported wool Persian rug. As his stomach relinquished its hold on Cam’s bodily functions, he noted the rug.

“Oh shit. I’m a dead man. That’s never coming out.”

The itch started again. This time, Cam ripped off his tee and grabbed the knitting needles. Turning slightly, he craned his neck in a most awkward angle to glimpse his back in the mirror. Red marks marred the skin from his assault on it. His shaved torso had stubble growing on it, but the bristly new hair growth wasn’t what bothered him.

Two small bumps had formed between his shoulder blades and on each side of his spine. As the itch continued, Cam tried to touch the newly formed nodules. They were each the size of his fist.

He jerked forward, his stomach retched again. Cam had to grab the couch to steady himself.

What the fuck is going on?

“There’s no way the milk went this bad. I’m hallucinating.” Cam tried to finger the newly formed lumps, but it was impossible to reach them. He would have sworn they were larger.

Cam’s eyes went wide, with shock tinged in horror, as an idea formed in his head.

This was the result of Dev’s goddamn spell—summons—whatever fucking witchery the two of them had done. The very first thing he’d written on that sticky note was coming true.

That wish!

“Oh shit. No!” Cam grabbed each edge on the side table positioned beneath the mirror, opposite the front door entrance. His eyes were wide with panic. Cam’s mind reeled as his pupils stretched into cat’s eyes. The iris shimmered, iridescent gold and green, sparkling with glints of metallics. A far cry from his normal dull cloudy-day blue. “God dammit. I’m gonna kill you, Dev!”

 

BYRON RADCLIFF STUDIED his students from his desk, making sure he appeared to be busy on his laptop. In reality, he was spying on Dev.
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