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Thirteen-year-old Abraham “Bram” Stone has never lived an ordinary life. Home is a monastery in the Himalayan Mountains, where the monks train him in otherworldly fighting skills. Bram’s father, Elijah Stone, leads a group called the Brimstone Network, an order of warriors and sorcerers who provide the last line of defense against all PARANORMAL dangers.

Bram always knew that one day he’d take his father’s place. But that day comes far too soon when a bizarre man named Mr. Stitch arrives at the monastery and breaks the news to Bram: Every member of the Brimstone Network, including Elijah, has been assassinated. Suddenly it’s up to Bram to form a new BRIMSTONE NETWORK out of the rubble of the old, in the hope that he can rise to the challenge in time to stop a terrifying THREAT to humanity.

This is only the beginning. The new Brimstone Network faces its next challenge in THE BRIMSTONE NETWORK BOOK TWO: THE SHROUD OF A’RANKA, coming this October.
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It begins …

Bram stirred, pulling himself from the folds of sleep. A shadowy figure stood at the end of his mat, and for a moment, Bram thought he was looking at the ghostly phantasm of his now deceased father. He sat up with a gasp.

“You … ill … n … er … e … lone.”

The words were garbled, as if coming from very far away.

Bram jumped forward, reaching for the ghostly image, desperate for it not to leave.

“Wait!” he cried as the ethereal shape began to fade, replaced by something larger and more solid.

“Father?” Bram asked, desperate for it to be so.

The dark shape suddenly surged forward with a ferocious roar, the smell of blood and rotten meat filling the air.

Bram leaped back, away from the snarling beast. He saw what it was now and could not believe his eyes.
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Coming soon:

The Brimstone Network Book 2:

The Shroud of A’Ranka
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This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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PROLOGUE

WE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN AFRAID OF the dark.

Even in our most bestial state, mankind has feared the deep inky blackness of the night, the velvety depths of shadow.

But it was not the darkness that the first vestiges of humanity feared, back in its earliest days of existence. No, it was what waited within its ebony folds that taught mankind to fear the dark.

They would eventually call him He Who Kills the Darkness.

But in the beginning, he was known simply as Atuk, son of Elab.

The valley folk had been two hundred strong, living peacefully in a lush, jungle basin that in five millennia would be part of North America.

Atuk knew that he was different; somehow more in tune to the dangers of life in those early days of the world.

And this set him apart from the others.

Deep down, Atuk knew that he had a special purpose; that it was something far above being the strongest, or the most handsome to the females in the tribe. He was meant for something of much greater importance.

And it was when the children of his tribe began to disappear during the nights that he sensed his time had come.

The tribe’s warriors set a trap for the predator, hoping to catch what they were certain was some cowardly beast that came in when the sun had set, for it feared the strength of the valley folks’ most mighty.

As it had done before, the night hunter came in search of children, but found the warriors instead. And even though they were the bravest and strongest of the tribe, they too were taken.

The valley folk were paralyzed with fear, for if their most powerful could be taken with such ease, what hope did the others have?

As the elders discussed what was to befall them, and the women cried over the loss of their children and their brave men, Atuk felt an awakening.

Not brave enough, or strong enough, to have stood with the tribe’s warriors, he had instead watched from the shadows, and had seen what hunted them. It was unlike anything he had ever seen before: not animal, not man, and Atuk knew that it did not belong in this world; that it had come from some dark and awful place.

He also knew that he was destined to destroy it.

Atuk tried to explain this to the elders, but they scoffed at him. The women were even more cruel, mocking him for even thinking he could be as great as those who had been lost to the beast that stalked them, he was just a boy.

But Atuk did not listen to any voice other than the one inside him, the voice of his newly awakened instincts taking him down the path to his destiny.

He found himself thinking of the dark hunter: how it moved with such amazing speed, using the shadows to conceal its presence, and how its glistening black flesh could not be pierced by the stone tips of the warriors’ hunting spears.

And in these details he saw how he would confront the enemy of his people, and defeat it.

Atuk ventured out into the wild, accompanied by the jeers of those who remained, for they believed he was running off to hide in fear.

First he needed a weapon, something stronger than the points at the end of the warriors’ spears; and he found it at the base of the fire mountain. The rocks, flung from the open mouth of the mountain when it was angry, were as black as the flesh of the hunter, and seemed just as tough. Atuk worked the rock, sharpening the edges and filing the tip to a point that he was certain could pierce his enemy’s tough hide.

But his search for the black stone had taken far more time than he had imagined, forcing him to be away from his village when night fell again. Atuk imagined the screams of those remaining as the hunter came for them. His only solace was in knowing that he would soon destroy it in the names of those who had been taken by the foul monster.

As the sun rose, Atuk returned to his village and found what he had feared most. No one remained.

A part of him cried in despair, but as he stood in the empty village, in the early morning rays of the sun, a new Atuk awakened. Tightly clutching his spear, its black tip glinting sharply in the light of dawn, Atuk set off into the jungle. He knew what he had to do, and now was the time.

The dark hunter did not hide its trail. After all, who was left to track it? Still, the sun was high by the time Atuk found its cave.

Standing before the yawning darkness, he felt what he thought was fear, but then realized was anticipation. This was what he was supposed to be doing, no matter what his other senses were telling him.

He stepped closer to the mouth of the cave. A horrible smell that made the thick hair on his neck and arms stand on end drifted out of the yawning darkness. It said to him, Stay away, little man; there is death for you here. But Atuk did not listen. Holding his spear tightly, he entered.

The floor of the cave tilted down and Atuk found himself walking deeper and deeper under the ground, the nasty stink of the place growing stronger, thicker, with every step. A green fungus growing on the damp cave walls cast just enough of an eerie glow to light his way.

For a moment, Atuk believed his journey would never end, but then he came to an area blocked with rubble, except for a tight opening between the top of the stone and the tunnel ceiling. He crawled atop the loose rocks, carefully sticking his head through the opening. It was pitch-black on the other side, so he smeared some of the glowing fungus on his hand and stuck it through the hole into the chamber beyond.

Almost at once he wished for darkness again, for it would have spared him from the nightmarish sight that would haunt him to the last of his days.

The hole emptied into the dark hunter’s nest. The floor was littered with bones, animal and human, and all had been picked clean of any meat.

Something white in the far corner of the chamber caught his attention and Atuk pushed himself farther through the opening, holding out his glowing hand for a better look. He had seen similar things in the webs of spiders in the jungle: prey wrapped in bundles of white, sticky webbing; stored, to be consumed later by the predator. There were many bundles lying in that corner of the room, and some were moving.

Below the wrapped bundles something else stirred. Atuk moved his hand again, then stifled a gasp when he saw the hunter, curled and asleep, its back to its supply of food.

It was as Atuk suspected. The hunter was nocturnal. How deep it had come to escape the light of day told Atuk much about the beast.

The hunter did not stir as Atuk crawled through the opening, lowering himself to the chamber floor. It was cold inside, and slippery beneath his feet. Quietly, he moved toward the sleeping hunter, careful not to disturb any of the hundreds of bones strewn about.

At last, he stood before the beast. Even with the glow from his hand, he could barely discern where the shadows ended, and the hunter began.

He looked around the chamber at the remains of so much life taken by the hunger of the hunter in the dark. Some had been his friends, and this just fueled his purpose all the more.

Atuk turned back to the sleeping terror, and raised his spear.

It was awake.

Atuk gasped. Multiple eyes glowed like balls of fire suspended in darkness, and when the creature hissed, razor-sharp teeth glinted dangerously in the dwindling illumination of the chamber.

Channeling his fear into his strike, Atuk stabbed the spear down with all his might, puncturing the hunter’s leathery hide.

The monster’s scream of surprise was deafening in the confines of the chamber. It had not feared him when it opened his eyes and saw him there.

But it feared him now.

Atuk pulled the spear up and brought it down again and again and again. The hunter fought to rise, but each strike drove it back.

A horrible smell that burned the inside of Atuk’s nose blossomed in the cold, damp air and he knew that the beast was bleeding.

With a final stab, he withdrew his spear, dropping it to the ground, turning to where he remembered the opening into the hunter’s lair to be. He listened to the sounds of the angry beast scrambling to its feet as he pulled himself up and out of the chamber.

The monster was enraged.

Atuk slid down the rocks back into the main tunnel and raced up the passage. He could hear the monster behind him, its lethal claws scraping on the stone. Atuk turned his head slightly to catch sight of the beast as it scuttled after him.

Its eyes were wild, and in the greenish light thrown by the glowing mold, he saw the areas upon its thin, muscular body where his spear tip had punctured its seemingly impervious flesh. It ran along the sides of the walls, crawling up onto the ceiling as it chased him.

Atuk forced himself to run faster, the faint, enticing aroma of fresh air somewhere up ahead, giving him the extra strength he needed to continue. The muscles in his legs burned, but still he pushed on, chancing another quick glance to see the monster’s progress.

The hunter had dropped back down to the cave floor, and was closer. It would not be long before the beast would be close enough to reach out and snag him with a claw, dragging him back to its lair in the ocean of darkness.

The entrance to the cave was suddenly before him, and he stifled a surge of excitement that was nearly overwhelming. Atuk slowed his pace, allowing the monster to close the distance between them. He could smell it now, the stink of its blood and aroma of evil. It was close, very close.

As was the mouth of the cave.

As were the rays of the sun outside.

Feeling the tickling brush of its claws on his back, Atuk burst from the cave into the jungle, and the scream of pain behind him was even louder than when the beast had been stabbed with his spear.

He turned, his lungs burning as he gasped for air.

The hunter writhed upon the jungle floor. Wisps of oily smoke leaked from its slimy black flesh, bubbling blisters erupting everywhere that was touched by the light of the sun.

His instincts had told him that this thing of shadow would not tolerate the sun’s warming rays, and they had been right.

The hunter’s wails of pain continued, its leathery flesh making a sound very much like meat sizzling on a fire. It had managed to flip onto its stomach, sinking its claws into the earth, trying to drag itself back to the cave, to the soothing comfort of the dark.

Atuk grabbed a boulder from the floor of the jungle and, hefting it in both arms, moved to stand between the mouth of the cave and the monstrous predator. It roared in protest as it lifted its awful head and saw him standing there. But Atuk felt not the slightest bit of sympathy, for even as it burned in the sun its many eyes were filled with cruelty and hate. He raised the heavy stone and threw it down upon the monster’s head, ending its life with a mercy that he knew the beast was incapable of offering.

The flesh of the monster seemed to smolder and smoke all the faster. Soon there would be nothing left to prove that it had been there other than the memories of the terror it had wrought. Memories that Atuk, and the surviving members of his tribe, would carry with them to the ends of their lives.

Atuk was but the first of those who have dedicated themselves to the protection of their people.

Of humanity.

In the early days of civilization they were known as the Order of Brimstone; as centuries progressed, the Brotherhood of Brimstone; later, the Brimstone League; and now, the Brimstone Network. Appearing whenever a threat from the countless other realms emerged from the shadows, they destroy evil with a cold efficiency.

And the world has never needed them more.


1.

THE MONKS OF P’YON KEP ALWAYS SAID THAT TIME DID NOT matter.

That all that he should be concerned with was the acquiring of knowledge, and how that knowledge could best be used for the greater good.

And as thirteen-year-old Abraham stood in the center of the cold and drafty room, wooden fighting staff in hand, with four monks—also armed with staffs—stealthily converging on him, he tried to call on some of that knowledge.

Bram thought he was ready, but then, he’d been wrong before.

The four men, dressed in silk robes of bright orange, moved on him. He wasn’t supposed to think of them as individuals, but as one thing.

One thing that could hurt him pretty badly if he didn’t do as he’d been taught.

His father had sent him here, and many other places around the world, to learn how to utilize the talents he had been born with.

Talents he was afraid to use.

They circled him, like planets orbiting the sun, and he waited for the inevitable. One of their staffs suddenly jabbed toward him with incredible speed. Bram was ready, using his own to block a blow that would have left him bruised for a month. The second came even faster, but he had already caught the movement from the corner of his eye and managed to intercept that one as well, the sound of the two wooden staffs meeting echoing sharply off the stone walls of the monastery training room.

The monks began circling again, and Bram allowed his thoughts to wander as he waited for the next assault.

How long had it been since he had come here, to this holy place of learning, hidden away in the Himalaya Mountains? Truly, he couldn’t remember. He had been to so many places in his thirteen years, completing his education in one, before being sent to the next. There seemed to be so much for him to learn, so that he could be ready is what his father had always told him. But for what, Bram was never really quite sure.

A staff cracked him on the side of the head.

I deserved that, he thought, angry at his carelessness.

Another of the monks jabbed at him, and as Bram brought his staff down to knock the strike away, he was hit from another angle. The speed of the attacks increased: another blow to his head, one to his thigh, his shoulder, his lower back.

Their blows were more severe than usual. They were trying to goad him into using his special abilities, but he didn’t want to.

He had lost his concentration and they were taking full advantage of it. He remembered one of his very first lessons here: Never take your eyes from your opponent.

He gripped his staff tighter and tried to regain his focus. Slowly he breathed in, then out, slowing his racing heart, cooling his anger. Because it was anger that brought it bubbling to the surface, tempting him with the knowledge that it was there.

But at what price?

No, he would do this without his fearful talents.

The monks continued to move around him, and Bram moved as well, slowly turning in a circle, expanding his view to encompass their entire bodies. It wasn’t just the eyes; there were telltale signs from the body as well, a twitch of a finger, the positioning of a foot. Learn to read your foe.

And read them he did, as they launched their next offensive. Bram was ready this time—seeing their moves as if in slow motion, countering each of their strikes. The training room was filled with the sounds of wooden sparring staffs striking against one another.

The rounded butt of a staff zoomed toward his face, and he ducked beneath the thrust, carrying through with his own offensive, swiping the legs out from beneath his opponent. Bram spun to face the other three, just in time to knock aside a blow moving toward his middle. He drove his staff into the monk’s chest, punching the air from his lungs and driving him back.

The remaining two had become more wary, avoiding the reach of his weapon, but hesitated only a moment before attacking in unison. On the defensive they drove him back, but he managed to parry blow after blow.

Until he was struck from behind.

There was an explosion of stars as a wooden pole bounced off the back of his skull. He half turned, seeing that it had come from the first he’d knocked to the ground, and he realized he had violated another rule of combat. He’d assumed that this foe was no longer a concern.

Stupid.

He had shown weakness again, and they had used it. Their strikes rained down on him, a storm of violence, and this time, no matter how fast he moved, they were faster.

And that made him angry, because he knew that he didn’t have to endure this, and so did his opponents. There was a way to make it stop.

They had been trying to teach him to embrace his unique skills since he’d first arrived at the monastery. But he’d fought it. He hated the way it made him feel … inhuman.

The monks were relentless, each blow almost like an order to him … do not fear your gifts … use them as we have taught you … in the battle against the forces of darkness, they will be your most valuable assets.

Or something like that.

Bram tried to block them, but each attempt was more pathetic then the last. Explosions of pain bloomed before his eyes, and he felt his legs begin to give. He dropped to his knees. It was time to make a choice. Was he going to allow himself to be beaten unconscious, or was he going to give the monks what they wanted and use the power he’d worked so hard to keep down?

As much as he hated to admit it, there really wasn’t any choice.

Crouched over, forehead pressed to the cold, stone floor, blows from the wooden fighting staffs raining down upon his back, Bram reached inside and imagined himself opening a high, metal gate.

He hoped they wouldn’t be sorry.

Elijah Stone’s father had referred to it as the brewing storm, and he was certain that his father’s father had talked about it in the very same way.

It was a feeling in the air that something was coming.

Elijah had sensed it for quite some time, ever since things had become calmer in the world, since the Brimstone Network seemed to have gotten things under control.

The older man smirked and glanced down at the stack of printouts that had been brought to him earlier that evening, each one documenting a case of supernatural activity. A herd of demonically possessed cows in Montana, a lake haunting in Russia, a band of chimpanzees at a Chicago zoo that were suddenly able to read and write, the return of a long-forgotten Sumerian weather god to Egypt. All were cases from the last two weeks; all were settled by his agents in the Network.

Elijah flipped the corners of the stack of computer paper. He’d already reviewed each case twice. Everything seemed to be in order. There appeared to be no major, supernatural threats to the world. Of course his organization ran like a well-oiled machine; if anything were to happen, he would know about it immediately and a team of agents would be scrambled at once.

It had taken a long time to reach this stage. For hundreds of years they’d worked in secret, protecting an unsuspecting world from the threat of the supernatural, but then during World War II, the United States’ testing of the atomic bomb ripped holes in the magickal barriers separating Earth from a multitude of other worlds: some completely harmless, others infested with the most dangerous supernatural evils.

It was the enormity of that world-threatening evil that brought the Brimstone Network out of hiding and into the public eye, for without them, humanity would have most assuredly been lost.

Now here they were, more than fifty years later, having adapted to a changing world, but forever vigilant.

Everything is exactly as it should be, Elijah thought, pushing his seat back and getting up from his desk. But then, why was he feeling as though something was terribly wrong.

The leader of the Brimstone Network looked out of the window of his Ravenschild, Massachusetts, office onto the beautiful view of the unsettled Atlantic, the turbulent ocean mirroring his own sense of unease. He stared at the dark waters, attempting to see beyond them, trying desperately for a glimpse of what was yet to come. But even the Network’s psychics could see nothing other than peaceful calm on the horizon.

It should have been enough, and for most it would have been.

Elijah left the window and returned to his desk. In moments like these, when he felt himself growing more agitated, only one thing seemed to help him. He pulled open the side drawer of his desk and reached inside, carefully withdrawing a framed picture. Immediately he felt himself begin to settle down.

“Would you be like the others?” he asked the image frozen in time. “Telling me not to worry so much, to focus on the good that’s being done? Something tells me you would.”

A sudden knock on the door startled him, and Elijah cursed his jumpiness. “Come in,” he called out, quickly replacing the picture as the door to his office swung open and a handsome young man dressed in a Brimstone Network uniform entered carrying a serving tray.

“Are you alone?” Tobias Blaylock asked, kicking the door closed with his foot. “I could have sworn I heard voices.”

“Talking to myself, I’m afraid,” Elijah said with an embarrassed smile. “A habit that I fear becomes more prominent the older I get.”

The young man carefully placed the tray on the corner of the desk. “I thought you might like some tea,” he said, pouring two cups of steaming, golden brown fluid from a silver pot. “As well as some company.”

“Excellent idea on both counts,” Elijah responded, taking the cup offered to him. “Thank you, Tobias.”

The young man prepared his own drink, adding three heaping spoonfuls of sugar before taking his first sip. He sat in the chair across from the desk.

“That warms the spot,” Elijah said, trying some of his own steaming brew. “What brings you here tonight?” he asked. “If I remember right, you’ve just finished sixteen hours of monitor duty. Shouldn’t you be at home getting some rest?”

The expression on the boy’s face grew troubled. “I was visiting Claire,” he said, gazing down into his cup.

“How is your sister?” Elijah asked quietly. “Has there been any improvement?”

The boy shook his head. “Things are pretty much the same.”

Tobias Blaylock was the son of two of the Brimstone Network’s greatest operatives, whose lives were tragically cut short when their home was attacked by a coven of rogue witches who had sworn a blood-grudge against the married agents. Tobias had received only minor injuries in the attack, but Jeannine and Gareth Blaylock were slain, and their youngest child—Claire—had become infected with a virus that specialists at the Network were still trying to identify.

She was currently in a medically induced coma at the Network’s medical research facility.

“You know we’re doing our best,” Elijah said in an attempt to comfort the young man.

The boy nodded and took another quick sip from his cup. Then his expression changed and a mischievous grin appeared on his handsome face.

He’s the spitting image of his father, Elijah thought, remembering his good friend. But he has his mother’s hauntingly blue eyes.

“Now I can ask the same question of you, sir,” Tobias said, running a finger along the rim of his teacup as it rested atop his leg. “Why are you still here?” The young man’s eyebrows rose in an inquisitive expression.

“Isn’t it obvious?” the Brimstone leader asked. He reached across his desktop and lifted a pile of paperwork. “There’s no rest for the wicked.”

“I see.” Tobias smiled over the rim of his cup. “And when was the last time you went home?” He paused, swirling the remaining contents. “When was the last time you slept a full night in your bed, and not a few hours on the couch?”

They both eyed the brown leather couch in the corner of the room.

“That couch is quite comfortable,” Elijah said, finishing the last of his tea and placing the empty cup back on the serving tray.

“No disrespect, sir,” Tobias said as he, too, placed his teacup on the tray. “But why are you here, night after night? It’s like you’re haunting the facility, wandering its corridors searching for something.”

“I want to be here if …”

“If what?” Tobias prompted. “The Network has the entire planet covered; the monitoring station is attuned to any stray flux in paranormal activity throughout the world. If something were to happen, we’d know about it and you would be notified immediately.”

“Thank you, Tobias, I’m aware of how our facility functions.” Elijah avoided the young man’s eyes, knowing that he spoke the truth. Instead, he focused on the latest stack of reports, wondering if he had missed something.

The young agent smiled. “I’m worried about you,” he said. “I think you’re pushing yourself for no good reason at all.”

Elijah sighed, the fuzzy feeling of fatigue noticeable behind his eyes. “You’re probably right, but I just can’t …”

“You just can’t shake the feeling that if you take your eyes off the ball, something bad will happen,” Tobias finished. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

Elijah’s hands were on the reports again, flipping the corners of the stacked documents. “You got me,” he said. “I just can’t shake it, this feeling of impending doom.” The Brimstone leader chuckled at the sound of his words.

The young agent stood. “Did it ever occur to you that it doesn’t go away because you don’t let it?”

“Nonsense,” Elijah scoffed. “Do you think I enjoy feeling this way?”

“Honestly, yes,” Tobias said. “And before you toss me out, let me prove there’s nothing to worry about.”

Elijah looked up into the eyes of what, in the very near future, would be one of the Network’s most accomplished agents. He was only fifteen, but already one of their finest. And Elijah knew there were others like him, ready to take on the challenges of this new and frightening world.

Maybe he’s right. Maybe there isn’t anything to worry about.

Tobias pulled up the sleeve on his dark blue jacket and checked his watch. “It’s nearly time for shift change in communications. Let’s go down and hear reports together. Then you’ll know for sure that the world will survive at least one more night if Elijah Stone goes home and sleeps in his own bed.” The young man smiled again, hands clasped behind his back. “Do we have a deal?”

 

The two were silent as the elevator descended to the communications center hundreds of feet beneath the Brimstone Network’s primary base, a fifteenth-century Scottish castle, brought to the United States stone by stone by the Ravenschild family in the early 1900s.

During the 1940s, as the world attempted to deal with the sudden influx of the supernatural into their day-to-day lives, the Brimstone Network had helped the very wealthy clan eliminate some poltergeists that were threatening one of their Boston furniture factories. The family was so grateful that they deeded the castle to the organization.

After extensive renovations, including the digging of vast chambers deep beneath the cliffside castle, it became the Network’s headquarters in the late 1950s.

The elevator came to a sudden stop, two miles below the castle.

“After you, sir.” Tobias motioned his superior through the doors.

The door into the communications center slid open with a hum, and the two stepped into the circular room. The air buzzed with the sounds of activity, and as Elijah took it all in, he couldn’t help but be impressed.

In this room, every agent in the Network, and every paranormal event in the world, was monitored. Nothing unusual could happen without the supersensitive instruments—a merger of both science and sorcery—registering the event. At least a hundred agents worked in this room, and twice that were in the field.

Maybe he’s right, Elijah thought again, eyes darting about the room, watching proudly as his operatives went about their business. The world appeared calm, and he actually found his guard beginning to fall.

With Tobias at his side, he walked farther into the room. Some of the operators caught sight of him and seemed to sit taller, their voices taking on a sharper authority.

“I’d say that things seem to be under control,” Tobias said, surveying the chamber.

“And I would have to agree,” the Brimstone leader replied, feeling the young agent’s eyes upon him. He should trust them to do their jobs. “It’s late,” Elijah said to Tobias. “I think I’ll go home and get some sleep.”

“An excellent idea, sir.” The young man placed his hand on Elijah’s back, gentle pressure pushing him toward the door.

And then Elijah saw it, a flash of light in the corner of his eye, followed by the sound of static.

One of the monitors had gone off-line.

He stopped and stared at the screen.

“It’s nothing,” Tobias said, and the pressure on Elijah’s back grew stronger. “Technical difficulty. It’ll be fixed in no time.”

But Elijah did not move; that roiling sense of unease was back, and it had intensified.

Is this it? Has the storm finally arrived?

He watched the operators for a moment and caught an expression of confusion on one agent’s face. The Brimstone leader strode toward him. “What seems to be the problem, Agent?” Elijah asked, trying to keep the tension from his voice.

“I’ve lost contact,” Agent Renfield explained, his eyes growing larger as Elijah loomed above him. “He was finishing his report and suddenly he was gone.”

Elijah looked around. Other operators appeared to be having the same problem. A glitch in the communications systems? Perhaps, a technical problem?

No, he knew it was something more.

He scanned the room again and his eye caught Tobias, still standing by the door, watching him. He looked … disappointed.

A small part of him had wanted the young agent to be right, that he was just being paranoid, overbearing, but now …

“Commander Stone, you might want to hear this,” another operator called to the officer in charge. Her face wore a familiar expression. Elijah had seen that look on other agents in the field, and had even worn it himself.

Fear.

“Put it on speaker,” the commander barked, his eyebrows furrowed.

“I’m under attack,” cried a voice above the sound of static. “Repeat, I am under …” But the agent’s voice became lost in the hissing white noise.

And the roaring shrieks of something inhuman.

“Open communications to all agents,” Elijah bellowed, his voice booming across the room as he grabbed a headset from the operator nearest to him.

“This is Elijah Stone,” he said with great authority. “Abandon your posts immediately and proceed to the safe houses before—”

The opened communication channels were suddenly filled with the tortured screams of Brimstone agents, and the horrible, unearthly sounds of the things that attacked them.

This is it, Elijah thought, staring at the stunned faces of his communications officers.

The storm had arrived.

And it was a deluge.


2.

BRAM FELT AS THOUGH HE’D BEEN INJECTED with liquid fire.

Never getting any easier, or hurting any less, the fire spread through him. He felt his body begin to change, but in an instant that felt like hours, it was over. He had given in fully to the transformation, and a voice in the back of his mind wondered what the big deal had been about.

Bram lifted his head from the ground, just in time to watch a new barrage of blows head for his back.

But this time, they didn’t strike him.

The staffs passed through Bram’s body as if he were smoke, striking the stone floor upon which he knelt.

“Satisfied?” Bram asked, a smile tickling the corners of his mouth. He reached down, consciously making his hand solid so that he would be able pick up the weapon that he’d dropped, and leaped up, his feet floating six inches above the ground.

The monks were startled by the sudden transformation.

“What’s the matter?” he asked them. “Isn’t this what you wanted me to do?” He hated the sound of his voice when he became like this. There was cruelty in it.

A rage.

It drove him to attack, his staff lashing out at the four monks. And even though they tried to fight back, it was useless, for he could not be touched if he didn’t want to be.

But he could touch them.

He played with them a bit—a part of his nature that he didn’t care for. There were many things the human Bram did not care for in this other part of himself.

One by one he brought them to their knees, which should have been enough. But when he was like this, he always wanted more.

Again he could feel the smile tugging at his mouth with the thought of drawing more blood.

And with that disturbing idea, Bram recoiled. What he had done was more than enough, and he pulled back. It was a struggle, his more violent nature eager for more, but by using relaxation techniques the monks had taught him, he was finally able to restrain his far darker nature.

Bram was holding the staff tightly in his hands, tensed for attack. Slowly, breathing in and out, he felt the intensity leave him, the anger and rage suppressed.

For now.

He let the staff drop from his hands and it clattered to the ground as his trainers carefully picked themselves up from the floor. He bowed to them, and they returned the gesture.

Then he sensed that they were no longer alone, turning to find the ancient Abbot, Master Po standing behind him, his leathery face emotionless.

“Master,” Bram said, and bowed.

Master Po returned the bow, his hands emerging from within the long sleeves of his vibrant red robe. “I am curious,” he said, his voice no louder than a whisper. “Who is it that bows before me. Is it the boy … or the angry spirit?

Bram tensed.

“The human, or the Specter?”

 

Adrenaline pumping, Elijah sprang into action. He crossed the room in three mighty strides, reaching for the panic button on the wall beneath a clear plastic shell. He drew back his hand, preparing to shatter the fragile plastic covering and sound the alert, when the ground beneath his feet suddenly shifted. The floor cracked, the very structure of the communications center moaning in protest as it shook.

“Is it an earthquake?” one of the agents asked.

If only, the commander of the Brimstone Network thought, a knot of fear forming in the pit of his stomach. He lunged across the shifting floor, shattered the plastic cover, and sounded the alarm just as multiple ghostly apparitions began to flow through the walls, skeletal forms clothed in tattered, ancient burial robes.

It was as he feared, the Network’s supernatural defenses had been breached.

The loathsome apparitions were called larvae. Their ear-piercing wails blended with the horrified screams of their victims, and the pealing of the alarms.

Elijah watched in horror as one of the angry wraiths dropped from the air to feed on one of his agents. Sucking every ounce of life from the poor soul, the larvae dropped the withered corpse to the floor, where it exploded in a cloud of dust.

Then turned its attention to him.

The larvae flew at him—clawed, skeletal fingers reaching out to take hold, but Elijah would not be a willing victim. From the vast pool of knowledge stored within his brain, he plucked a spell specifically for the dissemination of evil spirits. Extending his hand, he uttered the spell, crimson bands of crackling energy flowing from the ends of his fingers to engulf the angry spirit, crushing it out of existence.

The other agents had started to delve into their own spell-knowledge, using the ancient arcana learned in the earliest days of their training to protect themselves and destroy the attacking spirits.

And just when it seemed that the majority of them had managed to survive the brunt of the initial attack, Elijah Stone came to the frightening realization that the larvae were only the beginning.

A distraction.

Another severe tremor rocked the chamber as huge chunks of floor were shoved aside, and the Hollow Men emerged. Hundreds of the grotesque, bronze-armored trolls crawled up from gaping holes that had been burrowed beneath the Network’s headquarters. Wielding swords and battle-axes, they attacked with bloodthirsty fervor.

Other things followed the Hollow Men, lowly beasts long believed banished from this plane of existence. Whoever was responsible for this heinous attack clearly wanted no survivors.

“Defend yourselves!” Elijah yelled over the din of battle, unleashing the full power of his magickal knowledge, scattering swarming trolls with blasts of elemental fury.

Alarm bells continued to toll, but no one came to their aid, and Elijah had to assume that the entire facility was under siege. But he couldn’t worry about that now. The trolls and other nightmare monsters continued to flood the room from the yawning fissures in the floor.

Those who survived fought on, although their numbers were dwindling rapidly under the relentless onslaught, and Elijah could feel the first signs of fatigue. Conjuring a sword of eldritch energy, he turned his attention to a gang of Jokao, large, fur-covered beasts with a hunger for human flesh. They were attacking an agent, who was trying to protect a coworker who had been gravely injured. Elijah could see that the strength of her magickal defenses was waning, and charged into the fray to assist her.

The Jokao leader, his chest adorned with a necklace of human skulls, roared his disapproval, commanding his soldiers in their primitive tongue to dispatch this latest, human nuisance.

The commander of the Brimstone Network was more than happy to show the towering beast men how much of a nuisance he could really be. His blade of magick passed through their flesh, fur, and bone with ease, their cries of surprise as their lives were taken providing him with the strength to continue.

In seconds the five Jakao were dead, their powerful forms reduced to hairy pieces of bloody meat upon the violence-strewn floor. Elijah paused to collect himself, the stink of magick, blood, and violence hanging heavy in the air.

The Brimstone commander looked around at his surroundings, seeing it all unfold in slow motion. Even more of their numbers had fallen, the last of the communications operators fighting hopelessly against innumerable odds.

But that was what the Brimstone Network was supposed to do, what it had always done, since the very first of them struck out against the things that lurked in the darkness.

They fought.

The floor beneath his feet began to shake again, exploding upward in an eruption of rock and dirt that threw him backward to the floor. His magickal blade was knocked from his grasp, and dissolved in a hissing flash.

An enormous creature with the head of a bull jumped up from the new hole in the floor, bounding toward him, murder in its dark, watery eyes.

Elijah was exhausted. No longer having the strength to summon another magickal sword, he barely rolled out of the way as the Minotaur smashed its fist down onto the floor where just moments before he had lain.

The Brimstone commander looked around for something to use in his defense as the Minotaur spun, a blast of moisture-filled air exploding from its dilated nostrils as it charged him.

The bull-headed beast almost upon him, Elijah spied a chunk of the floor. With a burst of energy fueled by desperation, he grabbed the piece of concrete and let it fly into the monster’s face.

The Minotaur stumbled back, snorting wildly as it brushed concrete dust from its large, hate-filled eyes. It roared, lunging at him with incredible speed. Elijah jumped away, but this time wasn’t fast enough.

The Minotaur’s four-fingered hand grabbed hold of the front of his uniform jacket, pulling the commander toward him. Elijah began a spell of defense, but the monster shook him so violently that it was difficult to focus, the words of the intricate incantation jumbled inside his head.

Then the beast wrapped his other hand around the man’s head and began to squeeze.

Elijah struggled in the monster’s grasp, but it was for nothing. He was exhausted, the sounds of battle around him growing softer as the pressure on his skull increased.

But he couldn’t give up; it wasn’t the Network way.

Digging deep into his memories, he found a simple spell, one of the first ever taught to him, and strained to utter the special words. His skull about to crack, Elijah Stone finished the incantation, feeling his right hand ignite with unnatural fire. Barely conscious, he reached out, fumbling fingers finally finding the Minotaur’s snout.

The reaction was exactly what he’d hoped for. The air stank with the aroma of burning leather as the hurting beast hurled him away.

Colors like the explosion of fireworks danced before his eyes as he tried to pick himself up from where he had landed. All around him were the bodies of his fallen agents, and the leering smiles of the creatures that had attacked them.

They were waiting for him to fall—to give up—but that wasn’t going to happen.

Focusing all his strength, he climbed to his feet as the Minotaur again came at him. Elijah smiled seeing the damage he had done to the beast’s face; it would wear the mark of their battle for the remainder of its miserable life.

It tossed its horned head back in a bellow of fury, raising its fists, ready to bring them down and crush him.

Elijah hoped that he had enough strength left to get out of the way. Muscles trembling, he tensed.

The temperature in the room suddenly became shockingly cold, and he watched in awe as frost, and then an even thicker coating of ice, formed upon the shaggy body of the bull-headed monster, freezing it solid in mid-strike. But the momentum of its movement carried it forward, and the monster fell to the ground shattering like glass.

Elijah looked across the room and wasn’t the least bit surprised to see Tobias Blaylock, both hands crackling with a cold, magickal fire.

“Don’t you wish you had gone home when you had the chance?” the young agent asked, his clothes torn and spattered with gore.

And the commander of the Brimstone Network smiled, feeling for a moment that they might have just the slimmest chance of survival.

But those feelings of hope were quickly dashed. A monstrous, toadlike beast exploded up from beneath the rubble of the shattered floor behind the young Brimstone agent, its cavernous maw open wide. Tobias barely had time to react, spinning toward the threat even as it darted forward and, with one bite, consumed him.

Elijah screamed, unleashing a flurry of magickal blasts that seemed to slide off the monster’s slimy, black flesh. It retreated, allowing the Hollow Men and the other nightmare invaders to converge on him; the final survivor of the vicious attack.

He was tired, injured, but knew exactly what he had to do. He had long prepared for this, a secret contingency plan for when defeat seemed inevitable.

Elijah Stone accepted his fate, gathering his strength as the monsters swarmed.

All he had to do was take his last breath.


3.

A MAGE’S CORPSE HAD ENORMOUS VALUE.

Just about any part of his body—head, skin, internal organs, even his hair and fingernails—could be used as special ingredients in the most powerful of magickal rituals.

Elijah Stone’s body would have been considered priceless, which was why he made certain there would be nothing left when his life finally came to an end.

It’s been a good life, he thought.

The monsters were on him like ants swarming over a discarded piece of bread. The moment he felt their cold touch, smelled their foul bodies, he triggered the magickal self-destruct command that he had placed inside his mind when he’d first taken command of the Network so many years—that felt merely like days—ago.

Elijah Stone’s body burned like the sun, a blinding flash of intense, supernatural energy that turned himself, as well as his attackers, to dust.

And with his release a powerful signal was transmitted.

A signal that traveled across the world in an instant, to a tidal island off the northeast coast of England called Lindesfarne, where stood the crumbling remains of an ancient monastery.

The signal wheedled its way through the ancient rubble, down into the earth, to a vast, hidden chamber. And with a flash, a powerful generator squatting in the darkness of the subterranean room was activated.

The dynamo roared to life, powerful turbines turning, generating the substantial power necessary to activate the strange machines against the walls of the chamber. Clear, glass bulbs strung along the room’s ceiling pulsed, illuminating the darkened space, now filled with the busy sounds of working machinery.

Thick cables trailed from the various machines to a coffin-shaped, metal-framed, glass tank, lying atop a concrete platform in the room’s center. The case was filled with a thick, milky fluid that slowly began to bubble. The machines around the tank continued to hum and chatter; lights flashed from blue, to yellow to red, and the liquid contained within the case grew more turbulent, flashes of an eerie light barely visible through the viscous solution.

Something suddenly moved inside the tank, bouncing off the thick glass with a muffled thud.

The machines strained, the thick cables began to smolder, and spark.

A very special power flowed along the connections to the glass tank, charging the fluids contained within.

Again there was movement, louder, more violent. Whatever was contained within was growing stronger, more active.

The white liquid roiled, special vents on the sides of the tank expelled hissing clouds of steam.

The pounding intensified within the tank, multiple strikes on the tempered glass, and the first cracks appeared, snaking across its surface. The boiling fluid sprayed in thin streams from the growing fissures. And then, what was inside the tank grew very quiet; a brief respite, before the front of the tank exploded in a shower of liquid and glass.

Two powerful fists, attached to long, muscular arms, pushed away the remains of the shattered-glass cover. The hands gripped the sides, pulling the body to a sitting position.

The man was pale, with shoulder-length hair as black as a moonless night. He sat in the tank, his yellow eyes scanning his surroundings before he climbed from the tank, careful not to step upon the pieces of glass that littered the ground.

He crossed the room, his thoughts becoming more active as the clouds gradually lifted from his brain. And even though he’d just awakened, he knew that he had a special purpose, a job to perform, for the safety of humanity was depending on him.

A huge wooden cabinet stood at the far back of the chamber, its contents sealed to all who did not possess the combination. He stood before the double doors and extended his finger, punching in the combination as the numbers filled his head. A steel bolt slid aside with a metallic thrum and the doors slowly opened to reveal the supplies he would need for his mission.

Clothes designed for the most frigid of temperatures hung waiting to be worn, thick boots and snowshoes on the floor beneath them. The man removed the heavy, hooded coat hanging upon the door, and froze at the sight of his reflection in the full-length mirror hanging there.

At first there was shock, followed by disgust.

He did not remember himself this way, but realized that he had no clear vision of how he was supposed to look.

His naked body was pale and covered with thick, pink scars: around his neck, wrists, arms, and shoulders, around his legs, knees, and feet. It was as if he’d been put together—assembled—from pieces, and suddenly he remembered, a bubble of memory rising to the surface.

Those who had made him called him Stitch, and he had indeed been made from pieces, body parts of those who had fallen in battle against the forces of darkness. From those who had died in service to the Brimstone Network, the ultimate agent had been constructed.

Without another moment’s hesitation the patchwork man pulled the heavy clothes from their hangers and started to dress.

There wasn’t a moment to lose.

Bram walked quickly along the echoing corridors of P’Yon Kep, his thoughts racing.

Over the last week his training sessions had intensified, the monks of P’Yon Kep forcing him to face the side of his nature that he would rather forget. But they would not allow him to ignore his other, more feral side. Day after day they pushed him, forced him to set it free, forced him to see it not as some horrible thing living inside him, but as part of himself, part of his nature.

Part of what he would need to keep the world safe.

They were preparing him for the future; the entire reason why his father had sent him to this isolated place of learning. Bram often wondered with a certain amount of foreboding when he would know his purpose, when he would learn what he was being prepared for.

As he hurried down the cold, stone corridor of the monastery, he felt deep in his gut that today might very well be the day.

After his latest training exercise Master Po had come to the chamber, dismissing the others and wishing to speak to him in private. Bram had thought that he was about to be scolded for something he had done, or something he hadn’t done, but it was neither.

The Abbot had come to tell him that he had a visitor from the outside world, from his father.

His father had sent someone? But, why? Was his education here done?

That thought filled him with fear, for although he had learned much, he felt far from ready. There was still more to learn before he could fully accept the other half of his nature.

The entrance to the main hall loomed ahead of him and he found his pace slowing.

What if his father was sick? What if this person had been sent by the Network to bring him home to care for the sick man before he …

No! His father was strong, as healthy as a horse. If he’d been sick, Bram would have known it, would have noticed something the last time he had seen his father.

The question hit like a bolt of lightning.

When was the last time I saw my father?

He tried to remember. It seemed to be not long after he’d come to P’Yon Kep.

That can’t be right. Bram stopped short, rummaging through his memories. There has to have been a time since then.

He recalled that his father had sent an astral projection on his birthday, a ghostly message sent across the world apologizing for not coming in person, and wishing him a happy day. But that was the last time he had seen or heard from his father.

Bram entered the main hall, normally used for large gatherings of all who called the P’Yon Kep monastery home. The monks had lit a huge blaze in the stone fireplace at the far end of the hall, chasing away the cold that normally chilled the air in here.

A lone figure stood before that roaring fire, his back to Bram. He was tall, wearing heavy woolen pants and a long waistcoat: warm clothing to protect against the harsh Tibetan elements. He wore his dark hair long, pulled back in a ponytail that dangled below his broad shoulders.

“Excuse me,” Bram said, mentally preparing himself for the worst. “You wanted to see me?”

The tall man flinched at the sound of Bram’s voice invading the tranquility of the hall.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle … ,” Bram began, but the words caught in his throat when the mysterious figure turned.

“Abraham Stone, I presume,” the man said, his voice low and rumbling, with the hint of an English accent.

“Y-yes, sir,” Bram stammered, completely taken back by the man’s appearance.

His skin was an unhealthy gray, the color of something seldom touched by the sun, or dead, which made the stark blackness of his receding hair, pulled back tight upon his head, stand out even more. And his eyes … one was blue, the other brown.

The stranger crossed the room in three powerful strides and extended his hand in greeting. “A pleasure, young sir.”

Tentatively reaching to take the offered hand, Bram noticed that the man’s sleeve had ridden up to reveal a thick scar encircling his wrist.

The man’s hand was huge, and engulfed Bram’s in a powerful grip.

“You can call me Mr. Stitch,” he said with a crooked smile and a wink from his brown eye as they shook hands.

Stitch released him and Bram took his hand back, giving it a shake to get the blood flowing in his fingers again. “The Abbot said that my father sent you. Is there anything wrong?”

The smile quickly disappeared from Mr. Stitch’s face. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Abraham, but I’m afraid the answer to your question is yes. Something is very wrong.”

“What?” Bram asked, his heart starting to race. “Is my father all right? Is he sick? Does he need me to come home?”

Stitch sighed, reaching out with his two powerful hands and clamping them down upon the boy’s shoulders.

“I’m gonna need ye to be strong, lad,” he growled.

“Tell me,” Bram demanded, looking up into the ugly man’s multicolored eyes.

“Your father is dead.”

Bram brushed Stitch’s hands from his shoulders. “You’re lying,” he cried.

“I wish it were,” Stitch said with a sad shake of his head. “But I was only to be animated at your father’s passing.”

It felt as though the world was collapsing in on him. Bram started to shake, his eyes welling up with scalding tears. He knew the kind of life his father led, and as much as he didn’t want to believe it, he knew that it was more than possible for this to have happened.

“How did he die?” he asked, trying to keep his voice from cracking.

“I don’t know the specifics, but I do know that it was an attack on the entire Brimstone Network. All around the planet, every Brimstone installation was attacked, every agent was killed.”

Bram couldn’t believe his ears. It was bad enough that his father was gone, but to learn that the agency he commanded, that kept the world safe, had been targeted as well …

It was almost too much for him to take.

But he was a Stone, and would not allow himself to crumble.

“Who did this?” he asked, his thoughts racing with questions.

Stitch shrugged his powerful shoulders. “Any number of ghoulie, ghostie, or long-legged beastie would have liked to see them finished,” he said. “The Network had enemies to spare, but this bit of business took some real devilry to pull off.”

Bram breathed deeply, trying to calm his fraying emotions.

“You’re going to find out who’s responsible, right?” he asked Stitch. “And when you do, you’ll put an end to them.”

Stitch slowly shook his head. “I personally will not,” he said, his stare intense. “But you and I together, we will rebuild the Network.”

It took a moment for the words to sink in.

“We?” Bram questioned. “What do you mean we?”

“Don’t be daft, son,” the man said. “It’s the entire reason I’m here. The world can’t survive without a Brimstone Network, and I’ve been created to protect and guide you through the difficult process of pulling a new Network together.”

“Created?”

“Yes, created,” Stitch said as he removed his long coat, tossing it on the floor. “From parts of the finest Brimstone agents fallen in service,” he explained, unbuttoning and then removing his shirt, exposing his pale, scarred flesh.

Bram gasped at the sight.

“Your father had me made,” the pale-skinned man continued. “He’d hoped that I would never be necessary.”

Bram continued to stare at Stitch’s scarred body.

“I know,” he said, reaching down to pick up his discarded shirt. “I won’t be winning any beauty contests in the foreseeable future.”

“My father had you built to … to protect me?”

“And to counsel you,” Stitch said buttoning his shirt, covering his scars. “The experiences of over fifty Brimstone agents are inside this jigsaw puzzle of a body … experiences that your father hoped would help you with the dangerous task that lies ahead.”

Stitch retrieved his waistcoat, slipping that on as well.

“Your father had always planned on you being the future of the Network,” he said. “Poor bugger just didn’t know how quick the future would arrive.”

Bram found himself backing toward the exit. It was too much, and he felt as though he might just drown beneath an ocean of sorrow.

“I can’t do this,” he whispered.

Stitch’s pallid face screwed up in confusion. “What do you mean, you can’t?” he growled. “There isn’t any choice. Darkness is on the rise, son, and your father was depending on you to hold it back.”

Bram shook his head, turning away from the scarred man and leaving the great hall. He didn’t want to hear anymore.

“You are the Brimstone Network now, Abraham Stone.”

Mr. Stitch’s final words followed him down the ancient corridor.

And Bram began to run.


4.

THROUGH P’YON KEP’S WINDING CORRIDORS BRAM ran, the words of a man made from the body parts of others echoing inside his head.

You are the Brimstone Network.

It felt as though a storm raged inside his head. To learn that his father had been killed was bad enough, but to expect that Bram would now pick up where he left off?

That was just crazy. He was only thirteen years old!

Bram reached his room and slammed the door behind him.

He paced, trying to calm the storm inside his head.

It had always been just Bram and his father. He had never known his mother. And suddenly the memory of that afternoon when he’d learned who and what he was flew into his mind.

He was only six or seven, and he was playing with the family cat, a fluffy Persian named Purty. He had been overly affectionate with the temperamental animal, and it had shown its displeasure by scratching his face. Bram’s anger had flared, and he found himself floating above the playroom, chasing the terrified cat.

He hated to think what would have happened to poor old Purty if his father hadn’t come into the room to check on the ruckus.

Seeing him there, hovering above the room in a fit of rage, must have been quite a sight, but his father was always in control. He had remained perfectly calm, coaxing Bram down to the floor, and quieting his anger.

Bram remembered the confusion and fear, the tears when he’d realized how close he had come to hurting his beloved pet. Then his father had sat him on his knee and explained why Bram was different.

He had never spoken of her before, brushing off Bram’s questions by telling him she simply could not be a part of their lives. But now, Elijah told his son the truth. Bram’s mother was a Specter. A race of supernatural warriors, one of the first that humanity had contact with as the barriers between worlds came down. The Specter were aggressive beings. They had the ability to make themselves immaterial—ghostlike—and, in this form, were extremely dangerous.

And they perceived humanity to be a threat.

Conflict seemed inevitable. But Bram’s father had learned of an obscure Specter custom, one in which a high-ranking official of both worlds could marry, unifying the two kingdoms to avoid a war.

And so, the commander of the Brimstone Network, Elijah Stone, wed the leader of the most powerful of the Specter tribes, Ligeia—Bram’s mother.

Bram had never even seen his mother, but her warrior’s legacy was with him every day.

Desperate to get out.

That was why he had been sent here, to the monastery of P’Yon Kep, among other places, hidden away in the icy folds of the Himalayan cliffs, to be taught how to control his more dangerous half—to accept and unify—much as the human race and the Specter had been forced to do when his father wed Ligeia.

He had always felt the pangs of loneliness as his father moved him from school to school. But usually, just when things were becoming too much, and he was certain that he would die of isolation, his father would be there to refill his heart.

But that was over. Now he was truly alone.

He sat down on the mat that served as his bed, grabbing the blanket where it had been rolled into a ball, and draping it over his shoulders. Suddenly his room—and the world—seemed much colder.

Finally he was able to cry, the tears streaming down his face in hot rivulets. It had been a long time since he’d cried like this, he thought as he lay upon his mat, letting the sadness flow out of him.

Hours later, lying upon the mat, exhausted by the emotional onslaught, Bram found himself dreaming of the past.

He’d only been a little kid, awakened in the middle of the night to the sound of something scratching, somewhere inside his darkened room.

Bram twitched in his sleep, his face contorting as he remembered his fear, the fear of the unknown lurking in the darkness, the fear of being alone.

What if Nanny Pearl and his father left him alone, and never came back?

He actually remembered thinking that as he lay in his bed, his covers up to his face, the tears starting to fall from his eyes.

How scary it was to be alone.

And just when he believed that his troubling thoughts had come true, his father had entered the room. Standing silhouetted in the doorway, the light from the hallway cutting through the darkness, silencing the scary, scratching sounds that he almost instantly began to doubt had ever been there.

In his sleep Bram smiled at the memory of his father.

He’d come over to his bed, pulling Bram into his arms and hugging him tightly. And Bram had told him about being afraid in the dark; about being left alone forever. His father had insisted that Bram would never be alone. Then, feeling better, his small arms still wrapped tightly around his father’s neck, Bram told him of the sounds that had awakened him, and how he wondered if it had all been part of his imagination.

His father had checked his room for him. And it was a good thing he had, because under the bed, hiding in a deep patch of shadow, was a hungry dust imp, a nasty little pest with razor-sharp teeth and claws that liked nothing more than to feed on the nighttime fears of small children.

Standing in the doorway, haloed in the light from outside the room, his father once again told him that all would be well, and Bram had believed him, drifting off to an untroubled sleep before the door to the room had even closed.

Bram stirred, pulling himself from the folds of sleep. A shadowy figure stood at the end of his mat, and for a moment, Bram thought he was looking at the ghostly phantasm of his now deceased father. He sat up with a gasp.

“You … ill … n … er … e … lone.”

The words were garbled, as if coming from very far away.

Bram jumped forward, reaching for the ghostly image, desperate for it not to leave.

“Wait!” he cried as the ethereal shape began to fade, replaced by something larger and more solid.

“Father?” Bram asked, desperate for it to be so.

The dark shape suddenly surged forward with a ferocious roar, the smell of blood and rotten meat filling the air.

Bram leaped back, away from the snarling beast. He saw what it was now and could not believe his eyes.

There was a Yeti in his room.

The primitive thing’s fur was a dirty gray, its front stained with something dark, something that smelled like copper. It watched him with beady, yellow eyes, its powerful, apelike body tensed to attack.

The Yeti were powerful, and dangerous when threatened, but normally kept to their own kind. This one’s eyes were wild, darting around the room as if searching for a threat other than this boy pressed against the wall.

An eerie howling cry filled the air, momentarily distracting the bloodstained beast, giving Bram the opportunity he was hoping for.

He bolted across the room for the open door. If he could get out into the hall, he could yell for help. But this obviously was not part of the Yeti’s plan. The snow beast bellowed with a combination of surprise and rage.

How dare he try to escape, Bram imagined it saying in its nasty Yeti tongue. The door was only inches from his grasp when he felt a clammy, long-fingered hand wrap around the collar of his loose-fitting shirt, and he was yanked back savagely.

Bram found himself soaring, the flight coming to an abrupt end when his body hit the wall across from his sleeping area and fell atop the small desk where he did most of his studying. He rolled off the desk to the floor, gasping for air.

The Yeti loped across the room at him, its long, powerful arms flailing in the air. Bram remembered reading how the Yeti would kill its prey by beating it to death with those thickly boned limbs. He quickly shook off the lingering pain and scrambled to his feet.

The Yeti roared threateningly as it got between Bram and the door. It had no intention of allowing him to leave. Bram found himself staring at the frightening beast again, at the dried blood that matted its gray fur. He wondered what … or whom… it had eaten before finding Bram asleep in his room.

A thick stream of drool dripped from the corner of the monster’s extra-wide mouth, and it pulled back the thick, pale flesh of its lips in a snarl, to show him the rows of razor-sharp teeth sticking from slimy, pink gums.

Bram knew that it was time to get serious when he heard the Yeti’s stomach begin to grumble.

He had been sent to P’Yon Kep to learn how to defend himself and to use the unique talents he’d been born with. He tried to think of this as one of his tests, although if he failed this exam, he could very well wind up in the belly of the snow monster.

The Yeti lunged, and Bram called upon his secret talents, letting his spectral nature roam free. He braced himself for the inevitable collision with the snowman, but it never came. The Yeti dove with a shriek of ferocity, its arms open wide to embrace him in a grip of death, but Bram passed through the Yeti’s body, solidifying behind his attacker.

The beast collided with the desk, turning it into scrap.

Bram could have run, but something told him that the wooden door of his room wouldn’t have done much to trap the beast. He didn’t know if it was the spectral nature influencing his normally more cautious side, but he decided it would be best to take the monster down.

The Yeti whirled with an angry snort, a look of confusion in its yellow eyes.

Bram looked to his sleeping mat, and the blanket crumpled there and an idea began to take form.

He moved as the Yeti moved. The monster bounded toward him and he dove for his mat, snatching up the blanket and throwing it over the Yeti’s head.

The snowman went wild, flailing around as it attempted to remove the obstruction from its face. There wasn’t any time to waste. Bram attacked, directing a side-kick to one of the monster’s knees. It let out a horrible wail of pain as it dropped to the floor.

For a fraction of a second, Bram felt a pang of sympathy for the animal, but then it reached up with its clawed hands, shredding the blanket still covering its head.

The snowman’s eyes burned with an inhuman fury as it lunged.

And instinctively Bram reacted. He dove to one side, snatching up the largest piece of wood that had once been part of his desk. The Yeti threw back its head in a horrible roar as Bram stepped into the attack, swinging the leg of his desk as hard as he could.

The wood shattered as it connected with the snow beast’s thick skull, and for a moment, he wondered if it had had any effect on the monster at all. The snow beast swayed upon its hairy, bowed, legs before dropping to the floor unconscious and unmoving.

Bram felt as though he might join the fearsome animal, his legs trembling from the adrenal surge, but the echoing howls of other Yeti within the monastery spurred him into action. He ran from his room and down the winding corridors, preparing himself for further battle if the need arose. Rounding a corner, he nearly collided with a group of four monks armed with spears.

The monks tensed as they came face-to-face, weapons dropping to attack.

“It’s me,” he said, raising his hands. “What’s happening?”

“The Yetis swarmed the monastery,” a monk named Yong explained, head cocked as he listened for further beastly howls. “We’ve driven most of them away, but a few stragglers still remain.”

Bram was about to tell them that there was one unconscious in his room when he heard the unearthly scream. It was like nothing he’d ever heard before, and he and the monks stared at one another in awe before running toward the sound.

The noise had come from the direction of the main hall.

Bram immediately thought of Mr. Stitch.

“Where’s the stranger?” Bram asked Yong, who was running beside him.

“The Abbot had us make up a place for him to sleep in the hall,” the monk answered.

Bram was immediately concerned for the man’s safety. Even though he’d only met the stranger hours ago, there was something about him that he liked.

Nearing the hall, the horrible screaming again filled the air before coming to an abrupt stop. Bram pushed himself to run faster, getting ahead of the crowd, and was the first to barrel through the entrance into the room.

He came to a sudden stop, shocked by what he was seeing.

The floor was littered with broken bodies of dead Yeti.

Standing near the dwindling fire, Mr. Stitch stood, his shirt tattered and torn, exposing his scarred, pale flesh. A Yeti hung limply in his grip.

“Are … are you all right?” Bram asked, looking around at the carnage. There must have been seven dead snow beasts upon the floor.

“Had a bit of a problem at first,” Stitch said as he released his hold upon the dead Yeti’s throat, letting it slip to the ground. “But I’ve got things in hand now.”

Bram walked farther into the room. “They aren’t normally violent … unless threatened,” he said, eyeing the corpses. “I wonder what could’ve made them act this way?”

Stitch wiped his hands on his pants. “It’s in the wind, lad,” he explained. He waved one of his powerful hands above his head. “With the Network gone, evil grows unchecked.”

The monks had begun to drag the Yeti remains from the hall.

“Do you think they sensed it?”

Stitch nodded. “Sensed it, and were aroused by it. Like what blood in the water is to sharks.”

Bram watched as the beasts’ bodies were taken from the room. What if Stitch is right? he wondered. What if attacks like this were happening all over the world? People defenseless because there wasn’t anybody to protect them.

No Brimstone Network to keep them safe.

It all became clear to him, and as much as it terrified him, he knew what he had to do.

“When do we leave?” Bram asked, looking away from the Yeti remains to Stitch.

“Leave?” the scarred man asked, startled. He was using a pitcher of water and a piece of his shirt to clean his wounds.

“If things are as bad as you say, we’re probably going to want to leave as early as we can. Am I right?”

Stitch nodded, understanding now. “You are,” he said, balling up the bloody piece of cloth and tossing it into the fire behind him. “I suggest we take our leave at first light.”

Bram thought for a moment, looking around the great hall. He remembered when he had first come to this place, standing with his meager belongings in this very room.

I’m going to miss it, he thought.

“I better go and get packed,” he said, turning to leave.

He had a long journey ahead of him, and not a moment to waste.

It was even harder to leave than Bram had imagined it would be.

Of all the places he had spent his young life, he had found the most here, at P’Yon Kep.

The monks, whom he had learned to call brothers, stood silently in the high-ceilinged entryway, watching as Bram and Mr. Stitch dressed, fortifying themselves against the frigid temperatures outside.

Bram was reminded of the last time he had worn this gear, on his arrival to this peaceful place. I was a different person then, he thought. A faint smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as he remembered his initial impressions of the monastery. He had lived in some of the finest places of learning in the world before coming here, and had actually believed that his father was punishing him.

He’d been angry, constantly battling the ferocious aspects of his nature. But the monks of P’Yon Kep had put him on the path to accepting his nature—to unifying his spirit. It was a journey he had yet to complete, although he knew he was well on his way.

But it was now a journey he would have to finish on his own. Pretty frightening.

“Are we set?” Stitch asked, his low voice reverberating in the silence of the monastery entrance.

Bram nodded, hefting his pack of belongings and supplies and slinging it over his shoulder. He turned to his teachers … his friends … his family. “I guess this is it,” he mumbled sadly, looking down at his booted feet.

And then slowly, as if compelled, he lifted his eyes to meet those of the Abbot, who stood serenely in front of the other monks, hands lost within the sleeves of his fiery red robes.

“When your father contacted us, and asked if we would teach you, I had many reservations,” the monk softly began.

Bram smiled sheepishly, remembering how uncooperative he had been when he’d first arrived.

“One such as you … two spirits trapped within one body … battling for possession of one soul … it presented many challenges.”

Bram stared into the old man’s warm, almond-colored eyes, seeing his time at P’Yon Kep reflected there, the disappointments as well as the triumphs.

“We saw you as a reflection of the world,” the Abbot continued, withdrawing his hands and gesturing at the room around them. “A world that had changed much since last we were part of it. But we also saw in you a challenge.”

The Abbot gently laid a hand upon Bram’s cheek. It was warm, and its soothing heat spread through Bram’s body.

Again, Master Po asked the question, “To whom am I speaking, the human or the Specter?”

“Neither,” Bram responded immediately. “I am neither solely human, nor Specter. I am both, two halves learning to be one.”

The old man smiled, nodding ever so slightly. “You have learned much during your stay with us, pupil,” he said. “I doubt that would have been your response mere weeks ago. It pleases me.”

Bram bowed again, allowing himself a moment’s pride with the Abbot’s praise. “Thank you, Master.”

He had to ask the question, he had to be certain.

“But am I really ready to leave?” Bram asked his ancient teacher. “Have I learned enough to go out into the world and affect it?”

The Abbot took his hand away, and it disappeared into the robes once more. “There are indeed dark times ahead,” he said, staring at the heavy wooden doors leading from the monastery out into the world. “But you have grown much with us, and we have given you the tools you will need to dispel the shadows, and bring symmetry to your soul. Once there is balance within, you will bring the same to the world.”

The Abbot smiled, and slowly bowed. The other monks did the same, and Bram reciprocated the gesture of respect.

“Safe journey, Abraham Stone,” the old man said.

Two monks scurried from the group, each taking hold of large copper rings that hung in the center of the tall wooden doors. They pulled upon the rings, and the double doors moaned as they began to open. The warm, dim tranquility of the monastery was suddenly invaded by a frigid blast of cold and the piercing glare of Himalayan daylight.

Stitch hefted his pack upon his back and threw up the furred hood of his parka. He waved to the monks as he turned into the white light pouring through the open doors.

Bram pulled the hood over his head as well, adjusted the straps of his pack, and took one last look at the monks of P’Yon Kep.

They had begun to fade, the colors of their usually vibrant robes softer, muted. Even the warm, colored walls of the monastery had started to pale.

Hand raised in a final gesture of good-bye, Bram slowly backed toward the open doors to join Mr. Stitch, who waited patiently outside.

“Seems like we’re not the only ones going on a journey,” the tall man said.

Together they stood in the knee-deep snow, watching as the regal structure receded from this world, on its way to another. And with only the moan of the frigid winds to accompany it, the monastery of P’Yon Kep faded away as if it had never been there.

As if it had only been a dream.


5.

THEY HAD WATCHED THE COCOON FOR DAYS, WAITING for their master to emerge.

Cracklebones scratched at his large troll belly. He was hungry, and the others around him—the demons, ghosts, drows, trows, goblins, and some things that he did not know the names for—seemed to be growing hungry as well.

If they had to wait much longer, there was sure to be some problems. Mingling with the multitude of other-kinds made everyone a bit jumpy. But it just proved the power of Crowley’s love.

The troll studied the cocoon hanging on thick strands of webbing from the ceiling of the secret chamber beneath the ancient cemetery.

Crowley had begun the process of weaving it just as they were leaving on their special mission. He had said that their loyalty inspired him to change, that when they returned from their sacred task—when the Brimstone Network was no more—they would find a leader whose appearance mirrored the new age they had been responsible for starting.

And they had done well.

Cracklebones smiled, razor-sharp teeth sliding out over his protruding lips. The memory of the terrified screams of the Brimstone Network agents made him all warm and tingly inside.

Or maybe that was just the hunger.

He was tempted to snack on one of the lesser creatures that squatted near him, but figured Crowley would frown on that. He had, after all, unified them in their cause. They were now a force to be reckoned with, and humanity didn’t stand a chance against their ferocity.

Cracklebones remembered the first time he’d heard of Crowley’s plan—he’d split the emissary’s skull with his ax and feasted on its brains. But then he’d begun to hear of the growing interest of other creatures of the weird, all who had been banished to the pockets of shadow or felt the wrath of the Brimstone Network.

And he had decided that it might be wise to listen, after all, thankfully, for the Network had fallen all across the globe. Rumor had it that there had been help from the inside—that the Brimstone Network had had a traitor in its midst—but Cracklebones didn’t care, Crowley had been the true mastermind. Now the Network was gone and that was all that mattered to the myriad species awaiting their leader’s rebirth.

The shriek of something dying and the smell of spilled blood interrupted Cracklebone’s thoughts. Turning, he gazed into the gathering of wicked beasts and saw that a pack of were-jackal had helped themselves to a bit of gremlin meat. As the exciting scent of death filled the air, he sensed the growing unease of the gathering, the truce between species seeming to last only as long as their bellies remained full.

He bent to pick up a blood-encrusted ax from the ground beside him, ready to defend himself—or prepare a snack—whichever came first, when he noticed a change in the cocoon. He froze, studying the chrysalis through squinted eyes. Had it been a trick of the light, his impatience and hunger making him see what he wanted to see?

No.

The surface of the cocoon had begun to pulsate. And then a hand pushed its way out from within the silky weave.

Cracklebones smiled. It’s finally time, the troll thought excitedly; time for their master to be reborn. Unhinging his jaws he let loose with an ear-piercing yell, silencing the chatter of the other beasts. “It’s time!” he bellowed, pointing to the cocoon as it swayed in its mooring of webbing as something struggled to emerge.

To be free.

The beasties surged forward, eager for the first glimpse of their master’s new form. The cocoon tore open, spilling a foul-colored liquid onto the dirt of the chamber floor, followed by the body of a man.

The figure dropped to the ground, its skin wet and glistening. Struggling into a kneeling position it began to rip at its body, tearing away what appeared to be dead skin to reveal a pale, almost translucent layer—fresh and new—beneath.

The figure rose to its feet, pulling away the last of the thin, fleshy membrane to reveal its features to the waiting gaggle.

There was no doubt as to who stood before them, the body slim and muscular, features gaunt, the eyes almost a solid black.

A smile danced at the corner of master Crowley’s mouth.

He spread his arms wide, presenting his naked self to the gathering. Suddenly, four segmented limbs, like the long legs of a spider, blossomed from his back with a wet popping sound.

The beasties gasped as the spindly limbs pawed the air, a nasty-looking claw adorning the ends of each.

Crowley cleared his throat, silencing the room.

“Well,” the dark mage said, his black eyes darting around the chamber. “What do you think of the new me?”

And the monsters began to clap.

There was a chill in the air of his underground lair.

Crowley wove a heavy black robe from the darkness around him to protect his new form. Then, using his magickal power, he built himself a throne from the remains of his cocoon and the bones of the dead. He wanted to be comfortable when he heard about the demise of his most hated enemy.

The bestial throng crowded forward, eager to be in his presence.

And can you blame them? Crowley thought with a smile. The new body he wore felt strong. He hadn’t felt this strong since … his last metamorphosis.

But there were also the pangs of hunger.

He would suppress the need to feed until he’d heard the tales of the Brimstone Network’s murder, the black sorcerer decided. He would receive a special kind of sustenance from the woes of his fallen enemies.

“Now,” he said, enjoying the sound of strength he heard in his voice. “Who wants to be the first to tell me how horribly they died?”

The gathering of monsters started to chatter at once, each giving different testimony to the horrors they’d wrought.

Crowley smiled, letting the stories of terror and murder spill over him like a warm arterial spray.

How long have I waited to hear such tales? he thought, reclining on his throne. The Brimstone society had been a thorn in his side for more millennia than he cared to count.

The monsters had moved closer to his throne, multiple sets of multicolored eyes glittering eagerly in the gloom of the underground chamber.

Crowley felt a slight wave of weakness, his head light as his stomach grumbled with displeasure. The need to feed was increasing. He was going to have to eat soon, but he wanted to hear all the grisly details.

And most especially he wanted his prize.

He had been most specific before sending out his forces, there was something that he wanted—needed.

Crowley raised his arms, the newly grown spider limbs coming up as well, as he attempted to silence the horde.

A troll at the front of the pack understood his meaning, immediately bellowing for them all to be silent, and mostly they listened.

The sorcerer nodded his head ever so slightly, thanking the troll for his intervention. This one had a fire that Crowley admired.

“By the sounds of it, you have done well, my legion of discord,” Crowley praised them.

The beasties beamed, pushing closer, basking in his compliments.

His stomach churned hungrily. Just a bit longer, he told himself. Your patience is soon to be rewarded.

“Now, who has brought me my prize?”

It became even more silent in the chamber than it was before. He could see them looking at one another, confusion in their gaze, and hoped that he wasn’t about to become annoyed.

“Come now,” he said, feeling his irritation rise with his hunger. “I was very specific.”

The throng began to mutter amongst themselves, but nobody came forward to answer the question of where his prize was.

Crowley stood, his insect limbs clawing at the air. “Elijah Stone’s head … where is it? Who has brought me the head of the Brimstone Network’s leader?”

“We … we killed your enemies!” a filthy goblin wearing a necklace of pointed ears screeched.

“Yes,” another beastie added. “In your name, we attacked and destroyed the most hated Brimstone Network.”

“There was no mercy!” cried a ghoul.

“Their screams filled the air like music!” said a monster whose fat, yellow-skinned body was covered with eyes.

Crowley glared at them. “Yes, yes, but who has brought Stone’s head?”

The throng went deathly quiet, and Crowley felt his anger and hunger moving him toward a dangerous place.

Dangerous not for himself, but for those in his proximity.

“The head … it was destroyed,” stammered a voice from the crowd.

Crowley searched for the source, again finding the troll that he had earlier looked on with favor.

“Continue,” the sorcerer demanded.

“He … he exploded in a burst of magickal fire, destroying many of your followers and leaving nothing for us to bring home,” the troll explained.

“Stone’s entire body was incinerated?” Crowley asked, attempting to maintain a modicum of calm.

“There weren’t even any ashes,” the troll continued.

The other beasts had begun to move away from the troll warrior, sensing that he would soon be a target.

Crowley’s anger surged, and he could hold it at bay no longer.

“Imbeciles!” he screamed. From the ends of his fingers—from the clawed tips of the spidery appendages—a wispy gray energy flowed, spreading across the ceiling, hanging like smoke above the crowd.

His fury and hunger had become a screaming thing burning in the center of his being. He could tolerate their stupidity no longer; the only use for them now was to satisfy his nearly overwhelming hunger.

“You’ve disappointed me,” Crowley growled as the smoke solidified, becoming like webbing as it drifted down to cover the gathering. “The price for my displeasure is a harsh one.”

The monsters began to scream as the fine, silky substance touched their flesh, clung to their bodies, covering their heads and faces.

“The price is your lives,” Crowley said, feeling the life energies of the multitude before him flow through the web to satisfy his inhuman hunger.

The beasties died, their flesh withering as their life energies were sucked away.

Satisfied, he withdrew his touch, drawing the gossamer netting back into his body, where it would wait until it was time to feed again. He stood before his throne of bone and discarded chrysalis, surveying the dried corpses of those who had once served his purpose but who had ultimately failed him.

All were dead, except for one.

The troll stood frozen, battle-ax clutched tightly in his hand as he stared at the remains of those who he had once stood with in battle.

“Your name, troll,” Crowley demanded.

The troll tore his eyes from the carnage at his feet.

“Cracklebones,” the troll said. “They call me Cracklebones.”

The sorcerer smirked, stifling a burp. He’d eaten too much, too fast, but it had been sooooo good.

“Cracklebones,” Crowley repeated with a chuckle. “How quaint. Cracklebones, you will be the leader of my new army.”

“Very good, my master,” the troll said, averting his eyes.

“And this will be an army that will not disappoint me, isn’t that right, Cracklebones?”

“They will not,” the troll answered.

“And you will not disappoint me, will you, Cracklebones?”

The troll shook his head vehemently from side to side.

“Excellent,” the sorcerer said, feeling as though nothing could stop him. “I do so hate to be disappointed.”

It was cold out on the deck of the freighter, but Bram thought he just might suffocate if he didn’t get some fresh air into his lungs.

Stitch was asleep, or what passed as sleep to the powerful being made from the pieces of the dead. The man would just sit on his bunk, staring off into space; it was almost as if his battery had worn down and he needed to recharge before he could start working again.

Boiling in the heat of the tiny room provided by the captain of the ship, Bram had grabbed a sweater without his companion noticing, and left their quarters, climbing the slippery metal steps to the top deck.

It was still early, and the sun had yet to come up over the horizon. A fine mist was falling, adding to the bone-chilling cold. Bram shuddered, crossing his arms for warmth as he looked out over the undulating waves. He wished he were back at the monastery, rising with the sun to do his morning chores before beginning his studies for the day.

It all seemed so simple, but now …

The journey from the mountain range had been harrowing, but with perseverance, and the hospitality of the small villages they had encountered on their way down, they had endured.

They didn’t have a choice; the world was depending on them.

Bram gazed out over the oily black waves starting to shimmer in the beginning rays of dawn, and considered what lay ahead for him.

He was only thirteen years old, and he had said as much as he and Stitch made their way down the mountain. “Your father had faith in you,” the patchwork man had said. “And so do I.”

It was nice to know that they had faith in him, but it would have been more helpful if he’d had confidence in himself. There was nothing that he had experienced so far in his life to make him think that he could do this—pulling together a new Brimstone Network.

Saving the world.

The gentle rain had just about stopped as he stood there, pondering his uncertain future, and with the sun now higher in the morning sky, burning through the cloud cover, changing the dark waters to frothing turquoise, he started to play with the idea that maybe—just maybe—he might have a chance.

In the distance something broke the surface of the water; an enormous black tentacle, its underside covered in pink, pulsating suckers, rose up into the air and quickly retreated, fleeing the rays of the sun, plunging back beneath the inky, ocean depths.

Squinting, Bram tried to see beneath the waves, desperate, yet frightened, to catch a glimpse of the entire beast. Something dark and enormous churned beneath the sea in the distance, and Bram found himself wondering how he could ever win against something like that.

He backed away from the railing, and two powerful hands dropped down upon his shoulders causing him to cry out.

Bram turned, looking up at Stitch, who gazed out at the ocean.

“I was wondering where you’d gone off to,” Stitch said, his two different-colored eyes unblinking.

“It got stuffy downstairs.… I came up for some air,” Bram explained.

He looked to where Stitch was now staring. “There’s something out there,” he said.

“Yes,” Stitch answered. “A whole lot of somethings.”

Even though the sun was now full in the sky, Bram did not feel its warmth.

“With news of the Network demise starting to spread, the forces of darkness are gathering their courage, waiting for an opportunity to strike. It won’t be long before those who exist beyond the veil make their move on the planet,” Stitch said, staring out over the ocean, searching for a sign of evil.

“And we can’t let that happen,” Bram responded.

“Exactly.”

The two were silent, standing at the railing of the ship as the new day began.

“Do you … do you think we actually have a chance against them?” Bram asked.

“A chance just might be all we’ve got,” Mr. Stitch answered as something large and the color of shadow swam beneath the waves.

Heading toward the dawn.

Crowley felt tired.

The sorcerer slunk from his throne, heading deeper into his underground lair, to his chambers for a proper sleep. The cocoon may have provided him with the physical changes necessary to defeat his enemies, but it did not supply him with the rejuvenative qualities of a really good nap.

Cracklebones was busy cleaning up the remains of those who had failed him, dragging the withered carcasses into a large pile at the far end of the chamber; something to keep the troll busy while he collected himself, planning for the future.

A sudden squeal of fear caused the bristly hair on the back of Crowley’s neck to stand on end, an ancient Sumerian curse word leaving his lips as he turned to see what was wrong.

The troll stood before the pile of bodies he had made, eyes wide with surprise.

“What is it now, troll?” Crowley asked, not bothering to hide his displeasure.

Cracklebones looked from the stack of corpses to him. “I know they are dead, but I swear …”

“Yes?” Crowley prodded, tempted to feed on the troll who was now starting to annoy him. “Go on.”

“They moved, Master.” The troll warily eyed the stack again. “I swear I saw them move.”

And then Crowley could feel it in the stale, subterranean air, an abrupt change as powerful energies were manipulated.

Magick.

The pile of shriveled bodies began to tremble.

“See!” Cracklebones yelped, jumping back.

“I see,” Crowley replied impatiently, watching with a cautious eye as the corpses were molded—as if by invisible hands—into one extremely large body.

“Crowley!” the corpse-body bellowed through multiple mouths. “What have you done?”

And with those words, the corpse-giant exploded, all the bodies that composed its threatening mass reduced to nothing but fine particles of ash.

The sorcerer sneered, raising his hands to clap. “Bravo.”

The ash drifted down like snow, collecting upon the floor of the crypt before forming four vaguely humanoid shapes.

“Quite dramatic.” Crowley continued to applaud.

The bodies of ash swayed from side to side, and then began to speak.

“Your actions confound us,” said one.

“You accept our gifts of forbidden magickal knowledge,” continued another.

“Allow us to assist you in forming a powerful army to carry out your every whim,” said the third.

“And this is how you repay our efforts? By using your magickal skills to feed upon those loyal to you?” accused the last of the four.

“This is blasphemous!” they bellowed in unison.

Cracklebones leaped between his master and the ashen figures, brandishing his battle-ax.

“Calm yourself, Cracklebones,” Crowley soothed, tapping the top of the troll’s bony head with the hooked claw of one of his new limbs. “We are all comrades here.”

“Comrades?” Cracklebones snarled, looking to his master.

Crowley strolled around the troll, walking toward the four figures.

“You wouldn’t recognize them in these ashen forms, but here are the sponsors of our little attack against the Brimstone Network. They call themselves the Circle.” The sorcerer presented the four to the troll with a flourish.

“Without their help, the Network would still be amongst the living.” He clasped his long-fingered hands and lowered his shiny bald head in a bow.

“And for that, we thank you.”

Crowley had to stifle an urge to disperse the figures formed from the remains of his last meal. He knew it would be wholly unsatisfying. The true forms of the other worldly Circle were elsewhere, plotting in secret their eventual arrival to the world of humans, from their own magickal realms, allowing him to do their dirty work.

With the Network now gone, they were that much closer to fulfilling their plans, and he was closer to fulfilling his.

At least Crowley hoped that was the case.

“Your army disobeyed me,” Crowley explained. “I gave them a specific task to perform—a very important task I might add—and they completely disregarded it.”

“The task?” one of the Circle asked.

“I asked them to bring me the head of Elijah Stone, the leader of the Brimstone Network, but they allowed it to be destroyed. With the head of my enemy … our enemy, I would have been able to determine whether or not our most hated adversaries had indeed been eliminated for good.”

“But they have been vanquished,” said one of the ash creatures. “Word has reached us even on our home-worlds that the earth’s protectors are no more.”

“Yes, it would appear that way,” Crowley said, staring at the long fingernails on one of his hands. “But Elijah Stone was a crafty one, and not one to be taken by surprise.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“I’m merely implying that there might have been some sort of contingency plan in place,” Crowley explained.

“Contingency plan?” the Circle said in unison.

“I know that if I were Elijah Stone, I would have had plans all set to go in case something of this magnitude were ever to occur. Can you now understand why I was upset about losing the head?”

The ashen bodies stared at one another; what the sorcerer had told them was starting to penetrate.

“Idiots!” one of the Circle screamed.

“How dare they disobey a direct order!” cried another.

“If I could somehow restore them to life, I would, and slay them again for their witlessness!” another of the four railed, while the one beside him nodded eagerly in agreement.

Crowley saw this as the perfect opportunity to prove how valuable he actually was.

“Calm yourself, my friends,” he said. “For I, too, have planned in case of emergency.”

“You have a way to restore the head?” one of the ashen Circle asked excitedly.

“If only that were possible,” Crowley said sadly. “The head is indeed gone, but I believe we have another way to learn what we require.”

The Circle hung on to his every word. Crowley had them exactly where he wanted them.

“Do you think it was shear luck that my armies were able to breach the magickal defenses of the Brimstone installation? Find their agents’ positions across the globe? Luck had nothing to do with it,” Crowley stated.

The sorcerer walked to the far end of the burial chamber, to a particularly damp section of earth.

“This looks to be the place,” he muttered.

He squatted down, placed the tips of his fingers into the moist earth, and spoke in a language that sounded as though he were going to throw up.

Crowley’s hands sparked, white-hot energy passing down his fingertips and into the soil.

“That should do it,” he said, rising to his feet, and stepping back.

“What are you doing?” one of the Circle asked. “How is this helping us …?”

“Silence,” Crowley ordered as the ground where he had been squatting began to bubble. Pale-shelled insects scurried for safety as the very ground seemed to boil and churn.

A huge, toadlike creature surfaced from the roiling earth, its bulbous eyes blinking sensitively in the light of the chamber.

“There you are,” Crowley said, satisfied with the loathsome sight of the brown-skinned beast, its belly the yellowy white of decomposing flesh.

“Our patience is waning, Sorcerer. What does this … this lowly beast have to do with our predicament?” a Circle member demanded.

Crowley smiled, leaning down to pet the slimy head of the giant reptile. It did not look pleased that it had been roused from its sleep beneath the dirt. “This lowly beast contains what could very well be the answer to our problems, the reason why my forces were able to gain access to the Brimstone Network’s secrets.”

The sorcerer placed a hand upon the toad’s lumpy head, and another at its throat. “I believe you have something for me?”

The toad tried to pull its large head away, but a crackling energy from Crowley’s hands entered the beast. Its flesh began to expand and smolder, and the panicked reptile suddenly opened its mouth wide, letting something large fall out to the ground.

That something began to moan, uncurling from the fetal position and slowly climbing to its feet. Crowley released the huge toad and moved to stand beside the figure as the beast beat a hasty retreat, digging beneath the damp earth again.

“Elijah Stone never suspected that one of his most trusted had formed a pact with me,” the evil sorcerer said, using some of his magick to blow away the foul-smelling fluids that covered the individual. “Providing me with all kinds of information that made the mighty Brimstone Network so incredibly vulnerable.”

The young man, now cleaned of stinking toad juices, stood before the circle. His eyes were wide with awe as he gazed about the chamber.

“Who is this … human?” one of the Circle asked.

Crowley chuckled, placing a friendly arm around the shoulder of the young man. “May I present Tobias Blaylock, traitor to the Brimstone Network.”


6.

THINGS LOOKED SO PEACEFUL FROM THE AIR.

The drone of the small airplane’s twin engines as it soared above the thick, puffy clouds was soothing, and as Bram gazed out the passenger window, he imagined what it would be like to lay down upon one of them and drift off to sleep.

Anger suddenly stirred within. Those were childish thoughts, and his days for that kind of indulgence had long passed.

“Shouldn’t be long now,” Stitch interrupted his musings, speaking loudly to be heard over the noise of the twin engines. He toggled a control, and Bram could feel the plane starting to descend, that weird dropping sensation in the pit of his stomach.

“So you think we’ll find what we need there?” Bram asked his companion.

He was talking about a secret location in the country, specifically installed by his father in case of something like this. Bram felt an intense pang of sympathy for his dad. It must have been extremely hard to live with the constant fear that somebody—or something—could come along and destroy his life’s work, and that he must always be on guard thinking of ways to protect it.

Bram wondered if that was how his father had felt about him. If that was why he had been sent away, moved from one place of learning to the next, so that he was protected.

“According to the information I received when I was awakened, this will be the perfect place for us to start,” Stitch said as he began to pull back on the throttle and they descended out of the clouds.

It became darker in the cockpit, the windshield spattered with fat drops of rain.

“Seems like the weather in North Devany is a might inclement,” Stitch said, his English accent suddenly much thicker. “What a surprise.”

He flicked a switch, turning on the windshield wipers to swat away the collecting precipitation.

“Are you from here?” Bram asked, curious about the sudden change in the man’s speech pattern.

Stitch smirked as he pulled back on a lever between their seats. “Yes and no,” he said.

Bram felt the vibration through his feet as the landing gear deployed.

“Some parts are, while others are from elsewhere,” he explained, the English landscape below a vibrant green. “A true man of the world I am.”

“How do you know where they’re all from?” the boy asked.

“Every part, no matter how small, retains memories of its original owner,” he explained. “Sometimes I can be hit by three or four different recollections at a time … while having a spot of tea or even glancing at something in a book.”

“It must be weird,” Bram marveled. “All those different memories inside your head.”

Stitch nodded. “It gets a little crowded.…”

There was an explosion outside Stitch’s window, followed by a flash of fire, and for a moment Bram thought they had been struck by lightning. “What happened?” he asked, making sure his safety belt was fastened tightly.

The airplane had started to drop fast, and Stitch was trying to pull up on the yoke to keep their descent controlled. “We’ve lost the left engine,” he growled, looking through his side window at the smoke pouring from the area of the wing where the propeller was no longer turning. “And I think I see the reason why.”

Bram leaned forward in his seat to see.

Small batlike creatures congregated around the damaged engine, metal and bits of colored wire hanging from their extra wide mouths as they chewed their latest bite.

“Gremlins,” Bram whispered, knowing full well the damage the creatures could cause.

“Pests is what they are,” Stitch grumbled, undoing his safety belt and attempting to extricate himself from the pilot’s seat. “Take the controls,” he ordered.

Bram did what he was told, taking hold of the steering wheel tightly in his hands. He glanced over through the right side window and glimpsed more of the batlike creatures scurrying along the wing of the plane, moving toward the remaining engine.

“There’s more of them on the other wing,” Bram announced. “What’re we going to do?”

“You’re gonna keep us in the air,” Stitch said from behind him. He could hear the man rummaging through the toolbox from the back.

“But I can’t … ,” Bram began, turning around in his seat.

Stitch was standing by the door, a large wrench clutched in one pale hand.

“You were taught how to fly a plane, am I correct?” he asked the boy.

“Yes, but I’ve never …”

“Then put the education to use,” Stitch said. He undid the latch, exposing the inside of the craft to the elements.

“What are you going to do?” Bram screamed over the roar of the wind.

Stitch grabbed hold of the door frame. “I’m going outside to see what I can do about our pest problem,” the patchwork man said.

And with no further thought, he was gone.

Stitch leaped from the doorway, onto the wing of the plane.

He landed on his stomach, the wind and rain doing everything in its power to knock him from his perch. Digging his fingers into the metal of the wing, Stitch found his hold, crawling across the slick surface toward the pair of creatures now tearing at the metal housing around the propeller.

He had to make this quick, or they’d soon be completely engineless. Holding tight with one hand, he raised the wrench and brought it down hard upon the surface of the wing. He hoped to scare the beasties, or at least distract them long enough that he could get to them and prevent them from doing any further damage.

The two gremlins stopped, staring down the wing at him through red, squinted eyes. They hissed, baring nasty teeth that could chew metal like bubble gum.

“Same to you!” Stitch bellowed over the wind, waving the large, metal wrench like a lure.

Their eyes bulged as he moved the tool through the air, as though he were waving a steak. The gremlins looked at the engine again, and then back to the wrench in his grasp, trying to decide which appealed to them more.

Stitch inched closer, striking the wing again with the wrench.

Both beasties looked up from the damage they’d begun on the engine and growled menacingly. They’d already torn through the protective casing, exposing some of the engine’s inner workings.

“Wouldn’t you like a bite of this?” he yelled, extending his arm holding the wrench and moving it around enticingly.

One of the gremlins took the bait, tiny razor-sharp claws sinking into the metal surface of the wing as it skittered closer, toothy mouth opening wide for a sampling.

There would be no biting.

Just as its jaws were about to close on the offered prize, Stitch acted. He whacked the monster across the head as hard as he could with the wrench. The blow was fierce, and the creature dropped to the wing in a daze. Stitch pulled himself closer and hit the beast again. Its head now dented and misshapen, the gremlin fell from the wing disappearing in the storm.

The next one would be more difficult, Stitch thought as he held on to the wing all the tighter, drawing himself closer to the engine and the final monster.

The gremlin had just taken a strip of metal casing into its mouth and was chewing furiously, as if afraid Stitch was going to try to take it away.

“Hey there, little beastie,” he growled over the screaming winds. “Wouldn’t ye like a taste of something like your brother just had?” He was just about in striking distance when he felt it on the back of his legs.

The gremlin at the propeller started to chatter and screech wildly as Stitch looked over his shoulder, and wished he hadn’t. The three gremlins from the other wing had decided to join the party, crawling up his body, their needle-sharp claws sinking into his flesh as they scrambled to get closer.

And they looked as though they might be willing to give something other than metal a taste.

Bram wasn’t all that experienced in flying airplanes.

He’d been taught in a private military school before his time in P’Yon Kep, but he hadn’t really had the opportunity to practice much.

Plus the fact that there was somebody fighting gremlins on one of the wings brought a whole new wrinkle to the mix that he’d never quite imagined.

Bram tried to keep the wings steady as he continued their descent. He didn’t have a clue as to where Stitch was bringing the plane down, but now, since they were short an engine, and could well be short their second and last, somewhere flat was probably the best idea.

He glanced out to see how Mr. Stitch was doing. He’d already seen the patchwork man deal with one of the nasty creatures, and now watched with interest as he slid closer to the last gremlin perched upon the engine.

There was a flutter of movement from the left-hand side window, and he glanced over to find that those gremlins were gone. Thumping and bumping sounds from above his head gave him a taste of a clue as to where they were going.

He quickly looked over to Stitch raising the wrench above his head to deal with what he thought was going to be the last of the gremlins.

Not a chance.

Bram wanted to yell, but he knew it would be useless. He was tempted to dip the right wing to dislodge the attacking beasts, but figured that would dislodge Mr. Stitch as well.

Meanwhile, the gremlins attacked.

Bram’s heart raced as he watched Stitch try to fight them off. The patchwork man swung the wrench wildly, striking one of the creatures and then another. But while he fought the three, the gremlin still crouched at the engine decided to join the fray, sinking its teeth into Mr. Stitch’s shoulder.

“No!” Bram cried out as a look of pain exploded across Stitch’s pale face.

Stitch let go of the wing to grab at the gremlin now attached to his shoulder, and Bram watched in absolute horror as he slid from the plane, taking two of the gremlins with him, clutched in his arms like groceries.

Bram’s thoughts raced and he squeezed the yoke so tightly that he thought the controls might very well break off in his hands, as near panic set in. What was he going to do?

And then he remembered the teachings of Master Po. “No matter what you believe,” the old man had said in that soft, emotionless voice that he had, “it can always be worse.”

Bram wasn’t sure if that was really true, but he had to try something. Clearing his mind of all clutter, he focused on the problem at hand.

Landing the plane.

Once that was done, he would deal with the rest.

The ground was quickly coming closer. Bram pulled back on the throttle and slowed the plane, spotting an expanse grassy field just below him. He was only a hundred yards away.

Suddenly the instrument panel before him exploded in a shower of sparks, and an acrid black smoke filled the cockpit. Through the din he could hear the sounds of inhuman growling and metal being chewed. The surviving gremlins had eaten through the plane.

Master Po had been right again: Yes, the situation could always get worse.

Bram could barely see through the windshield. Leaning to one side, he jammed his elbow against the side window, shattering it. He pushed the glass away, allowing some of the smoke to be sucked outside.

It was time to either land the plane or crash. Gently, he pulled back on the yoke, allowing the back wheels to touch the ground, then the front. He jammed his feet on the brake pedals as the plane bumped across the open field. The plane eventually came to a shuddering stop. He had done it, and a feeling of relief and exultation spread over him.

Then the control panel beneath him broke away with a loud snap. Forgetting his excitement, Bram looked down to see a gremlin’s extra-wide grin looking up at him as it attempted to crawl its way out from within the guts of the plane.

Without even thinking, Bram took a deep breath and, forming a fist, punched the hungry creature in the space between its eyes.

The gremlin cried out, falling back inside the inner workings of the plane.

Cutting the remaining engine, Bram leaned back against the headrest and sighed with relief. One problem down, and many, many more to go, he thought as he undid his safety belt and moved back to the open door.

He jumped down to the ground, stumbled, and fell to his knees. The grass was wet, and he could feel it seeping through his heavy pants to chill his flesh, but he couldn’t bring himself to move. He liked the feel of solid ground beneath him at the moment.

The sudden sound shattered the silence of the open field, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. Bram knew what it was, having heard it only moments before as a gremlin tried to eat its way out from the plane’s instrument panel.

He whirled around to see a gremlin spring at him from a hiding place somewhere on the plane. It spread its spindly arms; the thin membrane of skin beneath them stretched taunt, acting as a kind of sail as it glided on the air currents toward him, mouth gaping wide to bite.

But it was snatched from the air before it reached him, yanked by the legs, and smashed repeatedly against the side of the plane until it wasn’t moving anymore.

Bram smiled with relief at the sight of his rescuer—Mr. Stitch.

Stitch dropped the gremlin to the ground, leaning against the side of the airplane as if exhausted. He was a sight; bloodied and bruised, clothing torn and tattered, one leg obviously broken, and he was missing his left arm.

“Are you all right?” Bram asked.

Stitch gave himself a once-over, stopping at his left shoulder.

“I should be fine,” he said, looking out over the field, eyes squinting as if looking for something.

“Just as soon as I find my arm.”


7.

TOBIAS BLAYLOCK SHIVERED, BUT NOT BECAUSE HE was cold.

To be in the presence of creatures such as these went against everything he’d been taught by his parents, by Elijah Stone … by the Brimstone Network.

He had been taught to destroy evil in all its forms, and here he was, a part of that very evil.

What would his mother and father have said?

“Who are they?” Tobias asked the sorcerer, his eyes fixed upon the forms made from the remains of the dead.

Crowley still had his arm around him, holding him tight. Tobias’s skin crawled from the contact.

“Partners in crime, dear boy,” the sorcerer stated. “Representatives of races that loathed the Network and humanity as much as you and I do.”

Tobias wanted to correct the sorcerer, to tell him that he didn’t hate humanity; it was only the Network and all it had taken from him that he despised.

“Without their help we could never have achieved our goal,” Crowley gloated, pulling him closer. “We make such the team, don’t you think?”

The ashen figures had been silent, until now.

“The goals have not yet been achieved, Sorcerer,” one of the gray figures stated, his voice like the rustling of dead autumn leaves.

“This is why the traitor to his kind was brought forth from the belly of the Doom Toad … ,” said another.

“To determine whether or not our goals have been met,” continued the one beside him.

“And the Network is truly dead,” finished the last of the ash creatures.

Tobias was sickened to be referred to as a traitor by these disgusting dregs, but it wasn’t like the title was a lie.

He didn’t want to think of it, reminding himself of why he’d done what he did. It didn’t make him feel any better. “I gave you everything you would need to breach security and storm their headquarters … the locations of all their agents in the field. I did exactly what was asked of me,” Tobias stated. “What I promised you in exchange for—”

“And you did a most excellent job,” Crowley interrupted with a nod. “So far.”

“What do you mean, so far?” Tobias asked, suspicion in his voice.

“You agreed to help us eliminate the Brimstone Network, and so far you’ve made good on that promise.”

“But?” Tobias questioned, an icy hand of dread forming in his belly.

“But I believe that someone as vigilant as Elijah Stone would have planned for every contingency, even something as devastating as this, and would have had some sort of mechanism to keep the Network alive.”

Tobias wanted to disagree, but he couldn’t. Crowley was right. He’d spent enough time with Elijah—especially after the death of his parents—to know how cautious the Brimstone leader was.

Yes, Tobias thought. There was probably some kind of plan to keep at least a spark of the Network alive.

A spark that could be fanned into a flame.

“What do you need me to do?” Tobias asked.

“Sift through the ashes,” Crowley stated. “Be certain that not even an ember remains. For us to succeed, the Brimstone Network must be no more.”

“And once I’ve done that?”

“Your obligation to us will be fulfilled and I will do for you what Elijah Stone and all his specialists were unable to do.

“I will save your darling sister’s life.”

The first sign that his sister … that Claire was sick came at their parents’ funeral.

Tobias remembered it as yet another moment in his life when something that he loved was violently taken away.

It had been a cloudless spring day, the entire Brimstone Network showing up to pay their respects to two of their own.

He remembered standing in front of the memorial dedicated to them. There had been no remains, the rogue witches taking even that from him and his sister. An altar had been set up alongside the marble memorial, covered in a white sheet, with framed photographs of his parents during happier times. There was a photo of them on their wedding day, one of them holding him as a baby, and of the newborn Claire as well, his young face peeking into the photo from the corner, ecstatic about his new baby sister.

That picture had always made him laugh.

Anyone who wanted to talk about Jeannine and Gareth was invited to speak. They all had the most amazing things to say. The members of the Network really loved his parents, but it did nothing to squelch the anger that was growing inside him.

The anger he was feeling toward the group for making him and his sister orphans.

It wasn’t long after Elijah Stone’s words of condolence were spoken, and the guests were slowly leaving him and Claire to their final good-byes, when his life was again turned upside down.

Standing before the marble sculpture of two winged angels holding hands in flight, he heard Claire’s sad, tiny voice tell him that she wasn’t feeling too well.

He’d gone to put an arm around her, to assure her that everything was going to be just fine, when he’d noticed the heat radiating from her body. Tobias remembered how he felt it coming through her clothes, and the smell of the material as they started to burn.

Tobias cringed remembering the sight of his little sister, kneeling in a blackened patch of grass, crying hysterically as he was dragged away by Elijah Stone.

They say he would have been killed—incinerated—if Stone hadn’t figured out what was happening, and pulled him away from her. But he had wondered so many times since if he might have been better off.

It took an especially equipped Brimstone medical team, with a combination of magick and drugs, to halt the progress of Claire’s condition, which they determined was some sort of supernaturally mutated virus placed upon her as a curse by the rogue witches.

A final piece of revenge against the people who wronged them.

The scientists, doctors, and magick users of the Network were forced to put her into a state of suspended animation while they searched unsuccessfully for a cure.

And Tobias waited, denied the love of his only remaining family member, spending hours, day after day, year after year, waiting for her to be returned to him.

Elijah Stone had promised that they were doing all they could for her, but Tobias’s hate for him and the Brimstone Network continued to grow deep within the secret darkness of his soul.

Crowley had been drawn to this malice. The sorcerer had promised that he could make Claire well again. All Tobias had to do was betray the organization that had taken away nearly everything that he had ever loved.

It wasn’t much of a decision.

I’d like to see my sister … before I go.”

While the Network was being attacked, Claire had been taken from the Brimstone medical unit and brought to Crowley.

“It is a crucial stage in her treatment,” Crowley explained. “And I would strongly advise against any interruptions.”

Tobias felt helpless. It reminded him of the time just after his parents had been slain.

“Begin your mission,” Crowley suggested. “Search through the empty remains of the Brimstone Network, be sure they really are no more. When you return, you will be reunited with your sibling.”

From the darkness around him Tobias heard the sound of movement. Instinctively he tensed, watching the shadows for signs of danger. The beasties stepped, crawled, slithered, and flew out of the inky blackness of the underground chamber.

A spell of defense leaped to Tobias’s lips, and his hands started to glow as if afire.

“Calm yourself,” Crowley stated, a pale skeletal hand dropping down upon his shoulder. “They mean you no harm.”

A troll, bloodstained battle-ax slung over his shoulder, came to stand beside them.

“In fact, they will do anything that you say,” the sorcerer went on.

Tobias’ skin crawled with the sight of them; every creature of darkness that he was familiar with, and some that he was not. “So I guess they’ll be going with me?” he asked.

“More loyal troops have never been gathered,” Crowley said, a smile on his skull-like features.

Tobias sucked in a deep breath. He knew what was expected of him, what he had to do in order to get his sister back. He had already done the worst of it; all he had to do was get through this final part.…

He glanced over to where the representatives of the Circle had stood and saw that they had gone; four piles of ash was all that remained to show that they had been there.

He looked back at Crowley.

“Gone,” the sorcerer stated, as if reading his mind. “Back to their respective worlds to await confirmation of the Network’s demise. You have a large job to do.”

Tobias nodded. “Then I’d better get going.”

He picked a patch of shadow and concentrated upon it.

The magick teachers of the Brimstone Network had said that he excelled at spells of shadow traveling, that in all their years they’d never seen anyone who could wield the spells that opened doorways from one patch of darkness to another so expertly.

Tobias always believed that it had something to do with the amount of darkness that he kept bottled up inside him.

He tossed the words of a spell at the shadow and a passage opened, shimmering like a pool of water as he moved toward it, the foul creatures that he was to command close behind.

“Wait!” Crowley cried.

Tobias turned toward the sorcerer with an exasperated sigh.

“I’d like to go too,” he began, one of his hands reaching up to his left eye, the long fingers digging into the socket.

Tobias was repulsed as Crowley removed the eye. The sorcerer held it out before him, on the palm of his hand. The disembodied organ suddenly began to quiver and pulse, wings like those of a dragonfly emerging from the sides of the slimy orb. The wings began to flutter, drying the excess ooze from their veined, translucent surface and, within seconds, had taken flight, hovering in the air in front of Tobias.

“Just as good as being there,” Crowley said, his smiling face made even more grotesque by the missing eye.

Tobias simply turned away, heading toward the doorway into darkness.

A flying eyeball trailing close behind, and a gang of monsters at his heels.

The cottage was cozy, much larger on the inside than it appeared outside.

Stitch knelt by the stone fireplace, tossing in a few more logs to make the flames burn even higher to chase away the damp chill.

They’d found Stitch’s arm on their walk from the plane to the cottage. It had fallen in an enormous patch of pumpkins, some resembling huge, misshapen orange boulders lying amongst snaking vines and withering weeds.

Bram had thought it odd, knowing that the pumpkin wasn’t native to England, and wondered if his father could have had anything to do with the planting of the autumnal fruit.

“That should do it,” Stitch said, interrupting his thoughts. The artificial man stood there before him flexing his newly restored arm.

“Is it all right?” Bram asked.

“A little numb,” Stitch answered, making a fist. “Should be fine shortly, once the shoulder and arm get reacquainted.”

Stitch had sewn the arm on himself using a needle and some thick fishing line they had found in the cottage. He’d also used some screws and a piece of wood to repair his broken leg. Bram half wished that repairs to his own person could be so easy; maybe the thought of what was to come wouldn’t have been quite so scary.

The study where his father had planned for future generations of the Network was cramped, filled with multiple file cabinets, a wooden desk, and a chair the only furniture.

Bram reached out to one of the file cabinets and pulled open the drawer. It was stuffed with file folders, and he could imagine his father sitting behind the desk, reviewing the countless folders as he searched for just the right people to join his organization.

“This is where he did his reviews,” Stitch said from the doorway. “I guess nobody knew about this place. All the information in those files he gathered himself.”

Bram chuckled. “No computers.” He removed one of the thick files, leafing through it.

“He didn’t trust them,” Stitch said. “He believed it was too easy to pluck important information from the minds of machines or something to that effect.”

“I guess,” Bram agreed with a shrug, putting the file back. He pulled open more drawers; files, files and more files. “This is going to take forever,” he said, already feeling his eyes burn. “Did he leave us anything … any clues as to whom he might’ve liked better than others, or is it totally up to us to decide?”

Bram shook his head and ran an exasperated hand through his short hair. “I don’t even know where to start.”

He looked to Stitch for some words of wisdom and encouragement, but found the man staring off into space.

“Hello?” Bram asked, waving a hand in front of Stitch’s face. “Anybody home?”

Stitch blinked and shook his head. “Sorry about that,” he said. “I just remembered some stuff that was filed away for the appropriate time.”

“Anything to give us a hand with all this?” Bram asked, gesturing to the multiple cabinets.

“Oh, yeah,” Stitch said, and he left the study doorway.

Bram followed, curious.

“He was always a bit paranoid,” Stitch said from the living room. “But over the last year or so he suspected that something really wasn’t right, that something very much like what did happen, could.”

Stitch knelt beside the fishing tackle box that they’d found the needle and thread in, rummaging through it as he spoke. “He knew that if the old Network was somehow destroyed, a new Network would have to be formed, and it would have to be a new Network in more than just name.”

Bram didn’t quite understand. “More than just in name,” he repeated. “And what exactly does that mean?”

Stitch pulled a nasty-looking knife from the tackle box, one that would have been used to clean fish. “Exactly that, a new kind of Network would be needed.”

He strode back down the hall toward Bram, who backed into the office.

“All of these are fine specimens,” Stitch said, pointing at the file cabinets with the curved blade. “But not the kind of agents who could bring the agency back from the brink.”

“What’re you going to do with that?” Bram asked, eyeing the knife.

With one hand, Stitch started to unbutton his shirt. “I just remembered something.”

And before Bram could even utter a word, Stitch plunged the blade into his belly, cutting a long, vertical gash in his stomach.

“What are you doing?” Bram screamed, watching in disgust and horror as Stitch stuck his hand into his own stomach and pulled out something sealed in a plastic bag.

“Here are the people he was considering,” the patchwork man said, tossing sealed files onto the desktop.

“Here are the special agents of the new Brimstone Network.”


8.

TOBIAS COULD STILL HEAR THEIR SCREAMS.

He had just emerged from the passageway of shadow, into the now desolate Brimstone Network communications center.

Remembering how it had been.

Crowley’s winged eye hovered in the air beside his head—observing—its insect wings moving so fast that they appeared as a blur.

The bodies of the dead were gone—even though he could still hear them—removed by those the Network protected. He wondered how the world was feeling now, knowing that they no longer had anyone to help them against the things that went bump in the night.

Guilt roiled in his gut, almost painful. It wasn’t the world’s fault that his parents had been killed, his sister afflicted with a mutating curse, but it would have to pay the price for his misery.

The beasties swarmed from the darkness, eyes twinkling hungrily. They smelled the death in this room and were excited by it.

But that was all that could be found, the lingering aura of the lives that were taken. Tobias didn’t want to be there anymore, and besides, if he was going to find clues to a contingency plan, it wasn’t going to be here.

The monsters were wild, scrambling over the communications equipment, searching for anything to satisfy their bloodlust.

“We won’t find anything in here, troll,” Tobias said to the stocky creature beside him, ax slung over his shoulder.

“Cracklebones,” the troll said as he moved toward the room’s exit.

“Excuse me?” Tobias asked, momentarily confused.

“Not troll … Cracklebones,” the leathery-skinned monster said, hooking a thumb at his broad chest.

The troll was telling him his name. Wonderful, Tobias thought. Now I’m on a first-name basis with the creatures of darkness.

“Fine, Cracklebones,” he said, striding across the floor, avoiding the gaping holes that had been made by the invading, monster forces. “You’re more than welcome to stay in here with your … friends, but if I’m going to find answers, it’s not going to be in here.”

He walked through the doorway, out into the hall, and thought for a moment that he might actually be left alone, but Crowley’s eyes buzzed around his head, and then he heard the scrabbling of claws, and the thumping of many feet as the monsters—his soldiers—followed.

Power had been cut from most of the building, emergency lights the only source of illumination. Of course with no power, there were no elevators, so they were forced to climb the stairs. There were signs of violence even there, bloody handprints decorating the white walls as they ascended.

Stone’s office was on the top level of the converted castle, and if there was going to be any sign of the leader’s plans, it would probably be there. Tobias stepped through the doorway, remembering the last time he’d done so, bringing the old man tea.

After his parent’s passing, Elijah Stone had taken him under his wing, watching out for him, making sure that all his needs were addressed. Tobias knew that most found Stone’s actions compassionate, but he had seen them as the actions of someone burdened with guilt.

The flying eye zipped past his face, the beating of insect wings humming in his ear. It darted around the room. The office had been torn apart, the desk smashed, furniture ripped apart by hands eager for destruction.

He’d tried to get Elijah to leave that night, but he refused, as Tobias was sure he would. He was a man dedicated to a cause—no matter the cost, no matter who was hurt.

He turned to see the beasties looking at him, standing in the doorway in a large clump, as if sensing the turbulence in his soul. “Don’t just stand there,” he barked. “Search the room.”

The monsters scrambled, darting around the office, sniffing at the ground, examining the wrecked pieces of furniture.

The troll, Cracklebones, simply stood, staring. “And what are we searching for?” he asked, his voice sounding as though his throat were filled with gravel.

“I don’t know exactly,” Tobias said, moving toward the remains of the desk. “But I’ll know when I see it.”

The point of his boot caught on the rubble of a desk drawer, and Tobias almost tripped, kicking something that slid noisily across the floor. It glinted in the semidarkness, drawing his attention. He squatted, picking up the silver picture frame, and remembered that Stone had been putting something away in a drawer when he’d come into the room that night.

He ran a thumb over the cracked glass of the picture frame. It was the photo of a child, a smiling little boy no older than four.

People had said that Stone had suffered a loss as well, and that that was why he had been so devoted to Tobias and Claire. He’d once had a child of his own.

He’d had a son.

Tobias had heard the story of the marriage to prevent a war with the Specter, of how the marriage had produced a child … a boy. Rumor had it that the child had been close to death for years, something about the biology of a Specter and a human being incompatible.

The boy … Abraham, Tobias remembered, was a few years younger than himself. If still alive, he would have been twelve or thirteen.

Tobias had always found it sort of strange that Abraham was never mentioned. It was almost an unspoken rule in the Network not to ask about the child’s condition.

“What is that?” asked a small, high-pitched voice. Crowley’s eye buzzed in the air above his shoulder.

“It’s a picture of Stone’s son.”

Elijah had quickly put the framed picture away as Tobias had entered the room. Why would he hide the picture? Tobias wondered. Is it a sign of weakness to care about your own sick kid? Is that why no one ever talked about Abraham? But if that was true, why would he have taken such an interest in our lives?

It didn’t make sense.

“The child was weak … sickly,” said the eye. “It died as it should have.”

“No,” Tobias said with a shake of his head. “As far as I know, Abraham was still alive, being cared for by doctors, somewhere … or at least that’s what we were meant to believe.”

The eye flew around his head. “Are you insinuating something, boy?”

A wild theory was taking root inside Tobias’s brain. “It’s probably nothing, but I’d like to follow it through.”

“You want to find the son?” Crowley’s voice squeaked.

“I want to see if he is as sick as they said he was,” Tobias answered.

The eye circled around again. “And if he is, we’ll do him a favor and put him out of his misery, the poor child’s suffered enough,” the eyeball said, wings flapping as it darted from side to side.

And then the orb started to laugh.

It was one of the most disturbing sounds Tobias had ever heard.

Tobias stepped from a deep passage of shadow cast by an ancient oak in front of the iron gates that circled the mansion, Stonehouse. It had been at least five years since he’d last paid a visit to Elijah Stone’s home, but from the looks of it, little had changed.

He remembered how afraid he’d been of the twin, limestone griffons that guarded the main entrance, their fierce eagle heads and muscular lions’ bodies, wings folded tightly upon their backs, ready to unfurl and take flight in search of prey. The years of exposure to the harsh New England elements had only served to make them all the more fearsome with ferocious faces covered in patches of black and green mold.

Beasties spilled out from the darkness behind Tobias, some jumping back with a hiss as their eyes fell upon the statues.

The flying eye hovered to the right of him. “And what do we expect to find here?” Crowley’s tinny voice asked from the surface of the orb.

“Perhaps something, likely nothing,” Tobias answered, staring through the gates at the large, Gothic house. “I just want to be sure.”

He and his sister had been brought here after the attack upon their home to live with the leader of the Brimstone Network in the days preceding their parents’ memorial service. Tobias closed his eyes, remembering how he had lain in a bed in one of the many guest rooms, listening to the sounds of the house, and how one night, unable to sleep, he had left his room to explore and had come upon Elijah entering his study.

Even now, the memory haunted him.

“What if his kid wasn’t sick? What if he was being raised in secret to carry on after his father’s death?” Tobias asked, opening his eyes and looking at the disembodied eye floating near his shoulder.

The bloodshot orb looked at him, the black of its iris constricting as it considered the possibility. “Yesssssssss,” Crowley hissed. “Yes, I can see Stone being that clever … that devious.”

“But then again, it might be just what he said.” Tobias shrugged.

The eye silently considered this as well, then flew to hover before the gathering of monsters at their back. “Search the house,” Crowley’s eye demanded. “Bring me anything that even smells suspicious.”

The monsters charged toward the gate as though a starting gun had been fired. An ogre, its body adorned in armor carved from solid rock, was first to lay its hands upon the gates.

And the first of the beasties to meet a horrible fate.

Talons slashed through the air, severing the ogre’s head with one powerful swipe, an attack so fast that Tobias had to wonder if the rock ogre was even aware that it had been killed.

The griffon statues had come to life, eyes blazing a fiery red in their limestone sockets. The mythological beasts flew down from their perches, attacking the monsters that huddled, stunned, before the gate.

They didn’t stand a chance.

For all the ferocity of the creatures of darkness, they were nothing compared to the savagery of the stone griffons. One by one the beastie minions fell before the hooked beaks and razor-sharp claws. They tried to fight back, but stone flesh made the griffons impervious to harm.

Tobias stood, fixated by the scene unfolding before him. Some of the monsters were trying to get away, only to be pounced by the griffons dropping down from the air. He watched as Cracklebones planted his feet and raised his ax, ready to defend himself, or die in the attempt.

“What are you waiting for?” an annoyed voice buzzed in his ear as the flying eye circled excitedly around his head. “You’re a magick user, do something.”

“Right,” Tobias said, searching his mind for the magick that could counteract Elijah Stone’s security spell.

Cracklebones ducked beneath the griffons’ claws as they circled above his head. The clanging sound of his heavy ax striking their stone flesh shattered the air. The beasts were playing with the troll, wearing him down; it wouldn’t be long before they ended their game and killed the troll, as they had a good number of the others.

Thinking of a spell, he whispered the words beneath his breath. Tobias extended his arms, aiming the magicks that coursed through his body at the tiring Cracklebones. The magick danced from his fingertips to envelop the troll in a cocoon of crackling green energy. Like flexing a muscle, Tobias pulled the troll up into the air, just as the griffons pounced. They collided with a sound like a thunderclap as Tobias deposited the troll on the opposite side of the metal gates.

The griffons backed away from one another, eyes darting about, searching for their escaped prey.

“Hey,” Tobias yelled, capturing their attention.

The stone beasts spun around, ear-piercing cries shrieking from their open beaks as they started toward him.

The words of a defensive spell rolled from his mouth in an ancient tongue that had passed from existence before humanity dropped down from the trees. He could feel the magick building up inside him, his eyes locked upon the great stone beasts that stalked him. Slowly he raised an arm, and as if sensing their imminent destruction, the griffons spread their wings and sprang at him.

Just as he released the magick.

It always surprised him how powerful he’d become, how easy it was to wield the magicks. He’d seen it in the eyes of his Brimstone teachers as well as his classmates, the pain they had felt as they tapped into the reservoir of magickal power that existed beyond the pale. But for Tobias, magick was as simple—and as painless—as a sneeze: at first the build up inside him, and then the inevitable release.

Like now.

The magick struck the griffons with such force that they shattered like glass, the energy that gave them life released in a blinding flash of white.

“Impressive,” Crowley’s tiny voice said.

“Thank you,” Tobias replied, blowing on the stinging tips of his fingers.

The beasties that had survived the griffon onslaught cautiously emerged from their hiding places as Cracklebones carefully pushed open the double gates from the other side.

“Master,” the troll said, bowing as Tobias passed through the gateway.

Tobias couldn’t help but smile.

Bram poked the wet plastic bag with a pencil.

“It isn’t going to bite you,” Stitch said. He’d gone back out to the living area and had returned with a needle and fishing line.

“It’s just sort of … gross,” Bram said.

“It’s just a little stomach juice and blood substitute,” the artificial man said as he threaded the needle.

Stomach juice and blood substitute; Bram was pretty sure he’d be up to his chin in worse soon enough. So without further thought, he set the pencil down and tore open the plastic bag to get at the files.

“So you didn’t know you had these in your stomach?” Bram asked, carefully pulling the files out of the bag so as not to get anything on them.

“Things just sort of pop into my head,” Stitch explained. “The memories just kind of rise to the surface. I remembered the files when I saw the cabinets.” He pushed the needle through the flesh on one side of the laceration, pulled the fishing line tight, and pushed the needle through the other side, sewing the flesh together.

Bram returned his attention to the files. “There’s only two here.” He looked back at Stitch. “He wanted me to form a new Network with two members?”

“Don’t forget you and me,” Stitch reminded him. The man was sewing like a pro.

“Maybe you should have checked to make sure that my father didn’t hide anything else in your stomach … like a decent plan, maybe?”

Stitch looked up. “That was uncalled for, lad,” he chastised.

“Your father was under an incredible amount of stress, and now we see that it was for good reason.”

“But how can I do what needs to be done with only two—”

“Four,” Stitch interrupted.

“Fine. With only four members?”

Stitch smiled as he admired his sewing job, and then looked up into Bram’s eyes. “Read the files, and you’ll find that these candidates are special.” His dark eyebrows danced up and down. “Special, as you are special.”

Bram pushed his chair in closer to the desk top and picked up the first of the folders. But he didn’t get very far—his reading was interrupted by a furious pounding on the cottage walls.

As Tobias stepped into Stonehouse, it was like walking into a frozen pocket of time. The memories of that frightening time in his life when nothing seemed to make sense, and all he knew was that he’d never see his mother and father again, came flooding back as he stood in the foyer.

He didn’t want to be here any longer than he had to be, suddenly missing his sister more than ever before.

He climbed the winding staircase, heading toward the mysterious study that had kept the Brimstone leader occupied during all hours of the night. This was where he was going to find answers to his suspicions, if he was going to find anything at all.

The door was unlocked, allowing him and the surviving beasts easy access. Flinging the door open, he strode into the room, not knowing what he would find.

But never expecting this.

He could hear the monsters whispering at his back, also shocked by what they’d found.

Tobias flipped the switch on the wall. The room was bizarrely normal; not a trace of anything out of the ordinary, nothing that even hinted of the paranormal or supernatural.

Cautiously, in case it was just a spell of disguise, he walked farther into the room. But there was nothing; it was as he saw it.

“What in the name of the unholy is this?” the flying eyeball asked.

It was a simple room, the walls covered in flowered paper—lilacs.

The beasties looked about, snarls of distaste upon their ugly faces. First the griffons, and now this.

There was a single chair with a small table and lamp beside it in the room’s corner, a hard-backed book waiting on the table. Tobias reached for it.

Great Poetry of the Twentieth Century.

He set it down quickly. Is this what he was doing in here all those nights? Tobias wondered. Reading books of poetry?

“It’s like he used this room to escape,” he said aloud.

“Escape?” Cracklebones asked. “What was he escaping?”

Tobias shrugged. “The weirdness of his world, I guess.”

He slowly turned in a circle, soaking it all in. He would never have associated anything this ordinary with Elijah Stone.

The shriek of excitement came from somewhere behind him.

A grackleflint had been poking around a large, decorative vase and had peeled away a section of wallpaper to eat.

Grackleflints ate any and all things.

Mouth overflowing with shredded wallpaper, it excitedly pointed to markings on the wall beneath the purple lilacs, intricate sigils inscribed on the white plaster walls.

Tobias’s eyes widened.

“Tear it off!” Crowley cried, flying around the room to rally the beasts. “Tear the wallpaper!”

The beasties attacked with excited fervor, using claws, tentacles, and even mouths to strip away the wall covering and expose the sigil-covered wall beneath.

“Step away!” Tobias ordered, tossing a spell of decay at the wall to rot away any stray paper.

“Oh you were a tricky one,” Crowley’s eye buzzed.

Tobias silently agreed as he moved closer, trying to decipher the magickal symbols.

The beasties were excited, charging the wall, pounding their evil fists against the plaster. But Tobias ignored them, reaching out to run his hand across the vertical column of arcane shapes, smudging them and distorting their power.

Again, the creatures of darkness began to scream, fleeing across the room as a door appeared in the wall before them.

“Is this what you were hiding?” Tobias asked aloud. He could feel it emanating from the door, a magickal spell so powerful that it thrummed with supernatural energy.

Tobias was drawn to it like a moth to flame; reaching down he grabbed hold of the knob, twisting it to the right, and threw open the door to see what Elijah Stone had been so desperate to conceal.

Darkness.

The room was filled with darkness.


9.

THE BANGING CEASED AS QUICKLY AS IT HAD BEGUN.

“What was that?” Bram asked, tensed in the office chair, voice at a whisper.

Stitch left the room, taking a right away from the office and the living area beyond.

“It came from somewhere back here,” he said, his voice soft and barely audible. Bram left his seat to follow, bringing the files with him, and marveled at the speed and stealth with which the big man moved.

He followed Stitch into a bedroom at the end of the corridor. A small bed was pushed into a corner, a chest of drawers against the opposite wall; other than that, the room was empty. And judging by the amount of dust that coated everything, it hadn’t been used in a very long time.

Then where did his father sleep when he was here? The image of Elijah, slumped in the office chair, file folders spread out all around him, appeared in Bram’s head, and he sensed that image was likely right.

The two stood still in the middle of the room, listening to the silence, waiting for the noise to begin again.

When it did, it was softer, a faint rustling coming from the closet. Bram had to wonder if their caution was the victim of a field mouse, or some other animal trapped in the English cottage.

Stitch’s multicolored eyes locked with Bram’s and they tensed as the sound came again, closer now, right behind the closet door.

Stitch lunged and, in one swift movement, threw open the door. He reached inside the darkness, withdrawing a young man held in his powerful grip. “Who are you?” Stitch bellowed, menace in his tone.

Bram immediately recognized the man’s dress, the jacket and pants—the uniform he was wearing.

The Network.

And the man wasn’t really a man. He only looked a few years older than Bram.

“Wait!” Bram yelled, tossing the files onto the dusty bed and moving to Stitch’s side. “Stitch, look at his clothes.”

The young man’s eyes were wide in shock, darting around the room from the patchwork man to him.

“He’s an agent, Stitch,” Bram said to his friend. “He’s one of us.”

And with those words, the young man seemed to relax.

“Yes,” he said, a smile forming on his face.

“I’m one of you.”

I’m one of you,” Tobias said again with emotion, wanting them to trust him and to lower their guard. “I’m Agent Tobias Blaylock.”

The artificial man … Stitch, the boy had called him, released his hold, allowing the heels of Tobias’s boots to touch floor.

“We thought you were all dead,” Abraham began, a smile on his face.

Tobias thought quickly. “I barely escaped with my life,” he lied. “Conjured a spell of passage to get away and have been lost in the darkness for days.” He looked from Stitch to Abraham. “Who are you?”

“I’m Bram Stone, and this is Stitch,” the boy started excitedly. “My father has entrusted us with the job of—”

“Quiet, boy,” the artificial man barked, silencing Elijah’s son.

Tobias didn’t like the look he saw in Stitch’s different-colored eyes.

“You’re Commander Stone’s son?” he asked, turning his attention back to Bram. “But I thought you were sick … almost dead?”

“That’s what he wanted people to believe,” Bram said as Stitch again silenced him with a fierce look.

Tobias nodded, feigning understanding.

“Perhaps we should hold our tongues until we have all our facts in place,” the big man suggested.

Crowley’s eye suddenly darted out from the darkness of the closet, its dragonfly wings beating unmercifully, filling the air with an eerie humming sound.

“What is that?” Bram asked.

Stitch prepared to act, but Tobias couldn’t let him. The spell flowed from his lips, the magick again building up inside him. He lifted his arm, firing a blast of ethereal energy into Stitch’s chest, sending him hurtling backward through the air, pinning him against the wall with a roiling ball of magickal force.

“That should take care of you,” Tobias said, turning his attention to the boy.

There was fear in Bram’s eyes, and Tobias wondered if that was how he had looked when the rogue witches had attacked his home and he believed that he was about to die.

“I can’t believe you were right,” the flying orb squeaked, fluttering over the bed, white tentacles snaking down from its circular mass to investigate what looked to be file folders lying on top of it.

Tobias smiled proudly, gearing up for the next magickal assault that would rid the Brimstone Network of its final hope.

“But you’re one of us,” Bram said, his voice quivering in disbelief.

“I was never one of you,” Tobias said with the shake of his head. All the anger he felt toward the agency, and the man who had taken away his family, spewed from the tips of his fingers in a spell of death.

The magickal blast struck the wall behind Bram, leaving him untouched.

It had happened as the monks of P’Yon Kep had always told him it would; he didn’t even need to think about using his abilities—they had been there, present and waiting.

To be used completely on instinct. As soon as Tobias’s fingertips had started to glow, Bram had felt his body shift from the material, to the ghostly.

The crackling bolts of the magick had passed through him to strike the wall at his back with devastating effect. The spell seemed to be speeding up the aging process, causing the plaster, wood, and paint to rot, spreading across the surface of the wall, and even across the ceiling.

Bram locked eyes with the traitorous agent standing across from him, reading surprise in his gaze.

“You missed,” Bram said, springing into action.

The flying eyeball spun around as it hovered above the bed, where it had been reading the files.

“Kill him! What’s wrong with you?” it screeched in a small, annoying voice.

Bram took great pleasure driving his fist into the renegade Brimstone agent’s face. Tobias flew backward, his head hitting off the dresser behind him. Bram darted toward the bed, snatching up the files he’d left there.

There were noises coming from the darkness inside the closet, and something told him that he and Stitch had to get out of there right away.

Then he felt the orb’s tentacles slither coldly across his flesh.

“You’re going nowhere, child,” hissed the eyeball, attempting to thrust its tentacles into his mouth and nose.

Bram swatted the fluttering eye aside with the file folders, watching as the orb bounced off the nearby wall, then dropped to the ground with a wet plop.

Bram turned toward Stitch, who was still hanging from the wall, struggling to free himself from the magick that held him there.

The death spell meant for Bram had continued to spread around the room, turning the plaster to dust. It was only a matter of seconds before the wall behind Stitch broke away in a shower of rubble, and the patchwork man dropped to the floor.

“That worked out well,” Stitch said, brushing powdered plaster from his clothes, the magick that had held him having dissolved like the walls.

“We’ve got to go!” Bram yelled to his friend.

The house was groaning, the strength of the spell affecting the very structure of the house.

Bram grabbed Stitch by the arm, yanking him forward.

“Careful there, lad,” the large man grumbled as he allowed himself to be led. “You don’t want that coming off in your hand.”

Bram and Stitch made for the doorway. It wouldn’t be long until the room—the entire cottage—was falling down around them. In the hallway, Bram chanced a look back into the bedroom. Tobias was coming to. He rubbed the back of his head, picking himself up from the ground as the eye hovered drunkenly in the air, its wings damaged by the swat Bram had given it.

Bram held his breath as he saw the first of the monsters begin to emerge from the closet. They poked their heads out into the room, sniffing the air cautiously, not sure what to make of the room’s decay

The distress of the house grew louder, and Bram pushed himself to move faster, following Stitch as he bounded down the hallway toward the living room, and the front door.

Ceiling beams in a storm of plaster dust dropped down to block his path, but again his instincts were in full effect and he was able to pass through the obstructions with ease.

Maybe I can get used to this.

The cottage released a final scream as Bram and Stitch barely made it out through the door before it fell in upon itself in billowing clouds of thick, choking dust and dirt.

The two stopped, taking a moment to catch their breath.

And as the clouds of dust began to settle, Bram thought he saw something move within the rubble.

“We might want to think about running some more,” Bram suggested to his companion.

A blast of magickal force tossed the wreckage of the home aside as if it were nothing, and they watched as Tobias Blaylock rose up from beneath the rubble, a small army of beasties surrounding him.

“I think you’re right,” Stitch agreed, and they ran across the green field toward a patch of orange.

Toward the pumpkin patch.

Cracklebones lifted his hand to show Tobias the eye.

It was now lopsided, oozing a thick, cloudy fluid from a tear in its once rounded surface. One of its dragonfly wings had been bent, and the other completely torn away.

Tobias was barely able to hear the voice from the eye, and leaned closer to listen.

“Bring … him … to me,” the tiny voice said, sounding as though it were coming through a damaged speaker.

“What about the freak with him?” Tobias asked, already on the move navigating the rotting wood and debris of the collapsed structure.

Cracklebones struggled to keep up, his hand still raised with the damaged eye resting upon it.

“Return him to the grave.… It makes little difference to me,” Crowley’s eye answered. “But the boy … bring him to me … alive.… I have the desire to feed upon him.”

Squinting through the haze that drifted over the field, Tobias could just about make out the shapes of the two of them running away.

“Do not disappoint me again, Tobias,” the eye warned, lying deflated in the center of the troll’s hand. “I cannot imagine your despair if dear little Claire was not to be made well.”

Tobias understood what was still at stake, hating the fact that his sister’s health was being used against him. Again, he promised himself that as soon as he had finished this task before him, he and Claire would disappear, just the two of them, living away from the horrors that had dominated their existences since birth.

It won’t be long now, Claire, he thought, wishing his sister could hear him.

He turned around, scanning the assortment of beasts behind him. His eyes fell upon the sleek animal shapes of two were-hyenas standing amongst the other abominations.

They would do nicely.

“You two,” he bellowed, and pointed off into the cool, shifting mist. “Bring them down,” Tobias ordered. “But be careful to leave the boy alive.”

The hyenas smiled, showing off rows of jagged teeth. Proud that they had been singled out from the others, they bounded across the rubble onto the field of green in pursuit of their prey.

“We’ll be right along to finish the job shortly.”

In here,” Stitch said, leading Bram into the area of ground ripe with pumpkins and an assortment of other gourds of varying sizes.

“Here?” Bram asked, carefully navigating the patch, not sure of his friend’s reasoning. There certainly wasn’t much cover here.

He stopped short as something loomed out of the mist before them, then relaxed as he realized it was only their plane.

“Isn’t there anything inside the plane that we could use?” he asked, watching as Stitch moved among the gourds as if looking for something.

A cold wind shifted the drifting haze, and he could see what appeared to be a copse of woods in the distance.

“We should try for the woods,” Bram suggested, nearly tripping on a thick cord of vine.

“You’re going to have to trust me,” Stitch said as he bent down to study a particularly nasty-looking pumpkin.

“Don’t tell me, you’ve remembered something else.”

“Something like that,” the patchwork man answered.

Bram could hear movement in the mist behind them, the sound of something running fast across the damp earth and grass.

“There isn’t enough time,” Bram warned, moving to stand with Stitch.

“There’s enough,” Stitch said. “I believe he already knows we’re here.”

Bram didn’t know how to react. Something was coming out of the mist for them, and now Stitch was talking nonsense.

“What are you babbling about? Who knows we’re here?”

The were-hyenas bounded toward the pumpkin patch, sounds very much like the laughter of a crazy person coming from their excited mouths as they rushed at them.

“C’mon,” Bram screamed, grabbing hold of Stitch’s arm, attempting to pull him away.

“It’s too late for that,” the artificial man said, planting his feet. Bram almost fell to the ground as he attempted to move the unmovable.

The were-beasts entered the patch, and Bram felt his eyes grow wide as the demonic animals came at them. He saw it all unfold in slow motion.

It didn’t make sense, and if he happened to survive this latest attack, he was going to have a good long talk with his friend.

The ground moved beneath his feet, and before he could even begin to react, he and Stitch were tossed backward by something that had exploded up from the damp earth coming between them and their hyena attackers.

“Cut it a bit close, but it’ll do,” Stitch said as he picked himself up from the ground.

“What is that?” Bram asked, getting to his feet, eyes locked on the insane sight that now towered above them.

Some kind of creature, its body made entirely of thick, twisting vines braided tightly together to form powerful-looking limbs, its head one enormous pumpkin, had exploded from the earth to halt the were-hyena attack.

The creature of vines, standing at least twenty feet tall, held a squirming were-beast in each of its spindly hands.

“Your father called him the God of the Gourd,” Stitch explained. “An ancient deity whose worshippers have long since died away. Your father felt sorry for him and offered him a place to live out his existence in exchange for moments very much like this.”

“Foul things,” the God of the Gourd roared from a crack split horizontally across its malformed pumpkin head. “Your mere presence taints the ground that you tread upon.”

The hyenas thrashed in its clutches, attempting to bite at the fingers that held them as the god brought its woven arms back, and then savagely slammed the two animals against each other.

The god let the broken bodies of the were-hyenas drop from his clutches, wiping its blood-covered hands upon its long legs. Then it tilted its gaze to address Bram and Stitch standing on the ground below it.

“Filthy creatures,” it said, pumpkin seeds raining from its mouth like spittle. “Filthy creatures that will bother you no more.”

Bram was about to thank the giant when a rolling ball of fire arced across the sky toward them.

“Look out!” Bram screamed.

But as he and Stitch dove for the cover, the God of the Gourd reared back, its mouth opening in a roar of pain as the fireball grazed its shoulder. The god began to burn. More balls of magickal fire appeared in the air, raining down upon their savior.

“Go!” the god ordered, waving them away as he was struck again and again with the unnatural fire.

“We do what he says,” Stitch said, taking Bram by the elbow and leading him from the pumpkin patch.

Bram struggled, turning to see what was happening. Monsters had emerged from the mist attacking the burning god.

“We can’t just leave him,” he cried.

“He’s giving us the time we need to escape,” Stitch argued. “Don’t let his sacrifice be in vain.”

Begrudgingly, Bram had started to turn away when he saw Tobias emerge from the battle. The young man completely ignored the struggle with the God of the Gourd, his eyes locked on Bram’s.

“Stone!” Tobias screamed, his voice eerily amplified within the chilling mist.

Bram and Stitch ran, heading toward the skeletal copse of woods only feet away. Bram fought the urge to turn around. He knew what he would see. The traitor would be gaining on them, and if allowed to catch up, Bram wasn’t at all sure of the outcome.

“Where are we going?” he gasped as they reached the edge of the forest.

“We’re leaving this place,” Stitch said, stopping in front of a tree with a particularly large knot in the front of it.

He wiggled the fingers of one hand in the air before him as a section of trees to their right was destroyed in a blast of supernatural energy.

“Is this going to become a habit?” Bram asked, watching as the shape of the traitor grew more prominent through the shifting haze and again shrieked his name.

“Stone!”

“Sorry, lad, but it can’t be helped. The memories just sort of appear inside my head.”

“What now?” Bram asked him as another section of the forest ceased to exist in an explosion of supernatural flame.

“Something that lives in my fingers,” he said as he extended his hands, the tips of his fingers trembling with exertion.

The magic flowed from their blunted ends, like fluid dancing in zero gravity. It touched the trunk of the old tree, and almost instantaneously there was a powerful cracking sound followed by further creeks and moans.

Bram looked to Stitch quickly, and then back to the tree.

Something was happening.

The ugly knot—the gnarled and balled flesh of the tree—appeared to be growing.

“Magick?” Bram asked his companion.

“Yes, magick,” Stitch said, staring at the hand fused to his wrist by a swollen circle of scar tissue. “Powerful magick.”

The knot had become man-size, and had opened like a mouth into a fleshy cave; a strange odor very much like spoiled milk wafted out from within.

“What do we do now?” Bram asked as the trees at his back joined the others in oblivion.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Stitch asked, his large body diving at the opening.

“I was afraid of that,” Bram said, chancing a quick look over his shoulder before following his friend into the tree, for a moment wondering which of his choices was worse.

Tobias held the ball of magickal fire in the palm of his hand as the body of the ancient tree returned to normal.

The power sparked and hummed as if eager to be unleashed, eager to harm those it would have been cast against. But he closed his hand upon the magick, suffocating the power and taking the magick painfully back inside himself.

He heard the sound of approach at his back and turned to see Cracklebones coming through the rolling mist toward him. The troll still held Crowley’s damaged eye carefully in his hand.

Tobias sighed, steeling himself for what came next.

“Where is the child of Stone?” Crowley’s eye demanded.

“They got away.” Tobias tried to keep the anger from his words. “It seems that there was more to the patchwork man than I would have guessed.”

One of the orb’s wings fluttered pathetically. “Disappointing,” Crowley’s eye hissed. “You realize that I would normally have you destroyed right now … or at least severely punished.”

Tobias crossed his arms in front of him, staring at the nearly deflated eye, thinking about how easy it would have been to destroy it, and the troll that had become its bearer.

Then he remembered Claire.

“But that wouldn’t be smart now, would it?” Tobias asked. “I’m way too valuable to you, with the world on the cusp of change. You’re going to need people like me … powerful people to help you with problems just like this one.”

Tobias despised having to commit himself any more than he had to, but his sister still had to be made well, and he would do anything to see that happen.

“Wise beyond your years,” the orb hissed. “A calming voice in these trying times of change.”

“I try, sir.”

“We will proceed back to my lair, to prepare for the next phase of my plans,” the eye said.

Cracklebones started to leave the woods. Tobias obediently followed.

“Oh yes, and Tobias,” the eye said as if suddenly remembering something important. The troll turned to face him, holding the damaged eye up.

“Disappoint me again and no matter how calming your voice, you and darling Claire will be the main course for a special meal prepared for the troops. Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly,” Tobias answered, feeling the churning of the destructive magick that he’d recently taken back into his body.

Fighting for release.
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BRAM COULDN’T BREATHE.

It was like being inside the intestine of some gigantic, nightmare beast.

His lungs had filled with the stink of the place; so thick and unpleasant, it was like trying to breathe underwater. He was sliding down a membranous tube, feeling the slime-covered walls around him pulsating as if alive, squeezing him through the passage; moving him along to who knew where. He cried out for Stitch, but his mouth was filled with the foul-tasting fluid that lubricated the walls of the tube.

He tried to slow his progress, but the harder he fought against it, the faster the muscles flexed, squeezing him along with increasing speed. Bram was beyond tired, the overpowering stink of the tubular environment wearing him down, threatening to steal away his consciousness.

Then suddenly he found himself falling, no longer trapped within the constricting confines of the fleshy passage, plunging into a thick pool of the nasty-smelling liquid that coated the walls of the tube. The fluid eagerly filled his lungs and mouth. Bram tried to fight it. His arms and leg flailed as he fought to swim toward the surface, but he couldn’t tell up from down. He was growing weaker, his struggles more feeble.

His father had been wrong about him; he wasn’t ready to be a leader.

Not even close.

Something grabbed him, powerful fingers wrapping around the collar of his jacket and pulling him up through the viscous fluids. Bram broke the surface and greedily gasped for air, noisily expelling liquid slime from his mouth and nose as he was laid upon the fleshy shore.

Solid ground beneath him he flipped onto his back, wiping the stinging substance from his eyes.

Stitch stood over him.

“Are you all right?” the artificial man asked.

Bram could only cough, but he nodded his head vigorously. “Where … where are we?” he finally managed, between coughs, pushing himself up into a sitting position to check out where they’d ended up.

If he thought the inside of the tube was bad, this place was three times worse. They were in some sort of gigantic cave system, yawning black openings pulsating like open mouths in pink, fleshy walls. Above him the open ceiling went on seemingly forever into darkness.

“One of the worlds between worlds,” Stitch explained. “The tree back in the forest had pieced the veil between our world and another, its roots taking sustenance from both places.”

Stitch extended his hand, taking Bram’s and hauling him to his feet.

“Not a very welcoming-looking place, is it,” the boy commented.

“Beggers can’t be choosers,” Stitch replied. “I sensed the potential for passage as we ran into the forest and I remembered that I had an open invitation to visit.” The patchwork man was studying his hand, the one that had wielded the magick that had brought them to this place.

“Open invitation?” Bram asked.

Stitch nodded, still fascinated with his hand. “To this place … the world of Guttswallow.”

“So we’re not in any danger here?” Bram asked, suddenly overcome with the sensation that they were no longer alone.

And as if on cue, small, yet savage-looking creatures emerged from their hiding places, they tiny forms covered in armor, bladed weapons poised and ready to strike.

“I never said that,” Stitch answered.

Exhausted, his body throbbing painfully from the excessive use of his magical abilities, Tobias found comfort in the presence of his sister.

Crowley had placed her body within a scarlet crystal, a special chamber designed to keep the supernatural energies that her body constantly produced under control.

Small, hunched-backed creatures dressed in heavy robes moved busily about the room, carefully monitoring and adjusting the many machines that kept the young girl unconscious and the power leaking from her body at levels below critical.

Tobias laid a hand upon the hard surface of the scarlet case, wanting so badly to have some sort of contact with the last remaining member of his family, but it wasn’t meant to be. If she was to be released from the crystal, her disease would destroy him, intensifying to the point where the entire world could be threatened.

There was a part of him—a scary part—that would sacrifice all that just to hold her hand again.

He remembered how it had come to this, how he had accepted the offer of his sister’s salvation from the ancient sorcerer called Crowley the immortal.

It had been close to two years since Claire had gotten sick, and he had been staying in her room at the Brimstone Network’s medical facility as often as he could. They’d had her in a form of stasis, too, a bubble of powerful magick that had frozen time to a standstill around her bed. The magick used upon her was powerful, and exhausting to maintain, and he had often wondered how long would it be before the Network declared there was nothing more that could be done for her and another magick was conjured—a deadly kind—that would steal away his sister’s life before she could do anyone serious harm.

Tobias had guessed that it was only a matter of time, choosing to stay with her, sleeping on a cot beside her magickally encased bed, just in case they decided to come for her in the night.

He’d wanted to be there, to stop them if necessary.

One night Tobias was awakened from a restless sleep by a soft whispering voice and had opened his eyes to see a spider hanging by a strand of webbing in front of his face.

But it wasn’t an ordinary spider; the arachnid harbored the essence of Crowley, and had come especially to speak with him. At first he believed that it was a crazy dream, but as the spider spoke, explaining what it was offering, Tobias realized the opportunity being presented to him.

The legendary Crowley, one of the planet’s most powerful magick users, would cure his sister, and all he had to do was betray the man, and the organization that he despised more and more each day with every fiber of his being.

His response required little thought, and a bargain was struck.

One of the small, hooded creatures approached Tobias, and he left the disturbing memories of the past behind as he turned his attention to it.

“Yes?” he asked.

The hunched-back creature reached up to pull its hood away to reveal a deformed version of Crowley himself, its head unusually large, its eyes wide and bulging; a product of some twisted, supernatural version of cloning.

The duplicate opened it mouth wider than Tobias would have imagined possible, and the voice of Crowley echoed from somewhere inside.

“I need you, Tobias,” the ancient sorcerer hissed, using the deformed clone as a kind of speaker. “There is still much to be done before the reshaping of the world.”

The creature closed its gaping mouth, pulling the hood back over its malformed head as it resumed its duties within his sister’s chamber.

How many more errands will there be? Tobias thought, looking at his sister floating inside the scarlet crystal.

How much evil do I have to unleash before you can come back to me?

And he left the chamber, the question gnawing at what little still remained of his soul.

Bram crouched low, preparing for an attack as the diminutive creatures closed the circle around him and Stitch.

“What’s that old saying?” Bram asked, sizing up the creatures. They were short, muscular, their heads large and ovular, wearing body armor that looked to have been made from the shells of some sort of insect.

“Out of the frying pan and into the fire.”

Stitch’s hand dropped down hard upon his shoulder. “Relax. Things may not be as bad as they appear.”

There was a commotion amongst the creatures, a group of them moving aside to allow another of their kind to approach. His bug armor was more elaborate, the headdress that he wore looking as though a huge beetle were sitting on top of his head.

Bram assumed that this was their leader.

The creature studied them with cautious eyes, rubbing a stubby hand along the bottom of his square chin as he paced before them.

“Why have you crossed to our world?” the leader suddenly asked, pointing an accusatory finger causing Bram to stumble back.

Stitch stepped around him, hands at his side. He bowed at the waist before the tribe’s leader.

“Great Chieftain Herlethingus, we mean you no offense, and have only come to your beautiful world to escape an evil that pervades our own and would do us harm.”

Bram looked quickly to his friend. “Do you know him?”

Stitch did not answer, waiting for the chieftain’s response.

“How is it that you know of me?” Herlethingus spoke. “I have no memory of your like.”

The warriors grew more agitated, their circle closing tighter around them.

“I am made up from the parts of many warriors who have long since left the living,” Stitch started to explain, pointing out the thick lines of scar that covered his body. “And one such part retains the pleasant memories of Chieftain Herlethingus and his most gracious hospitality.”

Stitch held out the hand that had opened the tree passage, fingers splayed. “And as this hand remembers, so do I.”

The chieftain came closer to examine the scars upon Stitch’s body. The warriors murmured excitedly amongst themselves at this newest development.

Herlethingus took hold of Stitch’s large hand, examining it very closely.

“I remember this hand,” the chieftain stated. “A powerful hand filled with powerful magicks.” Herlethingus nodded. “It is good to see that it did not go to waste after death.”

The chieftain released Stitch’s hand and turned to his warriors.

“Herlethingus has determined that the large one is made from the parts of many … and one such part belonged to one who was a friend of the Mauthe Dhoog of Guttswallow.”

The chief paused for dramatic effect, puffing out his chest as he made his decree. “And one part that is friend to the Mauthe Dhoog is better than no parts. I say we bid them welcome.”

And with the chieftain’s words, the warriors grunted their approval in unison, immediately lowering their weapons in a show of acceptance.

“Now you will come with us,” Chieftain Herlethingus proclaimed. “And you and your companion will know the hospitality of my clan.”

The warriors came to stand upon either side, guiding them down a winding path that seemed to travel deeper into the strange environment.

“The Mauthe Dhoog?” Bram asked, following the chieftain and his soldiers, careful not to lose his footing on the spongy surface upon which they walked.

“That is what they call their kind,” Stitch explained. “We know them simply as boggarts … and Guttswallow is their home.”

“Lovely,” Bram muttered, careful not to let the sticky moisture dripping down from somewhere up above get on his clothes.

“Yes, lovely,” Chieftain Herlethingus agreed, turning around to dazzle Bram with a proud, toothy grin. “The great beast is very lovely indeed.”

Bram had no choice but to smile politely and agree.

The chief looked away, and Bram leaned in closer to Stitch. “The great beast?” he asked.

Stitch nodded. “Yes, the Mauthe Dhoog believe that their home is inside the belly of a great beast that swims through the vast oceans of magick in this dimension.”

Bram stopped short, looking around at his bizarre environment: the dripping, fleshy walls, the spongy pockmarked ground beneath his feet, the odd vegetation that grew from various cracks and crevices that looked more animal than vegetable, as well as the occasional rumble of thunder that could very well have been the grumble of a hungry stomach.

“Is it?”

Stitch just smiled and said nothing, continuing to follow the Mauthe Dhoog as they led them to their destination.

The village of the Mauthe Dhoog was suddenly sprawled before them, a cluster of tents of various sizes. The women, children, and elders left whatever it was they were doing to welcome home the warriors of their tribe.

At first the villagers appeared wary upon seeing that there were strangers in their midst, but after speaking with some of the warriors, and seeing that the chieftain seemed perfectly at ease, they became accepting as well.

The chieftain turned to Bram and Stitch, a trail of tiny and curious Mauthe Dhoog children behind him. “You will rest and then share a great meal with us,” he proclaimed. “A celebration of your return.”

He reached out for Stitch’s hand, holding it up for the villagers to see. They all began to clap and cheer, as if recognizing the appendage.

“That would be most wonderful,” Stitch said, accepting the chief’s invitation with a nod of his head.

Bram nudged his friend’s side. “Do we really have time for this?” he asked in a whisper. He took the folded files from his back pocket, waving them at his friend. “I have to find these people fast if I’m going to try to start the Network up again.”

“And you will,” Stitch reassured him. “But we’re exhausted and hungry right now, and we’re not going to be functioning on anything close to peak efficiency. I can’t imagine that evil will grow any stronger if we stop for a nap and a quick bite with our gracious hosts.”

Bram slowly turned around to see that others of the clan had joined the chieftain.

“I guess you’re right,” Bram begrudgingly accepted, as they were escorted to one of the larger tents.

“You rest in here,” the chief said, pulling back the tent flap to allow them access.

The Mauthe Dhoog left them alone. Stitch immediately went to a corner where a woven blanket had been placed upon the fleshy floor, and laid his weary body down upon it.

“Losing limbs and casting spells is exhausting work,” the patchwork man said, getting comfortable. “A nap will help to recharge the batteries, and I suggest you do the same.” He pointed to another blanket laid out on the floor on the other side of the hut.

“I’m not really tired,” Bram said, shaking his head. “I think I’m going to look at these.” He patted the files. “I’d like to know something about the people my father picked before I meet them.”

There was a crude three-legged table in the room’s corner and he lowered himself to the floor to sit in front of it. He set the files down on the table-top and opened the first.

“Wake me up when the feast starts,” Stitch said from across the hut, only seconds before going completely silent.

But Bram didn’t mind, already deep into the first of the files.

Reading about whom his father had chosen to be one of the special members of a new Brimstone Network.
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EMILY LARCH’S STOMACH GROWLED SO LOUDLY that it sounded as though she had some kind of wild animal locked up inside her.

The thought made her smirk, but it still didn’t change her gnawing hunger. She should have forced herself to eat something before going out, but she was so nervous that she was sure it would have made her sick.

Standing in the shadows of the parking lot of her school, Emily was glad that she was alone. There was nothing worse than having your stomach make gross noises in front of the wrong people.

And they were all here tonight, no doubt about that.

She watched as Annie Ritchfield and Brianna Knox were dropped off in front of the gym by Annie’s father in his new Mercedes. Emily had walked the five miles from home, even though she was sure that her dad wouldn’t have had any problems at all dropping her off in their ten-year-old minivan, if he had known she was going to the dance.

Her parents thought she was staying at her friend Cindy’s house, which was where she would eventually end up … after she got this stupid dance thing out of her system.

The scent of Brianna’s perfume lingering in the air hit her like a slap in the face and she wrinkled her nose in disgust. It may have cost a lot of money, but it still smelled like rotten orange peels to her.

Standing in the shadows, Emily again asked herself why she was there. She hadn’t gone to any other school functions this year, and hadn’t felt like she’d been missing out on anything.

But that was before Ben Turner started to be nice to her.

Just thinking of him she felt her stomach do a double backflip, and she couldn’t even imagine what would happen if she actually had a conversation with him.

I’d probably pass out, or worse … throw up.

More kids from her junior high class were showing up at the school, parents driving up to the gym entrance one after another. She couldn’t see who some of them were from where she was standing, but within seconds their smell identified them.

Emily wasn’t sure if she’d ever get used to that, knowing her classmates through smell.

It is all so … freakish.

She hadn’t seen Ben arrive yet, but thought that maybe he was already inside. She was tempted to leave, a part of her trying to convince herself how much better she’d feel if she went home, had something to eat, maybe watched some TV. There were a whole bunch of shows she’d TiVo’d that she hadn’t had time to watch yet.

But she had sworn earlier tonight that she wasn’t going to give in to the urge to hide.

Since her thirteenth birthday, when things had really started to change for her, she’d found it easier to hide herself away than deal with the problem, and everything had pretty much been just fine. But since noticing Ben Turner—or was it Ben noticing me—Emily realized that she didn’t want to be like that anymore.

Her problem was her own, and it wouldn’t be going away anytime soon. She couldn’t talk to her family about it—just imagining how they would react was enough to make her skin break out—and she doubted that any school guidance counselor or psychologist would have anything really helpful to say either.

She’d talked about it a bit online—in some chat rooms—never giving out her real name, or where she lived. The people who connected with her all pretty much said the same thing: that she had to just accept who she was and stop hiding from it.

Easy for them to say.

She knew that they were right, but hadn’t done anything about it … that is, until Ben Turner.

Her skin tingled just thinking about him, and she remembered how he had come up to her locker just before first period at the beginning of last week.

“Gonna be at the spring dance?” he’d asked her, flicking his head, tossing his dark bangs to one side so that she could see one of his really cute brown eyes.

She couldn’t remember if she’d even answered him, but did know that she’d smiled like a big fat idiot. Yet another one of her finer moments.

Emily wanted to prove to Ben Turner—and to herself—that she wasn’t a big fat idiot. And hiding away in her room eating Ben & Jerry’s New York Super Fudge Chunk while watching TV wasn’t going to help.

The flow of traffic to the school had slowed down quite a bit, and she wondered if what was going on in the world, with those Brimstone Network people getting killed and all, might have changed some people’s minds about coming tonight.

She recalled some disturbing images from a news broadcast that she’d seen earlier that night of some kind of sea monster attacking a cruise ship as the navy tried to kill it.

They said that the world was much less safe now that there were creepy things running around with nobody to stop them.

Maybe someplace else in the world, Emily thought, but she doubted that evil creatures would be so desperate as to come around here. Covington, West Virginia, was the most boring place on earth, and it would serve the evil things right if they came here and died a slow death from boredom.

She glanced at her watch. The dance was supposed to have started ten minutes ago, and she had to make her decision.

Her stomach growled again, and she wondered how much of that was actually hunger and how much was nerves.

Emily wasn’t sure what she wanted to do, growing angry with herself for being so indecisive. Glancing up into the night sky her eyes found the new moon as it slowly emerged, fat and glowing, from behind some puffy clouds that looked like a pair of cartoon sheep.

The moon hung large and swollen in the velvet sky, and there was suddenly no question of what she was going to do.

Emily stepped from the dark surrounding the parking lot, walking toward the entrance to the school gym, filled with a new confidence seemingly fueled by moonlight.

It’s only a school dance, she told herself as she pulled open the door. Besides, after all I’ve been through lately, what’s the worst that can possibly happen?

Bram held the shell firmly between two fingers while using the forklike wooden utensil in his other hand to try to pry the meat from inside it.

He was having some difficulty.

“Problems?” Stitch asked, leaning over to speak directly into his ear to be heard over the pounding of the boggarts’ music.

“It’s stuck in there pretty good,” Bram said, watching as his friend effortlessly pried the thick wad of meat from the shell and popped it into his mouth.

Determined to do the same, Bram plunged the tines of the fork down between the meat and the gray-colored shell. The sudden squeal made him flinch, and he dropped the shell, allowing the muscular, wormlike animal to crawl from its casing and burrow quickly beneath fleshy ground.

“That one wasn’t cooked enough,” Stitch said, holding back his laughter.

Bram decided to forego any more of the shelled food, and instead reached for a banana-like fruit from the basket that had been placed before them.

The music built to a near deafening crescendo, and then abruptly stopped. Stitch wiped his oily hands on the front of his pants and started to clap. Bram did the same, wanting their hosts to know how much they appreciated this banquet in their honor.

An old Mauthe Dhoog woman, her face resembling a dried piece of fruit, and noticing that he was no longer feasting upon the shell-covered animals, approached with a fresh plate still steaming from the hot oil they had been cooked in.

“No, thank you,” Bram said with a smile, holding up his hands.

“I’ll have more, my dear,” Stitch said, taking the offered plate.

Bram was finishing his fruit when Herlethingus came to stand in the center of their circle. His clothing was less battle-like now, much more relaxed, but he still wore his giant, insect headdress.

“It has been long since we have seen your like,” the boggart leader said, addressing Bram and Stitch. “The world of the man-kind has become too dark and turbulent a place.”

The other Mauthe Dhoog nodded as they continued to eat. Considering what had gone on lately, Bram had no choice but to agree with the gray-skinned chieftain.

“Our friend made from many parts has told us what has happened in the world,” Helethingus said, calling attention to Stitch.

The Mauthe Dhoog warriors rose, coming over to pat the large man upon the back and shoulders.

“A terrible evil has attacked from the shadows, striking down the men of Stone and he who led them, and who was also friend to the Mauthe Dhoog.”

The chieftain was talking about Bram’s father, and hearing it come from the boggart leader’s mouth, he was struck by how unreal it all seemed. Elijah Stone was dead, and the burden of his responsibility, and that of the organization for which he had sacrificed his life, had now been given over to him.

It was a huge job, and one that he was still not sure he was capable of handling, but he couldn’t let that stop him. His father believed he was ready, and right now, that had to be enough.

“But the son of Stone now sits before us,” Herlethingus said with a sly smile. “And it is he who will gather new warriors … new men of Stone to beat back the flow of darkness to their world and the worlds of others.”

The Mauthe Dhoog grunted, nodding their large heads again.

The chieftain’s words reminded Bram of the urgency of their mission. He didn’t want to be rude, but he suddenly couldn’t stand to sit around any longer. “We really should be going,” he whispered to Stitch.

The patchwork man agreed. “I think I’ve caught my second wind,” he said, stretching his long legs as he climbed to his feet. “Good Chieftain, we thank you for your hospitality and the hospitality of your world, but now it is time for us to continue on our great mission to find these men of Stone.”

Bram stood as well, eager to be on the move. “Thank you,” he said, and also bowed to the chief.

Herlethingus returned the gesture before raising his large, dark eyes to them.

“As the Stone leader gave his own son to the gathering of warriors, so shall I,” the chieftain of the Mauthe Dhoog suddenly declared.

Bram didn’t understand, but watched as the tribe leader turned and strode toward his dwelling. The chief’s tent was bigger than all the others, and painted with intricate symbols that none of the other tents displayed.

“Did he just say he was giving us his son?” Stitch asked, leaning to the side and speaking from the corner of his mouth.

“I’m really not sure,” Bram answered. He knew what he thought he’d heard, but that couldn’t be right.

The chieftain pulled back the curtain of his dwelling, allowing a younger Mauthe Dhoog, his ash-colored face painted in symbols similar to those on the tent, to emerge.

Herlethingus accompanied the youngling back to the gathering.

“To aide you in your future struggles, I give to you my son,” the chieftain of the Hauthe Dhoog proclaimed. “His spirit is young, but it will not take long before he is …”

Bram stepped forward. “We mean no disrespect, sir, but we can’t take your son.”

The chieftain’s eyes widened.

“As Abraham, son of Stone, was trying to explain,” Stitch began quickly, “there are very dangerous times ahead for us, and we would not risk the life of your only son and …”

“I have many more sons,” Herlethingus said, motioning to the crowd behind him. A Mauthe Dhoog woman stood, holding a baby in her arms, there were seven more of varying ages crying at her feet.

“If this one should be slain, I will send you another.”

Bram glanced toward the young Mauthe Dhoog standing in the circle’s center. As his father spoke, he hung his head, refusing to look at them.

Sensing that it would be a huge insult not only to the chieftain but to the entire Mauthe Dhoog tribe not to accept their young warrior, Bram made up his mind.

He approached the chief’s son. If he was going to be the new Brimstone Network leader, these were the kinds of things that he was going to have become used to doing.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

The son of the chief raised his head.

“Bogachan Sabhaill Britoomartis,” the young warrior said.

“That’s certainly a mouthful,” Stitch commented.

“Do you actually want to come with us?” Bram asked the youth.

The young Mauthe Dhoog nodded.

“Even though there will be a lot of danger?”

He nodded again.

“And it will probably be a very long time—if ever—before you see your family and village again.”

The Mauthe Dhoog nodded even more emphatically.

Harlethingus sauntered over to stand beside his son.

“This one is very talented,” he said proudly, putting his arm around the boy’s shoulders. “He has a way with the rifting.” The chief’s eyes twinkled mysteriously.

“Rifting?” Bram asked, not sure what that meant, but certain it wouldn’t be a mystery for long.

“Show,” the chieftain said, nudging his child into action.

Bogachan Sabhaill Britoomartis stepped back from his father and rubbed his hands together. He spread his short legs and extended his stubby arms. His fingers began to knead the air as he sang a strange, alien song beneath his breath.

The air was suddenly split by what sounded like a crack of thunder, and Bram instinctively jumped back as a jagged, black gash appeared in the air.

He knew what it was. The young Mauthe Dhoog had a natural ability to open passages from wherever he was, to someplace else.

Rifting. It made complete sense to him now.

The tear grew larger as if a knife had been plunged within time and space, and pulled down to cut it open.

“Where would you like to go?” the chieftain’s son asked, brows furrowed as he concentrated to keep the doorway open.

“Impressive,” Stitch said, folding his powerful arms across his chest.

A talent like that sure could come in handy, Bram thought. “Bogachan Sabhaill Britoom … ,” Bram said aloud, then paused. “How about we just call you Bogey for short?” he suggested.

“Bogey is awesome,” the chieftain’s son answered with an extra-wide smile that almost split his face.

“Then welcome to the Brimstone Network, Bogey.”

The gym lobby was empty, and the thought that she could still back out again crossed Emily’s mind.

Nope. No way, she told herself, taking a few more deep breaths and using the glass trophy cases to check her reflection. She combed her fingers through her shoulder-length hair as she studied herself from various angles.

“Knew I should’ve gotten it cut,” she muttered, not at all satisfied by what she was seeing, but then again, when was she ever?

Before she became any more disgusted, Emily turned from the cases toward the double doors that would take her into the gym. Although the doors were closed, she could still hear the muffled sounds and feel the vibration of the dance music drifting out from inside.

“At least I like the song,” Emily said, using the music’s beat to psyche herself up and push her toward the entrance.

Pulling one of the double doors open a crack, Emily slunk inside. It was darker than she expected, but it took her eyes only a moment to adjust.

A small stage had been set for the DJ over near the bleachers, a funky disco ball turned to the beat of the music, shooting beams of multicolored light around the gym area. She was surprised to see that nobody was out on the floor dancing, but remembered that some of her friends who went to these things had said that was usually the case.

It took a few brave souls to get out there and look like they were having a good time before anybody else joined them.

She walked farther into the gym, looking through the semidarkness, trying to find where everybody had gathered. Expecting boys to be on one side and girls on the other, Emily was shocked to see one large clump of kids standing directly across from her under the scoreboard.

And to make matters worse, they all seemed to be looking at her.

Emily suddenly felt more self-conscious than she had in her entire life. Well, other than that time in fourth grade when she got gum in her hair and tried to cut it out by herself so she wouldn’t get in trouble and ended up with huge bald spots on her head.

But other than that, this was probably the worst.

The song that had been playing ended, but another didn’t follow, plunging the gym into an eerie silence, which was in and of itself bizarre. She knew most of the kids that were here tonight, and they didn’t have the first clue on how to shut up.

Nobody was talking.

Am I so much of a dweeb that I can bring a room to silence? she wondered, forcing herself not to turn right around and run from the building.

But it was weirder than that. The hair on the back of her neck was suddenly standing on end, which was never a good sign.

“Hey,” she said, lifting her hand in a pathetic wave before bringing it right down again. She stopped about halfway across the gym, staring at the group. “Is … is something wrong?”

It sounded stupid rattling around inside her head, and even more stupid coming out of her mouth. She expected them all to start laughing; laughing and pointing at what a spaz she was.

But they didn’t say a word, and just kept on looking at her.

Emily felt herself starting to get upset, which these days wasn’t a good thing at all. Her skin started to itch, and her heart began to race.

She had to relax, or the situation would get a whole lot more embarrassing than it already was.

Something on the floor, at her classmates’ feet, distracted her. Something moving in the shadows.

There were bugs on the floor, large cockroach-things scurrying around the kids’ feet, attempting to stay in the shadows, as if trying not to be seen.

She thought she might get sick.

But it didn’t stop there; it just kept getting stranger. Emily pointed to the floor, her mouth moving to warn the others, but they didn’t seem to mind. She felt the beginnings of a scream in the back of her throat as she watched one of the fat-shelled insects crawl over Annie Ritchfield’s shoulder, up her neck, and onto her face, disappearing beneath her hair.

And she might have done it, screamed louder than she ever had before, but the scream was put on hold by another terrible sight.

A thin, pale-skinned man emerged from the shadows farther back in the gym, the sound of a toilet flush fading in the background as he came to stand before her schoolmates. He was wiping his hands on a paper towel.

“I’m sorry,” the man said, his voice sounding strange, like he was talking underwater. “Had to use the little boys’ room.”

The man seemed to be naked from the waist up, his skin so white that it glowed in the dark of the room. He had strange hair, dark—shiny—it looked bumpy on his head.

And then his hair … the bumps started to move, and Emily saw that it wasn’t hair it all. The bumps on his head were bugs, and they were crawling down his body … down onto the floor.

Emily started to back away.

“Where are you going, Emily?” the man with the gargling voice asked. “You are Emily, right? Of course you are.” The bugs from his head had started toward her in a zigzag pattern and the pale, shirtless man started to follow. “Aren’t you going to stay for the dance?”

“I … I have to go.” Her words again sounded really stupid and inappropriate, but at the minute, so true. She had to go, or something very, very bad was going to happen.

“We all want you to stay,” the gargling man said. “Me … my babies.” He motioned toward the insects skittering across the gym floor. “Your friends.”

And with those last words the kids in her class started to move as well. Walking stiffly toward her in unison, and she was reminded of one of those zombie movies that she’d watched with her dad last Halloween.

Emily spun around and ran for the doors. Arms out before her, she grabbed for the handles, pulling on them so hard that she thought her arms would pop from their sockets.

But the doors didn’t open all the way, and she let out a pathetic cry when she saw why. While she had been distracted, somebody had put a chain through the door handles and had padlocked them shut.

Emily turned with her back pressed against the locked gym doors. The bugs were closer, as were the pale-skinned man and the kids from her class.

“My babies will make you want to stay,” the man gurgled. She could see him better now, and saw that his skin was so white and thin that she could actually see through it—see his veins and arteries. This wasn’t a man at all, but something else.

“They can make you do whatever I want,” the monster gurgled.

She could see that the bugs were crawling on her friends, crawling on their shoulders, through their hair, without causing any reaction. Her eyes found Ben Turner in the crowd, his hair typically mussed, hanging down in front of his eyes. His mouth was moving as if he were struggling to speak, but multiple fat-bodied insects crawled out over his lips, to plop to the floor instead.

“And I want you to come with me,” she heard the man that wasn’t a man say over the ear-piercing screams that now filled the gymnasium.

Screams that she suddenly realized belonged to her.

The rift opened onto the back of the convenience store, hidden away in the shadows where nobody was likely to notice.

“What do you mean you need a map?” Bram asked Bogey as they all stepped from the tear in the fabric of reality.

“It helps me figure out where I’m going,” the young Mauthe Dhoog explained. “I’ll just zip in here and get one.”

Bram couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing.

“You can’t find Emily Larch’s home in Covington, West Virginia, but you know a convenience store where you can buy a map?”

Bogey’s smile was huge, showing off large, yellow teeth. “I know where all the QuickMarts are,” he said. “This is one of my favorites … they have the blue Slushies here.”

“Blue Slushies?” Mr. Stitch questioned. “Why am I suddenly under the impression that this isn’t the first time that you’ve rifted over from Guttswallow?”

Bram looked at how the young boggart was dressed.

Just before they’d departed he’d run back to his own hut to gather his things, returning dressed in a hooded sweatshirt, faded blue jeans, and a pair of very white tennis shoes with the laces untied.

The Mauthe Dhoog looked down, checking himself out.

“Wonder what gave it away?” Bogey said with a chuckle. “I was rifting back and forth before I could even talk, but the cool thing now is that I get to do it without getting in trouble.”

The boggart threw the hood up over his large head, pulling it down slightly in the front to hide his inhuman features.

“You wait here. I’ll be right back,” Bogey said as he left them in the shadows behind the store.

Bram didn’t know how to react, turning to look at Stitch.

“Why am I suddenly regretting accepting Herlethingus’s offer?”

“He’s still young, so we’ll need to cut him a bit of slack, but his talents will most definitely come in handy.”

“But he had to get a map,” Bram complained just as an alarm started to sound from the convenience store.

That can’t be good.

Bram looked quickly at Stitch before both of them moved from behind the store to peer around the corner.

Bogey came running out of the QuickMart, folded map tucked beneath his arm, his hands filled with two large drinks.

“What happened?” Bram asked.

“Not really sure,” Bogey said as he ran past. “My hood fell off when I was paying for my stuff and the guy behind the counter went kinda nuts.”

Bram started toward the store entrance. “Maybe if I explain …”

Stitch pulled him back toward the shadows.

“We should leave it,” he said.

“Yeah, leave it,” Bogey said. He had already conjured a new rift to take them away.

“And besides,” the little creature said, holding up the two drinks proudly. “We’ve got Slushies.”


12.

EMILY DIDN’T WANT TO LET IT OUT, BUT SHE didn’t see where she had much choice.

Her classmates shambled closer, crawling with bugs. There were bugs on the floor as well, and then there was the creepy guy that wasn’t a guy at all. He was closer, too, and she couldn’t decide which was more horrible, him or the bugs.

“My babies will make it all better,” he said with a hint of excitement. “Let their delicate legs touch you, and everything will be just fine. Then you and I will go on a little trip. Yes, we will.” He nodded his bulb-shaped head. A bug fell out of his ear and bounced off his sunken chest to the floor.

Emily was pressed against the doors to the gymnasium, eyes tightly closed, trying to keep herself calm. Her skin had begun to itch wildly, as if hundreds of tiny bugs were crawling all over her, bugs tinier than the ones skittering toward her.

She had been through this before; it was one of the first symptoms of the problem she’d developed since she’d turned thirteen. A problem she tried desperately to hide from herself, and everyone around her.

It had started with bizarre dreams, where she found herself running through the nearby woods, late at night, beneath a full moon. She was chasing a rabbit, darting between the trees at an incredible speed. And no matter how fast the rabbit ran, she was right there behind it. Eventually, she caught that bunny. She had bitten into its flesh, and its warm blood had filled her mouth.

She remembered the relief she had felt that night when she had awakened to find that it was only a dream.

And then the sheer terror when she realized that her hands and face were covered with dried blood.

Rabbit blood.

It was a terror very similar to what she was experiencing at that very moment.

Emily felt the first of the large bugs crawl onto her shoe, and opened her eyes. They were all around her.

The creepy guy with the white skin was smiling as he held out his cupped hands, overflowing with more fat, disgusting insects. “They like you,” he gurgled. “They like you even more than your friends.”

Emily knew she had only two choices. She could pass out, allowing the bugs to do to her whatever it was that they had already done to her classmates …

Or she could let it out.

The creep tossed his handful of bugs onto the front of her new blouse, and immediately she screamed, not because of the bugs, but because of what she was about to become. Frantically she tore at her clothes, and the skin beneath.

The creep was laughing, until it caught sight of the shiny black fur bristling beneath Emily’s torn skin. She reached up and ripped the skin from her face like a mask to reveal the beast she had become. It had been a long time since it was last free. Since the wolf was free.

The creep was afraid; she could smell it wafting off his stinky pale flesh. Standing in a pile of clothing and skin, she tensed, powerful muscles rippling beneath sleek, black fur, feeling as though nothing could stop her.

“My, you are full of tricks,” the creep said, stepping away from her fierceness. “But it does not matter. With fur or without, I will be bringing you to my master Crowley.”

Crowley. She would remember that name.

“Take her,” the creep ordered, and her classmates moved at her in a wave.

The wolf sprang at the crowd of students, wanting to be wild, to attack and destroy its enemies. But Emily knew that her attackers were innocent, somehow under the control of the white-skinned monster and his bugs. She didn’t want to hurt them any more than was necessary, but it was so hard to stay in control.

She grabbed the kids by the fronts of their shirts and blouses, tossing them away with a ferocious snarl. Although the inner beast was not entirely satisfied, Emily found the sight of some of the girls who often made her life miserable, flying through the air and bouncing off the gym walls, totally amusing.

Who’s cooler now? she thought with a certain amount of glee. I’m not the one being controlled by cockroaches.

Then Ben Turner came at her. He was the whole reason she had come to this stupid dance. The wolf wanted nothing more than to tear him in half, but Emily forced the thought from her mind. Instead, she grabbed Ben by the front of his Fall Out Boy T-shirt, and slammed him down hard upon the floor. There was an explosion of bugs from his body, like dust from a dirty old rug. He remained still, so she turned her anger on the one that truly deserved it.

The creep had retreated to the shadows. He seemed to be looking around, searching for someone to come to his aid, but most of her classmates were unconscious, and those who weren’t were in no condition to attack her again. Emily laughed, and was disturbed by the sound that came out of her.

“Just you and me now,” she managed to say, her voice a nasty-sounding growl. “Too bad for you.” Barely able to hold back the wolf’s savagery, she charged the white-skinned monster, fangs bared in a savage snarl.

The bugs swarmed her from around the room, abandoning the kids to protect their master.

“That’s it, my babies,” she heard him say. “Make her suffer for the troubles she’s caused.”

The bugs covered her like a squirming blanket. She ripped them from her body, crushing them in her hands and beneath the thick pads of her clawed feet, and even with her jaws as the insects tried to crawl inside her mouth.

Finally Emily let the wolf go, losing herself in its rage as it attempted to destroy the swarm. She found herself dropping to the floor, rolling, crushing the mass of bugs upon her back.

She got so caught up in the destruction of the insects, Emily barely noticed the horrible screaming that began to fill the gymnasium. She ripped the last of the bugs from her furry arms and saw that the pale-skinned monster had dropped to his knees, his hands clutching the sides of his head as he let loose a high-pitched wail of pain.

Emily strode toward the creep, nearly slipping in the mass of crushed bugs on the floor. She stood before the white-skinned thing, listening to his screaming and crying. She waved a clawed hand in front of his face, and he didn’t even blink.

A stray bug skittered across her path, and instinctively she brought her foot down and crushed it.

Creepy guy screamed all the louder.

His babies, she remembered what he’d called them. Good, she thought with a snarl.

And before she even realized what she was doing, Emily hauled back one of her powerful claws and slapped the creep, sending him rolling across the wooden floor.

Emily looked around, her animal eyes searching for other threats. All she saw were her classmates, their moans making the gym sound as though it were filled with ghosts instead of bug-controlled zombies.

Using all of her will, she pushed the wolf back to its hiding place in her mind and, with clawed hands, she reached up, ripping the fur from her body to reveal fresh, pink, human skin beneath. Naked and suddenly cold, she skipped across the gym to retrieve her clothes, careful to not step in any disgusting puddles of bug juice. She brushed the fine dust of the remains of her old flesh from the clothes and quickly dressed, hoping that none of her classmates would remember what she had become.

She was just slipping a foot into one of her socks when a sound that very well could have been a runaway truck filled the room. Fearing another attack, she spun around to see that three people had suddenly appeared.

“Emily Larch?” a kid about her age with spiky blond hair asked. He was flanked by a big guy with bad skin, and another, shorter kid whose face was mostly hidden in the shadow of his hoodie. For a minute she could have sworn that his eyes had flashed a bright red.

“I’m Abraham Stone … we’ve come to ask you to join us.”

“Who’s asking me to do what?” she questioned, hopping on one foot as she pulled on her other sock.

“Abraham Stone … Bram Stone … my father was the leader of the Brimstone Network and …”

“He was killed … wasn’t he?” Emily asked as she stuck her feet in her shoes.

The boy nodded, a shadow of sadness seeming to pass over his face. “We were afraid that the same forces that killed him could have come after you.”

“Could have?” Emily asked, crossing her arms. “I think you’re a bit late.”

The tall guy with the complexion like bad meat walked to where the pale-skinned creature lay.

“You might not want to get too close to that,” she called to him.

Ignoring her, he squatted beside the monster, then looked up at his companions. “An insecticus,” he said. “These foul things haven’t walked this side of the barrier for centuries.”

“We were right,” Abraham said to her. “You are in danger, and we’d like you to come with us.”

“Sure,” she scoffed, turning around and walking toward the doors.

The big guy was walking amongst her classmates.

“Are they gonna be all right?” she stopped to ask.

“They’ll be fine, eventually,” he said, picking a dead bug out of Alison McNulty’s hair. “The insecticus use these lesser insects to control the minds of their enemies, making it easier to enslave and eventually feed upon them.”

And to think how grossed out she’d been before.

“He said that he was going to take me to his master,” she offered.

“Did he mention a name?” Abraham asked.

“Crowley,” she said. “He said that he was going to take me to his master, Crowley.”

The three of them grew very silent.

“Does that name mean something to you guys?” Emily asked.

“It means that you should really be coming with us,” Abraham insisted.

“No way,” Emily answered, annoyed that a complete stranger would even think that he could tell her what to do.

She reached for the doors and then remembered that they were still securely locked with a chain and padlock. She kicked at the door in frustration, then spun around to head for the rear doors.

The boy blocked her way.

“Unless you want some of what I gave bug-man over there, I’d suggest you get out of my way,” she said, trying to sidestep him.

“I know what you are,” he said quietly.

She looked at him closely. “What’s that supposed to mean?” She was becoming annoyed, and wanted nothing more than to be away from the gym … and these weirdos.

The little guy in the hoodie tossed back his head, starting to howl like a wolf. And while doing his imitation, his hood fell away to reveal his face. He didn’t look to be too human, either.

“That’s Bogey,” Abraham said. “He’s not from around here. And this is Mr. Stitch,” he added as the tall man joined them. “My father kept a list of people with special … gifts. People he believed could be useful to the world and to the Network and …”

Emily had heard enough. The thought that her disease was anything but the worst thing that could have ever happened to her was enough to put her over the edge.

“A gift?” she yelled. “Is that what you’re calling it? If my turning into a wolf is a gift, then I’d like to bring it back for a full refund. My life has been hell since this stupid gift happened to me. Do you have any idea what it’s like? Always fighting to keep this thing inside me from getting out? Do you have any idea how awful it is to have an argument with your mother and want to rip her apart with your teeth?”

They remained silent, and she looked them each in the eye, even the little guy who looked like one of those gray aliens from UFO shows.

“I didn’t think so,” she said.

She walked around them, continuing on her way to the other door. Her plan was to walk home, go straight to her bedroom, lock the door, and never come out again. It wasn’t the greatest of plans, but it was the best she could come up with on such short notice.

“Should I tell her?” she heard Abraham say in a soft voice that only somebody with supersensitive animal hearing could pick up.

Emily spun around, her curiosity getting the better of her.

“Tell me what?” she demanded.

“Stitch says that there’s a chance we might be able to cure you.”

“Cure me?” she asked, walking back toward them. “Like, make it so I don’t have a wolf inside me anymore cure me?”

“It will take some time, but I do believe there’s a chance we can eliminate your affliction,” Mr. Stitch explained further.

Emily knew that they could be lying, saying anything to get her to go with them. But did she really want to take the chance of passing up this opportunity if they weren’t?

Folding her arms she stared at them, as they stared at her.

“Well?” Abraham finally asked.

Once again, she really didn’t have much choice.

“Think we can stop by my house so I can grab a toothbrush?”

Crowley had become aware of the child … Claire … Tobias’s sister almost as soon as she had manifested her terrible disease. He could feel her terrible power in the air … on his ancient skin.

It was a sickness they had no name for, and that turned a small child into one of the most dangerous beings on the planet, and most likely beyond.

Wonderful.

The sorcerer stood above the crystal coffin of magick, staring down at the small child asleep within, marveling at how something so frail could in fact be an instrument of ultimate destruction.

It just proved true another of the old adages: Looks could most certainly be deceiving.

The machines around him hummed like angry hornets. He had created them to drain off the magickal power leaking from the child’s body, transforming the potentially devastating supernatural energies into the force required to fuel his ambitions.

And his ambitions where so very large.

The power leaking from the child was a force for change the likes of which the world had never seen. It was as if the supernatural virus had somehow opened up the child, making her a doorway—a conduit—for vast otherworldly energies to flow.

And they had plans for these energies, he and the Circle, plans that would transform the world.

Crowley placed his spidery hands upon the scarlet crystal, feeling the thrum of power within, and his body began to ache. He was starving again. He remembered when he’d realized, centuries ago, that only the life-force of others could sustain him through the passing of time. Using a combination of magick and science, he was able to construct the twisted devices that would allow him to feed.

And over the years his body had begun to change. Eventually, he no longer needed the specialized mechanisms to ingest the human life-force, but by then the simple energies contained within the human form could no longer provide him with the food that he needed to live. His body craved the tainted life energies of those with the power of magick.

Delicious.

It was this new hunger that had brought him to the attention of one of the first Brimstone orders so long ago. And he had hated them since.

Crowley sneered. How often had they attempted to deprive him of his thirst for life? Far too many times to count, but many an agent who had sworn their allegiance to the mysterious order had met their end by his hands, their magickally tainted life-forces supplying him with enough sustenance to continue to thrive.

And thrive he had.

His spider limbs stroked the crystal case. The gleaming claws that protruded from the ends of the bristly legs scraped its hard surface with a noise very much like that of fingernails on a blackboard.

Crowley had always loved that sound.

He wondered about the raw power flowing from the child’s body, and what it could do for him if he were to feed upon it. He smiled with the thought of being transformed into something even more wonderful than what he was.

A god, perhaps. Crowley’s mouth began to water. I wouldn’t mind being a god.

He was eager for even the smallest taste of that power. But it could not yet be released; to do so would most certainly bring about his end.

A sound like the flapping of bat wings and the skittering of insect legs across a floor was heard from a darkened corner interrupting his thoughts, and as he looked up, the shadows there seemed to swirl like smoke. He rolled his eyes with distaste, knowing only too well who was trying to communicate with him.

“Is that you, my masters?” he asked, forcing a smile on his face. Why can’t they just leave me alone? “To what do I owe this visit so very soon after the last time you blessed us here with your glorious presence?” the sorcerer addressed the four shadow shapes, trying to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

“We need to know your progress,” the Circle, now wearing bodies of darkness, spoke as one.

“All goes according to plan,” Crowley assured them.

“And the Brimstone Network? Have all traces finally been purged from existence?”

“As we speak, I have dispersed some of my prized operatives to deal with any threat to your inevitable glory and …”

“Even the slightest chance that the order still lives fills us with great trepidation, Sorcerer,” the Circle warned.

“I assure you,” Crowley said, “what little threat that exists shall soon be snuffed out like the dying embers of a fire.” The sorcerer imagined Elijah Stone’s young son gasping for breath, Crowley’s own hands around his neck. The thought made him smile.

“But there is always a chance … that even the slightest ember can be fanned to life again … and with it the roaring fire.”

Crowley sighed. “Yes, the roaring fire.”

He knew where this conversation was going, and when the Circle headed down this road, there was no reasoning with them.

“And what would you have me do,” he asked, “to put your fears at ease?”

The shadows glided across the room, passing through him on the way to the sleeping child within the scarlet crystal.

“The timetable … it must be advanced,” the shadows spoke. “The risk is great, but we’ve come too far to be thwarted now. We must use her now … we must use the child to bring about the end of mankind’s dominion over this world.”

Crowley remembered when he’d first detected the unusual spike in supernatural energy, and had realized that it originated from a sick child in the special care of the Network. It was an opportunity that he could not let pass. It was a power greater than any he’d encountered in his long lifetime, and he knew that with it in his possession, he could finally reshape the planet into something more to his liking.

But as powerful as Crowley was, he could not take on the Network alone. He had needed allies, and the Circle—made up of representatives from four of the most vile and dangerous supernatural species banished from the earth by his enemies—were just the partners he had needed.

Unfortunately, they had a tendency to be a bit high maintenance, but it was a price he was willing to pay.

“Very well, then,” Crowley agreed. “I’ll begin preparations to have the crystal and the child moved into place at once.”

The shadows seemed to calm.

His promise would require him, and those that served him to move quicker, to not be as careful as he would like, but what did it matter now? They had already come so far in their plans, these were but the last days of humanity’s supremacy.

As far as Crowley was concerned, the end could not come soon enough.

Tobias stood in the shadows that had provided transport for him and the beasties under his command, staring at the house across the street in this quiet residential neighborhood.

This would be the third place they’d searched for Desmond St. Laurent, a name that Crowley had read from a file that had been in the possession of the son of Elijah Stone.

The sorcerer had believed that the names in the files could be threats, potential operatives for a new Brimstone Network.

Tobias had to agree.

Crowley had given them three addresses. The first two places they’d visited, an apartment building in upstate New York where the kid had been staying with relatives while his father underwent therapy for an advanced heart condition, and a temporary rental house in Exeter, Maine, population 997, had not yielded him.

Tobias wondered if the third time would be the charm.

The house across the way was dark, except for a single light in the living room. He had seen no movement there, and wondered if anybody was even home.

The beasties were getting restless as they stood in the pool of darkness thrown by the houses and oak trees that lined the street. He knew what he should be doing; it had been the same at the other locations. He would knock at the door, or ring the bell, and when someone answered, he would present himself as a friend of Desmond and ask if he was around.

Tobias wondered how much luck the operative that Crowley had sent to find the other name on the list was having.

“Why are we waiting?” asked a low, grumbling voice.

Tobias looked down to see that Cracklebones now stood beside him.

“I’m not sure if anybody is home,” he replied.

“We will never know unless we go see,” the troll said.

Tobias knew that the creature was right, but he had started to feel the pangs of conscience again. He had not betrayed the Network to hunt down kids who were potential recruits for a new Brimstone Network. Crowley had ordered him to bring the boy in, but why? Tobias felt his skin crawl as he considered the possibilities, none of them pleasant.

He knew he would be bringing this boy and his father to their deaths, and struggled with how this made him feel.

“Do you want me to go?” Cracklebones asked.

Tobias looked down at the short, bald-headed creature dressed in armor and chain mail, carrying a blood-encrusted battle-ax.

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” he said.

“Then you’d better get going,” Cracklebones told him. “Before we get tired of waiting for you and decide to play trick or treat with the other houses on the street.”

Tobias looked to see that the creatures were staring at him intensely, the lust for blood evident in their inhuman gazes.

With a sigh he turned and started across the street, the creatures of darkness following in his wake.


13.

“THEY’RE COMING.”

Desmond St. Laurent opened his brown eyes and shifted in his wheelchair to gaze directly at his houseguests.

The tall guy covered in scars, the kid, probably not much older than he, the girl—hot in a tomboy kind of way—and the little monster dressed in the hooded sweatshirt and baggy jeans had stepped from a hole torn in the air of his kitchen, warning him that he could be in danger.

Duh!

Desmond had suspected that since his abilities … his powers, had started to develop. They would want him … to use him as a weapon. Desmond wasn’t really sure at the time who they were, but he knew that they were out there, and that eventually, they’d be coming for him.

The strange visitors to his kitchen immediately introduced themselves, the one no older than him being the son of that Elijah Stone guy who’d just been killed, and since they didn’t attack him, and the girl really was kind of cute, he hadn’t destroyed them where they stood.

And he could’ve too.

His talent was called psychokinesis, and it meant that his brain functioned differently from everybody else’s. Not only was Desmond really smart, but his brain could be used as a weapon. Pyrokinesis, the power to make things explode into flames; telekinesis, the ability to move, or throw stuff with only a thought, mental manipulation, or mind control—they were just some of the things that he could do that there weren’t even names for. And every day, his brain got stronger.

Desmond wished he could say the same for his body.

There were good days, when he could actually get around using crutches, and then there were days, like this one, when the cerebral palsy that ravaged his body was so bad, he was forced to use the wheelchair.

“There’s an older kid coming right now,” Desmond continued. “He’s coming across the street … and there are things with him.” He shuddered, and it had nothing to do with the cold.

“Great, more things,” the cute girl muttered, folding her arms across her chest. “As if I haven’t had enough things tonight.”

“Sounds like our friend Tobias is leading this one,” the guy appropriately called Stitch said.

They all stood up from the sofa.

“Do you believe us now, Desmond?” Abraham asked him. “Do you believe you’re in danger?”

Desmond had to nod. This was the first time he’d ever put a face to the enemies that had lurked in the shadows of his life, watching and waiting to spring at him, to take him away from everything he knew, to force him to use his talents against his will.

“Yeah,” he said. “So what’re we gonna do? They’ll be here any second.”

Abraham was about to speak when he was interrupted.

“Who wants fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies?” Desmond’s dad asked, coming down the hallway from the kitchen, a plate of cookies in hand.

“I just took them out of the oven, so they’re all gooey, just how you like them, Dez,” Douglas St. Laurent said, wearing a big smile.

Desmond rolled his eyes in disgust. “Dad, do you mind?” he scolded. “We’re about to be attacked and we’re trying to figure out what to do.”

“Oh,” Douglas said, looking startled. “Do you think I should get some milk?”

The little guy in the hoodie snatched a cookie from the plate. “Milk would be awesome,” he said, shoving the entire cookie into his large mouth, his ugly face and hands covered in melted chocolate.

“What I think we need to do is have Bogey open a rift so that … ,” Abraham started, only to stop again when he saw the look on Desmond’s face. “Are you all right?” he asked.

Desmond suddenly twitched; his brain filled with the image of the kid—Tobias, they called him—on the front porch ready to knock.

“Too late,” Desmond said in a whisper. “They’re here.”

The front door exploded inward with a roar, torn from the hinges and propelled across the room to shatter into splinters as it struck against the wall.

“Knock, knock,” Tobias called, stepping into the home, a swarm of monsters flowing in through the doorway on either side of him. “I thought I recognized those voices.”

Bolts of blue, crackling energy flowed from Tobias’s fingertips, making everything they touched explode in a flash of fire.

It was chaos. Within seconds the first floor of Desmond’s house was turned into something out of the apocalypse.

And Desmond had a front-row seat, whether he wanted it or not.

Stitch reacted with his own magick, energy streaming from his big hands to counter Tobias’s dark power.

The son of Elijah Stone picked up a fireplace poker and started inflicting some serious damage to the monsters that attacked him. At first, Desmond thought it was a trick of his eyes when he saw Bram float up into the air, then drop down upon the swarming beasts, but he wasn’t so sure. There was something about that kid, something that he couldn’t see just by looking at him.

Bogey was doing this weird thing with his hands, and making these strange kinds of noises, almost like he was singing a song. Holes were opening up in the air, sucking the monsters inside and then closing up with a loud whomph behind them.

And the girl, Emily, Desmond didn’t see her anywhere, but the wolf creature fighting with them seemed awfully familiar.

A thing that looked like a cross between a spider and a cat suddenly dropped into his lap. Its multiple, glassy eyes gazed up at him as it hissed. Desmond saw his frightened reflection in each of the bulbous orbs, and reacted before the beastie could strike.

All he had to do was think of fire.

Over the years he’d learned how to control it. First he’d think of a tiny flame, no bigger than the end of a matchstick, and then he’d imagine it getting bigger, and then bigger than that.

The creature in his lap screeched, but only for a second, before it burst into flames. And using his telekinesis Desmond picked up the burning monster with his mind, looking for something to throw it at.

Tobias sent a wave of magick toward Stitch so powerful that it picked up the tall man, hurling him backward, and through a window behind him. Deciding Tobias would be his target, Desmond flexed his powerful brain muscles, hurling the flaming spider-cat at his foe.

Tobias spun just when it was about to strike him, his hands glowing with unearthly power, deflecting the flaming animal away.

“Now was that nice?” Desmond heard him ask over the clamor of battle.

“I know Crowley wanted you alive, but accidents do happen.”

And his hands flew out, lightning dancing from his fingers.

Desmond reacted, projecting a shield of force, but the magick hit like a sledgehammer, flipping over his wheelchair. Desmond was in shock, eyes searching the room for help, but the chaos continued, Bram and the others locked in life-and-death struggles, nobody even aware of the trouble he was in.

“Let’s try that again,” Tobias said with a sneer. He pulled back his hand, and as if throwing a baseball, let fly a humming sphere of supernatural energy.

Desmond’s brain felt as though it were bleeding, the strain of using his special abilities one after the other having a definite effect on him. The ball of energy hurled through the air, and he hoped he had the strength to stop it.

He could feel it as it came at him, the hair on his arms standing on end as if he were about to get the biggest static shock of his life. And just as it was about to hit, as he flexed the muscle of his brain, his father appeared from out of nowhere, jumping in the path of the energy ball, taking the full brunt of the attack.

Desmond screamed. His throat felt like it was filled with broken glass and razorblades, and when he was out of breath, he took another to scream again.

His father had been thrown backward, hitting the living room wall with enough force to crack it. Desmond crawled across the floor, his useless limbs dragging behind him.

Douglas St. Laurent lay amongst the shattered remnants of the front door. He was still holding the metal serving tray that had once held freshly baked chocolate chip cookies—nice and gooey, just how he liked them—and there was a hole melted through the tray, and another hole behind it in his father’s chest.

“No!” Desmond screamed, pushing the tray aside. The hole in his father still smoldered, the stink of burning meat wafting up into his nose, making him choke. “No! No! No! No!” Desmond continued to scream, wrapping his arms around the man. He had almost lost him once before to a bad heart, and had no intention of ever again losing the one person who had been by his side since he was born.

But it didn’t look good, and that made Desmond very, very mad.

The sounds of battle that filled his house had been strangely transformed. It now sounded muffled, as if he were hearing it from underwater. And everything around him had slowed, as though time were somehow flowing differently.

He turned from the body of his father to see that Tobias was standing over him, ready to repeat what had already been done to his father.

Desmond would not stand for it. He would show them all—every single one of those who had come into his home and attacked him—exactly what he was capable of.

“You stupid jerk,” Desmond said, lightning crackling from his eyes.

It felt like his brain had grown four times its normal size, breaking through the top of his skull, the intensity of his anger represented by all his brain could do.

The result had the force of a tornado touching down in the living room. Tobias was the first to feel his wrath, picked up as if by some gigantic invisible hand and thrown across the room.

Desmond let the power flow from him, and found himself lifted up from the floor, levitating above the living room by sheer electrical force emanating from his brain. He turned his attention to the monsters next, plucking them up from the ground, using his abilities to crush some, while causing others to explode in flames.

Sensing what was about to happen to them, many fled, some leaping through the broken windows to escape. Desmond caught most, making their death exceptionally painful. And the more he destroyed, the greater his power flowed. Floating in the air, he spread his arms wide and tossed back his head, reveling in the sounds of utter destruction around him.

Destruction that he was responsible for.

Desmond searched for more to punish, but saw only those who had come to warn him. They were cowering against the powerful winds that flowed from the power of his mental abilities. He had told them when they’d first arrived that he could take care of himself, and he guessed that he’d proven that.

His gaze then fell upon the body of his father, and he felt his heart begin to break. Desmond pulled back upon his power, lowering himself to the ground beside his father’s body. Things began to calm within the room, the hurricane force winds receding, as he turned his focus to his dad.

“It’s going to be all right,” he told his father, gently stroking his head. “You just rest a bit, and you’ll be up and around in no time.”

Desmond sensed that he was being watched, and twisted around to see Bram and the others standing there. “He’ll be fine,” he told them, feeling the scalding tears running down his face.

He noticed Stitch with an unconscious Tobias slung over his shoulder.

“What are you going to do with him?” Desmond asked.

Bogey had found his wheelchair and steered it over to him.

“We’re going to take him someplace to question,” Bram said. “We need to know what we’re up against.”

Bogey and Emily helped Desmond back into his chair, and he found himself looking at his father again.

“Can we … can we go with you?” he asked. He tore his eyes from his dad’s body.

Emily was nodding yes even before Bram answered.

“It’s why we came in the first place,” the boy said.

“Did you hear that, Dad?” he asked, turning his wheelchair toward his father. “We’re going with them.”

Desmond looked around the house, marveling at the devastation and knowing that he had been partially responsible. It was as though a demolition team had come in with sledgehammers.

He and his father had been waiting for something like this for a very long time, and it had finally arrived. The life they had known was now over.

“We’re ready,” he told them.

And then Bogey did his thing, opening a passage in the center of Desmond’s living room.

A doorway from his old life, into the new.

Crowley hated the desert.

And as the sorcerer emerged from the tunnel of darkness that had been established from his domain to the desert of New Mexico, he was instantly reminded of why.

Stepping out into the hot sun he wrapped his cloak of chilling darkness tighter about him, extending the garment composed of the blackest shadow to cover all of his exposed flesh. The brightness of the orb hanging in the sky—the warmth—it was enough to make him run back into the cool dampness of the magickal passage, back to his subterranean domain.

But Crowley had work to do, and if all went according to plan, darkness to bring.

He’d emerged onto a metal platform, being hastily erected by his most diligent workers. The trolls carried most of the burden, their bodies swathed in heavy layers, their heads covered in hoods and floppy hats to protect them from the sun’s burning rays. These were creatures of shadow that toiled for him in the harsh light of day; that toiled for a new era now that the Brimstone Network was no more.

Crowley felt a twinge of doubt and quickly brushed it away as he crossed to the edge of the platform. From within the protection of his cloak, the sorcerer looked out over the harsh New Mexican desert. If he squinted his eyes just right, he could see the weakness, the thinness in the neigh invisible barrier that separated the world of man from so many others.

This was where they’d first tested their ultimate weapon of war, their atomic bomb. It was the summer of 1945, and the Trinity test was the first of its kind. They had no idea what they were about to do, the damage they would cause to the magickal barriers set in place before recorded history.

Crowley imagined what it must’ve been like on that early morning, when the bomb was detonated, the science of man acting as a kind of anti-magick, weakening the boundaries that had been established for their own protection.

Imbeciles, he thought, having long since abandoned his desire to be considered one of them—to be thought of as human. He flexed his insect limbs beneath his robes of shadow. They got what they deserved.

If it were not for the Brimstone Network, humanity would not likely have retained its position as dominant species on earth. Instead, they would have become the playthings, or food, for races far superior to the pale-skinned weaklings that had evolved here.

Crowley wanted that in the worst way.

Soon what remained of the great barriers would be torn down, and the countless other races that had admired this world—coveted its life and hungered to make it their own—would again be able to cross over unhindered.

He thought of how he would achieve this goal and smiled: a human child, no older than ten, her body infected with a witch’s curse, to be the greatest threat to humanity ever known. She would be his instrument of success, the means by which the barriers would be torn asunder.

He watched the trolls work, some finishing the platform, while others installed the detonation shell. Things seemed to be moving along quite nicely.

Crowley approached the shell, admiring his handiwork. He’d certainly outdone himself with its sleek design, modeling it after an Egyptian sarcophagus. Risking the effects of the sun, he reached out to touch the empty shell that would soon hold the child’s crystal encasement, holding it in place until it was time for it to be breached, unleashing the full fury of the power it contained.

An explosion of magical force greater than the blast released during the Trinity test. It will be a glorious thing, the sorcerer thought to himself.

The shadow passage back to his domain started to fluctuate, someone traveling from his lair to the platform.

Cracklebones bounded from the opening, eyes wild.

Crowley did not have a good feeling about this.

The troll shrieked, his leathery flesh starting to smolder under the intensity of the desert sun’s rays.

The sorcerer moved to stand before him.

“Master,” Cracklebones said, shielding his sensitive eyes from the sun, his exposed flesh blistering.

“What news do you bring me?” Crowley asked, suspecting that he would not care for the answer one little bit.

Cracklebones had curled into a tight ball beneath the sun’s onslaught. Not feeling the least bit merciful, but wanting to know what news he brought, Crowley extended his magickal cloak, letting it envelop the burning troll like a cool shadow.

“Bless you, merciful Master,” Cracklebones said. “Bless you for your kindness and …”

“My patience wears,” Crowley warned, tempted to withdraw his cloak. “Where is the human … where is Tobias?”

Cracklebones looked up. “Dead, I think,” he stated. “We were attacked … we found the one you were looking for … the one on the list … but they were already there.”

“Who were already there?” Crowley barked, his spidery limbs reaching from beneath his robes to grab hold of the troll and lift him from his shadowy protection.

“The son of Stone,” Cracklebones shrieked, squirming in the rays of the sun, the blisters that covered his body popping, their juices sizzling in the heat. “The son of Stone was waiting to attack us.”

Crowley let the troll drop, and he scrambled across the platform, running toward the safety of the shadow passage.

The sorcerer let him go, pulling his cloak of darkness tighter about his form, no longer feeling the effects of the blazing sun above.

What a dump,” Emily said, wrinkling her nose in distaste.

“Don’t look at me,” Bogey said. “This is where Stitch said to rift to, so I rifted.”

Stitch emerged from the magickal portal, two heavy loads on each shoulder, one still living, the other, wrapped in a couch cover, not so lucky.

Bram helped take Desmond’s father from him, setting the still form onto the floor. He hadn’t even wanted to bring the man’s body along, but Dez had insisted.

“Careful with him,” Desmond said, wheeling his chair quickly from the rift to stop beside his dad’s body.

“What is this place?” Emily asked as she flicked a switch on the wall to illuminate the cavernous chamber. “Ewww, it looks worse with the lights on.”

“We’re in a secret chamber beneath the ruins of an ancient monastery on the tidal island of Lindesfarne,” Stitch explained as he set the unconscious Tobias down against the wall. “It’s also the place of my birth.”

“You were born here?” Bogey asked, strolling around the room, fiddling with the knobs and switches on the various machines around the chamber. “I came out of a stupid egg.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me,” Emily said with a roll of her eyes, trying to find someplace that wasn’t covered in dust to sit down.

Stitch crossed his powerful arms, looking around the room. “It isn’t much, but it should provide for us until we can pull something better together.”

“It’s fine,” Bram said.

Stitch smiled. “Exactly my feelings. Now,” he said, rubbing his big hands together eagerly. “Who would fancy a cup’a tea?”

They all decided that they would, something to remind them that normal things still existed, and that werewolves, death magick, and swarms of evil monsters weren’t the norm.

They could only find two cups, but some glass beakers served the purpose just as well.

Everyone was quiet as they drank their tea, except for Bogey, who had curled into a tight ball on top of a workbench and had gone fast to sleep. Emily sat by herself, sipping her hot drink from a beaker, staring off into space. Bram was tempted to go and talk with her but decided that maybe she wanted to be left alone. Stitch had taken the still unconscious Tobias to a corner far back in the chamber.

Bram finished his tea thinking back to the fight at the St. Laurent house, remembering the intensity of Desmond’s powers unleashed. He set the empty cup down and walked across the chamber to the handicapped boy sitting in a wheelchair beside the corpse of his father.

“How’s the tea?” Bram asked as he approached, unsure of what to say.

Desmond seemed startled by the question, looking at the glass beaker in his lap. “I don’t really like tea that much.” He shrugged. “Dad was the tea drinker.”

Bram squatted down beside the boy’s chair. “You probably don’t want to hear this, but I know what it’s like.”

Desmond looked at him, confused. “What what’s like?”

“Losing your father,” Bram said, quickly looking at the still shape covered in the flowered couch cover on the ground before them.

“My father isn’t lost, he’s right here,” Dez said.

Bram was startled by the response, afraid that Desmond might be in shock over the loss.

And then the flowered slipcover moved.

Bram fell backward to the floor, startled by the sudden movement, and watched with a bizarre mixture of fear and fascination as Douglas St. Laurent wriggled out of his makeshift shroud to look around at his surroundings.

“Did I ever get that milk for those cookies?” he asked as a look of confusion crossed his face. “Hey, Dez, where the heck are we?”

“This is impossible,” Bram said as he shook his head. In this day and age, it seemed that the word “impossible” had pretty much stopped meaning anything.

Douglas stood up, stepping out of his sheet. “Kind of damp, isn’t it?”

“It’s all right, Dad, we’re safe. The bad guys can’t get us here,” Desmond told him.

The boy’s father nodded slowly. “Didn’t I always tell you? Those bad guys are everywhere, just waiting to get their hands on you and your special talents.”

Not sure yet what was going on, the others were cautiously making their way over to see.

“Oh. My. God,” Emily cried. “Would somebody please explain to me what the heck is going on? I thought he was dead. Wasn’t he dead?”

“He was dead at the time,” Stitch said. “But now I’m not so sure.”

“Cool,” Bogey said. “Think he can make us some more of those cookies?”

Douglas smiled at them, scratching his head. “Hey, guys,” he said, giving them a wave. “Must’ve dozed off.”

Bram slowly climbed to his feet, unable to stop staring at the man who was dead only moments ago. “Dez,” he asked. “What’s going on here?”

“Nothing.” The boy shrugged, refusing to make eye contact. He swished the tea that he hadn’t drunk in the glass container. “Guess he wasn’t hurt that bad.”

“Not that bad?” Emily stated. “He’s got a hole in his chest. I can see through him.”

Desmond studied his fingernails. “We’ll just get him another shirt so you don’t have to look at it.”

Douglas St. Laurent had started to walk about, hands casually shoved into his front pockets, whistling cheerfully as if coming back to life was no big deal.

“I know what you’re doing, Dez,” Bram said, recalling something he’d read in the boy’s file.

Desmond looked up suddenly, a spark of anger in his eyes. “You don’t know anything.”

“Your father was very sick,” Bram spoke in his calmest voice. “He had something wrong with his heart, didn’t he?”

Desmond stared at him for a moment, then slowly nodded. “The doctors said they couldn’t fix him,” He shook his head, remembering. “They said he didn’t have much time left.”

“What did you do, Dez?” Bram asked.

“When the time came … when he … I did what I could.” There were tears in the boy’s eyes. “I did what any of you would have done. I used my talent … I used my talent to bring him back … so I wouldn’t be alone. I didn’t want to be alone.”

Bram wasn’t sure what to say or how to react. He looked toward the others, seeing that they were as stunned as he was.

“So, anybody want to explain what’s going on?” Douglas suddenly asked.

Bram looked to Desmond. “Does he have any idea?”

The boy shook his head. “I don’t let him remember the bad stuff,” he said, and then laughed sadly, wiping tears from his eyes. “I don’t like to remember the bad stuff.”

Bram found himself drawn to Dez. Standing beside his wheelchair, he put a comforting hand on his shoulder.

“He wasn’t the best father before he got sick,” Desmond said with a loud sniffle. “Working all the time and stuff … but now he is. I’ve made him the best father he can be.”

Bram suddenly thought of his own father, and how little he had seen of him, and he had to wonder, if he’d had Dez’s abilities, would he have done the same thing? Would he have created the perfect father out of the remains of the old?

Bram was creeped out by the whole idea, but tried to handle it the way he imagined a Brimstone leader would have.

“You realize that you should tell him what you’ve done, don’t you?”

Dez’s body shuddered as he cried some more.

“Yes,” he said, looking up at Bram with swollen red eyes. “But not now, please don’t make me do it now.”

“Not now,” Bram agreed. “But definitely later, all right?”

He watched as relief appeared in Desmond’s eyes. “Definitely later.”

“Hello? Is anybody going to answer me?” Douglas asked, oblivious that he shouldn’t even be walking around.

A low, ghostly moan suddenly filled the chamber and they all looked toward the form of Tobias, tied up in the room’s far corner. The traitor to the Brimstone Network was coming around.

“We’ve brought one of the bad guys here, back to our secret location for questioning,” Bram answered. “And it looks like it’s time to go to work.”

“Oh,” Douglas said, accepting the information with a nod. “That seems kind of exciting.”

Bram looked to Desmond, who was wiping at his eyes, pulling himself together. As they had discussed earlier, he was to be a major part of Tobias’s questioning.

“Are you up for this?” Bram asked.

The boy looked up, a sudden hardness to his features.

“Just try and keep me away from him.”

Tobias was dreaming, dreaming of the time when he had become less human, when he had become a monster.

“Tell me everything,” the spider with Crowley’s voice said to him. “And I will make your sister well again.”

Hanging by a thread of silk, the spider swayed before his eyes like a pendulum, hypnotizing him.

It would have been so much easier to say that he had been seduced by the sorcerer’s evil power, that Crowley had somehow made him betray those who had taken him in after his parents’ untimely deaths.

All the anger, sadness, and fear that he’d had inside him after his mother’s and father’s demise was still with him—then and now—and it had changed him, shaped him into the person … the thing he was today.

He was no better than the beasties he had fought against in his time with the Brimstone Network, no better than the manifestation of evil that had dangled before his eyes by a thread, convincing him that the only way to save his sister’s life was by betraying the Network, and the world.

Tobias was transported back to that night, when the Network was attacked, when people he had known for many years died so that his sister could live.

Suddenly he didn’t want to dream anymore, and tried to wake himself up.

But something held him there.

Tobias struggled against the dream world. No matter how hard he fought, he couldn’t escape the nightmare of what he had done.

How does it feel? an unknown voice suddenly asked. How does it feel to suffer like those poor people you killed?

Tobias pulled his attention from the nightmarish scene unfolding before him and focused on the voice. It was then that he realized that someone was doing this to him, forcing him to see what he had become.

And he didn’t like it one little bit.

He came awake filled with rage.

They were all standing around him, and they appeared surprised.

It was the cripple in the wheelchair who had been trying to keep him asleep, using some sort of psychic power to make him relive his worst nightmare.

Tobias was furious, and he used his anger to fuel his magick, easily breaking the bonds they’d placed around his hands and ankles.

The artificial man was the magick user of the bunch. Tobias could see that he was getting ready to cast a spell, and acted accordingly. The magick fueled by the power of his fury exploded from his hands, the force of the blast striking the man full on, burning his body to bone.

I’ve taken another life, Tobias thought as one more fragment of his already dwindling humanity fell away.

The boggart was the next to attack him, and again, Tobias let the magick flow, destroying the corner of the room where the creature had been standing. This time, all that remained was ash.

The anger inside him was like an inferno, burning hotter with the passing seconds. Those remaining were nothing against him. One by one they fell to his rage. The girl screamed as he boiled her blood in her veins. The cripple didn’t even get a chance to cry out as Tobias turned him to crystal, and another spell of sheer force smashed him into a million glittering pieces.

All that remained was the son of Stone. Tobias gathered his wrath, conjuring a roiling ball of magickal fury and letting it fly toward the last of his captors. Abraham simply stood, staring at him, their eyes locked as the ball of magick struck and his foe was obliterated in a searing white flash of light.

Tobias expected to feel some sort of pleasure as the son of the man he hated so much was destroyed. But he felt nothing. It was as if all the poison in his heart had finally been released, purged by this last, violent act.

Tobias dropped to his knees, breathing heavily. The threat to Crowley’s plans had been eliminated, and with that done, so was the fulfillment of the bargain he had made.

It was over.

In more ways than one.

The magick user gathered his strength and concentrated on a deep patch of shadow in the corner of the room. He would open a passage back to Crowley’s lair and demand that his sister be cured.

And then he would leave this all behind him, all that he had done, all that he had become. These were his thoughts as he threw himself into the darkness.

He would leave the world and try to forget.

Forget the horrors that he had helped to forge.


14.

“WHAT DID YOU MAKE HIM SEE?” BRAM asked Desmond. The boy’s father stood protectively by his side. Stitch had given him a new shirt so the rest of them didn’t have to look at the gaping chest wound.

“I made him see what he wanted to see,” Desmond said, looking up. “All of us dying at his hands.”

“Nice,” Emily said sarcastically. “Hope we gave him a fight.”

Desmond shrugged. “Little bit, but he pretty much took us down one after another.”

“Good job, Dez,” Bram told him.

“I wanted to kill him,” Desmond said. “And I could’ve, too. Could’ve made his brain pop like a balloon.”

Douglas beamed proudly. “That’s my boy.” He gave Desmond’s shoulder a proud squeeze.

“I’m glad you didn’t,” Bram said, walking over to the shadowy area in the chamber where Tobias had disappeared. “Now hopefully we’ll be able to follow him back to Crowley, and put a stop to him once and for all.”

Bram felt his stomach grow tight with the thought of confronting the ancient sorcerer. Stitch had given him a brief—yet detailed—background on the ancient magick user, and his tumultuous history with the Brimstone Network. If the Network had a wanted list of their most dangerous enemies, this guy would most certainly be on top. There was actually little surprise that somebody like Crowley had been involved with the attack upon the Network; it was Tobias that was the surprise.

His father had been very trusting, and Bram doubted that he would have suspected betrayal from within.

“Following the guy sounds heroic and everything, but how we are going to do that?” Emily asked, stepping in front of him to kick at the darkness in the corner. “The guy dove into the shadows and disappeared. It’s not like he left a trail of breadcrumbs.”

“No breadcrumbs,” Bram said, looking over to where Stitch and Bogey were standing. “But he did leave something behind, something that we can use to follow him.”

“Earn your keep, lad,” Stitch said, swatting the boggart on the back, making him stumble as he approached.

Bogey studied the shadows with large, black eyes.

“What’s he going to do?” Emily asked.

“Magick leaves a trail … like, a residue. We may not be able to see it or feel it, but that doesn’t mean it’s not there.” He narrowed his gaze at Bogey. “And I’m guessing people who can manipulate magick to travel, can probably follow that trail. Right, Bogey?” Bram asked.

“Oh, yeah,” the little creature said. He reached into the shadow, fanning the darkness toward the two slits in his face that acted as a nose. “There it is.”

He turned to look at Bram. “Smells like dirty socks.”

“And that’s a good thing?” Bram asked his friend.

“Yep, easier to follow that way, though I would’ve preferred doughnuts.”

“So you think you can follow it?” Bram asked. “Think you can open a doorway to Tobias?”

The creature nodded. “Yeah, I think I can manage.”

They were all looking at him then, waiting for him to give the word. It made him feel weird to be thought of as a leader, but this was what his father had been preparing him for. It was time he rose to the occasion.

Bram locked eyes with Stitch. The artificial man smirked, as if he were reading his mind. Go ahead, Stitch’s eyes said, his powerful arms folded across his chest, waiting like the others.

A memory popped into Bram’s mind unbidden. He was standing in front of his home, devastated that his father was sending him away to begin what would be his whirlwind education. Elijah had come to stand beside him, silent at first, but then saying the words Bram had forgotten, until now.

“I know this is painful for you, son, but there will come a day when you’ll be called upon to lead. And you must be ready.”

He’d then touched Bram beneath his chin, tilting his face up so that their eyes would meet. “You must be ready, Abraham.”

And on that day, Bram had made his father a promise, a promise that he had every intention of keeping.

“I’m ready,” he said suddenly. “I’m ready to take this fight to those responsible for the death of my father; ready to do battle with those who have crawled from the darkness to harm humanity. I’m ready to show them that the rumors of the death of the Brimstone Network have been greatly exaggerated.”

He paused, looking at each one of his team before asking the inevitable question.

“I’m ready, but are you?”

The lair of the sorcerer was eerily quiet.

Tobias stepped from his passage into one of the many caverns beneath the ancient cemetery and found it void of life.

“Hello?” he called out, his voice echoing off the damp, stone walls.

Immediately he was on edge; there wasn’t a goblin, or imp or even the smallest bloodcrawler to be found. Tobias left the chamber, searching the labyrinthine quarters for signs of monstrous life. Room after room he searched, finding not a sign of Crowley, or the beasties that served his every word.

Claire.

He thought of his sister and immediately became concerned. Tobias bounded from the last room, barreling down the winding stone corridors to the place where his sister was kept in stasis, awaiting Crowley’s cure.

Tobias came to a stumbling halt before the entrance to the special room constructed to house his ill family member, a brief sense of relief rushing through him as he saw that he was no longer alone.

But that relief was short-lived.

The room was filled with monsters of every conceivable size and shape, and most appeared to be clad for war. Crowley stood at the side of a conjured gateway, supervising as his minions moved the red, crystal case into the pulsing black opening.

“What’s happening?” Tobias asked from the doorway.

Crowley turned his piercing black gaze upon him.

“Oh, dear,” the sorcerer growled, his four spidery limbs creeping out from beneath his robes to paw the air. “And I was just thinking how smoothly this was all going.”

The creatures moving the crystal stopped their activity, staring at their master.

“Continue,” the sorcerer told them, and the monsters obeyed.

“What are you doing?” Tobias asked, coming farther into the chamber. “Where are you taking her?” he demanded as his path was blocked by a sudden obstruction of monsters.

“I actually breathed a sigh of relief when I was told you were dead,” Crowley said, turning his eyes to Crackle-bones who stood armored beside him.

The troll shrugged. “A thousand pardons,” he growled, nervously switching his ax from one hand to the next. “He was tougher than I thought.”

“I was happy because I thought I was going to avoid this,” the sorcerer said, one of his spider legs waving in the air for emphasis.

Tobias stirred the magick inside him. “I’ll ask you again, Sorcerer, where are you taking my sister?”

“Your sister is to play a very important part in my plans, Tobias,” Crowley explained. “The full release of the magickal fury that she has been blessed with will bring about a new age to this pathetic world of humanity. A new age that has been too long in coming.”

Tobias was stunned. Here was a man—a monster, really—for whom he had betrayed everything he had known, and now, he was being betrayed in return.

Fitting, he thought.

“I’m taking her to where the barrier is weakest,” Crowley continued. “Where humanity first became aware that their time of supremacy upon this world would someday be coming to a close.”

“Will this release hurt her?” Tobias asked, already thinking of the offensive spell he was about to unleash upon the room.

Crowley thought for a moment. “It will likely kill her,” he said. “But rest easy that in the state she’s in now, I doubt she’ll feel a thing.”

“Too bad the same can’t be said for you,” Tobias screamed, casting a magickal blast at the sorcerer and his small monster army.

Effortlessly, Crowley captured the sparking energy between two of his spider limbs. “There’s so much anger in you, young Tobias,” he said, hurling the magickal force back.

Tobias tried to deflect the blast, but it was too strong, hurling him backward against the wall outside the chamber. He hit the stone with incredible force, flowers of intense color blooming before his eyes. The taste of blood filled his mouth as he fought unsuccessfully to stay on his feet.

“Be careful that someone doesn’t turn around and use that against you someday,” Crowley said, moving toward the passage, following his sister in the pool of inky black.

“Give me back my sister,” Tobias managed as he struggled to get to his feet.

“I’m afraid not, boy.” The sorcerer began to merge with the fluid darkness of the gateway. “She still has her part to play in the greater scheme of things, while yours, I’m afraid, is at an end. Good-bye, Tobias, it was a pleasure working with you. Go to death knowing that your achievements will see that your name goes down in infamy.”

And the dark magician disappeared through the floating tear in the fabric of reality.

Tobias could feel the evil stares of those left behind as he managed to climb unsteadily to his feet. His body screamed with agony, and he was sure that something important had been broken inside him. He didn’t know what would happen next, but was certain it wouldn’t be good.

Cracklebones spun his battle-ax standing at the front of the pack.

“You saved my life from the griffon back at Stone House,” the troll said.

“Yes,” Tobias managed, even saying a single word causing him blinding pain. “Yes, I did.”

“I’ll see what I can do about making this quick,” Crackle-bones said as he stopped twirling his gore-encrusted weapon.

“I appreciate the thought.” He stifled a cough, the metallic taste of blood overpowering in his mouth.

“’Least I can do,” the troll said.

And with what needed to be said between them out of the way, Cracklebones charged at him, and the monsters attacked en masse.

The smell of Tobias’s magick had changed. Turning from the smell of dirty socks to hot dogs. Hot dogs dipped in gasoline, but hot dogs nonetheless.

And Bogey loved hot dogs.

The young Mauthe Dhoog closed his eyes and started to sing his rifting spell. He had to be careful with this one, certain to overlay his spell on top of the one that Tobias had already cast. It was tricky, but not for someone who was as skilled at rifting as he was.

He was the real deal.

Bogey had been rifting for as long as he could remember, opening passages from his home dimension to countless other worlds so that he could explore. His favorite was still the earth. He loved the energy, the clothes, the music, movies and, most of all, the food.

Bram and Stitch’s unexpected arrival to Guttswallow couldn’t have come fast enough. He had been losing his mind there, and even though he had been forbidden to rift since the treaties between the Mauthe Dhoog and humanity had been agreed upon and signed, it didn’t stop him from visiting the earthly realm any chance he got.

The rift opened to the other side with a sound like a monster truck.

Bogey turned to his new teammates and gave them a sly grin.

“Next floor, villain’s secret lair,” he said, presenting the passage with a bow and a flourish of his hand.

“This is it,” Bram said, the first to step into the rift.

Stitch was right behind him, followed by Desmond, pushed by his Night of the Living Dead Daddy.

Emily was last and looked nervously at the pulsing rift before her.

“Go ahead,” Bogey said. “It won’t bite.”

“Not really looking forward to what’s waiting on the other side,” she said, still hesitating.

“You’ll be all right, you’re a natural at this,” he said, trying to make her feel better, though the facts were that they could very easily be walking into a death trap.

But those were the breaks when you were in the Brimstone Network.

“That’s what I don’t like,” she said. “The wolf side … this is all so natural for it … the killing and everything. Kind of makes me sick.”

Bogey nodded. “I can see it,” he said. “But this is probably kind of a big deal for the world and everything, so maybe you should go through the rift, help us to get this situation under control, and then we can worry about what to do about you not liking your wolf-self later. How’s that sound?”

“Whatever,” she said with an eye roll, entering the doorway that he’d conjured with a huff.

Bogey laughed, following through and sealing the entrance behind him.

He loved this stuff.

And there was no place he’d rather be.

Exiting Bogey’s rift into the chamber, Bram’s foot caught on something and he nearly fell flat on his face.

It was a good thing that somebody had left a dead goblin there to cushion his fall.

“Careful,” he warned as Stitch came through behind him.

“What in the name of all that’s holy has happened here?” the patchwork man asked as he gazed at the carnage that had apparently unfolded in the chamber not too long ago.

The bodies were still warm.

Stitch took his arm, helping him to his feet.

“Looks like a massacre,” Bram said, taking it all in. These were the kinds of sights he was going to have to become used to, and for a moment he resented what his father expected from him.

“Did you start the party without us?” Dez asked as he and his dad came into the chamber.

“This certainly is a bit of a mess,” Douglas added.

“It was already like this when we got here,” Bram said. The corpses of dead beasties littered the floor, the walls seared black in places showing signs of powerful magicks unleashed.

“It stinks like something died in here,” Emily said as she stumbled out of the rift, nose squeezed between two fingers. “Oh, wow, I was right,” she added, careful not to step in any puddles of carnage that pooled upon the floor.

Bogey came next, weaving the rifting passage closed behind him.

“So, what did I miss?” he asked, rubbing his hands together as if not noticing a thing.

Bram was about to tell them to check for survivors, when they heard the sound of someone approaching.

There wasn’t room or time enough to hide or weave a cloaking spell, so they all tensed, ready to do whatever was necessary to make their first true mission a success.

Tobias stumbled around the corner, clothing torn and stained with blood.

Stitch brought forth a spell of defense, his large hands crackling with magickal force as he prepared to attack.

“Wait,” Bram told him.

The traitor leaned against the wall, leaving a smear of red as he slid down to the floor.

“I should be surprised,” Tobias said as he saw them, a tired smile on his blood-speckled face. “But I’m not. You are your father’s son.”

He started to cough, his entire body writhing in pain from the simple act.

Bram could tell that he was hurt, and hurt badly. There didn’t seem to be much fight in him left, and looking around the chamber, he could see why.

“What happened here?” Bram asked.

“Betrayed by the bad guy.” He leaned his head back against the wall. “Can you stand it?” he asked with a chuckle.

Tobias’s face grew suddenly grim, his eyes glazing over, and Bram froze—is the guy dead?

Apparently not.

“They have my sister,” Tobias, still very much alive, then stated.

“Crowley does?” Bram asked. “Why? Did he plan to use her against you or …”

“Against the world,” Tobias said. It seemed to be getting harder for him to speak, and Bram wasn’t sure how much time he had before …

“I don’t understand.”

“Neither did I. Stupid … I was so stupid. He promised to cure her. I would have done … anything to make her well again.” Tobias looked fiercely into Bram’s eyes. “I would have done anything not to lose her.”

“What was wrong with her?”

Tobias’s sweaty head dropped back against the wall. Bram could see that he was fighting to remain conscious. The others had come closer to hear his words.

“Cursed by rogue witches, given a disease unlike anything ever seen before. The magick builds up inside her … powerful magick. He’s going to use her … use her like a bomb and bring the barriers down.”

A cold finger of dread ran down Bram’s spine as he realized how dire the situation actually was.

The barriers had existed since the beginning of time, walls to keep the myriad realities of magick separated from one another. If the barriers were no more, than there was nothing to prevent the life-forms of the various worlds normally separated by the barriers from crossing over.

And that would be a very bad thing for the human race.

“Where?” Bram demanded, knowing their true mission, knowing that they must stop Crowley before he could carry out his insidious plans. “Where is he planning on doing this?”

The traitor’s head bobbed up and down as unconsciousness, and maybe even death, fought to claim him.

“Tobias, stay with us, where have they taken your sister?”

His eyes had closed, his body limp.

Bram reached out, grabbing him by the shoulders. “Tell me,” he demanded. “If it’s the last thing you do, tell me where they’ve taken her.”

His eyes opened to slits, a fresh trickle of blood leaking down from the corner of his mouth.

“Father,” he whispered.

“Father?” Bram repeated, just to be certain he’d heard Tobias correctly. “You said ‘father’? What does that mean?”

“Son … and … and Holy Ghost. Father, Son, and Holy … Holy Ghost …”

And with those words he was gone, slipping down into unconsciousness.

“Father, Son, and Holy Ghost?” Bram repeated, feeling himself close to panic. “What’s that supposed to mean?” He reached down and slapped the traitor’s face. “Wake up, you have to tell me what it means!”

He shook Tobias roughly, but to little effect.

“You have to tell me what it means.”

It was deathly silent in the chamber until Emily spoke.

“It’s the Trinity,” she said.

They all looked at her.

“The Holy Trinity … Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. I went to Catholic school until sixth grade. I know what the Holy Trinity is.”

“But what does Christianity have to do with barriers?” Bram was wracking his memory searching for something … anything that could possibly help.

“This is intense,” Bogey said, black eyes wide. “I can practically smell the brain cells burning.”

“Excuse me,” Douglas said. “But wasn’t the first atomic bomb explosion called the Trinity test?”

“Of course,” Stitch said with a nod. “And where is the weakest point in all the barriers?”

“Good one, Dad,” Desmond said, turning in his chair to give his father a high five.

Bram put it all together.

“Crowley is going to use Tobias’s sister to destroy the weakest point in the barrier at the site of the first atomic bomb test.” He looked at his team.

His Network.

“And we can’t let that happen.”


15.

THE SUN WAS SETTING ON THE OLD WORLD.

Crowley stood out of the way, watching as his minions readied the scarlet crystal for breaching. The specially designed containment shell would act like the outside casing of a bomb, the explosives carefully placed inside in preparation for detonation.

The sorcerer watched through squinted eyes as the glowing ball of orange went down over the horizon. When it rises again in the morning, he thought wistfully, it will shine its light upon a world transformed. And it will be a glorious day indeed.

One of the four dead beasties at his feet started to twitch, followed by another, and then the remaining two were moving as well. He had killed them so the members of the Circle could inhabit their bodies.

“I’ve provided you with a front-row seat,” Crowley said as the four corpses rose.

The Circle stood, admiring the new skin suits that they wore.

“Do you like them?” Crowley asked. “Only the best for my compatriots, and this is just the beginning.”

With eager eyes he watched as his minions slowly hoisted the crystal containing the child, using a system of chains and pulleys. One of the chains suddenly slipped, rattling like old bones in wind, and the fragile case dropped roughly to one side, swinging in the air.

“Carefully, you idiots!” Crowley screamed, envisioning what would happen if the crystal was breached without the proper safeguards.

It would be nothing short of catastrophic.

The beasts corrected their error, reattaching the chain and proceeding with care.

Crowley chuckled, turning to the Circle within their clothes of dead flesh. “It’s so hard to get good help these days,” he said. “But I’m hoping after all is said and done, and the barriers have fallen, we’ll have a whole new class of beastie to chose from.”

The corpse of a trow beast stumbled forward, its large, toothy mouth struggling to wrap itself around the Circle member’s words.

“All … is in … readiness?” it asked, excitement twinkling in its milky, dead eyes.

“It certainly is,” Crowley said. “Now don’t you feel foolish having doubted me?” he asked.

The corpse turned its shaggy head to look at its brethren, the dead bodies of an imp, a grim, and a hobgoblin, waiting to witness the end of humanity.

“There was great doubt whether you … a mere human … could achieve the great heights that you strived for,” the trow said as the Circle member mastered the vocal cords of its new form. The other animated corpses nodded awkwardly in agreement.

“Now you must eat that doubt,” Crowley said with a sneer. He looked back at his workers. The crystal was being lowered into the opening at the top of the detonation casing. “And hopefully it will not cause your stomachs too much distress.”

The monstrous minions overheard his comments and snickered.

“You’ve always underestimated us, haven’t you?” Crowley asked as he watched the chains and rigging being removed from the cocoon.

His confidence was soaring.

The sorcerer looked to the Circle.

“Never believing that humanity could ever be as monstrous as your kind.” Crowley smiled. “I’m a perfect example of how wrong you’ve been.”

“We must admit,” the trow responded, “that your determination to see your own species destroyed … it disturbs even us.”

Crowley turned toward them. After so, so many centuries, he was about to achieve what he had strived for. “Funny thing about us humans,” he said, his spider limbs peeling back layers of the shadow cloth to be seen. “We’re quite tenacious and some of us will do almost anything to attain what we hunger for … even if it means giving up what it is to be human.”

The corpses nodded, smiles upon their dead faces. Crowley was pleased to finally see what he had long sought in their eyes.

Respect.

His self-admiration was suddenly interrupted by a commotion amongst the gaggle of beasts, and he watched as they squawked and growled, jumping away as if repelled by something.

“What is the meaning of … ,” he began but never finished, watching as a jagged vertical tear appeared in the air above the platform, and a young man, accompanied by five others, stepped from the opening onto the platform.

The son of Stone and his Brimstone Network.

“Excellent timing, boy,” Crowley said. “You’re just in time to see the final death spasms of an old age, and the dawning of a new.”

The beasties closed in around the five, but strangely enough they didn’t seem all that affected. That was another quality about humanity, Crowley mused. Sometimes they just weren’t smart enough to admit defeat.

“There isn’t going to be any new age,” the young man said with a shake of his head. “Not now, not ever, not as long as we’re alive.”

The monsters began to laugh, looking at the boy’s words as an invitation for slaughter.

“Should we be frightened of you, boy?” Crowley asked. Their laughter was louder now. “You and your friends?”

The son of Elijah Stone slowly nodded, and Crowley noticed that despite his current predicament, the boy was smiling.

“You should be,” he said coldly, just loud enough to be heard over the raucous laughter.

“We’re the Brimstone Network, and I think you know what that means.”

Crowley slowly nodded, understanding perfectly.

Sometimes they just weren’t smart enough to admit defeat.

Bram had hoped it would end easily, that he and the new Network would appear, the villains would recognize the futility of their actions, and surrender.

But sometimes the bad guys just weren’t smart enough to admit they’d lost the fight.

“Any chance of getting some room here, Dez?” Bram called out as the beasties converged, bloodlust in their gaze.

It was as if an invisible bubble of pure force suddenly expanded around them, repelling monsters away, some toppling over the edge of the platform.

They hadn’t really had the opportunity to plan anything, having no idea where Bogey’s rift would bring them, but there was one thing they’d all agreed on. They were to keep the bad guys away from Tobias’s sister at any cost.

It wasn’t much of a plan, Bram knew, but it was all that they had, and they would do everything that they could to see it succeed.

“This is it, then,” Bram yelled. “Dez, Bogey, and Donald, you see about the girl. Stitch, Emily, and I will handle defense.”

The orders felt odd coming from his mouth, but strangely enough, they felt right. Like he was supposed to be giving them.

Stitch and Emily came to stand on either side of him.

“I just want to say what a pleasure it’s been to get to know you, lad,” Stitch said.

“Thanks, Stitch, it’s been a pleasure for me as well,” Bram answered.

The artificial man then cracked his knuckles in preparation for what was to come next.

“This is it?” Emily asked, her voice high-pitched and frantic.

Bram hoped she’d be able to hold it together. He knew she wasn’t accustomed to this sort of life, but maybe instinct would kick in, not of a thirteen-year-old girl, but of the wild animal that lived inside her.

They were watching as the beasts recovered from their initial move, Crowley raising his multiple limbs. Magickal energy leaked from the tips of his spidery limbs, as well as from his hands as the dark mage readied himself for battle.

“This is it,” Bram agreed.

The magick flowed from Crowley as he began the attack. And the beasties charged, a hunger for bloodshed in their shrieks of rage, murder in their eyes.

This was it indeed.

I think she’s in there,” Bogey said, his short legs taking him down to the end of the platform. Standing near the edge was a vertical metal case that looked sort of like an Egyptian coffin.

“Follow him, Dad,” Desmond said. His head had started to hurt from that last display. It was something he was coming to understand: The more he used his abilities, the harder he pushed himself, the more painful the side effects.

He imagined his brain inside his skull, tiny pinpricks of blood spreading across its lumpy surface. That was exactly how it felt.

“You all right?” his father asked him.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little headache.”

Bogey moved around the metal case, rapping his knuckles on its surface. “It’s definitely hollow.” He moved around to the front. “There’s a window here, but I’m not tall enough.”

Desmond closed his eyes, concentrating on the gray-skinned creature. Using his powerful telekinesis, he lifted Bogey up so that he could peer into the case.

“Hey, I could get used to this,” the creature said with a laugh as he floated up to press his ugly face against the small window.

“Well?” Dez grunted, feeling as though his skull would crack.

“Unless they got their grubby claws on another little girl, she’s in there, all right,” Bogey said, hands cupped around his face as he peeked inside.

Dez started to bring Bogey down when he heard his father’s gasp.

His concentration momentarily broken, Bogey dropped to the platform.

Some of the beasts that had been thrown from the platform were making their way back up, crawling over the sides.

Bogey came around the case rubbing his butt. “Any landing you can walk away from, I guess.”

“Think we might have a problem here,” Dez said as his father backed them up to where Bogey was standing.

“More than one,” Bogey said, staring at him with bulbous eyes. “Dude, your nose.”

Dez reached up to feel the steady stream of warmth running down his face. His hand came away covered in blood.

Crowley’s magick sought him out.

As he and the others charged the sorcerer and his monstrous servants, Bram knew that he would be the first target of Crowley’s spells.

Take out the leader, and watch what remained of the opposition crumble. It was one of the oldest tricks of combat, and one he was hoping to use himself.

Bram charged low, running across the platform toward his target.

He should have been terrified, but strangely enough, he wasn’t. There was just too much at stake right now.

I’ll be scared later, he told himself. If I manage to come out of this alive.

Tendrils of crackling blue energy cut through the air at him, magickal power that he was sure would have destroyed him in the most painful of ways if allowed to touch him.

But Bram would not allow it.

He tapped into his spectral nature—if there was ever a time he needed it, it was now. He felt his body grow lighter, and the bolts of death magick passed through him without any effect. The same couldn’t be said for the rock ogres charging to intercept him from the left flank. There was a flash of blue, and it was as if they had never been there at all.

Bram kept his eyes on his opponent, using the skills he’d learned in P’Yon Kep to fight his way toward the sorcerer. His hands and feet were his primary weapons, with a little help from his spectral birthright, and one after another, the monsters fell, but he did not take his eyes from his true objective.

Crowley.

The sorcerer watched him through the battling throng, continuing to hurl blasts of arcane energy that were doing far worse to his own minions, than they were to the boy.

And Bram kept on fighting, inch by inch, moving inexorably closer to his foe.

Stitch swung the giant hammer at the attacking forces of darkness, the force of the blow as it struck shattering bone, armor, and weaponry with ease.

“Now that’s more like it,” he growled, pleased that he’d picked up the heavy weapon from the ogre warrior he’d taken down only moments ago.

It seemed like some of the monstrous attackers had applied protective wards to their battle armor, wards that deflected some of the magickal spells that he used as weapons against Crowley’s soldiers. The battle hammer was just the thing to help deal with that.

With each swing he became more comfortable with the weapon of war, and with a mighty heart pounding in his chest, each new beat causing flashes of memory to explode in his mind. Memories of other times, of other battles, flooded his thoughts as he fought.

The flesh, bone, and muscle remembered.

And Stitch fought on, the living embodiment of the Brimstone Network, both past and present.

And with all his might, the future.

Emily wanted to vomit, the taste of goblin blood still lingering in her mouth.

She had assumed her wolf form as soon as the monsters had reached them. Waiting until the last possible moment, she finally decided that maybe it would be a good idea when the tag team of goblins figured she’d be the easiest kill.

Not.

Her bestial form didn’t waste any time tearing into the goblins, pouncing on them, tearing them apart with her claws and fangs. Emily only wished for a bottle of water so she could wash the taste of goblin from her mouth.

But there wasn’t a chance for that, if they were going to survive—if the world was going to survive—she had to keep on fighting.

Which the wolf didn’t seem to mind at all.

The son of Stone was filled with surprises.

Crowley pulled back on his defenses, realizing that he was doing more damage to his own than to his advancing enemy.

The sorcerer was impressed. He had never seen an offspring of a Specter-human coupling with the ability to use the powerful talents of the ghostly species.

It would be a shame to kill him, but then again, what choice did he have?

Time was of the essence here. The longer this skirmish was allowed to go on, the greater the threat to his larger plan. This motley crew that fancied themselves as Brimstone operatives had to be put down at once.

“A minor inconvenience,” Crowley stated, looking over his shoulder at the four corpses animated by the leaders of the Circle.

“This is what we feared,” the trow body stated.

“It’s nothing,” Crowley attempted to explain as he kept an eye on the situation. “I’ve planned for all contingencies. If you give me a moment, I’ll show you that …”

One by one the bodies went limp, falling to the platform, like puppets whose strings had been suddenly cut.

The Circle had abandoned him.

Crowley seethed.

Spinning toward the chaos of his minions in the midst of battle with the young upstarts, Crowley prepared to unleash the full fury of his power.

The magick exploded from his fingertips, filling the air with his destructive potential.

Friend or foe, it didn’t matter to him, for he did not have the patience, or time, to be selective. If all of them had to die for his dreams to become a reality …

So be it.

Bram ghosted just before Crowley’s magick was unleashed.

He was in the midst of fighting a creature equal parts rat and man, when it suddenly went tense, tossing back its head in a high-pitched screech.

He realized that they were all screaming, his people as well as the black sorcerer’s.

They had all been attacked by Crowley; the bloodthirsty villain not bothering to distinguish between those who had sworn allegiance to him, and his enemies.

Is it possible? Bram wondered. Was Crowley insane enough that he’d kill his own people to see his plans fulfilled? He wondered about Stitch and Emily, Bogey, Desmond, and Douglas. Bram wanted to go to them, to make sure they were all right, but he knew, as much as it pained him, there were more important matters.

Matters that concerned the fate of every human being on the planet, and not just his friends.

Bram dropped to the platform along with the others, pretending that he, too, had been taken out by Crowley’s magick. He wanted to see what the black mage was planning next.

The sorcerer strode past him, muttering beneath his breath. Through cracked eyes Bram watched him approach the metal casing that likely contained the traitor’s sister, and if what Tobias had told him was true, the weapon Crowley was going to use to achieve his goals.

Stealthily Bram rose to his feet. If he moved fast enough, he might be able to take the villain out. He held his breath and charged, running at full force toward the black sorcerer’s back.

It was then that Desmond chose to moan.

Crowley went rigid, turning his hawkish attention to the young man slumped in the wheelchair.

“How odd,” the sorcerer observed. “I thought for sure that was a death spell.”

Bram was momentarily relieved. If Dez was still alive, then hopefully …

Master Po had tried to teach him the importance of not being distracted, and Bram thought that he had pretty much mastered the art of full focus, but there were still times when things sort of slipped.

This was one of those times.

He was looking at Dez when he should have been focusing on Crowley.

One of the sorcerer’s spider limbs darted out from within his flowing black robes, the clawed tip of the insect-appendage striking his face and knocking him to the floor.

Bram struggled to stand, tripping over the bodies of Crowley’s minions strewn about the floor of the platform.

“Must be losing my touch,” Crowley snarled, stalking toward him. “Or maybe I’m just famished.” The mage licked his thin, pale lips.

A fine, spidery webbing flowed from the tips of the sorcerer’s fingers and the ends of his four insect-like appendages, forming a kind of net that flowed down over Bram.

Common sense told him not to let the webbing touch him, and Bram ghosted, floating through the silky substance as it draped across some of the bodies on the floor. Though unconscious, they thrashed wildly.

“Tricky,” the black mage said. “But food is food.”

In his spectral form, Bram watched with horror as the bodies beneath the webbing wasted away, first to withered skeletons, and finally to dust, the battle armor that they had worn lying empty upon the floor.

Bram willed himself solid again, dropping to the platform, snatching up a bloodstained short sword that had once belonged to one of Crowley’s fallen servants, and launched himself at the sorcerer.

“Monster,” Bram hissed.

Crowley recoiled, the strands of his web drawn back like a whip. “Flattery won’t help you, boy,” the sorcerer snarled. He snapped his hands forward, sending the energy-sapping strands toward him.

Bram reacted as he had been trained, slashing at the tendrils and cutting them away.

Crowley cried out, the severed webbing slithering through the air back into his hands.

“This is done,” Bram stated, hefting the weight of the sword in his hand. “Surrender now and we can …”

The evil sorcerer laughed, a horrible sound lacking any humor.

“Yes, boy, it is done,” Crowley stated, pulling his shadowy robes tighter about himself. “Done for you, for all your friends … and for the human race.”

He turned toward the metal case, one of his spider limbs reaching out. A crackle of blue lightning shot from the clawed tip striking the metal surface, and it began to glow menacingly.

“It’s only a matter of time now,” he stated with a grin.

The casing containing Tobias’s sister began to tremble and shake.

“The crystal shell that contained the child’s body has started to decay,” Crowley explained. “The energy contained within building up inside until …” The sorcerer made the sound of an explosion using his hands to illustrate an expanding mushroom cloud.

“Stop it,” Bram demanded.

Crowley laughed again. “Or what?”

“You’re not going to kill yourself,” Bram stated, watching as the surface of the case grew brighter, the metal starting to bubble … to melt.

“You’re right,” Crowley said.

The sorcerer began to spell-cast, his hands moving through the air as he manipulated the magick he had conjured. A jagged hole formed in the air before him.

“I’m not staying to die,” Crowley proclaimed. “But here’s the predicament … your predicament,” he stated, black eyes glinting as he took hold of the sides of the tear in the fabric of reality, preparing to rip it open wider to make room for his escape.

“Do you stop me, the one responsible for the murder of your father and all that he stood for, or do you try to stop the detonation, no matter how pointless that action will be?”

Bram was frozen in indecision, looking from the glowing metal container to Crowley, and then back again.

He had to try.

“This isn’t over,” Bram yelled at the mage, pointing a trembling finger at him as he moved toward the metal container.

The black mage started to laugh as he ducked into the darkness, but the laughter was swallowed by another sound.

The sound of magick unleashed.

Bram flinched as the body of Crowley hurtled back through the portal he had opened. The sorcerer’s body struck the glowing metal container, causing it to tumble over, crashing to its side upon the platform.

Bram looked toward the jagged opening hanging in the air, surprised to see someone emerging from the other side.

The figure stepped from the shadow passage and immediately doubled over to the floor, his hands smoldering with residual magickal energies. Slowly he raised his face, and Bram saw who it was.

“Tobias,” Bram whispered, stunned to see the young man still alive.

The traitor climbed to his feet just in time to be struck by a magickal blast that singed the air and hurled him violently to the floor.

Crowley’s body still crackled from the effects of Tobias’s attack.

Bram lunged toward the black mage, but he was swatted aside by one of the sorcerer’s spindly, insect limbs.

Landing in a heap beside the metal container, he was burned, pulling away from the pools of molten metal forming beneath the case. It wouldn’t be long until the power contained within was released.

Bram stared across the platform as the two magick users clashed. Energy so bright that it made him cover his eyes flashed as they ran at each other; bolts of mystical energy flowing from their hands. The two struck each other in an explosion of burning white light, and Bram watched through the nearly blinding haze as the two hurtled over the side of the platform to the cruelty of the desert below.

He kneeled before the container, the energy radiating from the case’s surface causing his flesh to prickle. His team was gradually recovering from Crowley’s magick as he called them into action.

“I could use some help over here,” he cried.

The radiation coming off of the case had increased, snaking arcs of dangerous paranormal energy leaking from tiny holes melting in the surface of the metal housing.

Bram forced himself to ghost.

“Stay back,” he warned, turning from the case to see Stitch and Emily standing at a distance shielding their eyes from the glow. “What’s happening?” Emily growled, still wearing her wolf form. There was panic in her bestial tone, and rightfully so.

“We have to figure out a way to keep the casing from breaking down,” Bram announced, sparks of magickal energy flying harmlessly through his ghostly form.

Stitch came closer.

“Maybe a containment spell.”

The patchwork man grunted suddenly; his clothing was singed by the supernatural energy, his pale flesh starting to be burned away.

“Get back,” Bram ordered. “It’s too late for that now.”

The situation was going from bad to worse, the surface of the case now bubbling like candle wax.

Think, Abraham, think.

Through the wavering energy thrown from the surface of the case he saw Bogey attempting to come closer.

“Maybe we should get the heck out of here!” the boggart yelled in panic as he started the process of weaving an exit for them.

It then dawned on Bram, the pieces of the puzzle suddenly falling into place. It would be a long shot, but maybe …

“Dez!” Bram called. The wheelchair-bound boy didn’t look so well, his face beneath the nose stained with dried blood.

He pushed himself up in the chair, listening.

“I need you to lift this,” Bram told him, pointing toward the deteriorating case. “Can you do that?”

Dez looked to his father, who was shaking his head, trying to convince him otherwise.

“Yeah,” Dez finally answered, ignoring his father’s pleas. “Yeah, I can. Where do you want me to put it?”

He held up a ghostly finger signaling for him to wait.

“Bogey can you open a doorway to a place where this won’t do any harm?”

The boggart’s already large eyes became enormous. “I … I don’t …”

“C’mon, think of a place. You had to have come across a dead world in your travels. It’s our last chance.”

The tiny creature snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it. Went there on one of my first rifting trips, didn’t know what I was doing or where I was going. Nasty place that died a long time ago after some big war or something. My people call it the Bleak.”

More and more of the deadly supernatural energy was escaping. It wouldn’t be long now until the entire surface of the case melted and broke away, exposing the dangerous contents to the outside world.

“Do it,” Bram ordered. “Open a rift to the Bleak.…”

He looked over at Dez.

“Now!” he ordered.

The boy closed his eyes, concentrating on the metal case.

At first, Bram didn’t think it was working, that for some reason Dez was unable to lift the case, but it started to move, lifting up from the platform.

“That’s it,” Bram said.

He looked over to see that Bogey had opened the portal. Bram caught a brief glimpse of the world on the other side—the world called the Bleak—and he understood why it was called that. It was an ugly, cold-looking world with gray skies and a barren landscape.

There wasn’t a sign of life anywhere.

Perfect.

The floating crystal case started to vibrate, streams of white-hot energy escaping from its pocked and melting surface. They had to do this quickly; it wouldn’t be long before the child’s full power was unleashed upon the world.

And then Bram caught sight of the little girl’s face through the glass of the cracked and singed portal on the front of the containment shell. She couldn’t have been any more than eight years old.

“Bram!” Dez screamed. He was sitting rigid in his wheelchair, his father’s hand clamped firmly upon his shoulder. “Where do you want me to put this thing?” he asked, his face strained with exertion. His nose was bleeding, running down his face to stain the front of his shirt.

Bram pointed to the rift. “Hurry, Dez,” he urged.

They were running out of time. Large cracks had started to appear in the surface of the container. Bolts of power like lightning shot through the jagged fissures incinerating the platform wherever they touched.

The case began to glide toward the open rift.

This just might work, Bram thought. He stepped back and tried to relax enough to return to his material form.

The case was inches from the opening now.

“You’re doing great, Dez. Almost there … ,” Bram encouraged.

“No … pressure,” the boy grunted. The blood from his nose was flowing faster.

It was hurting him, but Bram could see no other choice. He would just have to hurt for a little bit longer and then …

Something exploded up through the center of the platform, and it couldn’t have come at a worse moment.

Tobias and Crowley spun through the air, locked in combat, magickal force blasting from their hands as they fought to the death.

“Keep going!” Bram screamed, running toward Dez.

Stray bolts of magickal fury rained down upon the platform and the floor in front of Dez’s chair exploded with such force that both he and his father were violently tossed back. The case dropped to the floor, shattering the remains of the fragile shell.

A pitiful cry drifted out of the case as the child within slowly sat up, looking around with fear-filled eyes. “Tobias?” she called. “Tobias, where are you?”

Distracted by the wailing sound of his sister’s voice, Tobias turned away from his battle with the black mage. Bram immediately saw the look on Crowley’s battered features; a look that said his moment to strike had come.

“Tobias, look out!” Bram yelled, but it was too late.

Crowley’s clawed spider limbs moved with incredible speed, slicing through the back of the unsuspecting magick user.

Tobias dropped down to the platform and lay very still.

Purely on instinct, Bram released his physical form and drifted up to float before the black magician. “This is done now.”

“It’s only just begun.” Crowley had spun to face Bram, a smug smile on his battle-ravaged face. But his expression quickly turned to one of disbelief as he gazed down to find that Bram’s hand had ghosted through his robes and into his chest.

“For you, it’s done.” Bram solidified his hand within the sorcerer’s chest, squeezing the monster’s black heart with all his might. He’d never touched anything that had felt so foul before.

Crowley’s eyes rolled back into his head and he dropped from the air, no chance even to scream.

Still floating in the air, his body no more substantial than a cloud, Bram watched as the evil sorcerer’s body tumbled downward, falling through the gaping hole in the platform to be swallowed up by the waiting desert beneath.

Bram stared at his hand, and he wished that his father were here—to tell him that he’d done the right thing.

I have done the right thing, haven’t I?

“Abraham!” Stitch’s voice pulled Bram from his doubts, and he allowed his body to become whole again, dropping to the platform, careful to avoid the jagged hole in the flooring.

“Is everybody all right?” he asked.

“The team is fine but …”

Bram’s eyes traveled across to the platform to the sight of Tobias and his sister. The child had completely emerged from the containment shell, into her brother’s embrace.

They glowed like the sun.

As Bram approached them he could hear Tobias speaking to her, whispering in her ear as he rocked her.

“Everything … everything is going to be all right, I’m here. There’s no need to be … afraid.”

“It hurts, Toby,” the little girl cried. “It wants to come out … the bad stuff inside me wants to come out.”

The supernatural power radiating from the duo was so intense that Bram couldn’t take even one step closer. “What should I do?” he asked, shielding his eyes with his hand.

Tobias looked up, his sister still in his arms. “There’s nothing you can do … nothing that anybody can do,” he said. “You need to go … you and your people.…”

The child was crying harder now as the unearthly light from her body grew all the more intense. Tobias pulled her closer, continuing to whisper soothing words in her ear.

“We have to try something,” Bram said, desperation in his voice.

“Please, you need to leave now. I’m not sure how much longer I can contain her power.”

Bram reluctantly began to back up, bumping into Stitch, who had come up behind him. The others were there as well; they had his back.

Just as a team should.

“Go!” Tobias barked; his face twisted in pain. “After this … the world … the world is going to need you more than ever.”

He held the crying child closer, rocking her to a lullaby that only he could hear. Bolts of multicolored energy leaped from their bodies, reaching up into the desert sky, like licks of solar flame exploding from the surface of the sun.

“We have to leave now,” Stitch said, squeezing Bram’s shoulder in a powerful grip.

The platform had begun to shake violently, the entire structure moaning as if in the throes of pain. Bram squinted his eyes, still wanting to look at Tobias and his sister. He wracked his brain for something—anything— that could help, that might change what appeared to be an inevitable outcome.

But there was nothing.

He turned to find Bogey, to tell him to rift them a passage out, but saw that the little creature had already done it. Bram moved toward the opening that would take them to another—safer—place. The others had already started to go through, Emily first, followed by Douglas pushing Desmond in his chair, Bogey, and then Stitch.

“Bram,” Stitch called.

He backed up toward the passage, but realized he wasn’t ready to leave yet.

“I’m sorry,” Bram called to Tobias. “Sorry that it has to end like this.”

The unearthly power surged from the little girl, the sudden flash so intense that Bram’s flesh tingled painfully. He felt Stitch’s powerful hands grab hold of his clothing and yank him into the passage.

And as he was transported from here to there, Bram thought he heard Tobias’s voice screaming through the nearly deafening explosion of supernatural force.

“Your father would have been proud.”

 

Tobias held his sister tightly as they died together, their flesh and bones dissolved in an explosion of energy so intense that it changed the world.

But as he passed from life, he knew there was no need to worry.

The Brimstone Network would keep the world safe.

Everything changed that night, and the sun rose on a new, more dangerous world.

Bogey’s rift had returned the team to Stitch’s birthplace beneath the ancient monastery at Lindesfarne. He had made them tea. Even Bogey had some, although he would have preferred something sweet with bubbles. And then they’d sat around an old-fashioned radio that Stitch had found in one of the storage closets.

They were all quiet, each with his own thoughts. They’d beaten the bad guy—sort of—but they hadn’t been able to prevent the energy within Claire Blaylock from reaching critical mass and changing the world.

They listened to news broadcasts from around the globe, listened to the various reporters talking about the bizarre explosion of energy that was so intense, it was seen everywhere. It was a phenomenon that the world’s greatest minds had yet to explain.

And Bram doubted that they ever would.

At first the news reports were focused on the explosion, but within hours there were new stories sprinkling in amongst the local news, sports, and weather.

It was what they had feared, what they had been waiting for.

The release of Claire Blaylock’s supernatural energy hadn’t been as devastating as Crowley had intended, but it still had had an effect on the barriers that kept the earth separate from other worlds.

The stories were small at first, vague reports of strange occurrences and sightings of bizarre creatures. But they soon began to grow, and from the sounds of the reporters’ voices, panic was beginning to set in. And on more than one occasion, someone bemoaned the loss of Elijah Stone and his Brimstone Network.

Bram and his team sat around the old radio, sipping their tea, feeling as though they could sleep for a month, and said nothing.

But all of them secretly wondering …

Where do we go from here?


EPILOGUE

THE RAT DEMONS, SENSING AN OPPORTUNITY to hunt in the place of humans, found the tear in the dimensional barrier between worlds and used it to cross over.

They had heard whispers of humanity, but it had been a very long time since their kind had hunted those of the soft, tasty pink flesh. The barriers had kept them separated from other worlds, but now, something had happened to the walls of magick.

And they were free to hunt wherever they pleased.

The leader of the rats—a most hungry and feral demon who was called Laxitus by those of his swarm—moved through the thick underbrush, leading his followers in a hunt for food.

The scents around them were overwhelming, and Laxitus decided that he and his kind would make their new home here in this place of delicious smells, where their bellies could grow large from the flesh of humanity.

The sounds of the human language drew him and his swarm toward what would be the first of many meals.

Squatting in the darkness he saw two of their kind—two human boys—as they hurried down a deserted patch of road, their voices raised in argument.

“I can’t believe we missed the bus, Jonah,” one of the young humans yelled as they walked. “If I don’t get back before my mom gets home from work, I’m going to be grounded to infinity.”

“I thought the last bus was at eleven thirty-five. They must’ve changed the schedule,” the other male human said. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you home with time to spare. Have I ever let you down before, Mikey?”

Mikey looked at him. “You let me down when there was no bus. I never would’ve gone to the later movie if …”

The rat demon’s stomach grumbled loudly with hunger.

The human Mikey stopped walking, searching his surroundings for the source of the sound.

“Did you hear that?” Mikey asked.

“Yeah, probably nothing,” Jonah said. “Look, if you want to get home before your mother, we better keep walking.”

Laxitus watched the boy from the darkness at the side of the road. A new smell had been added to the delicious aromas that flowed from the two, a smell of fear.

The rat demon didn’t know how much longer he would be able to hold back his gnawing hunger.

“I … I think there’s something watching us,” Human Mikey said. “Over there … in the bushes.”

The human pointed out for the other where he and his pack were lying in wait.

“Is it a cat?”

“Too big for a cat … maybe it’s a dog?”

The hunt is over, Laxitus then decided. Let the feeding begin.

The rat demons swarmed from the underbrush onto the road, Laxitus screeching madly in the language of its kind for the others to circle their prey so they could not escape.

The humans started to scream, holding on to each other as they tried to flee but were stopped by the hissing snarls of Laxitus’s swarm.

As leader, Laxitus would be given the honor of first taste, and moved toward the two humans. The rat demon leader’s belly ached painfully as the smell of their prey’s fear wafted enticingly in the air.

Laxitus rose up on its back legs, preparing to spring.

He could practically taste the delicious human meat already.

Too bad he wouldn’t have the chance.

Excuse me,” Bram called to the rat creatures as he stepped out with the others from Bogey’s rift.

The rat demons turned their beady eyes toward them, baring yellow, razor-sharp teeth in a feral hiss.

“You’re probably wondering who we are.” Bram looked quickly to his left, where Bogey and Dez, and his father were standing. And then to his right at Stitch, and at Emily in her wolfen form, before turning his attention back to the demonic rat things.

“We’re the ones who are going to make you sorry you even thought of coming here to feed.”

The rat demons forgot the boys and surged toward the team in a wave of fur, fangs, and claws.

“We’re the Brimstone Network,” Bram announced with extreme confidence.

The rat demons never stood a chance.
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