
        
            
                
            
        

    
How can Bram stop a vampire who can’t be killed?

Bram wrestled with the monster. The vampire was stronger than he expected.

Willing his hand ghostly, Bram plunged his limb through the armor and into the vampire’s chest. He gasped, feeling a cold the likes of which he’d never experienced before as he searched for his prize.

“Looking for something, ghost child?” Vladek snarled, driving his forehead into the startled boy’s very solid chin.

Tossed backward, Bram’s head spun and he struggled to keep himself conscious. The vampire was on him in a flash, his clawed hand gripping his hair and yanking his head back.

“If there was time, I would turn you,” Vladek warned. “Then I would lock you away … inside a box of stone … and make you starve forever.”

And then he was gone. Through his swirling vision Bram saw the vampire and his human servants racing toward the magickal doorway.
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PROLOGUE

THE WORLD WAS A MUCH MORE dangerous place now.

A few weeks ago, a searing white light lit up the skies across the planet. Some saw it as yet another sign that the world was coming to an end; others knew exactly what it was—a paranormal event that signaled humanity’s next phase in its relationship with the supernatural.

The strange explosion of light had weakened the ancient magickal barriers between the countless other dimensions and realities that existed beyond the world of man.

For most, this was reason for panic.

But for some, it was cause for celebration.

Lewis Tyker stood before the cave opening, his beady eyes scanning the nearly impenetrable darkness. “Is this it?” he asked his two companions.

“I believe it is,” Mason Atkins answered, removing the pack from his back and placing it on the cold ground before the cave. He unzipped the bag and fished inside. “But let’s check to be sure.”

Carefully he removed a small cube from the bottom of the bag and held it in his palm. With his other hand he undid the latch and opened the lid. A horrible stench wafted out from inside.

“If my stomach wasn’t already empty, I’d be barfing right now,” Prentiss Rollins said as he pulled a red bandanna from inside his pocket and placed it over his nose.

“I don’t think it smells so bad,” Mason said. “I guess you get used to it after a while.” He knelt down and set the wooden box on the ground. “Let’s see what our little friend has to say.”

Lewis felt his patience beginning to wane. This was his job. People paid him to find things. Legal or otherwise, it was all the same to him. But they had already been in the Ural Mountains for days now, searching for a Brimstone Network magickal artifact storage dump without any luck.

The little box began to quiver and a toadlike creature, its skin a pale, sickly gray, climbed over the edge of the box.

“So what do you think, Chauncey?” Mason asked the strange animal. “Anything to eat here?”

“Chauncey?” Prentiss asked with a snarl.

“That’s his name,” Mason said, staring at the toad-thing and smiling.

Prentiss muttered something unflattering under his breath and lumbered toward the darkness of the cave.

“Careful,” Lewis warned, yanking him back by the jacket. “Don’t want to trip any alarms.”

Prentiss scowled, taking three steps back. “Didn’t think they’d still be active,” he growled.

“Can’t be too careful,” Lewis said, already turning his attention back to the pale-skinned toad.

The Enochian Toad had turned toward the cave entrance, its dark eyes staring straight ahead. Awkwardly, it crawled closer, its flesh changing from a sickly pale color to a rich and vibrant green as it absorbed remnants of magickal energy leaking from the cave.

“This must be the place,” Prentiss said, the smile on his grizzled features looking oddly out of place.

Mason caught up with Chauncey and picked it up. He gave its head a loving pat, then placed the Enochian back into its box.

“Magickal defenses,” Lewis said to Mason.

Mason approached the entrance and extended his hand, wiggling his long, thin fingers in the air. “A slight, lingering trace,” he said. “But it’s been shorted out—the defenses are down.”

The three of them removed battery-powered lanterns from their packs and entered the cave. At first glance, it appeared to be a naturally occurring environment, but as they moved farther inside, Lewis could see that it had been dug deeper into the earth by man-made means. And it was cold.

Prentiss was ahead and had just turned a sharp bend in the rock-hewn passage, when Lewis heard him cry out, “We’re here.”

Lewis and Mason sped up, rounding the curve to find Prentiss already at work. He was kneeling before a large metal door in the solid rock, his lock-picking instruments laid out before him on a piece of cloth.

There was a sharp clicking sound, then Prentiss reached out, took hold of the brass ring above the keyhole, and gave it a twist to the right. At first it would not turn, but he put all his strength into it, and finally it gave, the door slowly swinging open with a high-pitched whine.

A smell wafted out from inside the room—an odor that made the Enochian Toad smell like a fresh spring bouquet. They all began to cough, covering their mouths and noses.

“What is that?” Prentiss gasped. “Smells like something … a hundred somethings died in there.” But the horrid stench didn’t stop him from charging into the room holding his lantern high.

Lewis entered more cautiously with Mason behind him.

“There were powerful magickal defenses in here,” the thin man said, slowly lifting his lantern.

“But they’re gone now,” Lewis stated, staring at the man. “Correct?”

Mason nodded.

“Over here,” Prentiss called out from somewhere in the chamber.

“Set up the lights,” Lewis told Mason, before going to find Prentiss.

Holding his lantern out before him, the yellow light cut through the darkness of the chamber like a surgical blade. Wooden crates and chests made of metal and stone lay stacked around the room, their surfaces covered with dust inches thick. Lewis felt a tingle of excitement, wondering what untold valuables awaited him.

The chamber was suddenly brightly illuminated, and Lewis caught sight of Prentiss’s shadow in a section of the chamber where even the new light could barely reach.

“What’ve you got?” Lewis asked, approaching to find Prentiss busily moving things from atop a large, stone box.

“Not sure,” he grumbled.

Lewis moved his lantern over the items on the floor. Odd, he thought, noticing that almost all of the objects appeared to have religious significance: prayer beads, metal crosses, Stars of David, a large crucifix—its figure of Jesus Christ carved from solid gold.

“These all came from the top of this box?” Lewis asked as Prentiss finished moving the last of the objects.

“Yeah,” he said, tossing aside a wooden drawer filled with ancient-looking scrolls.

The section of the chamber was suddenly awash with light, and Lewis turned to see Mason angling the shade of a work light toward the great stone box.

“This should help,” the thin man said.

“Excellent,” Prentiss said, running his hands over the surface of the stone lid.

In the light Lewis could see the residue of magickal sigils drawn upon the lid of the box. Something suddenly didn’t feel right.

“Wait,” he said weakly, just as his partner pulled a crowbar from his pack.

Prentiss stopped and turned, glaring at him. “What now?”

“Perhaps we should wait….”

“Are you out of your mind?” Prentiss snarled. “Do you think we’re the only thieves searching for this stuff?”

“I know … it’s just that …”

“My gut tells me there’s something valuable in this box,” Prentiss said. “And I always trust my gut.”

With an almost frantic excitement, he jammed the end of the crowbar between the cover and the case, and with a grunt pried the lid up. A high-pitched hissing sound, like a thousand angry cobras, filled the chamber as the seal was broken and the air of the cavern rushed to fill the vacuum that had once existed inside the box.

“Give me a hand with this,” Prentiss ordered, and Lewis and Mason grabbed hold of the heavy stone lid, sliding it askew.

Prentiss dropped the crowbar to the rock floor with a clatter, snatched up his lantern, and leaned into the box. Suddenly something reached up from the darkness, grabbed Prentiss by the neck, and yanked him down inside. He screamed, bent over the edge of the box, struggling to pull himself away from whatever it was that held him.

Mason and Lewis immediately jumped back, their sudden movement causing the stone lid to fall heavily to the cavern floor, where it shattered on impact. And then the chamber was filled with a new sound, a horrible sucking sound—the sound of something feeding.

Their partner’s struggles grew weaker, his screams trailed off to a pathetic whine, and his legs went limp. Then that terrible feeding sound stopped, and his body was cast aside like an empty soda can.

Lewis and Mason gazed in horror at their comrade, at his ravaged throat, and the withered, wrinkled flesh that made him look fifty years older than he was. Lewis could not look away from the jagged wound upon the man’s throat.

The jagged … bloodless… wound.

And then movement within the stone chest caught his attention. Two clawlike hands gripped the rim of the box, hauling up the horror that had, until then, remained hidden.

It was as if he was looking at the remains of some ancient corpse, its skin like tanned leather stretched over bone, its horrible mouth filled with knife-sharp fangs stained red with Prentiss’s blood.

And its eyes, its dark, bottomless eyes, looked at him, and he felt it exert its control upon his will.

Lewis found himself dropping to his knees. Beside him, Mason did the same.

“I am Vladek Sadovnik, dark prince of the vampire legions,” the withered figure wheezed. “And you will swear your allegiance to me, or your life-stuff shall fill my belly.”




1.

ABRAHAM STONE STOOD UPON A HILL IN THE SHADOWS of an old oak tree and watched the memorial ceremony in the cemetery below.

It’s a good-size crowd, the thirteen-year-old thought as he witnessed the dedication of another monument in honor of the Brimstone Network and the work they had done to protect the world from harm over the countless years.

This statue was his favorite; it depicted an angelic figure, wings spread, robes flowing around it, one of its arms raised with sword in hand pointed toward the Heavens.

He was sure his father would have approved.

Just thinking about him brought a hard, nearly choking lump to Bram’s throat, and the burning of tears in his eyes.

Elijah Stone had been the leader of the Brimstone Network and had met his fate, along with all the other original members of the Network, in a fatal attack by the forces of the supernatural just over a month ago.

It was a time such as this that Bram could actually slow down for a moment, no longer in full motion with his assignment of restoring the Network to some semblance of strength. His father had given him this most special assignment, to make sure that the Brimstone Network would go on.

A hard task for sure, and one that he wasn’t completely sure he was ready for, but he tried nonetheless.

It was what his father had wanted, and what the world required.

“How come I’m the only lucky one who gets to go to these depressing things with you?” his companion Bogey asked, pulling a candy bar from the inside pocket of his Red Sox jacket. He tore away the top of the wrapper with his large, yellow teeth and spit it on the ground.

“Pick that up,” Bram scolded. “Littering is very disrespectful, and littering here is twice as disrespectful.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the gray-skinned creature muttered, picking up the wrapper and shoving it in his jacket pocket.

“These ceremonies help me focus on the job I have in front of me,” Bram said, listening as a small group began to sing some sort of hymn in honor of the organization.

“Ya gotta admit, they are pretty depressing,” Bogey said through a mouth full of candy.

“Which is another reason why I don’t ask any of the others to come,” Bram said. “The stuff we’re dealing with is upsetting enough without another thing being added to the pile.”

“So what, I’m just the lucky one?” Bogey asked as he peeled away more of the candy wrapper.

“And you’re also the quickest form of transportation,” Bram said, lowering his voice as the music below came to a stop.

“Nice,” Bogey grumbled. “It’s times like this that I wish I wasn’t such an awesome rifter.”

Bogey belonged to a race of supernatural creatures called the Mauthe Dhoog, and some of his species were born with the magickal aptitude for something called rifting. Those hatched with this talent had the ability to conjure doorways from one place to another—from the here to the there.

Bogey had a real knack for rifting, and was one of the most valuable members of the new Brimstone team that Bram had managed to pull together.

“If you weren’t, you’d have been left behind in Gutt-swallow,” Bram added cruelly, regretting the words as they left his mouth.

“Harsh, dude,” Bogey said, finishing his candy. The Mauthe Dhoog put the empty wrapper in his pocket.

The crowd below bowed their heads in silent reflection. This was where Bram always ran into trouble, when he had the time to think about the huge responsibility that had been heaped upon him.

It had the tendency to make him sort of cranky.

“Sorry,” Bram said, looking away from the gathering.

Bogey shrugged. “That’s all right, I know you didn’t mean it.” The gray-skinned creature paused, gazing down at the group at the bottom of the hill. “Can’t imagine that these things are good for your mood—why do you insist on going to them? This must be, like, the fifth one in a week.”

From another pocket he produced a piece of beef jerky and started to gnaw on it.

“It helps me focus,” Bram said. “Whenever I think of quitting, I see the people down there in my head and I see how sad—how frightened—they are now that my father and the Network are gone. It keeps me going.”

Bogey tore a large hunk of jerky from the stick and started to chew.

“Why are we still hiding?” Bogey asked him. “If the world is so afraid, why don’t we let them know we’re still around … that the Brimstone Network isn’t completely dead and gone?”

The crowd below had started to disperse. The sun would be setting soon, and nobody these days liked to be out after dark.

“I’ve thought about that,” Bram said. “But I don’t think we’re ready yet. There are too many enemies of the Network out there who would hunt us down and try to destroy us just to make a point. I think it’s better that we remain in hiding awhile longer, doing our job from the shadows.”

Bogey shrugged, still chewing on the last of his snack.

“I guess that’s true,” he said.

The crowd was gone, leaving only the memorial statue—the sword-bearing angel—behind.

“Want to get going?” Bogey asked, wiggling his fingers in preparation to rift them a passage back to their current headquarters in England.

“In a minute,” Bram said as he headed down the hill. “I’d like a closer look at the monument.”

Bram didn’t even have to turn around to see that Bogey was probably rolling his eyes.

He had to give the Mauthe Dhoog credit; even though it was obvious that Bogey wanted to leave, he still gave Bram the time that he wanted to spend at the monument.

Up close the statue was even more impressive, and Bram found himself suddenly overwhelmed with emotion. It was all a huge jumble: the responsibility of what his father had heaped upon him, as well the ragged emotions that he still felt in regard to his loss—to the world’s loss.

He knelt before the warrior angel and actually found himself praying for some sort of sign from a higher authority that he was doing a good job.

The cackle of laughter wasn’t exactly what he expected.

“Who the heck is that?” Bogey asked, squinting into the darkness.

The sun had not yet fallen completely, draping the vast cemetery in an increasing shroud of twilight.

Bram slowly climbed to his feet, his eyes locked upon the shapes in the distance emerging from holes that had opened in the ground.

“Ghouls,” Bogey said with disgust.

Bram was immediately on guard, and then felt his anger surge as he watched what the pale-skinned beasties were up to.

Each of them was carrying a can of spray paint, and as they climbed from the earth they began to defile the cemetery headstones and monuments. The creatures were laughing hysterically as they made their way across the cemetery toward them—toward the Brimstone Network monument.

He could hear them shaking their spray cans, the metal bead inside the cans bouncing around, mixing the pressurized contents. The ghouls seemed to be getting more excited, more rowdy as they got closer to the cemetery’s newest edition.

“They’re not gonna do what I think they’re gonna do,” Bogey suddenly said, the sound of his voice stopping the ghouls in their tracks.

Bram stepped from the shadow created by the warrior angel, Bogey at his side.

The ghouls studied them with dark, shiny eyes. There were five of the creatures, and Bram watched their expressions of surprise change to amusement as they saw that there were only two of them.

The ghouls began to laugh, one after the other starting to shake their spray paint cans again.

“I almost feel sorry for them,” Bogey said with a shake of his head as he started to roll the sleeves of his Red Sox jacket.

The ghouls charged them, the loose skin around their mouths peeling back to reveal pointy, sharp teeth.

“On second thought, they deserve everything they get,” the Mauthe Dhoog said, tensing to fight beside Bram.

Bram couldn’t have agreed more.

He wasn’t as afraid as he used to be. Bram Stone wasn’t entirely human, and it was his other side—his Spectral side—that used to terrify him so much.

To avoid a war with a supernatural race called the Specter, Bram’s father had married a member of the Specter royal family, which resulted in a treaty between the human race and the otherworldly Specter, as well as a child.

Him. Abraham Stone. Only part human; the other half part of a race of fierce, ghostly warriors.

It wasn’t easy to grow up this way, the Spectral part of him eager to embrace anger, eager to fight.

His father had seen Bram’s inner turmoil. The Spectral side of his personality was becoming more and more intense the older he became. His father knew that the two sides of his dueling natures would need to come together as one if he was going to survive, so Bram was sent away to a secret monastery high in the Himalaya Mountains where he was to be trained by the priests of P’Yon Kep.

He had not yet completed his training when he was called from his studies. His father and the Brimstone Network had been murdered and, despite his fears, he had a job to do.

The priests of the monastery had given him all the knowledge he would require to join the two halves of his nature, and every day as he and his team took on more and more responsibilities as protectors of the world, he became a little less afraid.

And a little closer to becoming one with his inhuman side.

It was at a time like this when he could see how far he’d come.

The ghouls lumbered at them, clawed hands ready to slash and rip, needle teeth eager to tear into soft flesh.

Not too long ago Bram would have been terrified, not so much of fighting creatures such as these but of losing control of his Spectral nature.

But not anymore.

He willed his body immaterial, floating up from the ground and, with just a little bit of concentration, propelled himself toward their attackers.

By the looks on their monstrous faces, he could tell that the ghouls were surprised, which was perfectly fine by him.

He dropped down directly in front of them and allowed his body to become solid again. Not giving them a chance to gather their wits, Bram lashed out, the palm of his hand snapping out with incredible force, striking one of the ghouls in his piggish nose and driving his bald head backward.

The ghoul stumbled back two steps, eyes fixed upon the darkening sky above him before falling to the ground.

The remaining ghouls looked to their fallen member before turning their stares to Bram. They all began to roar at once, a horrible moaning sound accompanied by the unhinging of their jaws.

But Bram was ready as they tossed their spray cans to the cemetery grass and lunged at him as one.

He felt his pulse rate increase and a rush of excitement pass through him as his Spectral nature kicked in and he welcomed the ghouls’ assault. It was all about control when dealing with the alien nature that was just as much a part of him as his humanity, and he reveled in its skills as he met the monsters’ attack head-on.

At first they attempted to assault him with their physical presence, supernatural strength, and jagged claws used for digging through the earth in search of the dead to feed upon. But these monstrous traits could not be used against him if he could not be touched.

Bram made himself a ghost. They clawed at him; tried to sink their needle-sharp teeth into his flesh, but their attacks fell upon nothing but air.

He saw them growing more furious, more bestial as they tried to take him down, but they would have had more luck if they were attacking the wind.

Wishing to bring the current conflict to an end as quickly as possible, Bram made himself suddenly solid. The ghouls practically howled with glee as they put their grimy hands upon him.

And it was the last thing that they did.

One after another they fell, the training from the priests of P’Yon Kep filling Bram’s head as if he were reading from a training manual. Spinning around with a roundhouse kick, the heel of Bram’s foot caught the side of one of the beasties’ faces, knocking a spray of needle teeth from his mouth and rendering him unconscious.

Bouncing on the soles of his feet, Bram was ready for the next attack, but he quickly realized that there were no more. He counted three unconscious ghouls upon the ground and realized that two were missing.

He heard a commotion over to his left and spun around ready to face the next assault.

Two of the ghouls, having produced knives from somewhere on their body, were stalking toward Bogey. The Mauthe Dhoog had backed up against an old mausoleum door.

Bram could hear the dead-eaters begin to laugh when they realized that their prey could go no farther to escape them.

“Bogey!” Bram called out, not wanting his friend to be afraid. He started toward the ghouls when Bogey suddenly stopped him in his tracks.

“I’ve got it, Bram,” his friend called out.

The ghouls looked toward Bram, and then back to the Mauthe Dhoog.

“We’ve got you, little boggart,” one of the ghouls barked, switching his knife blade from one hand to the next.

“You keep on telling yourself that, ugly,” Bogey said, just as he raised his stubby arms, his fingers wiggling like worms on a rain-covered pavement, and a strange song escaped his lips.

A song of rifting.

The conjured rift first appeared as a black dot hanging in the middle of the air, and within seconds it had grown to the size of a house window.

The ghouls were momentarily distracted by the opening floating in space, but soon returned their attentions to the Mauthe Dhoog, who was now smiling.

“It was nice seeing ya,” Bogey called out to his would-be attackers. “Don’t forget to come back when ya can’t stay so long.”

The ghouls looked at each other, thinking that their prey had lost its wits, and they started to laugh.

“We are going nowhere, little boggart morsel,” one of them said.

“It is you who are—” started the other, but his words were interrupted by the thick tentacle that had reached out from the other side of the rifted opening and wrapped around his throat.

“GHAAK!”

The slime-covered tentacle yanked the ghoul away, back through the hole in time and space, followed by another that sought out the remaining dead-eater.

The last of the ghouls didn’t even have time to scream as he was enwrapped in the muscular embrace of the terror from Bogey’s rift and drawn back through the pulsing black opening hanging in the air.

“That’s that,” the Mauthe Dhoog said, wiping his hands on the front of his jacket. And then he proceeded to manipulate the magicks at his disposal and to close the rift before whatever it was on the other side became greedy and came looking for more.

The passage closed with a sharp, popping sound, and Bram turned to see the three ghouls that he had laid out fleeing for their lives.

“Should we chase them?” Bogey asked, a mischievous twinkle in his dark eyes.

Bram continued to watch the ghouls as they furiously dug down into the cemetery grass, disappearing beneath the earth.

“No,” he said. “I think we’ve scared them enough. Plus, it helps to get the message out there.”

“Don’t vandalize cemeteries?” Bogey asked.

“No, that the Brimstone Network might not be as dead as they would like to think.”

Emily Larch lay upon her bed, listening to her iPod on shuffle and staring through the skylight in her ceiling up at the nighttime sky.

A new song began and she picked up the Nano, sliding her finger across the face of the player to get to the next selection.

She didn’t like that song either.

Having over a thousand songs available, which she’d loaded into the tiny MP3 player herself, Emily would have thought that the chances of getting songs that she didn’t like would have been slim to none, but that was just her luck.

Or maybe she was just in a cranky mood.

She scrolled through a few more songs before she found something that she could tolerate, and then lay back upon her pillow.

The song played, but she really didn’t hear it, totally distracted by her thoughts about the Brimstone Network.

They had made her a member of the new Network, seeing as how the old members were all dead. Bram had said that her name was on a special list that had been compiled by his father, that her unique ability—what a freakin’ joke—made her a perfect candidate for a newly formed Brimstone group.

Unique ability.

Emily felt her anger spark, and something savage stirred within her.

Her flesh began to tingle, the fingernails on her hands feeling as though they were starting to grow.

It took lots of deep breaths, and calming thoughts about beautiful fields of flowers, and waterfalls, before the sensations started to pass.

It was getting harder to keep the beast under control, especially since telling Bram and the other weirdos that made up the new Network that she would join their group.

But they had said there might be a chance they could cure her. That was a chance—no matter how slight—she was willing to take the risk for.

Emily was a lycanthrope—a werewolf, for those who weren’t up on their supernatural, shape-shifting afflictions. She had no idea why she had been cursed to change into a large, humanoid wolf whenever she got upset. Not familiar with anyone afflicted with the same condition from her family tree, Emily just figured it was a first prize from a spin of the wheel of crap.

She would do anything to cure herself of this curse, even if it meant hanging out, and sometimes fighting with a group with probably just as many issues as she had, maybe more.

Of course her parents were clueless, unaware of her bestial condition, as well as her frequent comings and goings from the house at all hours of the day and night. It was amazing what a little magick could do to disguise the fact that you weren’t home, tucked beneath the covers fast asleep, when you should be.

Another song had started, and she didn’t really care for that one either. Emily sat up and removed her earbuds, disgusted with the fact that the iPod had decided to play only the stuff that she’d rather not hear right then. Turning off the plastic white device and bunching the earbud wires into a little ball, she bounced off her bed and opened her dresser drawer.

What sounded like breaking glass, followed by her parents’ voices raised in panic, found its way up the stairs and into her room.

Emily dropped the iPod into the drawer and pushed it shut, heading toward her door.

“What’re you guys doing down there?” she hollered, stepping just outside her room and into the hallway.

It sounded like her parents were having a wrestling match, and with an eye-roll of disgust, she strode down the hallway to the stairs to see what was going on.

“Hey, do you guys want to knock it off, or what?” she said, annoyed, rounding the corner from the staircase and heading toward the kitchen to where the noise seemed to be coming from. “What if I was sleeping or something?”

Emily froze in the kitchen entryway.

Her mother was hurriedly pulling down all the shades and closing all the blinds while her dad had tipped the heavy, wooden kitchen table on its side and was placing it up against the sliding doors that led outside onto the deck.

“What the heck are you doing?” Emily said, the question coming out as a shrill-sounding shriek.

“Everything is going to be fine,” her mother said, not even looking at her. She rushed to join her father in placing the kitchen table up against the glass of the sliding door.

“What is going on?” Emily screamed, stomping one of her feet.

Her father quickly looked away from what he was doing. His eyes were wild, and even though she didn’t want to, she could smell the strong stink of fear wafting from his pores.

The odor made the beast inside her restless.

“Go up to your room and lock the door,” her father ordered.

“I won’t,” Emily said defiantly, walking farther into the kitchen. She knew that they were likely just wanting to protect her, but they were acting like total nut bags. And besides, if there was anybody in the house who didn’t need protecting, it was her.

The wolf inside purred in agreement.

The smell hit her as if it were placed on a cloth and shoved on her face.

Blood.

She found it at once on the tile floor near the sliding deck doors; a glistening puddle of maroon.

“Whose blood is that?” she demanded.

“We don’t have time for this, Emily,” her father said, trying to wedge the table beneath the metal door frame.

“It’s from one of them,” her mother said so fast that the words all blended together. “We killed one of them when the first tried to get in.”

Emily’s sensitive hearing picked up the sound of voices, high-pitched chattering from somewhere in their backyard.

“Them?” she asked. “One of them … one of who?”

The voices from outside were coming closer, so close that even her parents could hear them now.

The beast … the wolf inside her, could sense it like the blood on the kitchen floor. Danger. There was danger in the air.

“There isn’t time, Emily,” her mother said. She stepped back from the table, eyes huge with fear.

There were footsteps on the other side of the door, something scampering across the deck.

Emily ran toward the sink, reaching for the shade of the window above it. Taking hold of the shade, she yanked it aside to see out into the yard. Something moved in the tall grass, and she squinted, allowing her eyes to become more like the wolf’s so that she could see in the darkness.

Tiny figures, no bigger than a foot tall, were marching through the grass of her backyard from the woods beyond. They were wearing crude outfits of burlap and leather; tall, pointed, red hats decorated their round, squat heads.

Gnomes, Emily thought, staring at the small creatures moving on her house. They looked like the garden statues that people have in their yards for decoration.

Only these looked as though they wanted to kill you.

Carrying tiny knives, swords, and spears, they advanced toward the house.

“What do they want?” Emily asked her parents.

Her mother shook her head, staring at the table stacked in front of the sliding door. The pounding of tiny fists could be heard from outside.

“We didn’t know that it would bother them,” her mother said, shaking her head from side to side. “We just wanted a nice compost pile for the garden, that’s all.”

“You dumped garbage on them?” Emily asked. “Is that what this is about?”

Her mother looked toward her with tears in her eyes.

“How were we supposed to know that they lived there?”

Over the last few weeks the world had altered dramatically, the everyday rules changing from one moment to the next. One minute it was perfectly fine to dump garbage in your own backyard, and the next you were somehow upsetting a nest of nasty gnomes.

What a world.

The window above the sink suddenly exploded inward, pieces of glass spraying Emily. She let out a shriek, feeling her hold upon the beast slip just a bit. Dusting the glass from her hair and clothes she looked toward the sink and at the small figure that rose up from the basin.

Its face was wrinkled with dark bags beneath its eyes. The gnome had a dirty white beard, and fat swollen lips that looked like two slugs stacked on top of each other, and in its hand it held a tiny, but sharp-looking knife.

Her parents started to scream, frozen in place in front of the overturned table. The gnome opened its mouth in a scream of rage, raising its knife as it began to crawl from the sink.

She knew that there was very little she could do at the moment, but the beast inside—it was born for nonsense like this.

But she didn’t want her parents to find out about her affliction this way. Emily had kept it from them, planning on revealing her secret at just the right time.

This moment didn’t even come close to how she’d imagined she would tell them, but Emily couldn’t have stopped the change if she’d tried.

At first there was the incredible itching, as if a million ants were alive beneath her flesh, crawling to get out. And from there it just intensified, feeling as though her flesh were about to erupt into flame.

She tore at her skin, ripping it away to stop the agony.

Ripping it away to expose the fur of the beast beneath.

The torn flesh dropped from her clawed hands to the kitchen floor. The look upon the gnome’s face was hysterical. The tiny creature turned quickly away, realizing that it had bitten off more than it could chew, and tried to escape through the broken window.

Emily pounced, grabbing the foot-tall attacker in one of her clawed hands and bringing it to her mouth. Her powerful jaws clamped down upon the squirming gnome and she shook it furiously, growling excitedly as she ended its life.

The stink of fear was stronger in the kitchen, and she found herself looking toward the source.

It came from both of them in waves. Her parents. They were staring at her—seeing her in the shape of the wolf for the very first time.

And they were terrified.

Emily tore her wild, animal eyes away from the sight of her parents, and looked through the broken window out into the yard. The gnomes were still there in the grass, still attacking her house.

She let the rage of the beast enflame her, bounding up onto the kitchen counter and out through the window into the yard. Emily wanted to lose herself in the beast’s anger, wanted desperately to forget what she had seen in her parents’ eyes.

A look more hurtful than a bullet to the heart.


2.

HIS DAD WAS HUMMING A BEATLES TUNE.

Desmond St. Laurent leaned heavily upon his crutches, feeling stronger than he had in quite a long time, but still not strong enough to deal with what Bram had asked him to do.

Dez watched his dad move about the small room, removing things from the boxes they had brought from their wrecked home in Maine and putting them away in some kind of order.

Since the attack upon their home, he and his dad had been staying beneath the ruins of an old monastery, on the island of Lindesfarne, near Enland. Supposedly the location was only temporary until the new Brimstone Network was more established and Bram figured out the best place to set up shop.

“How’s this?” his father asked, distracting him from his thoughts.

Douglas St. Laurent was holding a framed picture against the wall.

“Looks fine,” Dez answered, using his crutches to get across the room to his wheelchair. He suddenly had the urge to sit down.

Bram’s request of him made him feel very tired.

His father used a hammer to bang in the nail, and then hung the picture on the wall. Stepping back, the man admired his handiwork and stepped aside so Dez could see.

“What do you think?” the man asked, smiling.

The picture was of Dez and his dad. They were both dressed in heavy winter clothes and sitting on top of a pretty high snowbank.

Dez couldn’t help but grin. He remembered that it had been taken by a neighbor after a particularly nasty nor’easter dropped over a foot of snow.

It wasn’t too long after that his father had gone to the hospital with chest pains.

Dez felt his smile start to fade.

And after that, Douglas St. Laurent had died.

“What’s next?” his father asked, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “Why don’t we stack your books up against the wall beside your bed? How’s that sound?”

Desmond nodded, and his father immediately went to work removing stacks of books from one of the many boxes.

Nobody would ever really suspect that he wasn’t alive anymore, Dez thought, watching as the man worked. And that had been his plan all along.

Dez had been born with a crippling muscle disease that often made it difficult for him to get around, but he also had been born with an extremely powerful brain. He and his dad had suspected that Dez had the ability to use sections of his brain that most people never use. He could do all kinds of things with just a thought: start fires, mind control, lift things up.

Make it seem that his father was still alive.

Nobody had been able to tell, and it was only after the monsters had attacked his house and his father had received an injury that should have killed him but didn’t that his new friends in the Brimstone Network began to suspect that something was up.

Which led to his current predicament.

His father had already emptied out three of the boxes and was starting on his fourth. There wasn’t much by way of furniture in the room—an old chest of drawers, two mattresses on the floor, a lamp resting on an old steamer chest. It wasn’t the Hilton, but it would do.

Bram had made him promise to explain to his father what he had done; to let him know that it was Dez’s mental powers keeping him alive.

But how do you do something like that? Dez thought, sitting in his wheelchair.

Hey, Dad, I forgot to mention, you’ve been dead for over a year, but I’ve been keeping you alive. Please pass the salt.

His anger flared, and the lamp sitting on the steamer chest was picked up by an invisible force and thrown across the room to smash against the stone wall.

Squatting by a stack of books, Dad looked from the shattered lamp to Dez. “Everything okay there, sport?”

Dez nodded. “Yeah, sorry, I’m just getting a little frustrated at being cooped up in this place.” He looked around the room.

“That’s all right,” Dad said, coming over to him. He hunkered down beside Dez’s wheelchair. “Everybody’s entitled to let off a little steam now and then. We’ll just tell anybody who asks that the lamp fell off the chest.” He put a loving arm around his son and gave him hug.

Dez knew that his father was only there because of his own selfishness. He couldn’t stand the thought of being alone. He could tell himself all day and night that it was what his father would want, but deep down he knew that it had very little to do with his dad’s wishes.

His father was looking at him and smiling. Dez studied the man’s face, the makeup he’d used to cover the deep wounds and gashes he’d received in their recent battles becoming more and more obvious. Dez’s brain power was awesome, but there was no way even he could make a dead body heal. Some things were beyond even him.

“Dad,” Dez began, the urge to tell his father the whole truth suddenly strong.

“Yes?” his dad said. “What’s up?”

The words were about to come, dancing on the tip of Dez’s tongue, when the alarm started to sound.

“What’s that?” Douglas asked, standing up beside his son’s chair.

“I’m not sure,” Dez replied. “I’ve never heard that one before.”

“We should probably check it out,” his father said, getting behind the wheelchair and pushing him from the room.

“Yeah, we probably should,” Dez said in reply, angry that the truth had not been revealed.

As well as relieved.

Legs that had once belonged to two separate Brimstone Network agents—long since deceased—propelled Mr. Stitch down the short corridor toward the heavy wooden door at its end.

The alarm appeared to be coming from inside, and he had no idea what the ruckus was all about.

None of the multiple parts that made up his surgically sewn together body recalled what was stored behind the door at the end of the corridor, or what the alarm could possibly be the harbinger of, but its incessant tolling demanded that he find out.

The large man created from the body parts of fallen Brimstone Network agents stopped in front of the door. From the deep pockets of his coat he withdrew a ring of keys and started to search for the one that would fit the weathered wood door.

One after another, Stitch tried to fit the keys into the lock with little success, and the alarm continued to toll, and seemed to being growing louder. He sighed in exasperation.

“Hey, Stitch, what’s going on?” a voice he recognized as belonging to Douglas St. Laurent asked.

He looked away from the lock to see the father pushing his son in a wheelchair down the hall toward him.

“Think you can shut that off pretty soon?” Desmond asked, sticking his pinkie finger into one of his ear holes. “My brain is gonna start bleeding.”

“I’m trying,” Stitch growled, continuing to not have any success.

“Are you sure the key is on that ring?” Douglas asked, coming to stand beside him at the door.

“These are the only keys I could find,” Stitch answered. “I’m guessing that there’s a bloody good chance that what we’re looking for is on this ring.”

Douglas didn’t say anything more, crossing his arms across his chest and leaning against the door.

Dez wheeled over. “Are those the keys from the supply closet?”

“No,” Stitch barked. “They’re the keys from the drawer beside the cabinet in the workroom.”

The alarm was most definitely louder, and Stitch felt as though his ears were about to fall from the sides of his head. None of the keys were working.

“I didn’t know there was another set in the supply closet,” he grumbled.

“That one and another set,” Dez suddenly said.

Stitch stopped his work and stared at the heavyset boy.

“Another set?”

Dez nodded. “Yeah, I saw another ring in the kitchen pantry the other day when I was looking for some bread.”

Stitch jammed the next key into the lock. The long piece of metal went into the hole and, for a moment, he thought it was going to turn. Excitedly he gave it a twist, but it refused to move. And then his fingers fumbled, and the entire ring clattered to the floor.

“Ouch!” Dez said, his face twisted in a wince.

“Now that just stinks,” Douglas added with a shake of his head.

Stitch couldn’t stand it anymore. He hauled back his fist and punched at the obstruction, delivering a blow to the area above the uncooperative lock. The wood shattered with the strike, but his fist did not go through. He punched the door again and again, feeling his tension wash away.

“Remind me never to get you mad,” Dez said.

“Remind me never to lock any doors,” Douglas added.

Stitch smirked, pushing on the door as it swung into the room behind it.

The alarm shrieked even louder as they all entered the room. It was dark, the only light coming from the red and green lights on banks of machinery located against the walls, and from the ghostly representation of the planet Earth that floated in the air above a circular platform, the strange lights located within the platform responsible for the holographic image.

“What the heck is that?” Dez asked, wheeling his chair closer. He reached out a hand and let it pass through Africa as the globe slowly turned.

Stitch carefully studied the representation of Earth, noticing multiple gold spots marked on various locations around the world. But there was one spot, seemingly in Eastern Europe somewhere, that was not gold. It was red, and it flashed to the beat of the screaming alarm.

“What do you think it means?” Douglas asked, now standing beside him.

Stitch reached a large hand up to stroke his square chin.

“I can’t imagine it’s anything good,” he said, watching the pulsing red spot as the mysterious alarm continued to scream its warning.

“Nothing good at all.”

Prentiss Rollins should have been dead. But the first to fall to the thirst of Vladek twitched suddenly from where he lay upon the floor, causing Mason to jump.

Lewis looked to the skeletal vampire, who was also watching his first victim.

“The first of my blood-servants,” the vampire said with a thick accent.

Prentiss climbed unsteadily to his feet, looking around the chamber as if awakened from a dreamless slumber.

It was as if the resurrected man suddenly became aware that he wasn’t alone.

Lewis’s eyes were fixed to the gaping, and now bloodless, wound in the man’s neck. It looked as though he had grown a second mouth, the bite was so large.

“This … this isn’t right,” Mason said, his voice trembling. “He’s dead … he’s supposed to be dead.”

Prentiss growled and bared his new fangs.

“Your friend is undead now,” Vladek said as his willowy form climbed from the stone box. “Neither dead, nor truly alive. It is what all your kind will be if I allow it.”

“Allow it?” Lewis said, looking to the ancient vampire. “I don’t understand.”

“There is a choice,” the vampire said, coming to stand beside him.

A sickly smell of decay wafted from the body of the creature.

“A choice in whether my bite causes death, or bestows eternal life,” Vladek continued.

Prentiss slowly started toward them, thick ropes of saliva dripping from his hungry mouth.

“Eternal life as that?” Mason asked, stumbling back away from the advancing beast. “I’d rather be dead.”

As if insulted, the vampiric Prentiss charged at them, mouth open far larger than humanly possible.

“Halt!” Vladek yelled, his voice suddenly filled with strength.

Prentiss cowered before his master’s command.

“You will leave these two be,” the ancient vampire said, wearily sitting his bony form down upon the edge of the stone box.

“We will need human agents to function in a human world,” Vladek explained. “They are much more valuable to me in their present state than as food.”

Prentiss listened to his new master’s words, but there was no mistaking the burning hunger in the monster’s eyes.

Suddenly he sprang with a guttural growl, his hands wrapped around Mason’s throat, forcing him to the ground. Prentiss bared his fangs again, his hungry mouth descending as Lewis looked on in horror, wondering if he would be next.

Vladek disappeared from where he rested at the edge of the stone box, only to reappear standing above Prentiss.

“I said no,” the vampire lord stated, reaching down to grab the back of his blood-servant’s neck and yanking him off the man.

Vladek held the struggling Prentiss aloft, his feet not even touching the floor as he thrashed in the vampire’s grasp.

“To disobey me is to forfeit the gift I have bestowed upon you,” the vampire growled. And with another example of lightning speed, the vampire lashed out, his long, pointed fingers piercing Prentiss’s chest and pulling out his heart.

Prentiss shrieked as his body began to decay, and in a matter of seconds he, as well as the blackened withered heart that Vladek had been holding in his hand, were nothing more than dust.

Keeping his eyes on the vampire lord, Lewis helped the trembling Mason to his feet.

Vladek swayed, the hand that he had just used to destroy their partner now resting fitfully upon his brow.

“I need to leave this place,” he said. Vladek took his hand away to look at them with piercing yellow eyes. “And you will help me.”

The vampire pointed to the multiple religious objects littering the floor around them.

“Remove them,” he commanded.

Not wanting to incur the monster’s wrath, Lewis and Mason did as they were told, clearing the path of everything that might have been offensive to the ancient vampire lord. Then, one on either side, they helped the weakened creature from the room and down the stone passage that led from the cave.

It was still nighttime when they reached the mouth, coming out onto the ledge.

Despite the fact that Vladek was mostly skin and bones, he was surprisingly heavy, and Lewis began to wonder how they would manage to take him down the treacherous mountain.

“I need to feed,” the vampire said, leaning heavily upon them.

Lewis was about to suggest that he feed upon Mason when the vampire closed his eyes and sniffed the night air.

“There is a village nearby?” Vladek asked.

Mason nodded, and Lewis recalled that there was indeed a small village at the base of the mountain where they had spent the night before beginning their climb.

“Yes, a small one,” Lewis answered.

“Excellent,” the vampire lord said, opening his yellow, animal eyes. Thick streams of saliva had begun to run from the corners of his hungry mouth. “That will do nicely.”


3.

BRAM STEPPED FROM THE DIMENSIONAL RIFT INTO the main chamber of the Lindesfarne location with Bogey right behind him.

The Mauthe Dhoog was sucking on a straw stuck inside a big plastic cup with MEGA-GULP written in bright green letters on the side.

“Why are you mad?” Bogey asked.

“I’m not mad,” Bram answered, stopping as the little creature closed the rift behind them.

“No, I think you’re mad,” the Mauthe Dhoog continued, pausing for a moment before continuing to drink his refreshment.

“I’m not mad, I’m annoyed,” Bram added.

“Okay, why are you annoyed?”

“I’m annoyed because no matter where we go or when, you have to stop at a convenience store for a Slushie.”

“I love Slushies,” Bogey said, his wide lips stained sky blue from his drink. “I can’t stop thinking about them. Do you know that last night I dreamed I was drinking a giant Slushie from inside a big, white bowl, and I woke up in the bathroom, where I—”

Bram held up his hand. “Do you hear that?”

Bogey stopped to listen while Bram walked to the door at the end of the room and pulled it open. The sound of an alarm from somewhere in the ancient structure wailed.

Without a moment’s pause, he darted toward the sound.

“Wait up!” Bogey screeched, still carrying his Slushie. “Don’t you want to hear how it ended up with me in the bathroom?”

Bram didn’t; his entire focus was already directed toward the alarm. He reached the end of a twisting corridor and stopped.

“What’s going on?” he asked from the doorway of the room containing the ghostly globe of the world.

“You just scared the crap out of me,” Dez said, clutching a hand to his chest. “Next time couldn’t you whistle to let us know you’re around?”

“Sorry.” Bram entered the room, his gaze fixed on the translucent version of Earth hovering in the air above the circular platform.

“Maybe you should wear a bell around your neck,” Dez grumbled. His father chuckled beside his chair.

“Boo!” Bogey screeched, jumping into the doorway behind Bram. “Did I scare ya?” he asked, sipping from his Slushie, dark eyes twinkling with mischief.

“Nope,” Dez said and, using his psychokinetic abilities, yanked Bogey’s cup from his hand and levitated it above the creature’s head, just out of reach.

“Hey, knock it off!” Bogey cried, jumping on short, stubby legs, trying to reach his floating cup.

“Knock it off, Dez,” Bram ordered as he approached Stitch, who was kneeling beside the platform, where a small open door exposed a control panel. “It’s bad enough I’ve got to listen to the alarm, I don’t want to hear Bogey complaining.”

Bogey wiggled his hands in the air, rifting a small passage in front of the floating Slushie cup. The cup was sucked into the opening only to be spit out from another just in front of his hand. “No complaints,” he said as he took a big gulp of his drink.

“What’s all this?” Bram asked, trying to ignore the others and focus his attention on Stitch.

His friend held up one long finger, his gaze fixed to a row of switches on the panel. Stitch selected one, flicked it down, and the alarm went silent.

“There,” the large man said, getting to his feet, the bones in his long legs popping noisily as he straightened.

“Thanks,” Bram said, sticking his little finger in his ear and wiggling it around. “What was that all about?”

He stared at the ghostly globe spinning ever so slowly before him, noticing the colored marks and the one in particular flashing scarlet.

“Some sort of Brimstone Network security system,” the patchwork man said.

“And these?” Bram pointed to the glowing yellow spots around the world.

“If I remember right, they’re storage facilities.” Stitch continued to study the globe, his powerful arms crossed in front of his broad chest. “Places where the most dangerous supernatural artifacts are stored.”

Bram pointed to the flashing red spot. “And let me guess, this is the reason for the alarm.”

Stitch nodded with a sigh. “It appears that a holding facility has been breached.”

“We should check it out,” Bram said, turning to look at Bogey. “Can you use this map to rift us to the trouble spot?” he asked.

Bogey finished his drink with a loud slurp, then walked farther into the room to study the slowly spinning globe. “Shouldn’t be a problem,” he said with a shake of his head.

“Good,” Bram answered. He looked around the room and noticed that their number was incomplete. “Has anyone heard from Emily?”

And as if on cue, she appeared in the doorway, a heavy-looking duffel bag slung over one shoulder and a suitcase hanging from the other hand.

“I’m right here,” Emily said, letting the duffel bag slide from her shoulder.

There was a look in the girl’s eyes that hinted at something wrong, and Bram was just about to ask her about it when she seemed to read his mind.

“Later,” she said firmly. She walked into the room to look at the holographic image of the world.

“Right now all I want to know is where we’re going.”

* * *

Vladek felt the blood of his prey pulse through his veins, replenishing muscle, flesh, and bone, returning to him his youth and vigor.

In the center of the tavern, broken bodies as well as tables and chairs were strewn about, as if the vampire lord were standing at ground zero of a tornado.

The customers of the Angry Quail Tavern never stood a chance, but it hadn’t stopped them from trying. As he had attacked the first of the patrons, draining every drop of his blood in less than a minute, a wave of panic had filled the room.

Some of the human cattle had sought to escape, while others had attacked in a poor attempt at defending their lives. Vladek had taken them all, their warm and salty life-stuff filling his belly and returning him to the state of health he had enjoyed before his capture so long ago.

The vampire lord admired the new and powerful muscles that now developed upon his frame. This was how a warrior was supposed to appear: gorged with the life of his enemies, ready to fight.

The two humans he had taken as his servants cowered in the corner by the fireplace. “You have done well,” he told them, acknowledging their loyalty to him. “And for that, you will continue to live and serve me.”

Mason bowed his head, giving thanks to him, while the other human watched with a cautious eye.

Vladek made a mental note to keep a watchful eye on the one called Lewis; there was something about him that urged caution. The vampire sensed that betrayal might come as second nature to Lewis.

Looking away from the humans, the vampire lord studied his surroundings. Even though he had been imprisoned for thousands of years, he saw that not much had changed. The human species still enjoyed their libations, and the company of their own kind.

He strolled about the tavern, letting his hands move along the polished wood and metal of the bar, his eyes taking in every detail of the drinking establishment.

And that was when he saw it.

Vladek bounded across the tavern toward a darkened corner where he could see it practically hidden in shadows. It was a suit of armor, human in design, but similar to what had been worn by his people when they had been going into combat.

He looked down at himself, at the tattered robes that adorned his pale, muscular flesh, and decided that the armor would be more appropriate attire for one such as himself.

Reaching for the suit, Vladek was suddenly distracted by a blast of cold air and the cries of rage. The vampire spun around, fangs bared. And then he smiled, seeing the old man, his body withered and twisted with the affliction of age. There would be no drink of blood that would return this one to the power of his youth—the curse of being only human.

The old man stopped short before him; he was holding an old, wooden spear, the metal tip tarnished with the passing of many years.

Vladek looked away from the old man to his human servants.

He locked eyes with Lewis, and the human started to move toward the old man when Vladek stopped him.

“Stay your hand,” the vampire lord commanded, stopping Lewis in his tracks. “I will deal with this on my own.”

Vladek turned his attention back to his potential attacker. Vladek could see that he was looking around the tavern, seeing what had happened to people he might have called friends.

Seeing the fate that was likely to befall him as well.

“My great ancestors killed things like you!” the old soul began to bellow, lowering the spear menacingly. “I believed your kind was driven from the world of man, but I am sadly mistaken.”

“Your ancestors never faced the likes of me,” the vampire lord proclaimed, grinning at the old man, showing him his razor-sharp bite. “For if that were the case, you would never have been born.”

And with those words, the old-timer attacked.

His speed surprised Vladek, who was impressed that the ancient human could actually put that much power behind his lunge.

Vladek stood his ground, allowing the tarnished tip of the spear to bury itself into his chest, deep within the center of the cross-shaped scar that adorned the pale flesh of his front.

The vampire felt the spear tip enter, squeaking past the layer of skin and muscle, scraping off the bone of his rib cage.

Vladek watched the look of expectation on his human attacker’s face. The old man was waiting for something.

But not what he then saw.

The vampire grabbed hold of the spear shaft, ripping it from his flesh as if it were nothing. Vladek studied the spearhead briefly before tossing it to the floor.

“My aim was true,” the old man said, his voice now a hissing whisper. “I pierced your chest—aiming for the black heart that beats within your ribs. I could not miss.”

Vladek moved like the wind, suddenly standing directly in front of the old man.

“If it makes you feel any better, you did not miss,” the vampire said with a shake of his head. “But the spear did not find its target.”

The old man tried to escape, but Vladek had grown tired of his bravado and wanted to rub his face in the fact that he had never been a threat to him at all.

The old man screeched as his blood was taken, and soon there was nothing left of the ancient attacker except withered, empty flesh and bones.

Vladek let the remains of the man drop to the floor with the other dead and turned toward his slaves.

He could see a new kind of fear in their eyes, the kind that comes when all hope has been crushed before them.

The vampire chuckled. “Now you see why I was my peoples’ greatest warrior,” he snarled. “Now you see why I was called Vladek the Undying.”

The vampire then turned from his slaves, going back to the suit of armor that was displayed in the corner of the tavern.

A warrior’s armor.

He turned to the two humans and held out his arms.

“Adorn me,” he commanded, and they responded to his commands, taking apart the armor display piece by piece as they began to dress him.

Like two squires preparing their knight for a coming battle.

Oh, charming,” Emily said, emerging from Bogey’s latest rift. “Another cave. Who’da thought?”

She was in her human form as she stepped from the opening in the fabric of reality, and Bram wasn’t quite sure if he liked her better this way or in the shape of the wolf.

Sometimes it seemed that the wolf was nicer.

“All right,” he said, getting everyone’s attention. “What do we have?”

Stitch looked around, hands on his hips.

“Somebody was working,” he said, pointing out the lights that had been set up around the inside of the dank storage chamber. “And something tells me that they didn’t have permission to be here.”

There were bags on the floor filled with all manner of tools.

“So you think thieves triggered the alarm?” Bram asked.

The patchwork man nodded, his head continuing to look around. “With many of the magickal defenses going down after the event, places like this have become easy pickings.”

Emily walked around, arms folded close to her chest, not wanting to get too close to any of the dusty, old artifacts. “I’m sure there was all kind of valuable swag to pilfer from here—not,” she added sarcastically.

Bogey was bent over the rim of one of the crates, his legs kicking as he attempted to reach something inside.

“Ohhhhh, look at this,” he said, his voice muffled.

He emerged wearing a monstrous mask carved from wood. “I’ve been saving up for one of these,” he said.

“It’s an improvement over your real one,” Dez yelled from his chair. “We should see what we can do about attaching it permanently.”

His father laughed, raising his hand so that Dez could give him a high five. “Good one, son,” Douglas said with a chuckle.

Bram smiled, shaking his head. He, too, had started to go through some of the storage crates, finding nothing of any real importance.

“Do you smell that?” Emily asked, suddenly beside him.

Her nose was wrinkled up and twitching as if smelling something really nasty.

Bram tilted his head back and sniffed. All he could smell was the musty aroma of dampness so common to caves such as this.

“Not really,” he said. “What do you—?”

“Abraham,” Stitch called out from somewhere deep within the chamber. “I think you should see this.”

Bram went to find his friend, the others following close behind him.

They found Stitch standing in front of what looked to be a stone box. The lid had been removed, and the patchwork man stood above it, looking down inside.

“What’s inside?” Bram asked, coming to stand beside him.

“Nothing,” Stitch grumbled. “Which is why I’m worried.”

The large man bent down and picked up pieces of what appeared to be the lid. He held them in his hand, studying some odd symbols that had been drawn upon the stone.

“Do you see these?” Stitch asked, holding it out so Bram could look.

“They look like wards of some kind,” Bram said.

“Hmm,” Stitch said. “Wards to keep something inside this box.”

Bram sensed movement behind him and turned to see that items that had been lying upon the floor were now floating in the air before him.

“Did you see these?” Dez asked, levitating most of the religious pieces.

“The place is loaded with this stuff,” Douglas added.

Emily approached the stone box, nose twitching. “That smell I’m getting is stronger over here,” she said.

She stopped, reaching out her finger to tap at a drop of something resting on the lip of the box.

“Blood,” she said, showing it to him. “A single drop.”

“Is that what you’re smelling?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No, it’s worse than that … something incredibly old … something dangerous.” She rubbed her hands up and down her arms as if suddenly cold.

Bram felt a knot of tension coiling in the pit of his belly.

“What do you think?” he asked Stitch.

“I think our thieves might have disturbed something that shouldn’t have been disturbed,” the big man said.

“And it got out,” Bogey said, his fingers already moving in the air, ready to rift an escape.

“What do you think it is?” Dez asked, letting the religious artifacts drift slowly back to the floor. “I’m not even going to tell you what I’m thinking.”

Bram looked at him, confused. “What do you think it is?” he asked.

“All these crosses,” the boy said. “The stone crypt … it just screams of vam—”

“It went this way,” they heard Emily call from the front of the chamber.

They all went to see, watching as she assumed her wolf form, ripping away her human shell to expose the beast beneath.

“Bogey, take her clothes,” Bram said, stepping over the girl’s discarded clothing as he followed the wolf.

“Sure,” the Mauthe Dhoog grumbled, picking up Emily’s things from the ground where she’d dropped them. “And maybe you’d like me to wash them while I’m at it.”

Bram stepped from the cave entrance onto the ledge of the mountain. Emily crouched at the edge of the ledge, her large, animal head tilted back as she sniffed the nighttime air.

“Do you still have it?” Bram asked her.

The wolf turned, a flash of red in her eyes.

“I do,” she growled. “It’s down there … down the mountain to the forest below.”

The others came from the cave to stand behind him.

“We’re going to follow her down,” Bram said to the team.

“You’re certainly not including me in this equation,” Dez said.

Bram turned to see the hurt and perhaps a bit of embarrassment in the boy’s eyes.

“Of course not,” Bram said. “Bogey will rift you and your father down to the bottom, where you can meet us.”

Bogey moved toward the edge to get a look at where he was going. “Sure we don’t want to give it a try?” the Mauthe Dhoog said. “I bet that chair is more durable than we think.”

“I wonder if your skull is more durable than you think,” Dez snapped, a kind of electrical energy snaking from his eyes as he flexed his powerful brain muscle.

“Save it for the enemy,” Bram said in his most authoritative voice.

The energy stopped leaking from Dez’s eyes, and Bogey refused to look anywhere but his feet.

Emily snorted, shaking her furry head.

“Do you think we might get started before the scent begins to fade?” she growled.

Bram and Stitch moved to follow the wolf as it started its descent down the mountain.

“See you at the bottom,” Bram said, turning to follow Stitch as Bogey began to rift a passage to the forest floor below.

The stink of ancient evil stung the inside of her snout as she bounded down the mountain, her friends not far behind her.

She had to be careful not to move too quickly, not wanting to leave them in her dust.

There were other scents mixed with the evil; human smells heavy with fear. Emily had no idea what she was tracking, but what she did know was that it didn’t travel alone.

At the base of the mountain, before the forest grew dense with vegetation, she stopped to wait for her friends.

“What took you so long?” a familiar voice asked, and she turned to see Bogey sitting on a moss-covered rock with Dez in his wheelchair and his father standing beside him.

“Would have been down sooner, but I stopped for a meal,” the wolf growled, running a pink, slavering tongue along her lips. “Mountain goat is pretty stringy.”

Bogey jumped down off the rock. “You didn’t eat a mountain goat … did you?”

Emily rolled her eyes just as Bram and Stitch jumped down from an outcropping of rock to join them.

“Through the woods,” she said, pointing a clawed finger. “Smells like a village or town. What we’re looking for headed there.”

They all moved through the woods, Emily leading them to the easiest forest paths. It wasn’t long before they came to a road and, in the distance at the road’s end, what seemed to be a quaint town.

“Are you sure it went there?” Bram asked breathlessly, coming to stand beside her, his face dappled with musky-smelling sweat from his exertion.

Emily nodded. “Afraid so.”

She took off down the road, galloping on all fours toward the tiny settlement. It was as if the ancient-smelling funk was calling to her, taunting her to come closer so that it could show her how powerful it was.

She stopped before an ornate fountain, a founding father sitting astride a powerful steed as he prepared to go into battle. The fountain’s water had been turned off for the coming of winter, and a foul-smelling sludge had built up in the bottom of the now waterless basin.

But there was something else that she could smell in the night air, something beside the sludge and the taunting evil.

It was death.

Bram and the others came into the tiny square.

She was about to tell them what else her animal senses had picked up when the door to what appeared to be a tavern across from them was thrown open, and a figure emerged.

Actually it was many figures, one after another coming out onto the street. There was something odd about the way that they moved, and she was about to caution Bram when he spoke.

“Is everything all right?” he asked the first of the figures to leave the tavern.

The man shambled closer, his face suddenly cast in the light shining down from the half-moon in the sky above.

The man was unusually pale, his eyes glinting an animal red.

And then he opened his mouth and Emily knew for certain that something very bad had happened to the people of this tiny village.

Something that had changed them all forever.
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SOMETHING ISN’T RIGHT.

Bram watched the people spill out of the tavern into the village center. Something in the way they moved made his instincts jump to attention.

And then the first of them attacked.

The deathly paleness, the glint of red in his eyes, and the teeth, the incredibly long incisors, told him everything he needed to know.

“Bram, watch out,” Emily cried in her guttural wolf voice. “I think they’re—”

The attacker moved with incredible swiftness, springing at Bram with fangs bared.

Bram willed his body intangible and the threat passed through him as if he were made of smoke. He spun around to watch as his opponent touched down upon the ground in a crouch with a feral snarl.

Vampire.

But how?

Vampires had been banished to another dimension by one of the earliest Brimstone Network teams over a millennia ago. In fact, in a show of mercy, the Network had found an uninhabited dimension of darkness in which the vampires could thrive, and had even helped them develop a blood substitute to sustain themselves. If Bram remembered his father’s lessons correctly, the vampire had been totally eliminated from this world for a thousand years.

Until now.

The blood-drinker sprang at him again, only to be snatched from the air and driven to the ground by an angry-looking Mr. Stitch.

“Vampires?” the patchwork man said incredulously. “That’s all the world bloody well needs to be dealing with now,” he grumbled.

Stitch held the monster to the ground by the throat as it thrashed and snapped at him with razor-sharp teeth. He managed to fish a dagger from the inside pocket of his coat, which caused the vampire in his grasp to struggle all the more.

“Knew I had one,” he said casually, and plunged the blade down into the vampire’s chest, piercing its heart with the sharp metal, causing its body to explode into ash. Stitch waved his hand in front of his face. “At least they still die the same,” he said in between coughs.

“Heads up!” Bram heard Bogey screech, and turned to see that other vampires were now cautiously coming toward them.

“Seems like the whole village was turned,” Bram said.

More blood-drinkers slunk from other buildings to join those from the tavern. It was a very bad sign. If Bram understood his vampire biology correctly, only a very specific member of the vampire race could pass on its curse with a bite—a member with royal lineage.

Bram had to wonder who exactly had been inside that stone box, and how he had ended up here. But that was a puzzle for another time. For now, these vampires couldn’t be allowed to leave the village.

“Dez?” Bram called out.

“I’m here,” the boy answered. “A little freaked out, but I’m here.”

“I need you to put one of your mental barriers around the village. Do you think you can do that?”

“Around the whole thing?” Dez asked. “That’s gonna give me one powerful headache, but I think I can manage.”

“Good,” Bram said. “We have to contain them quickly.”

Stitch came to stand beside Bram, brushing the ashen remains of the dispatched vampire from his coat. “They seem to be relatively young,” he said. He pointed to the group. “The newer ticks always stay together, hunting in packs.”

“Ticks?” Bram questioned.

Stitch shrugged. “Network slang for vampire.”

The blood-drinkers were closer now, and Bram could see that it wouldn’t be long until they swarmed.

“Bogey, keep an eye on Dez and his dad,” Bram ordered. “If any of the … ticks gets too close, rift a passage to someplace real inhospitable. All right?”

“Got it,” the Mauthe Dhoog said, stepping closer to the psychokinetic boy and his father. “I’ve already got a couple’a nice places in mind.”

Stitch reached into his pocket and removed another dagger, handing it to Bram. “Here.”

“How many of these do you have?” Bram asked, taking the knife.

“You never know when you’re gonna lose one.”

He tried to give another to Emily, but the werewolf refused. “I’ve got these,” she said, flexing her claws.

“Any suggestions on the best way to take them down?” Bram questioned.

Stitch shrugged. “Just get to the heart and destroy it; death pretty much follows from there.”

And the vampires swarmed en masse, mouths open hungrily.

Ready to drink the life from their veins.

Vladek screamed.

The vampire lord dropped heavily to his armored knees, his entire body wracked with the pain of sudden death. He could feel the extermination of the newborn vampires as if it were happening to him.

And through his mind’s eye he could see those who were responsible.

He held his hand out to his human slaves, and they rushed to his side. “Help me to my feet,” he commanded.

Through the agony of his children’s death, Vladek gazed upon the faces of those who killed them with such savagery. He saw them all, but one face in particular demanded his full attention.

A boy who performed the function of a man.

And as Vladek studied his features, he saw something all too familiar. This boy … this leader bore a striking resemblance to the commander of the forces who took him captive so very long ago; the same sharp bone structure of the face, a similar burning intensity of the eyes.

Is it possible? the vampire wondered. Can it be that the Order of Brimstone still exists and that this boy is a descendant of the one who kept me from accomplishing my most holy mission?

Vladek closed his eyes, committing the boy’s face and all those who followed his command to memory. He would reserve special deaths for them once his plans had been set in motion.

“Remove me from this place,” the vampire lord croaked, allowing the humans to assist him toward the back entrance of the tavern.

Staying close to the shadows, Vladek and his slaves moved through the darkness of the village, eventually reaching the edge of the forest that surrounded the tiny hamlet.

The vampire turned his gaze toward the sky, sensing the near approach of dawn. He shrugged off the attentions of his servants and stood alone on trembling legs. “We can go no farther. The accursed sun will soon be in the sky, and I must rest now. You will watch over me,” he commanded, his hypnotic gaze digging into the eyes of his servants, bending them to his will. “And allow no one to disturb my healing peace.”

Then Vladek’s body became like oily smoke, drifting down amongst the leaves, and into the womb of the earth, where he would sleep until the burning sun relinquished to the darkness of night.

Sleep, heal, and remember.

The thought that these had once been people, people the Brimstone Network had sworn to protect, filled Bram with a kind of anger that he had never known.

He had pursued the vampire into the small market store, ghosting his body in such a way that he was able to float and propel himself through the air to chase the fleeing vampire down.

The sun was rising, and the remaining vampire’s movements became sluggish as they grew weaker with the coming of dawn.

The vampire that he chased, a teenage boy no older than fourteen, attempted to open a door that would allow him to escape to the darkness of a cellar beneath the store.

Bram took him before he could get the door open, and the vampire exploded in a cloud of ash as the dagger found its target. Standing in the gentle flurry of ash, Bram felt his anger seethe, arousing his Specter nature, urging him to embrace the rage, but he managed—just barely—to control it. He left the store, striding out into the first light of dawn to find the others waiting for him by the fountain. “Did we get them all?” he asked, his voice clipped and stern.

Stitch nodded, looking toward Emily, who had returned to her human guise.

“I searched all the buildings,” she said. “I’m pretty sure we got them all.”

“And the source of this evil?” Bram asked, suddenly creeped out by the eerie silence that now filled the lifeless village.

Emily shook her head. “Lost with all the other scents, it’s just one big bloodsucker stink.”

Bram glanced over to Dez. The boy was slumped in his chair. His father knelt beside him, wiping sweat from the boy’s brow.

“Think I can drop the barrier now?” Dez asked.

“Go ahead,” Bram said. “Good job.” Then he walked away, looking around at the buildings and the streets that until the night before had been filled with life but now were as dead as its citizens.

“Want me to rift us home, Bram?” Bogey asked, carefully coming up behind him.

Bram turned, staring at the gray-skinned creature. He shook his head. “No,” he said. “We’ve got make sure this doesn’t happen again to some other defenseless town.”

He paused, thinking about what his father had taught him. First, they had to know their enemy.

Bram returned to the group. “We know that whatever was imprisoned in that stone box in the cave was put there by the Brimstone Network,” he began.

They all nodded.

“And knowing how meticulous my father was about such things, we can only hope that the previous leaders of the organization weren’t any less strict in their record keeping.”

Stitch smiled.

“Bogey, I’m going to need you to open a rift,” Bram told the Mauthe Dhoog.

The little creature went to work right away, hands weaving a spell that would open a passage from here to there.

“You got it,” he said. “Where to?”

“Ravenschild, Massachusetts,” Bram said. “We need to pay a visit to the abandoned headquarters of the Brimstone Network.”
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“DEEP BENEATH THE COLD, DANK, EARTH, SLEEPING with the earthworms, moles, and other burrowing creatures, the vampire lord Vladek dreamed of days long past.

Curled in a fetal position, the warrior recalled the waning days of the vampire empire.

They had been poised for greatness, their voracious numbers yearning to spread across the earth, reducing humankind to little more than a source of food.

But there were some amongst humanity who would not stand for that. Some who had mastered the ways of magick, and who saw themselves as protectors of their kind.

Vladek snarled as he remembered.

Times had become desperate as the vampires’ numbers started to dwindle. They were reduced to hiding in the shadows, only the lesser members of their kind venturing out to find food and bring it back to the royal family as they continued to hide in the ruins of castles that had once belonged to the kings of empires long forgotten.

Was that fate to befall the mighty vampire race?

Vladek had wanted to confront their attackers, the accursed Brimstone Network, to face them warrior to warrior, but the king—his father—would have none of it. King Yorga believed it better to hide and to survive than to fight and be obliterated forever.

The vampire prince did not agree, but he held his tongue. For as long as his father ruled, he would follow his wishes.

Beneath the ground, Vladek twitched with the memory of the old sorcerer, and his proposition of glory. The sleeping vampire saw the scene replay inside his mind as if it were happening again, his father’s hungry vampire subjects dragging the struggling old man beneath the castle rubble to the royal crypt that had become their nest.

They had found him wandering as the sun set in the sky. But before he could be fed upon, the ancient magick user proclaimed that his name was Gideon, and that he had brought with him a plan that would allow them to snatch victory away from humanity and allow the vampire race to rule the planet.

King Yorga and Queen Valara had laughed at the strange old man and his even stranger ideas, but there was something about the one called Gideon, something in his words, that stirred Vladek. His father was not happy to have had his meal snatched away, but Vladek insisted that they listen to the old one, and as he spoke, they saw potential in his words.

The biggest question to the vampires was why? Why would this ancient wielder of magick want the blood-kind to dominate the earth? The answer came in the shape of immortality. Gideon saw that the perfect way to live forever was as one of them—as a vampire.

And only the ruling members of the blood-kind had the ability to pass the thirst to others. Gideon would help them defeat humanity, and in exchange they would turn him, allowing him to live forever.

It sounded like a bargain that they could live with.

But in order for this to occur, Vladek and Gideon needed to embark upon a mission of utmost importance and danger. They needed to cross the world, evading their pursuers, destroying anyone that stood in their way.

Vladek remembered the gift that Gideon had given him before embarking on their mission. He said that this would make him the ultimate warrior, the ultimate symbol of their most holy mission.

Still deep in his regenerative slumber, the cross-shaped scar upon Vladek’s chest began to burn as it had those many, many years past when Gideon had given him the gift of invulnerability.

The vampire prince was certain that nothing would stop them, confident that they would achieve their goals.

But they had underestimated the tenacity of their enemies. The Brimstone Order tracked them with their powerful magicks, smelling them out like the hound in pursuit of the crafty fox.

Many of the Brimstone order died in their pursuit of them, Gideon taking just as many lives as he, but still they kept after them.

Vladek and the sorcerer had come so close, but not close enough for victory.

At the cusp of their journey, the vampire and the magick user had met their defeat at the hands of the Brimstone Order.

Gideon had been the first to fall, struck down by a blast of pure magickal force wielded by the leader of the Order, a mysterious and serious figure called Stone.

Vladek had made it a point to remember this man, swearing that he and all who served him would suffer the most horrible of fates when the opportunity presented itself.

In the midst of their defeat, Vladek had tried to save the dying sorcerer, beginning the process of following through on their agreement—to make him one of the blood-kind—but had only taken his first sip of the ancient magick user’s blood when the followers of Stone were upon him.

The vampire lord twitched and moaned beneath the ground as he remembered how valiantly he had fought. Many a follower of the Brimstone Order had died that day, but eventually he fell before their might.

They realized the danger of Gideon’s gift of invulnerability to him, how it had made him nearly impossible to kill, but they eventually came up with a way to hold him. The Brimstone Order imprisoned him in a cube of stone, powerful sigils of magick and objects of faith preventing his escape.

Unable to move, unable to feed, Vladek was in Hell, and the only thing that he had to sustain himself was the memory of the holy mission that he had failed to carry out.

A mission that he would complete if the opportunity ever arose.

Vladek’s eyes suddenly snapped open.

He could sense the setting of the sun on the surface above and began his ascent through the dirt.

The vampire lord had made a promise to himself while imprisoned in the stone case lo those many millennia ago.

A promise that he intended to keep.

The Ravenschild castle was as quiet as a tomb. Bram and the others emerged from Bogey’s rift into the foyer of the fifteenth-century Scottish castle that had once been the Brimstone Network’s base.

But that was before the attack. Before the agents had all been murdered.

“So why are we here again?” Bogey asked as he closed the doorway behind him. The passage closed with an odd sucking sound, like the last bit of bathwater spinning down a drain.

“My father was kind of a freak when it came to documentation,” Bram said, squinting through the darkness. “I can’t imagine that the Brimstone organization wasn’t the same.”

They all stood looking about, knowing what had happened there only a short while before.

“So this is it, huh?” Emily asked. “Gives me the willies.” She rubbed her arms with her hands. “There’s a bad smell here too. It tells me something really awful happened here.”

“Don’t need a great sense of smell to know that,” Dez said. “All you have to do is read the newspaper, watch TV, or go on the Net to know what happened.”

Even though it had been cleaned up, a pall of death still hung over the castle like a heavy wool blanket. Bram looked about, images of what he thought it must have been like filling his head.

“There’re rumors that this place is haunted,” Emily said, walking to the reception desk in the center of the foyer and looking over and behind the furniture as if expecting somebody to be hiding there. “Nobody even wants to go near it.”

“Which means nobody will interrupt us as we search,” Stitch suddenly said. “Isn’t that right, Bram?”

His imagination working overtime, Bram saw the ghostly image of his father standing in the lobby staring at him.

“Bram?” Stitch called.

“Sorry,” he said. “The atmosphere is a little overwhelming.”

“Tell me about it,” Bogey said. “You can cut the bad vibes with a knife.”

“I’m betting there’s a pretty extensive records department here. I think that’s where we should start.” Bram looked to Stitch. “Any idea where that might be?”

The large man shrugged. “I’m guessing one of the lower levels.”

“Sounds good to me,” Bram said. He walked toward the door with the sign above it that said stairs. “Since there’s no power, it looks like we’re going to have to hoof it.”

Dez started to push himself up from his chair. “Gonna give this a shot,” he said, swaying slightly as he retrieved his crutches from the back of his wheelchair.

“Are you sure, son?” his father asked him.

“I’ll be fine,” he reassured his father. “And if I get too tired, Bogey can carry me.”

“Sure, and Drackleflints will fly out of my butt,” the Mauthe Dhoog grumbled, heading for the door.

“Drackleflints?” Emily and Dez repeated at the exact same time.

They descended the stairs, floor after floor, and after a while, Bram started to notice a strange sensation in his head.

“Hey, Stitch,” he called. “Do you feel that?”

Stitch stopped, turning upon the steps to look back at Bram. “I was wondering when you were going to notice.”

“And?” Bram asked.

“We’ve gone from one reality into another.”

“Yeah,” Bogey agreed, holding on to the railing. “I thought something might’ve been up.”

They finally reached the bottom, where a sign over a large metal door announced RECORDS.

Stitch hauled open the heavy door and held it open so they all could enter.

“Oh wow,” was all Bram could say.

For as far as the eye could see there were shelves, and on those shelves there were boxes, and where there weren’t shelves, there were filing cabinets.

“Can you guess why we’re in a pocket dimension?” Stitch asked.

“More room?”

“Precisely,” the big man answered. “If they’d tried to use a room beneath the castle for storage, it would have been filled in a few days. Pocket dimensions provide perfect storage places as long as nothing is already stored or living there.”

“Oh, crap,” Bogey said. “We’re gonna be here for years.”

“We better get started then,” Bram said, pushing the Mauthe Dhoog toward a section of shelves. “If we’re lucky, there will be some sort of order that we can figure out and we won’t have to search every single box and file cabinet.”

Emily stared at him.

“What?” Bram asked.

“When have any of us ever been that lucky?” the girl asked.

He hated to admit it, but she had a point.

They all headed off to different parts of the vast storage room. It was tough to see exactly what they were doing, the only light provided by small emergency lights that cast everything in a soft red hue, like blood dispersing in water.

Bram took his first box from the shelf and was carefully going through the first of the files. He was amazed at the amount of cases investigated by the Network in just this box alone. It was incredible, and a little bit daunting.

He and his team had to now pick up that slack, and the idea that the world was now a much more dangerous place since the event made him seriously consider going back to the Himalayas in search of P’Yon Kep and asking for his room back.

The records room was suddenly filled with light.

Bram left his work, walking up the aisle to join the others who were looking at the ceiling, at long, fluorescent bulbs that burned in the panels above them.

“Somebody must’ve paid the bill,” Dez said, leaning on his crutches, a crumpled file folder beneath his arm.

They heard a door open somewhere in the distance and the sound of someone approaching.

“Much better,” Stitch said as he emerged from one of the countless rows. “I found a small emergency generator in a back storage room and fired ’er up.”

Gradually they all returned to the work they had started, the floors littered with folders and stray bits of paper, but Bram still couldn’t find what he was looking for.

His eyes burning and the muscles in his back starting to cramp, Bram got up from the floor to stretch. Walking to the opposite end of the row, he saw Emily sitting off by herself in the distance, a large stack of file folders beside her as she dug into the open box for another handful.

She had a look on her face that told him that something wasn’t right. He headed toward her. Although they hadn’t known each other very long, he liked to think of her as a friend. That, and the fact that she was a member of his team and he needed everyone on their game, made him want to help her if he could.

“Hey,” he said.

Emily closed the folder she’d been looking at and threw it on the floor. “Nothing,” she said, anger in her voice. “If we’re looking for some kind of pattern, then I think I found it.”

For a minute Bram thought she was serious.

“Yeah, the pattern is that there is no freakin’ pattern.” Emily removed another file from the box. “The stupid things aren’t even in alphabetical order. It’s like they just tossed all this crap in a box and shoved it on a shelf.” She removed a piece of paper and shook it at him. “And half the information has been blacked out.”

Bram squatted down beside her as she threw the last file onto the stack and went for another. He reached out and grabbed hold of her wrist.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She looked from the box into his eyes, their gazes locking, and for a second he saw the wolf looking back at him.

“I’m just freakin’ great,” she snarled, yanking her arm back. “Sitting on the floor of a haunted castle looking through folders filled with crap. Yeah, things couldn’t be any better than this.”

Bram stood up, watching her furiously searching her latest folder.

“If you need to talk …”

“Sure thing,” she said, her words dripping with more sarcasm than usual. She didn’t even bother to look up. “You’d be the first person I’d go running to.”

Bram turned to return to his own work when he heard her. It sounded as if she was crying. He froze, not sure what to do. If he was being attacked by a goblin with an ax, he would’ve known exactly how to act.

But now? He didn’t have a clue.

“They know,” she said in a soft, sad voice trembling with emotion.

Bram turned back to her.

Emily’s face was stained with tears, her eyes no longer filled with the fury of the wolf but with sadness.

“My parents know, Bram,” she said again. “They know about the wolf.”

And she began to cry all the harder.

* * *

Lewis Tyker was paralyzed.

Every fiber of his body told him to run, to get as far away from the patch of ground where he’d watched the vampire lord Vladek flow beneath, but something would not allow him to.

Staring at Mason sitting there beside him, the skinny man’s wide eyes fixed upon the ground, he knew that it could very well be fear—fear generated by the vampire’s threats—but it could also be something else.

The vampire had done something to him … to them. It was like hypnotism; Lewis knew that vampires could get into your brain and make you do things you normally wouldn’t.

It did make sense; why else would he still be here? Serving a bloodthirsty monster.

Unless it was something ever more complicated than that.

The monster … Vladek seemed like a man … a creature of his word. And being a good businessman, Lewis had to wonder how he might be able to use that to his own benefit.

How to turn bad into something not so bad … a dead cow into Sunday dinner.

He thought of the vampire’s age, and how long someone like him had walked the planet. Vladek could be the perfect source of finding the kinds of things his clientele wanted.

Lewis smiled, already seeing a ray of sunshine cutting through a really dark cloud. The thought of the sun made him look up through the canopy of tree leaves, and he saw that it had begun to set.

Was it possible? Had he been sitting there all day watching where the vampire slept, never really noticing the passage of time?

Wisps of thick mist began to flow out from beneath the ground cover.

“He’s awake,” Mason said in a breathless whisper. “The master is awake.” The thin man immediately jumped back, away from the patch of ground, nervously wringing his hands together.

Lewis rose as well, suddenly realizing his pants were soaked from the dampness of the ground. He hadn’t even noticed.

The mist started to solidify, slowly taking the shape of the vampire. And soon he was standing before them in all his armored glory.

Vladek looked healthier, younger, his long, white hair shining in the dwindling light of dusk, the skin of his face like polished marble. The rest beneath the earth had done him well.

“So nice to still see you here,” the vampire said with a savage smile. “It shows me that your kind is actually capable of learning. You would not have liked what I would have done if I had been forced to hunt you down.”

Mason dropped to his knees, his head bowed. “I … I don’t want to die,” he repeated over and over again.

“And you will not, as long as you continue to serve me,” Vladek answered, but his response was directed at Lewis, not Mason.

Lewis acknowledged the vampire’s statement with a slight nod. “How can we serve you now, O lord?” he asked.

Mason raised his eyes. “Yes, how may we serve you?”

The vampire gazed off into the distance, his focus not on anything before him but on his past.

“Before my imprisonment I was part of a mission most holy,” the vampire said. “A mission to make my kind masters of this world.” Vladek paused, closing his eyes. “My kind no longer exist upon this planet, but I can still sense them out there somewhere, beyond the veil, waiting for my return … waiting for me to finish what I began so long ago.”

His eyes snapped open, and Lewis could see a frightening intensity burning there.

“On my mission I was accompanied by a powerful mage, a magick user who was a crucial component of my inevitable success, and like my vampire brethren, I can sense his presence as well, not on this world, but someplace beyond it.”

Vladek stared at Lewis, his eyes burning into his, and Lewis felt as though his brain might melt.

“And how can we help you, Lord Vladek?” Lewis asked.

The vampire brought a clawed hand up to his face, slowly stroking his chin as the pieces of his plan fell into place. “You will find me another magick user,” Vladek stated. “One with the skills to help me locate the one called Gideon.”

And Lewis smiled, bowing ever so slightly to his new lord and master.

Magick users. He knew just where to find a few.


6.

BRAM DIDN’T KNOW WHAT TO SAY OR DO.

He’d come to sit beside Emily, wanting to put a comforting arm around her, but decided against it.

“It came as a pretty big shock to them, I’m sure,” Bram said in an attempt to make her feel better. “But I’m certain once your parents get used to the idea, and see how well you’ve adjusted …”

“You didn’t see their eyes, Bram,” she said, so much sadness dripping from every word. “It was so much worse than that look … you know, the one where they’re disappointed in something you’ve done?”

Bram agreed with a nod, although not having spent much time with his own father, he really wasn’t sure he did know what she meant.

Emily continued, staring at her sneakers, eyes far away. “It was so much worse because I could also see that they were afraid of me … their own daughter. I scared them, and I keep wondering over and over again if it’s possible for them to love somebody like me.”

He wasn’t sure why he did it, but he suddenly found himself putting his arms around her and giving her a brief hug. “I’m sure it’ll be all right,” he said, moving quickly away before she could even react. “They might just need a little time … y’know, to adjust to the idea.”

He could feel her staring at him and refused to look in her direction.

“I’m going to stay at Lindesfarne for a little while, if that’s okay,” she said. “Give things a chance to calm down a bit at home.”

“That’s perfectly fine,” Bram said. “Stay as long as you like, you’re part of the team.”

“Thanks,” she said. “And not just for giving me a place to stay,” she added quietly.

Bram turned toward her, and briefly their eyes touched. Something passed between them, but before he could figure out exactly what it was, Emily looked away, dragging a box of files toward her.

“Unngh!” she grunted, looking at a piece of paper from one of the heavy folders inside. “Here’s another one that’s incomplete.” She tossed it onto the growing stack that threatened to fall to one side. “Sent to archives,” she mumbled. “Every folder I look at—sent to archives.”

Bram plucked the folder off the top of the stack and looked for himself. “I noticed that too.” He looked around the room.

Douglas St. Laurent emerged from another aisle. “Most of the files I’ve been looking at say the same thing about the archives.”

Bram stood up. “Hey, Stitch?” he called out, his voice echoing in the room.

The large, pale-skinned man emerged from another aisle, folder in hand. “Yes?”

“Sent to archives,” Bram said, holding up a file. “The message is in almost every file we’ve looked at.”

Stitch nodded, coming toward them. “I noticed, yes. Obviously they didn’t trust the more sensitive information to these folders and sent it elsewhere.”

“Any idea where that could be?” Bram asked.

“I’m not really sure,” Stitch said. “A piece of me seems to recall a structure built beneath the salt flats of—”

The sudden noise was nearly deafening, and Bram felt his body immediately react, preparing for battle.

At the far end of the vast room they could see that a section of shelving had tumbled down, sending boxes and file cabinets flying, spilling documents everywhere. They headed for the sudden chaos and found Bogey emerging from beneath one of the shelving units.

“The shelves seemed sturdier than that,” the Mauthe Dhoog said, not seeming at all concerned about the mess he’d made.

“What happened?” Bram asked.

“Thought I could see something behind this wall of shelves,” Bogey said, “and I was right.”

The little creature pointed to the wall—and a door marked with a gold plaque that read ARCHIVES.

“Is this what you were looking for?”

Bogey kicked some of the boxes aside to reach the door.

“Kind of stupid to hide another whole room behind a wall of shelves,” Bogey said, grabbing hold of the doorknob.

There was a brilliant flash and a squeal from Bogey as he was violently tossed across the room. The Mauthe Dhoog would have most assuredly been bounced off another section of shelves if not for Dez’s quick thinking. The boy used his telekinetic powers to catch the flying Bogey before any harm could be done.

“Good catch, Dez,” Bram said, before turning his attention to Bogey. “Are you all right?”

Bogey appeared stunned, shaking the hand that had made contact with the knob. “Yeah, I’m fine, except for the part where my insides feel as though they’ve been hit by a bazillion bolts of electricity.”

“That’s a lot of electricity,” Emily said as she folded her arms, eyeing the archives’ door. “Something tells me we don’t want to touch that doorknob again.”

Bram approached the door. “Bogey wondered why the door was hidden behind the shelves and file cabinets,” he thought aloud. “Stitch said that the information sent to archives was … sensitive.”

He studied the door. It appeared to be just an ordinary door, but this was the Brimstone Network base of operations and nothing was ordinary here.

“This building was attacked,” Bram stated, turning from the door to look at his team. “And if there was sensitive information stored down here, there must have been security measures in place to protect it.”

He turned back to the door, gazing at the knob.

“Maybe the room reacted to the attack and hid the archives door.”

Bram reached for the gold-colored knob.

“Don’t do it,” Bogey screamed.

Bram ignored the Mauthe Dhoog’s words, gripping the knob while bracing himself for the worst. But the knob turned without any flash of powerful magick, and he pushed the door open.

Never expecting to see what was waiting on the other side.

The room was empty except for an old, wooden desk. A lone figure sat behind the desk, perusing an ancient text. The figure looked up, appearing annoyed by the sudden intrusion. He closed the book and it disappeared as if it had never been there.

Bram couldn’t move, frozen in the entryway as his teammates begged to know what it was that he was seeing.

The figure came around the desk to stare at him, and Bram could not help but be overwhelmed with emotion.

“I’m the Archivist,” the man said. “How can I be of service?”

Bram was speechless, staring at the neatly dressed man standing before him, looking exactly as he had the last time Bram saw him.

The Archivist looked exactly like his father.

How dare you bring this … thing into my home,” Mr. Tiberius Stanton said, his fat face flushed red with anger.

Lewis shook his head as he strolled farther into the room, Mason and Vladek behind him. “You don’t want to say things like that,” he warned. “It’s not healthy.”

It seemed as though they had interrupted one of Stan-ton’s little gatherings. The room was filled with old men and women wearing hooded silk robes, a gold, five-pointed star embroidered on the chest.

Quite stylish, Lewis thought.

Stanton’s little group had hired him and his team to acquire some items of power hidden away in a secret Brimstone Network storage place, but instead, they had found something much more dangerous. Lewis was sure that his employer was going to be greatly disappointed, but what could he do?

Lewis had a new employer now.

Vladek came forward, snarling at the overweight old man in his fancy silken robes.

“You all stink of sorcery,” the vampire lord snarled, his nostrils curling up as he sniffed at the air in the old, English mansion.

“We are all powerful wielders of magick,” the old man said, puffing out his chest as he turned to his gathering of friends. “And we would advise you … and your rabble to leave at once before we are forced to—”

Vladek’s movements were a blur. He pounced upon Stanton, draining nearly every drop of the sorcerer’s blood in mere seconds.

The vampire held the man by the front of his scarlet robes, letting the withered body drop to the beautiful hardwood floor.

“This one insulted me,” he said to the gathering of sorcerers now standing closer together. He nudged the corpse of Stanton with his armored toe. “And for that I have denied him a second life. This one’s corpse will not rise again, but instead will rot like fruit fallen uneaten from a tree.”

One of the other sorcerers came forward, a skeletal figure with a long, hooked nose. If Lewis’s memory hadn’t failed him, this one’s name was Masterton, and every time that Lewis had dealt with him he was reminded of a buzzard, or some other ugly type of bird.

“Are we going to allow him to get away with this?” the sorcerer said to the others. “Are we going to just stand here and let this monstrosity order us around?”

Lewis had walked over to the portable bar in the corner of the room. He handed Mason a glass and filled it with ice before picking up a glass of his own.

“I would if I were you, but that’s just me,” Lewis said, pouring some brandy from a crystal decanter.

Another of the sorcerers—a woman with flaming red hair beneath her hood—pushed Masterton to the background and stepped forward.

“You’ve obviously come here for a reason,” she said. “Tell us what you want.”

Vladek smiled at the woman, showing her his razor-sharp teeth. “Finally, someone with manners,” he said.

“What do you want from us?” she demanded.

“I need your help to find someone,” Vladek stated. “Someone I can sense out there just beyond the pale but I know is not to be found on this earthly plain.”

Lewis could see the worry in the sorcerers’ eyes as they looked at one another.

“The sorcerer who will help me complete my mission,” Vladek stated. “His name is Gideon. And I want you to find him for me.”


7.

“IS SOMETHING WRONG, SIR?” THE GHOSTLY IMAGE of Elijah Stone asked Bram as he moved around the desk to stand before him.

“Father?” Bram stammered, reaching out a hand to take told of the man’s sleeve. His hand passed through.

“In appearance, yes,” the man said. “But little more than that, I’m afraid.”

“But why do you …?” Bram began.

“Why do I look like the director … your father? Quite simple, really. It was easier for the Network operatives to recount their stories to a figure of authority that they truly respected. I’m the Archivist—a magickal construct—and my job is to record the work of the Brimstone Network.”

Bram could barely keep the sudden wave of emotion under control.

“I’m sorry, sir, but every new director allows a piece of his soul essence to be taken, and shaped into the newest Archivist.”

“So when a file says ‘sent to archives,’ it means that the information was given to you?” Emily asked, stepping into the room.

“Exactly,” the Archivist said. “I’m far more dependable than one of those computers, and I save a fortune on paper.”

Emily looked at him, a surprised smile on her face. “This is incredible.”

“Yeah,” Bram said, with much less enthusiasm. “Incredible.”

“The powers that created me were also sensitive to the fact that a magickal attack had been launched against this facility. My vast resources were immediately locked away, only to be accessed by the next director of the Brimstone Network.”

The image of his father studied Bram. “That is you,” the Archivist said. “If you would allow me to sample a tiny fraction of your soul energy, I will happily shape my form to resemble you….”

“No,” Bram said firmly. “This shape will do fine.”

The Archivist processed the information and smiled, bowing his head slightly. “Very good, sir.”

Bram studied his teammates, who had finally joined him in the room.

“And this is your Network?” the ghostly image of his father asked.

Bram nodded.

“Excellent,” the Archivist said. “How may I be of service to you?”

Bram tried to pull himself together. This wasn’t, after all, his father, simply a magickal spell fashioned in his likeness. But that didn’t seem to matter to a part of him.

A part of him that still deeply missed his father.

“There is a storage cave for the Brimstone Network in the Ural Mountains,” Bram said, forcing his emotions back to a place where they wouldn’t hinder his ability to lead his team.

The Archivist stared off into space, the color of his eyes changing to a milky white, before returning to their dark brown.

“Ah yes, I have it.”

“Someone … something was imprisoned there,” Bram said. “Locked inside a great stone chest. A vampire.”

The Archivist brought a hand to his chin. “A vampire, you say,” the records keeper said, turning away and heading farther into the room.

The air around them shimmered and changed. The walls were suddenly covered in row upon row of shelves filled with countless leather-bound books. The Archivist went to a section behind his desk and plucked a thick volume from the shelf. He immediately started to thumb through it.

“Ah yes, here it is. The vampire’s name is Vladek,” he said.

“Vladek,” Bram repeated, letting the name of his enemy roll off his tongue. “What can you tell me about him?”

“A prince of the Verdulak clan, and a fearsome warrior. Many vampires believed Vladek to be some sort of savior, that he was to somehow lead the vampire race to victory against humanity.”

“But he ended up imprisoned in a stone chest in the Ural Mountains,” Bogey finished.

The Archivist looked up from his book. “Yes, that’s right. Vladek proved to be more formidable than any of the other vampires the organization had faced … virtually indestructible, so they had no choice but to lock him away for what they thought would be eternity.”

Virtually indestructible.

The words piqued Bram’s imagination.

“What made this one so tough?” he asked.

His father flipped through the pages of a new text before answering.

“The vampire was captured by the forces of the Brimstone Order while in the company of a powerful sorcerer called Gideon,” the Archivist explained. “It was believed that the two had entered into an unholy alliance to destroy the human race, and that it was Gideon’s magick that had transformed Vladek into such a formidable foe.”

Stitch cleared his throat.

“Yes?” the Archivist asked.

“Do you have any idea what the two were planning?” the patchwork man asked. “It’s not too often that we see a magick user and vampire playing nice together.”

The Archivist considered the question. “I do not,” he said. “No matter how hard we tried to … persuade them, we could never get either of them to confess their plans.”

“A shame,” Stitch said. “If we knew what they were up to then, it might give us an idea as to where Vladek is now.”

The Archivist nodded as he replaced the leather-bound volume on the shelf. “An excellent thought, but I doubt questioning him now would be anymore fruitful than it was in the past.”

Something in the Archivist’s tone grabbed Bram’s attention.

“Questioning him?” Bram asked. “Who exactly do you mean?”

“Gideon,” the magickal spell cast in the shape of his father said as he returned to his desk.

“But Gideon’s dead … isn’t he?” Bram asked.

The Archivist smiled as he sat down behind his dark wood desk, arranging a pen and a small stack of papers that had suddenly appeared there.

“Dead? Now who said anything about him being dead?”

And they call themselves sorcerers, Vladek mused with disgust as he made his way through the conjured passageway opened by the only magick user gathered at the mansion with any real magickal talent at all.

The vampire had demanded that they use their formidable magickal skills to reach into his mind and, using his vampiric connection to Gideon, find the ancient sorcerer.

He had thought it a simple task, one that any high level magick manipulator would have been able to accomplish. But one after another they had failed him, and one after another he had drained their life away. If they could not perform, they were better suited as food.

It turned out to be the least likely of them who proved to be a true master of the magickal arts. A short, plump figure, reeking of fear; his scarlet robes stretched tight across an abundant stomach.

Vladek had asked the fat man his name, and he had fearfully responded Philo Normans. Then, stepping over the drained corpses of his brethren in sorcery, Philo had approached the vampire while Vladek’s servants, Lewis and Mason, watched from the side.

Vladek had warned this fat man who stank of fear and magick of the horrors that would be visited upon him if he even thought of betrayal.

Philo had gulped loudly, and in a trembling voice he had muttered a complex incantation, reaching out to lay sausage-size fingers upon Vladek’s brow.

The vampire could feel him inside his mind, fumbling around, looking for his mental connection to the ancient magician named Gideon. Finally, he found it and, leaving the vampire’s mind, he gazed out across the room.

“The one you seek is not on this world,” the man said, his eyes seeming to search beyond the walls of the estate. “He is in another place … held against his will….”

Vladek stepped closer. “Where?”

The fat man began to tremble, his round face bright red and covered with sweat.

“I see…,” he finally hissed. “I see a large room … hidden between this plane and another—”

“Take me there,” the vampire demanded, grabbing hold of the front of Philo’s scarlet robes with a clawed hand. “And receive my mercy.”

The fat man rubbed his chubby hands. “This’ll be the first time I’ve ever done this on my own,” he said with a nervous chuckle.

“And it will be the last, if you fail me,” Vladek warned.

Philo closed his eyes and tilted his head back. Ancient incantations started to spill from his lips, and he extended his arms, allowing the magick to flow through him. Crackling bolts of greenish energy danced from the tips of his fingers, razor-sharp bolts of supernatural power that tore through the fabric of reality, peeling back the curtain of this world and allowing access to the place behind it.

Vladek smiled as he peered into a vast storage room hidden away in a magickly created pocket universe. He could feel a gentle tug upon his senses, the sensation that Gideon was somewhere close by.

He started through the passage, his human servants following at his heels like two loyal dogs.

A chill of intense displeasure ran up and down his spine as he gazed around the shadowy room. It reminded him of the chamber in which he had been imprisoned, but so much larger. For as far as the eye could see there were crates, and ancient-looking objects stacked haphazardly upon the ground. Standing nearby were suits of armor, their silver luster dulled with the passage of time and a coating of dust. They were unusually large, as if forged for beings much bigger than the average human, and in their gauntleted hands, they clutched weapons of the same ilk.

Weapons too big for human hands.

Vladek suddenly sensed Gideon’s presence close to him, and had just taken his eyes from the metal battle suits, when they sprang to life.

The one wielding the enormous battle-ax was first to strike, lunging and swinging the tarnished blade at Vladek with amazing speed.

The vampire jumped back, but not before the weapon’s edge tore through the metal of his own armor, tasting the vampire flesh beneath. Vladek hissed, glancing at his damaged arm. It was already healing, but that didn’t mean that the injury did not pain him.

The second suit of armor was on the move as well, chasing his two slaves, who had begun to flee at the first sign of trouble.

Isn’t that like a human? No true loyalty to their superior.

Vladek reached down to the floor and hefted a heavy wooden crate. Turning toward the animated armor in pursuit of his servants, he threw the box with all his might. It struck the back of the armor, the container shattering upon impact and driving the attacker to the floor.

Turning back to his own attacker, the vampire had just enough time to jump away as the blade of the battle-ax passed dangerously close once again. He lunged forward, gabbing hold of the faceplate of the horned helmet and yanking it from the armor’s shoulders. It was empty.

A means of securing the safety of the chamber’s contents, he guessed, avoiding the large, grasping hands of the suit. He scanned the room quickly. He needed a weapon, something to smash the armor into pieces, if he was going to survive this confrontation.

And then he was struck from behind. A sword blade pierced his side, passing through the back of his own armor, into his flesh, and out through his chest. The vampire lord bellowed his rage and pain, dropping to his knees, the weight of the gigantic sword pulling him down.

That was when he heard it. A faint whisper at first, a muffled hissing in the air.

Vladek climbed to his feet. The suits of armor were already moving on him again. He reached behind himself and withdrew the sword from his back. He held the mighty blade out before him, the weight of the weapon unlike anything he had ever wielded before. And as he watched his attackers move slowly toward him, he focused on the sound of the voice.

The voice of Gideon, begging for release.

The armored guards clomped closer, the headless suit still carrying its battle-ax, while the other had removed a rust-encrusted dagger from a cobweb-covered scabbard hanging at his side.

A stone urn flew through the air just missing one of the armored suits, and they spun toward this newest threat.

Vladek was already moving, catching sight of his human slaves retreating from their attack upon the suits of armor, their brave actions giving him the opportunity that he had been hoping for.

The vampire focused on the sound of Gideon’s voice.

“Speak up!” Vladek shrieked.

Gideon’s voice was louder now, as were the metal footfalls of the suits who had abandoned his lackeys and were now bearing down on the real threat.

“Where are you?” Vladek screamed.

“I am here,” hissed the ancient voice from somewhere beneath the vampire.

Vladek’s gaze fell on a small wooden box at his feet. The sound of the sorcerer’s voice was coming from there. He dropped to the ground, snatching up the box and ripping away its cover.

He could feel the suits of armor stepping up behind him as he gazed at the withered remains of the great sorcerer. All the box contained was Gideon’s head.

“Point me toward them,” Gideon ordered. “Point me toward the guards.”

And having nothing to lose but everything to gain, Vladek did as he was told, rolling onto his back and pointing the open box at the metal attackers.

Bolts of icy blue energy streamed from the box, blasts of magick that struck each sentry in the center of its chest, hurling them violently backward into crates and statuary.

Vladek rose to his feet still holding the box in his hands. He gazed across the room to where the suits of armor lay in pieces.

Lewis was the first to approach the pieces littering the floor. He kicked at the empty helmet, knocking it onto its side.

“I’ve been saving up that spell for a very long time,” Gideon said as Vladek gazed into the box. “Just in case you came. It is good to see you again, Vladek.”

“And you as well,” the vampire responded. He was about to ask where the rest of the sorcerer’s body might be, when a sound very much like that of a large piece of fabric being torn filled the room.

From across a darkened chamber Vladek saw him, the young man who had slain the occupants of the village upon whom he had bestowed the gift of un-life.

The descendant of those who had imprisoned him, and who would die painfully beneath his fangs before Vladek allowed his plans to be thwarted again.

Just when Bram thought he’d pretty much seen everything, he found himself staring at a vampire wearing battle armor holding the withered head of an ancient sorcerer.

And, oh yeah, the head was still alive.

Seen it all? Not even close.

“Put the head down,” Bram said, infusing the words with as much menace as he could muster.

“Dude, I can’t believe you said that with a straight face,” Bogey whispered beside him.

He was going to tell the Mauthe Dhoog to shut up, but why bother.

Vladek smiled at him then, and Bram felt an icy finger of dread run down his spine.

“I know you,” the vampire said, his voice heavy with accent. “The eyes … they give you away. You come from a long line of leaders, yes?”

He held the head out toward Bram. “Do you see, Gideon?” the vampire asked. “The piercing eyes, the prominent cheekbones, the square of the jaw. He is the spitting image of the one who thwarted our plans.”

“My eyes have grown weak locked away inside the box,” the sorcerer hissed. “Hold me closer so that I may see for myself.”

“Of course.” The vampire extended the head toward them. “Take a good look.”

A spark of green flashed in the center of the head’s dark eyes.

“Move!” Bram warned as serpentine bolts of supernatural energy erupted from Gideon’s gaze.

Willing his body immaterial, Bram watched the tendrils of power pass harmlessly through his form, striking a crate behind him, the wood disintegrating in a flash of fire and ash.

The vampire and those who served him were already on the move. Vladek ran across the chamber, darting into the maze of boxes and crates.

Bram pushed his weightless form into the air, following the vampire’s path. He was headed for a magically created open doorway between the storage chamber and the world beyond it, his two servants behind him.

“I’ve got him,” Bram called out, his gliding form picking up speed, and weight, as he aimed his body missilelike toward his fleeing foe.

He zipped over the heads of Vladek’s human slaves, forcing them to dive to the ground for cover. His body now fully material again, Bram tackled the vampire, wrapping his arms tightly around the vampire’s armored middle, sending them both crashing into some stacked wooden boxes.

Bram wrestled with the monster. The vampire was stronger than he expected.

Willing his hand ghostly, Bram plunged his limb through the armor and into the vampire’s chest. He gasped, feeling a cold the likes of which he’d never experienced before, as he searched for his prize.

“Looking for something, ghost child?” Vladek snarled, driving his forehead into the startled boy’s very solid chin.

Tossed backward, Bram’s head spun and he struggled to keep himself conscious. The vampire was on him in a flash, his clawed hand gripping his hair and yanking his head back.

“If there was time, I would turn you,” Vladek warned. “Then I would lock you away … inside a box of stone … and make you starve forever.”

And then he was gone. Through his swirling vision Bram saw the vampire and his human servants racing toward the magickal doorway.

That much closer to freedom.

It was as if he’d run into a wall.

Vladek was repelled backward, Gideon’s head dropping from his grasp to roll across the floor.

“Clumsy oaf!” Gideon screeched.

“Silence, magician, or I’ll leave your head behind,” Vladek growled, getting to his feet.

“I don’t think you’re going anywhere,” a voice addressed him.

Vladek snarled as a crippled child hobbled down an aisle of crates toward him. A man stood protectively at his side, a man that stank of death long passed.

A giant, equally invisible hand suddenly began to squeeze him, lifting him from the floor.

“I’ve got him,” the boy said as the others looked on.

Vladek was amused. They were certainly a powerful gathering of individuals, but they still had much to learn.

“You’ve got me, child?” Vladek asked, directing his mesmerizing stare toward the youth. “You might be surprised.”

“Desmond, look away,” the large, pale-skinned member of the team cried out.

Too late.

“Set me down, child, and do not allow your friends to bother me anymore.”

With those words, the cripple closed his eyes, and it was as if the others had suddenly gained wings. Each of them was flung away, across the expanse of the chamber. He would have preferred to kill them slowly, each and every one of the insolent pups, but he didn’t have the time for amusement.

There would be time for that soon enough, after the world belonged to his kind.

“Very good, child,” Vladek cooed. “Now remove the barrier that prevents me from leaving.”

The vampire reached out, feeling for the invisible hindrance, but it was now gone.

“Excellent,” he said, taking the offered head of Gideon from one of his slaves. “I guess we’ll be going then.”

Emily was changing into the wolf before she even hit the ground.

She landed in a crouch, the powerful leg muscles of the beast she was becoming absorbing an impact that would have broken the ankles on any other fifteen-year-old girl.

She tore away the remainder of her dried skin and clothes and bounded off in the direction from where Dez had tossed her and the others.

The wolf rounded a corner, eager to tear into the vampire even though she wasn’t sure how much damage she could actually inflict. She roared as she came around a tower of stacked crates, clawed hand pulled back ready to strike at the person suddenly before her.

Bram recoiled slightly, leaning dizzily against the tower. “It’s me,” he said, bending over, hands upon his knees.

“Are you all right?” she asked, her voice like the growl of a well-tuned motor.

“Fine,” he said, waving her away. “Make sure he doesn’t get away.”

He didn’t have to tell her twice. She bolted, the claws on her feet clicking noisily upon the concrete floor.

The wolf saw them ahead, about to enter the magickal opening. She would be too late unless she could somehow slow them down. She glanced to her left and saw a big stone sculpture, the head of some ancient deity that had been long forgotten, by people long since dead.

The wolf wrapped her hairy, muscular arms around the face of the statue and with a grunt lifted it from the ground.

“You’re going nowhere!” Emily bellowed.

She tossed the stone head the best she could.

The vampire and his peeps turned slightly at the sound of her voice just as the great stone head hit the ground with a vibrating bounce and continued toward them.

She hadn’t really meant to hurt anybody, only slow them down, but one of the vampire’s lackeys—a real skinny guy that looked as though he was going to have a nervous breakdown at any minute—didn’t get out of the way fast enough and was crushed beneath the rolling stone sculpture.

But she didn’t let it slow her down.

Her thoughts were still filled with what she had seen in the little village. No, this guy had to be stopped right away, no matter how many skinny guys got killed in the process.

Emily sprang at the vampire with a snarl, knocking the armored Vladek back against the stone head that blocked his escape route.

The beast was in control now, slashing and clawing at her enemy, but the vampire proved bestial as well. He reached up, wrapping his hand around her muscular throat, and began to squeeze.

Emily started to panic. She lashed out blindly, her claws raking across Vladek’s face, removing a swath of skin and one of his eyes.

The vampire screamed his rage, tossing her away with a powerful burst of strength.

Landing on all fours, she was ready to attack again, but so was Vladek. The two charged each other, screams of fury from both, fangs bared in a display of savagery.

They connected, and Emily felt her humanity slowly begin to slip away. It was what she had always been afraid of, that there would come a day when the beast would be stronger than her, and she would be lost forever.

Emily recoiled slightly, stealing away some of the beast’s strength.

It was all that Vladek needed.

The vampire was suddenly upon her, his superior strength driving her back. She saw that his torn face had already started to heal, a new eye growing in the once empty socket.

Gross.

She tried to summon the full fury of the beast again, but it was too late. The vampire was beating her, his fists pummeling her to the brink of unconsciousness. She could smell his breath, her heightened senses panicked by the odor of death that wafted off of him.

And then there was the pain, excruciating and burning pain in her neck as his fangs pieced the thick fur and skin around her throat. She experienced a sudden rush of embarrassing pleasure as the vampire began to suck her blood.

The rage of the wolf returned, and she swung her arm back, tossing the vampire away from her.

The vampire landed spiderlike atop the stone statue. He was grinning, her blood staining the corners of his mouth. She tensed, sensing that he was about to come at her again, to finish his meal, when the sounds of the others coming to her aid distracted him.

Emily struggled to her feet, clawed hand pressed against the wound in her throat.

The vampire leaped down from his perch, snatching up the head of Gideon and moving around the statue, escaping through the conjured doorway, his surviving lackey nipping at his heels.

Emily turned to see the others.

“I tried,” she growled, dropping to her knees. “I really did.”

* * *

Bram tried not to think of how disappointed his father would have been. He approached the others, who were all looking a little bit embarrassed.

“That didn’t work out the way we expected,” Stitch said with a shake of his head.

“How was I supposed to know he could hypnotize me?” Dez said, leaning heavily upon his crutches. “I didn’t even know what I was doing.”

“None of us did, really,” Bram said, gingerly touching the skin around his chin. Even the bone beneath the flesh was painful to the touch. He walked around the room, feeling the tremble in his legs start to lesson.

“The Archivist said that Vladek was dangerous,” Stitch said, kneeling by the stone head, examining the body trapped beneath it. “But we were a bit too cocky to recognize how dangerous.”

Bram massaged his chin. “We know now,” he said. “And we won’t be making the same mistake twice. We’re going to go back to the Brimstone Headquarters and learn everything we can about Gideon and Vladek. I want to know it all, including their favorite color.”

Bogey stepped forward, his hands wiggling at his side.

“Should I?” he asked.

Bram nodded. “Yeah, we’ve done enough damage here.”

A horrific scream suddenly filled the chamber.

“Where’s Emily?” Bram asked, recognizing the girl’s cry, already on the move, searching the rows of crates and artifacts.

He found her still in her wolf shape, kneeling upon the ground, her back to him as he approached.

Bram noticed that she was trembling uncontrollably, her fur-covered arms wrapped around herself, and she rocked back and forth.

“Emily?” Bram said in his softest voice. “What’s wrong, are you …?”

She spun around, her dark brown animal eyes overflowing with emotion. “He’s done something to me,” she growled, continuing to tremble and rock from side to side. “With his bite, he’s done something to me.”

Bram noticed the caked and drying blood upon her throat as the others came to stand beside him.

“I can’t change back, Bram,” Emily said in the voice of the wolf. “No matter how hard I try, I can’t change back.”
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THEY RETURNED TO THE ABANDONED BRIMSTONE Network facility and went right to the Archivist.

“So let me see if I have the facts right,” the Archivist said, standing behind his desk. “You say that she was bitten, and now she cannot return to human form.”

The ghostly image of Elijah Stone stroked its bearded chin. “Interesting,” he said, turning toward the rows of books suddenly appearing behind him.

“ ‘Interesting?’” Emily growled, stalking forward, pressing a bandage to her wounded neck. “I’m glad you find my life being over so freakin’ fascinating.”

“Calm down,” Bram said quietly, gently touching her arm. “He didn’t mean anything by it.”

She snarled, baring her fangs and yanking her arm away. “Calm down? Don’t you see how bad this is? Look at me … I’m stuck this way.”

“We all know how serious this is,” Bram tried to reassure her. “But getting yourself all worked up isn’t going to do anybody any good.”

They heard the wrinkling of plastic and looked toward Bogey, who had found a bag of potato chips.

“Yeah, you need to relax. Chip?” the Mauthe Dhoog offered.

Emily’s fur bristled as she lunged at the little creature. “I’ll show you how relaxed I am after I bite your freakin’ head off!”

Bogey instantly opened a dimensional rift behind him and dropped backward into it, disappearing from the room.

Emily landed where he had been standing, in a snarling crouch, furious. “Anybody else have anything to say?” she growled.

The Archivist cleared his throat behind them.

“I believe I might,” he said, a large book open in his hands. “Unfortunately, the organization’s research into a situation such as this is minimal, but I do find a note here about the effect of a vampire’s bite upon other supernatural creatures.” He looked down into the book for the exact wording. “It says here that the bite can act as a kind of poison, and if not addressed immediately, will eventually lead to madness.”

The Archivist snapped the book shut with one hand.

“I believe that your little outburst is the first sign of something very bad to come.”

“Naw, she just hates me,” Bogey said, climbing up and out of a rift that had appeared on the floor across the room, away from the bestial Emily. He still had his bag of chips and was eating them hungrily.

“No, he’s right,” Emily said, her large, powerful body trembling again. “It feels different now, stronger, more wild.”

Emily looked around the room. There was desperation in her gaze; desperation, and the fear of what she would become.

“It wants to hurt something … to rip it apart and taste its flesh … its blood….”

Bogey made a gagging sound and dropped his chips.

“And I’m not sure how much longer I’m going to be able to hold it back.”

Gideon did not wish to sleep.

For millennia he had waited, trapped within the confines of the wooden box, unable to move. All he could do was dream of the time when he would be free and able to take vengeance upon those who had done him such an injustice.

He’d always suspected it would be Vladek who came for him.

They had escaped their enemies, jumping through a magickal passage into a dwelling that reeked of sorcery. There was a magick user there, still held in the grip of the vampire’s spell, holding the passage open. Vladek had acted at once, slaying the sorcerer to close the passage so their pursuers could not follow.

Then they had found an ancient mausoleum on the property where the vampire could sleep, protected from the burning rays of the sun while his human lackey guarded the entrance.

Now, nestled in the protective crook of Vladek’s arm, Gideon was free to begin his plans anew, to pick up where he and his comrade in hate had left off so long ago.

The sorcerer closed his aged eyes—not for sleep, but to focus upon the world around him. Reaching out with his mind, he sought her, the goddess of the dust. The deity of death.

A’Ranka.

She was the queen of an older time, before humanity even dropped from the trees, a time belonging to a powerful magickal race called the Yad’Zeen. This was a time of balance, a time when the goddess of death lived in harmony with the god of life itself. His name was Borphagal and he loved the goddess A’Ranka.

But A’Ranka grew restless with her followers, feeling as though their worship was not enough. She decided that she would end the lives of the Yad’Zeen by blotting out the life-giving rays of the sun with the dust of all that had lived and died upon the planet. The sun would be covered in a shroud of deathly remains, and this she believed would cause the creation of a new race of beings, a race that would exist only in darkness, and they would worship her to the extent she believed she should be worshipped.

The Yad’Zeen were terrified, abandoning their prayers to the dust goddess and devoting themselves entirely to the god of the sun. And even though Borphagal loved her, the god of life confronted A’Ranka.

A’Ranka grew furious, screaming that the Yad’Zeen needed to be destroyed to make way for followers that truly understood and respected the power of the gods.

Ignoring her lover’s pleas, A’Ranka called up the dust of the dead, creating a swirling maelstrom comprised of the dusty remains of all that had lived upon the planet, had died upon the planet, and had been reduced to dust.

Borphagal was saddened by A’Ranka’s actions, and considered allowing himself to be swathed in ash—extinguishing his warmth as the fires of his love had been extinguished—but he heard the plaintive cries and prayers of the Yad’Zeen and had no choice but to listen.

Joining with the other gods of the early world, Borphagal came to challenge the madness of A’Ranka. There was a tremendous battle where the world shook, and sadly the Yad’Zeen were killed, but this only made Borphagal all the more angry, and he used the final prayers of his worshippers to increase his strength and finally defeat his onetime love.

The skies clear of the deathly remains, A’Ranka was imprisoned in a temple that had been erected in her honor, and that temple was hidden away.

With the Yad’Zeen no more, wiped out by her madness, A’Ranka was to suffer the most horrible of fates for a goddess.

She would be forgotten.

But, the goddess of the dust would only feel the full extent of her punishment if all that had remembered her died along with her dreams of genocide.

It was not the case.

A Yad’Zeen had survived; a single member of the sorcerous species that actually believed that A’Ranka had been right. That the world needed to be enshrouded in darkness for a new, and far superior race to emerge.

Gideon was the last of the Yad’Zeen, and knew that the vampires were who his goddess believed would worship her best, and should rule a planet purged of light. Thus it was up to him to complete the desires of his goddess.

For countless millennia he had kept his goddess alive with his thoughts and worship of her. He could feel her, locked away in her temple prison, but knew that he did not have the power or strength to free her. It was when he met with the vampires, forming an alliance with the ruling body of the blood-drinkers, that he saw his success drawing closer.

Teamed with Vladek, they fought their way to his mistress, and imagined that their success was inevitable.

But it was not to be. An order of human zealots—an order of Brimstone—prevented them from reaching their destination. Both he and the vampire Vladek were imprisoned, but it did not crush his spirit. Gideon knew that there would come a time again when he would be free, and the wishes of his goddess could again be realized.

Gideon never gave up thinking of her, praying to the goddess of the dust, but he feared that eventually it would not be enough, that A’Ranka would fade away, not strong enough to be remembered.

This had been his terror since obtaining his freedom; for no matter how hard he prayed, Gideon could not feel her.

The last of the Yad’Zeen was about admit that his goddess was no more, that no matter how hard he tried to keep the memory of her alive, he had failed miserably, and she had been sent tumbling into the abyss of forgotten deities, when he felt something.

It was so tiny and frail that it barely existed; a last spark of existence before an inevitable end.

Gideon blew upon the spark, watching as it grew brighter, pulling it up from the pit of oblivion.

He had found his goddess.

She was so weak, but she was alive, hungry to be nurtured by the prayers of countless worshippers. There was only him now, but soon, when the sky was black, covered in a shroud of dust …

There would be more.

Bram lay upon the worn, leather couch in his father’s office at the Brimstone Network headquarters thinking about how nice it would be to go to sleep.

He was exhausted, his eyes burning from lack of rest, but he could do nothing to calm his frenzied mind.

Over and over again he reviewed his team’s failure.

His failure.

Looking back, he could see all the mistakes they’d made, and realized how lucky they had been to be able to walk away.

The vampire was bent on retrieving Gideon’s remains, which meant he was up to something.

But what?

Bram sat up, resigning himself to the fact that there would be no sleep for him tonight. He considered going down to the basement to talk with the Archivist, but he was too restless. He needed to do more than stand around listening while a ghostly image of his father spouted information. Bram wanted to flip over a few rocks and see what he could find.

And he knew exactly where those rocks might be.

The abandoned Brimstone instillation was huge. The middle floors of the renovated castle had been designed as living quarters for the brave men and women who had devoted their lives to the Network’s cause. As Bram strolled through the corridors, he tried to imagine them filled with agents going here and there at all hours, but could only think of the horrors that had been committed here not so long ago.

Now they were just silent, except for Bogey’s snoring.

Bram entered the Mauthe Dhoog’s room, his boots crunching on the crumbs of corn chips and various other foods that the snack-obsessed creature had been shoving in his mouth. There was a bed in the far corner of the darkened room, but Bogey did not sleep as one would imagine.

Bram dropped to his knees and reached under the bed for his friend.

“Hey,” Bram said, gripping his shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “Hey, wake up, I need you for something.”

“But it’s too early, I don’t want to go on a Bilesucker hunt,” the Mauthe Dhoog grumbled, still in the grip of sleep. He rolled over and away, wedging himself farther into a corner beneath the bed.

Bram dropped to his belly and grabbed the seat of Bogey’s loose-fitting jeans, yanking the gray-skinned beastie out from under the bed.

Bogey’s solid black eyes suddenly came open. “Let me guess,” he said. “You need me for something and it’s got nothing to do with hunting Bilesuckers.”

“Good guess,” Bram said, climbing to his feet. He kept his voice low, not wanting to wake the others. “I want you to rift me back to the cave where they imprisoned Vladek.”

Bogey got up, picking up stray crumbs from the floor and popping them into his mouth. “Little morning pick-me-up,” he said. Then he took a deep breath and cracked his knuckles. “Why do we have to go back there?” he asked. “You’ve seen one cave full of old crap, you’ve seen ’em all.”

“I want to look around,” Bram explained. “I want to be sure we didn’t miss anything that might help us now.”

Bogey shrugged and, digging into his memory, opened a rift back to the musty old cave in the Ural Mountains.

The lighting that had been left behind by whoever had disturbed the vampire’s prison was still functioning, but the batteries must have been getting low. The deep chamber was slowly being consumed by darkness.

“Any idea what it is that you’re looking for?” Bogey asked as he picked up what looked to be an incredibly old statue of some ancient goddess and immediately broke off one of its arms. “Oops,” he said, a flush of red spreading across the gray of his cheeks. “Gotta be careful with this junk.”

“Exactly,” Bram said.

He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he’d know it when he saw it. He was drawn to the stone box where the vampire had been imprisoned for thousands of years.

“Can you imagine?” Bogey mused, hanging on the rim of the box, peering inside at the darkness contained within. “There’s barely enough room even for me in there. I’d probably lose my nut after the first five minutes. But at least they gave him something to read.”

Bram was already moving on to another area of the storage cave when he realized how odd Bogey’s last words were.

“They gave him something to read?” Bram asked.

Bogey nodded. “Yeah, there’s some books and stuff inside the box.” He hooked a thumb to the stone square behind him.

Bram darted back to the box and reached inside. Bogey had been right, there were books inside, ancient books, books so old that they could very well crumble if touched too roughly.

The young leader of the Brimstone Network ghosted his hands, making them as soft as air on the fragile tomes, but solid enough so that they could be gently moved.

Bram immediately began to read.

Unaware of how much time had passed, he was suddenly distracted by Bogey clearing his throat.

“So, anything good?” the Mauthe Dhoog asked.

Bram felt uneasy as he took his eyes from the ancient text. “Nothing really good, but it is helpful.”

“Helpful? Like the vampire’s current address helpful?”

Bram shook his head slowly.

“No, like the notes of my ancestor good,” he explained. “These books contain the information that they got from Vladek when they studied him … before they locked him away.”

“Cool,” Bogey said, reaching for one of the books.

Bram quickly moved the book out of his reach.

“Not cool,” Bram said, feeling suddenly queasy. “If what it says here is true, we’re in trouble.

“Really deep trouble.”
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AIR BRAZIL FLIGHT 1406 WAS BUFFETED BY TURBULENCE.

Lewis Tyker gripped the armrests on his seat in coach, listening to the large woman in the bright orange sweat suit across the aisle cry out with every shake and sudden drop.

He wanted to tell her that minor turbulence was the least of her worries, that if she knew what was resting in a transport crate inside the belly of the plane, or even what he was carrying in the small duffel bag stored beneath the seat in front of him, she would know the very definition of the word “fear.”

Lewis closed his eyes, attempting to focus on other things.

When his master had awakened, the head of Gideon had babbled excitedly about a goddess called A’Ranka. He had insisted that they go to her at once.

The man flinched at the memory of what happened next. Vladek had ordered Lewis to make passage for them, and foolishly the human had allowed his curiosity to get the better of him. He had asked about their plans.

He shuddered violently, remembering the vampire’s rage. Lewis had felt certain he was about to die, but the head—Gideon—had intervened, reminding Vladek that Lewis would be needed to deal with the human world.

“Are you cold?” somebody asked, and it took him a moment to realize that somebody was talking to him.

Lewis looked to his right, seeing the large woman offering him a blanket. “I saw you shivering … here, put this over you.”

She smiled, showing him large, white teeth stained with bright red lipstick.

“I’m fine,” Lewis snapped, touching a trembling hand to his throat. He was glad to still have one, as he thought of the vampire’s razor-sharp teeth.

He gazed at the night sky outside the window, the stars and darkness like twinkling diamonds laid upon black velvet.

Lewis had made the flight reservations and arranged to ship Vladek’s traveling crate without further hesitation, nearly draining his own bank account. They were headed to the jungles of South America.

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes again. Maybe I can sleep, he thought, and actually began to feel himself drift off.

Until he heard Gideon’s voice. He came awake with a start, looking around for the source of the muffled sound, before remembering that it was coming from under the seat in front of him.

The large woman in the orange sweat suit had purchased headphones for the in-flight movie but was watching him instead. He wondered if she could hear Gideon’s voice.

Lewis pulled the duffel bag out from under the seat and unzipped it.

“We’re close,” Gideon croaked. “We’re very, very close.”

He was about to ask the sorcerer what he should do, when a thick drifting mist started to seep up from the floor—from the storage cabin beneath the plane.

The large woman craned her neck, trying to see into the bag. Lewis tilted it just enough for her to see Gideon’s head inside.

Her screams mixed with those of the other passengers as the mist began to solidify, taking on a manlike shape. The vampire roared, springing upon his victims with incredible speed and ferocity. One by one the passengers fell to his bite, drained of their blood before they could even think of unclipping their seat belts.

The large woman in the orange sweat suit screamed the loudest as Vladek perched upon her, drinking her blood. Lewis didn’t enjoy the awful noise and reached across the aisle to pull the dangling earplugs from her ears. He placed them in his own ears, plugging into the film that was playing on the small monitor over the aisle ahead of him.

Drowning out the sound of slaughter.

The head of Gideon could feel the dwindling presence of his goddess close by, and grew excited. This was it, what had been denied to him and his blood-drinking partner for so very long.

The screams of the dying passengers were like a symphony to the ancient magick user, a symphony written especially for their quickly approaching triumph.

But there was still a step that needed to be completed before their meeting with destiny. Vladek’s people must be made to know that the time was approaching so that they could prepare for the domination of the world.

The withered head closed its eyes, using magickal senses to locate the vampire species. He had no idea of their fate since his imprisonment; the last he knew, the blood clans were hidden around the world, but try as he might, he could not find them.

“Blast,” Gideon hissed, and he extended his search to worlds beyond this one, piercing the layers that separated this world from so, so many others.

“Yes,” he said, suddenly finding them in a deep, dark pocket of shadow.

The Brimstone Order must’ve thought themselves so brilliant, he mused as he reached out to touch this cold, barren world that had become the home of the vampire species. Hiding you away as they had done with Vladek, and with me.

Hiding us away so we could no longer do any harm.

And with that thought, the ancient sorcerer’s head nestled comfortably within the duffel bag began to laugh.

Bram waited in the Archivist’s chamber for the others to arrive.

The Archivist had not been surprised by their find, explaining that in the earlier days of the Brimstone organization certain pieces of information deemed too dangerous for Earth were often sealed away. Vladek and all the information associated with him were considered just such information. It was intended that he never be disturbed.

And the plan might have worked, if it hadn’t been for the supernatural event that caused so many of the ancient barriers to come down.

The team finally started to arrive, taking seats in the chairs they’d brought earlier from the cafeteria. Stitch accompanied Emily in her wolfen shape. Bogey was next, the Mauthe Dhoog eating what appeared to be a gigantic cold-cut sandwich despite the early morning hours. Douglas and Dez were last, the boy’s father wheeling the sleepy-eyed psychokinetic into the room.

“Why couldn’t this have waited until the sun came up?” Dez asked.

Bram felt a flutter of nerves in his belly. While he’d been waiting for his team, he’d been formulating his battle plan.

And he was now about to share it with them.

“Sorry about the early hour,” he said, trying to stand taller. “But what I’ve learned over the last few hours can’t wait. I think I know how we can stop Vladek.”

Bram watched Emily tense in her seat. The werewolf looked totally out of place in the orange-backed chair.

“Does this have anything to do with me?” she growled.

“It does,” Bram answered. “It’s going to take all of us to stop Vladek and Gideon.”

Dez yawned loudly, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “Do we even know what they’re up to?”

“No good,” Bogey chimed in before taking another bite of his enormous sandwich. “If a vampire is involved, it has to be no good.”

“I don’t know for sure, but I have my suspicions,” Bram said. “And if I’m right, we’re going to have to move quickly or we’ll be too late.”

An ominous silence filled the room.

“Does anybody have any mayo?” Bogey suddenly asked. He had opened up his sandwich and was eyeing the multi-layered meats, cheeses, and vegetables like a surgeon preparing to operate. “I told the guy at the FastMart lots of mayo, but it looks like he skipped the lots part.”

“Why would any of us have mayo?” Dez asked, clearly annoyed. “It’s the middle of the freakin’ night.”

“A simple no would have been fine,” Bogey said, pouting.

Stitch loudly cleared his throat. “If we could resume the briefing?”

Bogey shrugged, continuing to poke around inside his sandwich while Dez rolled his eyes and shook his head.

“Dez,” Bram said, trying to focus his team. “You asked what Vladek and Gideon were up to. I believe it has something to do with an ancient death goddess called A’Ranka.” He looked at the Archivist to make sure his pronunciation was right, and the ghostly figured nodded his approval.

“Figures it’s a death goddess,” Bogey said, closing his sandwich. “Couldn’t be a flower goddess, or a goddess of line dancing, it has to be a death goddess.”

“As I was saying,” Bram said, ignoring Bogey’s outburst. “It looks like Gideon was unusually interested in this goddess, who was also known as the goddess of dust. According to the legends, she didn’t feel like her followers loved her enough, so she planned to cause some world-altering event to wipe them out to make way for followers who would love her above all else.”

“And how was she going to do that?” Dez asked. His father, still standing behind his chair, patted him proudly on the shoulder.

“A’Ranka was going to blot out the sun,” Bram said, feeling himself growing very cold. “She was going to raise the dust of the dead and use it to cover the sun.”

“That’s cold,” Bogey said, a piece of soggy bread hanging from the corner of his mouth.

“Exactly,” Bram said. “Without the sun it would be cold indeed, and the world would be plunged into total darkness.”

Emily shifted her animal bulk in the chair. “I don’t get it. What kind of world would that be for her new followers?”

Bram remained quiet, letting them put the pieces of the puzzle together.

“Oh, crap,” Bogey said, dropping what remained of his sandwich.

“Vampires,” Emily said, a throaty growl rumbling from her chest.

Bram nodded. “Of course, A’Ranka was stopped. The god of the sun—Borphagal—defeated her in battle, and then imprisoned her in one of her own temples.”

“But it doesn’t end there, does it,” Dez said.

Bram shook his head.

“You think that Vladek and Gideon are up to something that involves this A’Ranka.”

Bram agreed with a nod and continued.

“They were stopped once, but now I think they’re about to try it again. I think they’re going to try to awaken the death goddess and convince her to try her plan again.”

“So how do you think we can stop them?” Stitch asked.

“Well, for starters, Vladek’s heart was magickally removed, which makes him practically invincible. Bogey and I found some documents in the stone case where he was imprisoned that indicate it was given to the vampire royal family and taken to Nocturnia.” Bram looked at his team. “We have to find that heart.”

“You guys do not want to be going to Nocturnia,” Bogey cried out, throwing his hands into the air. “All you’re gonna find there is trouble … trouble and vampires. You can count me out on this one.”

Bram was quick to step in.

“You don’t have a choice,” he stated, his words coming out harsher than he wanted.

Bogey flinched.

“We’re going to need two teams. One team will go to Nocturnia and find the heart with the purpose of destroying it, while the other will head to South America to prevent the death goddess from being awakened.

“I’ve thought long and hard about this, and if anybody has another way, I’d be more than happy to listen.”

No one said a word.

“Then it looks like we’re doing it my way,” Bram said. “Stitch, Emily, and Bogey will head to Nocturnia, while Douglas, Dez, and myself will go to the jungle to find A’Ranka’s temple.”

Bram paused.

“And if we’re not too late for any of it, hopefully we’ll all survive to have a world to come back to.”

In the royal chambers, on the twilight world of Nocturnia, King Yorga stirred.

Having just finished a meal of blood substitute—provided millennia ago by their conquerors, the Brimstone Order, as a replacement for the life-stuff that coursed through the veins of the living—the king had fallen into a lethargic slumber.

But something called to him, something that roused feelings long dormant and believed dead by the vampire king.

The feeling was hope, but that had been destroyed almost instantly upon being banished along with his people to this dark, cold place by their most hated enemies.

King Yorga gradually lifted his chin from his chest, his dark eyes opening ever so slowly. His queen sat beside him on her throne, also held in the grip of sleep. At first he believed it to be she who had awakened him and was about to return to the embrace of slumber, but then he saw it.

Something moved in the air before him, a cloud of smoke that struggled to define itself.

The king sat upright, inching closer to the edge of his throne.

The smoke had taken on the guise of a face, a face that became more and more specific as he left his seat and came closer.

The vampire king stopped as if he’d come up against an invisible barrier, dropping to his knees before the hovering visage of a sorcerer that had so long ago promised him a world.

“Gideon,” King Yorga said, as smoky eyes opened in the face floating in the air of the royal palace.

“It is time, King Yorga,” the face whispered in a voice sounding as though it were coming from so very far away. “Time for you to claim what should have belonged to you millennia ago.”

“How is this to be?” the old king questioned, feeling his body tremble with unexpected anticipation. “We are imprisoned upon this world by powerful sorcery.”

“The world of man has been changed of late,” Gideon whispered. “Magicks believed infallible have been weakened … barriers brought down. Summon your magick users and priests of blood, for your time is now.”

King Yorga rose to his feet.

“And my son?” he asked. “What of Vladek?”

Gideon smiled as his image gradually started to fade, the smoke dissipating.

“Your son still has much to do if all is to go as planned.”

The image of the sorcerer was gone, as if a dream.

And a strength surged through the vampire king’s ancient form, the likes of which he had not experienced since last feeding upon live prey.

A strength brought on by hope.

Vladek stood in the cockpit of the skycraft, Gideon’s head tucked beneath his arm as he gazed out the curved window at the blackness of night.

A special kind of energy coursed through him now, something even more energizing than the blood he had consumed from the craft’s passengers. The vampire could sense that they were getting closer.

He removed the sorcerer’s head from beneath his arm, pointing it toward the window.

The pilots were under Vladek’s mental control, continuing to fly the great craft, unfazed by the withered head that had been placed between them.

It had taken a great deal of self-control not to feed on them as well. It was actually the human, Lewis, who had managed to prevent him from taking the pilots’ lives.

Vladek chanced a look from the pilots’ cabin, through the open door to where Lewis sat amongst the dead passengers. The man’s eyes were wide with fear as he nibbled on some sort of snack he had found.

The vampire wondered how long it would be until his patience waned and he found himself nibbling upon the throat of his human servant. This one had already lasted far longer than most.

“Here,” Gideon suddenly croaked.

Vladek squinted through the night, seeing only clouds and darkness. “I see nothing.”

“She is so very weak,” Gideon said. “But I feel her here like the gentle caress of a spider’s limb upon my brain. We need to descend.”

“Do as he says,” Vladek ordered the mesmerized pilots.

Without any hesitation, the two began to manipulate the controls, pointing the aircraft down.

“What are you doing?” asked a frantic voice.

Lewis had left his seat.

“We are descending,” Vladek announced, gazing out the windows as the clouds rushed by, the plane eventually emerging to reveal an emerald jungle below illuminated in the light of a quarter moon.

“We’re going to crash,” Lewis said over the whine of the skycraft’s engines.

“She’s below us,” Gideon spoke. “Down there in the jungle, the goddess A’Ranka calls to her devoted follower.”

The human frantically grabbed hold of Vladek’s shoulder. “We’re going to crash,” he screamed.

Vladek looked through the window again at the sight of the jungle as it loomed closer and closer.

“If that is what needs to happen in order to find her,” the vampire stated, placing Gideon’s head beneath his arm again, “then so be it.”

Screaming, Lewis scurried away, trying to find a safe place where he might survive a crash.

Survive it or not, Vladek did not care.

All that mattered was that they had arrived, the jungle swallowing them up like some great, hungry beast.


10.

EMILY CLUTCHED THE PEN TIGHTLY IN HERclawed hand, wanting desperately to get her thoughts down onto the paper, but it was as if she’d lost the ability to write.

Sitting outside, atop one of the Ravenschild castle towers, she attempted to focus, trying to quiet the wildness of the beast that threatened to take control.

She wanted to leave a note for her parents, just in case something should happen to her while away on this latest mission. But the pen felt awkward in her grip. With a rumbling growl she started to break the pen, then managed to stop herself, pulling hard on the reins of her anger. She threw the pen to the floor next to her notebook.

She brought her fingers to her throat, gently probing at the two punctures on the flesh beneath the thick coat of fur. The wounds throbbed with the excited racing of her heart. If there was a chance she could stop this, that she could again get the wolf under control, she would take it, no matter the risk.

But before she left on this potentially dangerous mission, Emily wanted to let her parents know how much she loved them and hoped that they could still love her.

Emily saw her parents’ faces again, in the kitchen of their home, fear and disgust in equal measures as they saw what their daughter had become.

She had never seen them look like that before. Sure, they’d been annoyed with her in the past, maybe even a little disappointed when she’d fouled something up around the house, or messed up at school, but most of the time all she’d had to do was look in their eyes and she would know.

Emily would know she was loved. But that was then.

She felt ashamed of what she was.

And with that shame, there was anger. The wolf’s anger.

It wanted to go to them … her parents…. It wanted to show them how angry it was. The bestial thoughts made her want to throw up, and she actually stifled a gag as she leaned over the edge of the tower and looked down at the roiling ocean below.

She could never hurt them, even if they didn’t love her anymore. But the wolf …

“Emily?” asked a voice behind her.

The wolf reacted, spinning around, lips pulling back in a snarl of complete savagery.

For a moment she didn’t recognize him—the wolf not wanting to bother to recognize him—but she quickly regained control.

“Sorry, Bram,” she said, fighting to keep from losing it.

“Are you all right?” he asked, stepping out onto the tower with her. “You left the meeting so quickly.”

She turned back to the view, back to the restless sea, bony, furred elbows resting on the tower’s sill.

“Does it really matter?” she asked. “Sounds like it’s my only chance to return to normal …” She glanced quickly over her shoulder at him. “For what that’s worth.”

“Believe me, I tried every angle, and this was the only one that made any sense to me,” Bram explained, coming closer. “The only chance we have of stopping Vladek and Gideon and curing your infection is to destroy the vampire’s heart.”

Emily heard the sound of her pen being kicked across the stone floor and turned to see Bram reaching down to pick it and the notebook up.

“Were you going to write something?” he asked.

She nodded. “I was trying, but …” She looked down at her hands, flexing the clawed, dark-skinned fingers. “It’s become sort of difficult.”

He stepped closer. “Do you want me to help?”

The anger flared again and the wolf almost lashed out at the boy, but the girl found herself quite touched by his offer and managed to keep control.

“Would you mind?” she asked him.

“Not at all.” He smiled.

“I’d like to write a letter to my parents.”

Stitch stood before his bed, admiring the arsenal of weapons that were on display there.

“These should do just fine,” he said, his eyes brushing over each of the instruments of battle.

As soon as Bram had informed them all of his plan, Stitch made a mental note to visit the Brimstone facility’s arsenal. His hand, which had once belonged to a high-ranking officer in the Network, had remembered where it was, and had even recalled the personal combination needed to open the doors.

Almost everything they’d need to wage a war against the forces of evil could be found behind the twelve-inch-thick carabendium steel doors. Over the centuries the Brimstone Network weaponsmiths had spent a great deal of time studying the various supernatural enemies often loosed upon the world, and they had crafted weaponry accordingly.

Stitch picked up a handheld crossbow from the bed, aiming down the length of the weapon. Imagining that a vampire had sprung up from behind the bed’s headboard, he squeezed the trigger, letting fly the wooden shaft.

He grunted, pleased with the result; if there had been a vampire, it wouldn’t have been there anymore, a wooden shaft to the chest reducing the blood-drinker to ashes.

“That section of wall won’t be giving you any more trouble, I hope,” Bram said from the doorway.

Stitch chuckled, setting the weapon down upon the bed.

“Went shopping, I see,” Bram continued as he came to stand beside the patchwork man.

“Everything that the two teams might need,” Stitch replied. “If it’s not here, then it isn’t necessary.”

The boy reached out, picking up a dagger from the bed, admiring how the blade glinted in the fluorescent light from the ceiling.

“That blade has been blessed by four of the holiest men on the planet,” Stitch informed him. “The blessings are like poison to the unclean.”

“Handy.” Bram set the blade back beside four others.

“Do you think I’m doing the right thing?” the young leader then asked. He was admiring one of the pistol-style crossbows with its ammunition clip of wooden shafts.

“It doesn’t matter what I think,” Stitch said. “You’re our leader. Our job is to follow your orders.”

“I need to know. Do you think I’m just sending us off to be killed?”

Stitch smiled. “If I thought you were sending us out to be killed, I would indeed say something, whether or not you’re our leader.”

“So the plan doesn’t stink?”

The patchwork man shook his head. “It’s a plan that your father might have come up with.”

Bram shook his head. “Then why don’t I feel good about all this?”

“I didn’t say the plan was foolproof,” Stitch said. “It is rife with danger, and there’s just as much of a chance of us failing than succeeding.”

Bram sat down carefully on the corner of the bed. “Doesn’t sound like a very good plan to me.”

“Sad to say, son, but it’s the only one we have.”

They were silent for a while, but Stitch could tell that Bram wanted to say more. Patiently, he took a backpack from the floor and began to load it with supplies.

“Think I might’ve been too hard on Bogey,” Bram finally said.

Stitch smiled some more as he made sure that a flashlight was working. “The Mauthe Dhoog is young, but he thinks he’s old and has seen it all. You were right to be firm with him. If Bogey wants to be a part of the Network, he has to get used to following orders.”

“And Emily?” Bram asked.

Stitch hesitated a moment. She was an important member of the team, but in the state she was in … “I wish we could leave her behind,” he said.

Bram nodded. “She’s really afraid of losing control, but your team needs her.”

“You’re right,” Stitch agreed. He finished loading one of the packs and started on another.

“She could become dangerous,” Bram said, his tone very serious. “Dangerous to you, Bogey, and the mission.”

“I know that.” Stitch placed the second pack on the floor beside the first.

“You should have some sort of a plan,” Bram began.

Stitch reached across the bed for an automatic pistol. He held it before him, ejecting the ammunition clip, then held it out for Bram to see what it was loaded with.

Silver bullets.

“I already do.”

Dez’s legs hurt.

He sat in his wheelchair and carefully stretched them out. The pain was pretty bad.

“I’m not sure I can use the crutches,” he said, reaching down to massage the aching muscles in his thighs.

“You’ll be fine,” his father said cheerily. The man was busily moving around the room, getting ready for their trip to the jungle.

Desmond watched him and tried to imagine life without him. The thought hurt him more than the pain in his legs.

“Sunscreen,” his father said, placing his hands on his hips. “We don’t have any, do we?”

Dez shook his head.

“Maybe we can get Bogey to rift us over to a twenty-four-hour drugstore before we have to leave,” Douglas said, stroking his chin in thought, wiping off the makeup that covered the injuries he’d received on their last mission.

The injuries that would not heal.

Dez knew that Bram was waiting for him to shut off the part of his brain that kept his father with them, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it.

Painfully he pulled his legs back in.

“A hat,” Douglas suddenly said.

“A hat?” Dez questioned.

“You’re going to need one. All we need is to be in the middle of our mission and have you come down with a case of sunstroke. Maybe Bogey could help us with that, too.”

His father went back to rifling through their belongings.

For a moment Dez found himself becoming angry at Bram and the others for entering his life and screwing it all up, but he knew that was just stupid. His life had been pretty much screwed up the moment he had realized that his brain could do things that no one else’s could.

Like keeping his father moving after he died.

Dez tried to remember the man before the heart surgery that had caused his death. He hated to admit it, but his father was a much better person now.

A better father.

“What’s up, sport?” Douglas asked, turning from an open drawer filled with underwear and socks, as if sensing Dez’s quandary.

“I just don’t know if I can do this,” Dez said, thinking of what Bram had told him he must eventually do.

His father came over to him, kneeling beside the wheelchair and throwing a reassuring arm around him.

“Don’t you worry about a thing,” he said, thinking that Dez was talking about their upcoming mission. “If need be, I’ll carry you.”

Dez leaned his head on his father’s shoulder, the strong smell of makeup a cruel reminder of the reality he did not care to face.


11.

LEWIS CAME AWAKE WITH A START, HEADpounding as if it were a drum and someone were beating on it with sticks.

Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom.

His body twitched violently, and he remembered what had happened.

The plane was crashing. He’d barely had enough time to strap himself into his seat before it went down in the South American jungle.

Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom.

His head was throbbing, his heart racing, and he realized that he was upside down inside the fuselage of the plane, held into his seat by his seat belt.

He rubbed the blood and stinging sweat from his eyes and looked about the cabin. Instantly he was reminded of a roller-coaster ride, screaming passengers raising their arms as they went round and round. But there were no excited screams here, no amusement at all, just dead bodies, drained of their blood, hanging upside down, strapped into their seats.

Lewis fumbled with the buckle at his waist. He had to get out of this flying morgue.

The buckle came loose with a click, and he fell onto what had once been the ceiling but now was the floor. On hands and knees he gazed down the aisle toward the back of the plane. It was missing and he could look out into the thick jungle growth.

He had to be careful, the body of the plane gently swayed from side to side with every one of his movements. All he needed was to move too much, or too fast, and send the whole fuselage crashing down from where it was perched in the treetops. Lewis doubted that his luck would hold out a second time.

Carefully he began to crawl down the length of the plane. It swayed gently with his every move, and the passengers’ dangling hands brushed against his face like jungle vines hanging from trees. He refused to look up at them. All he wanted to do was get out of the plane.

Suddenly, with a moan from the trees upon which it rested, the plane pitched forward and Lewis found himself tumbling toward the jagged opening where the tail used to be. He reached out, grabbing for anything that would stop his fall, managing to take hold of the hand of a dangling corpse, but the dead flesh was slick and his hand slipped through its fingers.

For an instant he was soaring through open space, and then he hit the thick leaves and branches of the trees with bone-jarring stops and starts until he finally landed on the damp, jungle floor.

He wasn’t sure how long he lay there, afraid to move, afraid that something vital had been broken or punctured on his way down. But finally he gathered his courage and wiggled his fingers and toes, then raised his arms and legs. There was pain, but nothing that he could determine as crippling.

Slowly he climbed to his feet, looking at the dense, tropical forest around him. Up through the trees he could just about make out the body of the plane, and over to his right he could see an engine that had been torn from a wing.

It was a miracle that he had survived, and he immediately wondered if he had been the only one. The jungle was so dense that it literally blotted out the sun, so if his master had managed to survive the crash he would have been protected from its killing rays. Lewis wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that. A strange kind of bond seemed to be forming between him and the vampire, and he had to wonder if it was more of the blood-drinker’s hypnotic power.

Not having an answer, Lewis started to trudge through the jungle. He had no idea where he was going, but he had to do something. The ground was like a sponge beneath his feet, the years and years of leaves and rotting vegetation making a sort of squishy carpet atop the jungle floor.

“Hello?” he called out as he walked. There was no answer except for the squawk of some exotic jungle life.

Lewis kept on, occasionally finding broken luggage, clothes waving in the humid tropical breeze.

He wasn’t sure why exactly, but eventually he found himself drawn to a particular section of the primordial forest, finally stopping before a curtain of vines. Something told him that he had to get beyond this curtain, a strange urge that he had no real explanation for, except the mental manipulations of the vampire lord Vladek.

Lewis could fight it no longer, and besides, what else did he have to do? He rushed the green curtain, digging his hands into the vines, trying to push them apart. They were heavy and stiff, covered with small, razor-sharp thorns that bit into his flesh. He could feel the blood running from his hands, down his arms, but it didn’t stop him.

The deeper he pushed into the vines, the more unyielding they became, and suddenly he found himself trapped within the thorn-covered growths. Panic set in, and he began to struggle, his hands leaving bloody smears across the vegetable tendrils.

And then the strangest thing occurred: Wherever his blood touched, the vines began to move, withdrawing, curling up as if to let him pass. Lewis began to frantically wipe his blood on the leaves around him and soon he emerged on the other side of the green curtain.

Stifling an insane giggle, Lewis stumbled out from the prison of vines, into a clearing where he saw the most amazing of things.

Vladek stood, the head of Gideon clutched beneath his arm, and emerging from the jungle all around them were the strangest-looking animals Lewis had ever seen. They appeared to be jaguars, but there was a slight difference in their shape and the way they moved.

The jaguars saw him first, immediately tensing, glaring at him with emerald green eyes. Then one by one they rose to stand upon their hind legs, as if they were part human.

Vladek turned to see what it was that had captured the cats’ attentions and smiled widely when his eyes fell on Lewis. “How fortuitous,” the vampire said with a twinkle in his eyes.

It was almost as if Vladek was happy to see him.

“To pass, there must be an offering,” the leader of the jaguar beasts said with a snarl, baring its long, yellowed teeth.

Vladek nodded before turning back to the human. “I am glad to see that you managed to survive,” he said.

The human moved closer, the stench of new blood wafting from his lacerated flesh. “I didn’t know what happened,” he said, appearing genuinely pleased to see the gathering. “Do you have water? I’m so thirsty.”

“No time for drink,” Gideon’s head croaked from beneath the vampire’s arm. “The offering must be made.”

The jaguar beasts spread out, circling them, the leader padding stealthily closer. “It has been a long time since we’ve tasted the flesh of humanity.”

“Flesh of humanity?” Lewis asked, the stink of fear starting to come off of him in foul-smelling waves. “Wha—what does he mean?”

“They are the guardians of the jungle surrounding the temple,” Vladek explained. “In order for us to pass, we must offer a sacrifice.”

The jaguar leader growled, low and rumbling, a fat, pink tongue snaking from his mouth to lick its dark, orange muzzle. “Sacrifice,” it snarled, and the others echoed the word.

Sacrifice.

“You don’t mean …,” Lewis began, slowly backing toward the thick curtain of vines.

“I’m afraid we do,” Vladek replied.

Lewis dashed for the jungle, but was quickly set upon by the jaguar beasts. They drove the screaming man to the ground, their fangs sinking into the soft flesh of his arms and legs to drag him toward the thick underbrush.

“Please, no!” Lewis shrieked, thrashing desperately in their clutches. “You can’t let this happen,” he cried out to Vladek as he was dragged closer to the jungle’s edge. “I did what you asked … I served you without question….”

“And your loyalty was greatly appreciated,” the vampire said, turning his attention back to the cat creature standing before him.

The jaguar leader was watching the struggle with bright, hungry eyes. “So long since we’ve tasted the sweet meat of humanity,” it said again, a long trail of saliva dripping from its slavering jaws.

“There has been a sacrifice,” Vladek said, attempting to capture the beast’s attention.

“Yes,” it said, the answer ending in a throaty growl as it turned to Vladek.

“Then you will grant us passage.”

The jaguar dropped down to all fours, turning ever so slightly toward the impenetrable jungle foliage behind it. It pawed at the ground, and Vladek watched as the vegetation seemed to come alive, pulling apart to create an opening through which they could pass.

“The offering has been made,” the jaguar leader said, again gazing off in the direction his meaty prize had been taken.

Saying nothing more, the beast slunk off to disappear into the shadows of the jungle.

“Quickly,” Gideon urged. “Before the accursed cats decide they’ve developed a taste for vampire flesh.”

Vladek headed for the emerald passage. Immediately it began to close as they passed, and when they had at last reached the other side, it no longer existed. There was only an impenetrable wall of jungle at their backs.

But that did not concern them, for they had at last found what they had yearned for so long to reach.

The pyramidlike structure appeared to be as old as time, its many stone steps climbing all the way up to the squared-off top, overgrown with thick roots and lush vegetation.

“The temple of A’Ranka,” Gideon whispered in awe.

“At last.”

Bram liked it inside the musty chamber deep beneath the Brimstone facility.

He’d spent hours going over and over again the information he’d gotten about Gideon, the Yad’Zeen and their gods and goddesses. And as his research progressed, he began to understand that if Vladek and Gideon were indeed attempting to reawaken the ancient death goddess, then he and his team were going to need a little more help.

He’d gone to the Archivist, and by asking the right questions, had been led here, the ancient Arcanum storage chamber, where the Brimstone Network sorcerers stored all their important books, scrolls, and tablets. This was where what he sought would have been kept.

The Archivist had given Bram the magickal combination to the room and had told him exactly where to look—and there it was. Carefully, he removed the ancient scroll from the stone chest in which it had been stored, placing it inside a protective plastic tube. Bram doubted that it had been used in centuries, if ever, and he wasn’t even sure this was a good idea. But it was the only one thing he could think of to help his team if they found themselves going up against an angry goddess.

Bram looked about the room. He wished that he could stay in the solitude of the chamber, reading through the spell books from all over the world, from throughout history and before. But he had other responsibilities. It was nearly time for the team to begin their mission. With a heavy sigh of resignation, he left the ancient Arcanum storage chamber, closing the door tightly behind him.

He would come back another day, when the world wasn’t in quite so much danger.

At Gideon’s urging, Vladek began to climb.

The stone steps of the temple were covered in thick, snaking vines, but it did little to hinder his progress. The vampire bounded up, the sorcerer’s head clutched tightly beneath his arm.

“We’re so very close, Vladek,” Gideon moaned excitedly. “I can feel her skittering across my brain, waiting for us to free her.”

Rays of golden sunlight cut through the nearly impenetrable covering of leaves in the towering jungle trees, beams of yellow light touching sections of the temple stairs. The closer to the top, the more sun broke through the dense vegetation to caress the temple.

Vladek avoided these patches that would have burned his body like the strongest of acid, managing to stay in shadow until he reached the top of the temple.

“What is this I see?” the vampire cooed as his eyes fell upon a crumbled section of pyramid wall along the face of the temple. Carefully he approached and stuck his head in, his vision cutting through the impenetrable darkness with ease. “A way inside,” the vampire said, examining the passage before him.

“A way to reach our goddess,” the head of the sorcerer agreed.

Vladek climbed inside and was immediately immersed in the coolness of shadow. He welcomed this. The vampire was far more comfortable in the darkness, and looked forward to the day when the sun would no longer be permitted to touch the planet with its burning fingers of gold.

The corridor ceiling was low, and he had to bow his head slightly as he moved through it. The walls on either side were adorned with primitive art depicting the great battle between the forces of Borphagal and the dust goddess, A’Ranka. The final wall depicted the goddess’s last days as she was brought to her temple in the jungle and imprisoned inside a deep pit in its very heart.

Vladek held Gideon’s head up so that he, too, could read the drawings.

“If my translation is accurate, the goddess is to be found not at the top of the pyramid, but below,” Vladek said.

“I think you are correct,” Gideon replied. “Bring me over a little farther so that—”

But there came a sudden rumble, and the rocky floor beneath Vladek’s feet dropped away to reveal a yawning abyss below.

And before the vampire had a chance to react, he was falling.

Down, down, down to the stygian darkness below.

Down to where the goddess A’Ranka awaited them.

* * *

Bram returned to the Archivist’s chamber to find his entire team waiting for him.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, entering the room, pack slung over his shoulder.

They followed him with nervous eyes, eyes that hoped he had found another plan to save the world from Vladek’s and Gideon’s plans.

Sorry, but it wasn’t the case.

“Are we ready?” Bram asked.

They nodded, their apprehension coming off them in waves.

Bram had to stifle the feelings of guilt that threatened to rise to the surface. As their leader, he couldn’t afford it. He made the decisions and formulated the plan, and that was something he was going to have to learn to live with.

Again, Bram was reminded of his father, and was in awe of the responsibilities that he had faced nearly every moment of every day. Bram had a lot to live up to.

He looked across the room at the Archivist, the ghostly figure of his father, standing beside the equally unsubstantial desk.

“Have you found anything else that might help us?” Bram asked.

The Archivist stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Regarding the operation in Nocturnia,” he said. “All recorded information seems to point to the fact that Vladek’s heart is stored somewhere in the royal palace.”

Bogey scoffed, rolling his large, dark eyes. “Is that all?” he asked sarcastically. “I’m surprised I’m not being sent alone for this one, it’s so easy.” The Mauthe Dhoog quickly looked at Bram before looking away.

“Ahem,” the Archivist coughed, responding to the interruption. “Infiltrate the royal palace and I believe you will locate the heart somewhere within.”

“I’ll find it,” Emily growled, touching a clawed finger to the side of her snout. “If it smells like him.”

The Archivist turned his attention to Bram. “It has been documented that the temple of A’Ranka is guarded by the jungle spirits placed there to dissuade the curious and foolhardy.”

“So wouldn’t these jungle spirits keep our bad guys from getting into trouble?” Dez asked.

“One would hope, but since the event has wreaked havoc with so much pertaining to the magickal, I can’t even begin to guess how the spirits have been affected.”

“Let’s hope they haven’t been, and they stopped Vladek and his pet head at the door,” Dez said, reaching up so that his father could give him a high five.

Bram waited for the Archivist to continue, but it appeared that he was done. “All right, then,” he said, adjusting the pack on his shoulder.

The others took this as a signal to pick up their own packs prepared by Stitch.

“You should have everything you need to complete your assignments inside your packs,” Stitch informed them.

“Any snacks?” Bogey asked, pulling open the zipper. “I could use a little something right now.” His face screwed up in disgust as he perused his pack’s contents. “Forget I asked,” he grumbled.

“There’s no time for snacks, anyway,” Bram said. “I need you to rift us two passages.”

Bram gestured to the Archivist, who produced two crudely drawn maps that now floated in the air.

“Not all that great,” the Mauthe Dhoog said, examining the maps. His rifting skill depended heavily on his familiarity with the location.

“Sorry, but it’s all we’ve got,” Bram told him. “Can you do it?”

Bogey studied one map, and then the other before slowly nodding. “Yeah, I think I’ve got it.”

Bram looked around at them again, at his team, amazed at his feelings for these individuals who were strangers to him less than a few months ago.

Now he would trust them with his life.

Trust them with the fate of the world.

“Let’s do this,” he said.

And he watched as Bogey first cracked his knuckles, and then began to make the strange sound that seemed to come from somewhere far back in his throat.

The Mauthe Dhoog raised his arms as crackling bolts of magick began to leap from the tips of his fingers, rifting the passages through time and space that would take the teams to their mission locations.

Taking them from here to there.


12.

IT WAS DARKER THAN A BLUDOVIAN BLOODSnake’s soul.

Bogey stood beside the rift into Nocturnia, holding open the tear he’d made in time and space so that his friends could pass. Then he allowed the rift to close with a sound very much like the remnants of a particularly delicious blue Slushie being sucked through a straw, and they were immersed in the blackness of the vampire world.

“Just as nice as the last time I was here,” Bogey said, his eyes adjusting to the dark.

He looked up into the sky at the two full moons that hung there. If it wasn’t for their luminescence there would be no light here at all. From what he understood, Nocturnia was a magickal world specifically found for the vampires by the Network, where they could continue to survive and to be a threat to no other species. It was a world of perpetual darkness, where a sun never shone.

“Do you have any idea where we are?” Stitch asked, his two different colored eyes blinking wildly as they adjusted to the lack of light.

Bogey was about to answer when he noticed Emily toss back her large, furry head and sniff the air.

“There’s lots of them nearby,” she growled.

“That’s because we’re near the center of the city,” the Mauthe Dhoog explained. “If my memory is right, the marketplace is up here.”

He remembered when his talent for rifting had first kicked in, how when he was supposed to be asleep in his hut in Guttswallow, he was actually rifting to new and different worlds. And if Earth was at the top of the list as one of his absolute favorite places in all the myriad dimensions to visit, Nocturnia was at the very bottom.

Bogey gestured for them to follow, and they moved cautiously up a thin alleyway between two stone buildings. As they got closer to the end, they heard the sound of voices from somewhere in the street ahead. Bogey gestured for them to stop, pressing himself to the side of one of the buildings so as not to be seen.

“Vampires,” Emily vocalized, the words coming out in a low rumbling growl.

Bogey looked at her, placing a stubby finger over his lips, and Stitch reached out, grabbing hold of her shoulder and giving it a squeeze.

A steady stream of vampires was moving up the street horizontal to the alley. They were talking enthusiastically amongst themselves as they walked, obviously excited about something.

Bogey felt a fresh shiver move down his spine as he watched the gaggle of blood-drinkers pass.

The Brimstone Network scientists had provided the vampires with an artificial blood to drink, something that would keep them alive and relatively healthy but did not have to come from the veins of a living thing. And though they no longer had to kill to survive, it did not change what these creatures truly were.

Predators.

On his last visit Bogey hadn’t been very careful, moving amongst the pale-skinned people without a care, a tourist to this strange place of darkness. It hadn’t taken long for old instincts to kick in and they were trying to drink him like a tall, cold one on a hot summer’s day. He had barely rifted out of there with his throat intact, and had hated the blood-drinkers ever since.

“Something’s going on in the center of town,” Bogey whispered, pointing up the street.

“We should avoid any crowds,” Stitch said.

“No can do,” Bogey said with a shake of his head. “In order to get to the royal palace we have to pass through the middle.”

Stitch accepted the information with a nod.

“We’ll just stick to the shadows and be extra sneaky,” Bogey said.

He stuck his head out of the alleyway again and, seeing that it was clear, gestured for the others to follow him out onto the main street.

They quickly darted from their place of concealment, replacing it with another on the main drag leading toward the center of town. There were plenty of deep shadows cast by the tall, stone buildings leading up the street, to hide their steady progress.

The closer they got, the more interesting it became. From the looks of it, it appeared that all the vampires of Nocturnia were in the city center waiting for something.

Bogey darted from the shadow of one building, across a patch of moonlight, to hide behind a large cart left on its side. The others followed. It was a perfect vantage point.

Bogey pointed. “See that big, creepy-looking building over there just beyond the square?”

Emily and Stitch grunted.

“That’s where we have to end up,” he said.

They settled down in their hiding place, watching the crowds continue to grow.

“What do you think that’s for?” Emily asked, pointing with a clawed finger at an elevated platform that was hastily being completed.

“Not sure,” Bogey said. “But something tells me it’s only a matter of time before we know.”

And he was right, as horns began to trumpet and a murmur like the buzz of a thousand insects went through the vampire gathering.

The horns blared again and figures clad in robes of black, red, and gold flowed onto the stage.

The vampire royal family.

“I think this is the main event,” Bogey whispered, watching as a vampire, who had all the physical characteristics of a king, stepped to the front of the platform and, looking out over the crowd, raised his arms.

“The time is nigh,” the king’s voice boomed.

The crowd grew more agitated, cheering the words of their ruler.

“Plans that were set in motion before our banishment to this bleak and lifeless world are again in motion,” the king addressed the excited gathering.

The crowd roared as one.

Bogey turned to look at Stitch and Emily. “Something tells me this isn’t good.”

“We had long since given up hope that our savior had survived his captivity at the hands of the Brimstone Order, that our schemes for world supremacy would ever bear fruit.” The king paused, closing his eyes as if savoring the words to come. “We have reason to hope again, my people. Prince Vladek and the sorcerer Gideon still live.”

His eyes again came open, practically bugging from his head.

“They live!” he screamed, and the crowd did so in return.

“Definitely not good,” Bogey said from the corner of his mouth, his eyes still locked on the king standing on the platform surrounded by frantic followers.

“Not good at all.”

It was taking every ounce of Emily’s strength to prevent the beast from getting away.

Surrounded by creatures that the wolf perceived as enemies, it tried to take over. It wanted to leap from hiding into the crowd, to bite, rip, and tear … it wanted to howl at the twin moons hanging in the black sky.

Desperately she held its mental leash tightly.

Another figure made its way up onto the stage to stand beside the king, an ornate wooden box clutched in his hands. This vampire was dressed in robes the color of blood and seemed to be some sort of holy man.

Emily had to seriously wonder what kind of religion creatures like this would have, and then remembered what they had been told about the death goddess A’Ranka, and how she wanted to stomp all her believers for not loving her enough.

Sounds like a perfect match, she thought, watching as the priest lifted the box into the air, and suddenly she was hearing the sound.

Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump.

The noise made the beast wild … even more wild than before, and it fought her all the harder.

“To be freed from our place of banishment … to prove that we are the chosen, a goddess who has also suffered unjustly must be shown that we are the faithful … that our devotion and worship will give her the power that she requires to change the world,” the king of the Nocturnia vampires spoke.

Emily was growling, even though she didn’t want to, a thick, disgusting froth forming on the sides of her mouth.

Gross.

She felt Stitch’s firm hand grip her elbow.

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

“Can’t you hear it?” she asked.

Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump.

The king of the vampires continued to speak to the attentive crowd. “How do we show her our love? How do we show her that we will make her our life and our death?”

Bogey had turned around and was looking at Emily. “What’s wrong with you?” he asked. “What are you hearing?”

Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump.

The sound was louder now, and she couldn’t believe they could not hear it.

The priest upon the stage lifted the box all the higher.

“How?” the vampire king asked the crowd, turning his attention to the priest, who lowered the wooden box and handed it to his ruler with a bow.

“We will present her with a gift, that is how,” the vampire king said as he reached out and opened the container.

“We have to get to that palace quickly,” Stitch said to Bogey. “She’s losing control and if we don’t act now we could lose …”

Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump.

“No!” Emily screamed, the cry sounding more like a roar than human speech. “We don’t have to go anywhere.”

It was getting harder for her to speak … to think.

Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump.

“Keep it together, girl,” Stitch said in a calming voice. “We’ll find the heart and then …”

She turned to him, feeling the wolf start to push her away. “Listen to me,” she cried in desperation over the thumping sound that threatened to deafen her.

Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump.

“We don’t have to look anywhere.”

She pointed a trembling claw toward the platform, to the figure of the king reaching inside the ornate box.

“It’s here,” Emily roared.

The king presented an object to the crowd. It was black and withered, like a rotten piece of meat, but it throbbed and pulsed with a perverted kind of life.

It was the heart he held.

The heart of Vladek.

Vladek lay upon the hard stone floor of the chamber deep within the pyramid, waiting for his bones to heal.

He had felt as though he’d fall forever, until his body had nearly shattered on impact with the chamber floor. It was a good thing he had fed so voraciously upon the flying craft, for his injuries were so severe that it would have taken him far longer to mend.

As he lay there, he listened to the sounds of the chamber; listening for the voice that it seemed only Gideon could hear. He heard nothing, and the sorcerer’s head had left his possession as soon as he had started to fall.

Finally the vampire began to test his limbs, moving them ever so slightly. They had mostly healed, so he climbed to his feet to inspect the vast chamber.

Huge metal braziers holding a green, supernatural fire burned eerily, providing light where there would be none. He saw what appeared to be an altar, and instantly he recognized his surroundings. He had seen a drawing of this very place on the wall in the corridor far above.

He remembered that they had imprisoned the goddess A’Ranka inside a deep pit, and he felt the tug of a smile at the corners of his mouth as he gazed down upon the stone-rimmed circle that was the mouth of that pit.

Odd symbols—sigils of power—had been drawn upon the encircling stones, and he guessed that this was the magick that kept the goddess trapped inside the earth. He was about to wipe them away, when he heard a sound.

Someone was calling his name.

He left the edge of the pit, following the soft, wheezing voice, already knowing who it was that called to him.

Two skeletons leaned upon each other in death, adorned with jewelry of gold and robes of sky blue. Vladek wondered who they were, curious if others had tried to free the goddess, and failed.

In a deep patch of shadow beyond the skeletons lay Gideon’s head. Vladek reached down to it, wiping away a fat, hairy tarantula that had decided to feast upon the sparse flesh of the sorcerer’s face.

“You still live,” Vladek said, turning Gideon’s face toward him.

“No thanks to you,” Gideon snarled.

The fall had done serious damage to the sorcerer’s skull, caving in one entire half of the head. A thick, grayish fluid leaked from Gideon’s ears and nostrils, and one of his eyes was missing.

“Thanks to me, we have arrived at our destination,” the vampire retorted.

“A location you would not have found without me,” Gideon added.

The vampire considered tossing the head back into the darkness to be fed upon by spiders, but realized that there was still much about this goddess that he did not know. It would be wiser to keep the sorcerer around.

The head groaned loudly, a fresh stream of gray ooze dripping from one of its ears. “It is time for you to fulfill the final part of our bargain.”

Vladek knew that the sorcerer was correct. He remembered the day that the ancient magick user had first come to the vampires, promising them a world of darkness. Gideon had been old, close to death, and he was looking for a way to live. He told the vampires of a world enshrouded in darkness, though filled with life, a world that could belong to them—for a price. He wanted to be one of them. The vampires had agreed to honor Gideon’s wish, but only after A’Ranka had been found and the time of reawakening was near.

That time was now.

The vampire grinned at the head he held in his hands.

“Are you ready, sorcerer?” Vladek asked. “Are you ready to become a brother with the night?”

“There is nothing I desire more.”

“So be it then,” Vladek said.

He placed Gideon’s head down upon the ground and removed his armored chest plate to expose the pale, almost luminescent flesh beneath. Then, using the long nail on his index finger, Vladek dug into his flesh just below the cross-shaped scar on his chest. A thick black ooze flowed from the open wound.

“You will drink of my life-stuff,” the vampire said, picking up the head. “And you will be reborn.”

He let his precious life-stuff drip into the sorcerer’s hungry mouth. Vladek knew it would not take long, that it could not be too much, or too little for the transformation to take place.

Sensing that Gideon had fed enough, Vladek moved the head away from the leaking wound.

“More!” Gideon screamed, his mouth smeared with the vampire’s blood.

“You have had more than enough,” the vampire said, and placed the head upon the ground again. Vladek stepped back and waited.

After a moment, Gideon began to scream and the vampire knew that the process was beginning. Slimy tendrils of red spewed out from the jagged stump of the sorcerer’s neck to spread across the ground. Like vines of blood they crept, growing longer—thicker—weaving together to create a skeleton. From there even more of the tendrils emerged to form muscle, and eventually the internal workings of a new vampire’s body.

The sorcerer thrashed violently upon the ground as his body grew.

Vladek could only imagine the agony he must be experiencing.

The agony of birth.

His flesh was forming now, spreading across the exposed muscle, sinew, and tendon. And as quickly as the growth process began, it was finished.

“Rise,” Vladek commanded.

The sorcerer lay trembling upon the ground, the realization of what had occurred slowly beginning to sink in. He raised a hand to his face, staring at it with eyes bulging in wonder.

“Is it possible?” he whispered. Then, slowly, as if not trusting his own senses, he climbed to his new, shaking legs. “It is!” he screamed, looking down at himself. “I am whole again!”

Gideon began to laugh crazily, dancing around on his new legs.

“Enough, sorcerer,” the vampire snarled. “Now that you are restored, we have other, more important matters to attend to.”

Vladek pointed across the chamber to where he had once stood.

“We have a goddess to awaken.”


13.

BRAM REMOVED THE SMALL, CIRCULAR CASEfrom inside his pants pocket and flipped open the lid.

A dainty golden arrow floated up, spinning around in the air until finally deciding on a particular direction to point them in.

“We’re still going the right way,” he said to his companions, returning the special compass to his pocket. He had found it in one of the Network’s many supply closets and thought it would come in handy, not pointing them in the direction of north, south, east, or west but instead zeroing in on the supernatural energies radiating from the goddess’s prison.

He turned to see Dez struggling across the soft, shifting ground of the jungle. There were thousands of years of decaying vegetation beneath their feet, a surface not conducive to crutches.

Douglas tried to help him, though barely able to keep his own balance.

“I’ve got it, Dad,” the boy barked. “Take care of yourself. When I need your help, I’ll ask for it.”

“Everything all right?” Bram asked.

Dez scowled, his face dampened with the sweat of exertion.

“Just awesome,” he snarled. Bugs swarmed around his reddened face and he attempted to swat them away.

“Are you sure that thing works?” he asked. “Seems like we’ve been walking in the same direction for hours.”

“Hour and a half,” his father chimed in, looking at his watch.

Dez looked at his father with disgust. “You’re very helpful,” he said sarcastically.

“Thanks.” Douglas smiled. “You know how much I like to help.”

Dez rolled his eyes before turning back to Bram.

“Anything inside your bag of tricks that might be able to give us a clue as to how close we are?”

Bram turned back to the thickening jungle growth. “Afraid not,” he said, taking the machete from the sheath attached to his belt. “But if we believe the compass, we have to get through here to get to where we’re going.”

“Great,” Dez said. “Soon as I figure out how to keep from falling down I’ll be sure to give you a hand.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Bram said, hacking at the thick growth of vines. “I’ve got it.”

Douglas left his son’s side. “Here, let me help.” He began to chop at the vines also.

The heat was doing a job on Douglas’s face, his makeup melting in the high humidity, exposing the wounds that would never heal. The tiny flies that buzzed around them all seemed particularly interested in the animated dead man.

Bram and Douglas worked at the dense vegetation. But no matter how much they chopped away, there was an even thicker curtain of vines behind it. In a matter of minutes they were exhausted, stepping back for some water and a bit of a rest.

“We should have brought a flamethrower,” Dez said, leaning back against the trunk of a tree and closing his eyes.

“Good one, son,” his father said, taking a few whacks more at the thick jungle growth.

Bram sipped from his canteen, his eyes scanning their surroundings. A flash of color, moving behind a shade of green, caught his attention. It might have been only some jungle life stirred by these intruders, but then he recalled the Archivist’s words about the spirit guardians.

He turned to warn Dez to be on guard and froze as he saw the first of the jaguar beasts emerge. It seemed to flow out of the jungle to stare at Dez, who remained completely unaware. More of the orange-furred beasts appeared, two on either side of Dez while the one moved closer.

“Dez, stay calm,” Bram said in his softest, least threatening voice. “No sudden moves.”

“Why?” Dez asked as he opened his eyes and gazed directly into those of the jungle cat creature. “Oh, my God,” he gulped.

“Just keep cool,” Bram reassured him. “You’re doing fine.”

Douglas turned from the curtain of roots, wiping away the bugs that clung to his face. “Seems like the more I cut, the more there is to cut,” he began, before noticing that they were no longer alone.

“Stay still, Douglas,” Bram warned, and the man froze, machete still in hand.

Another of the jaguars padded on all fours out from somewhere behind him, its movements completely silent. It studied Bram with unblinking emerald eyes, its black nose twitching as it captured the boy’s scent.

“A sacrifice must be given,” the animal growled, rising to stand upon its back legs. The others did as well, taking on an even stranger appearance.

“We are looking for the temple of A’Ranka,” Bram said. “What would you require to guide us to this place?”

The jaguar leader’s face contorted in what could have been a smile. “A sacrifice of flesh,” the leader growled, licking its whiskered face with a thick, pink tongue.

“Oh, crap,” Dez said as the jaguar beside him walked closer with a rumbling growl.

“No,” Bram stated firmly.

The jaguar seemed taken back, tilting its head as it studied him.

“You would deny us?” it asked. “You would deny the guardians of the jungle their offering?”

“I would deny you our flesh,” Bram answered.

The leader brought a pawlike hand up to its face and stroked at its furry chin, considering Bram’s words. “There is no choice,” the creature finally said with a shake of its head.

The jaguars moved closer, and Bram tensed, ready for a fight.

“We take what we want, and you will go on your way.”

Bram waited for one of the spirit animals to make the first move. But he never expected what happened next.

The wall of vines that they’d worked so hard to chop through suddenly parted like a curtain and two more of the jaguar spirits surged from the passage to attack Douglas from behind. They sank their fangs into his dead flesh; one biting into his collar, the other his wrist, and they yanked the screaming man viciously backward through the opening.

“Dad!” Dez shrieked, pushing off the tree and falling onto his face.

Bram lashed out with his machete, causing the two cat spirits around him to leap back and away.

The leader attempted to block his path, but he willed himself immaterial and passed through the attacking beast with ease, only to watch as the vines closed, blocking the passage with an impenetrable wall of growth.

“Bring him back,” Bram said with a growing fury. He felt the Specter in him surge, the warrior spirit inflamed for combat.

“We have our sacrifice,” the jaguar leader said, backing away with the others. “You have safe passage.”

“You heard me,” Bram said, starting toward the creatures.

The jaguars moved like the wind, flowing back into the jungle.

“We are done,” the jaguar leader’s voice drifted in the air, any sign that the spirit creatures had ever been there now gone.

“Dad!” Dez screamed again. The boy fumbled to get his crutches beneath him but the ground was too soft, and he fell forward again.

“I’ll get him,” Bram said, running toward the wall of vegetation, but Dez’s cry stopped him cold.

He turned to see Dez floating up into the air, crackling bolts of blue energy leaking from his body.

“They took my dad, Bram,” the boy said, his eyes completely white. “I’ve got to save him.”

The air around them began to crackle, and Bram knew that it was only a matter of seconds before Dez unleashed the full potential of his psychokinetic powers. On instinct he ghosted his body as Dez tossed his head and arms back. An explosion of searing white light erupted from his body and the jungle was filled with a roar like a squadron of jets.

Bram felt the intensity of Dez’s power, even through his immaterial form, as he found himself pushed through the air, buffeted by winds of psychic force.

Taking a chance and opening his eyes, he could hardly believe what he saw. The jungle around them was gone. All that remained were the splintered remnants of the once dense rain forest.

Bram drifted above the wreckage, catching sight of an ancient pyramidlike structure only a few miles away. He had no doubt that was their final destination, but first, he had to find Douglas St. Laurent.

“Do you see him?” Dez asked from behind Bram, and he turned to see the boy slowly coming toward him, his body held aloft by thick legs of crackling blue energy. And as the legs touched the jungle wreckage, even the splintered remains were obliterated.

All Bram could see was devastation. He was about to tell Dez that he didn’t think anything could have survived when he caught sight of movement amongst the wreckage.

Dez’s whitened gaze followed Bram’s, and a smile formed on his sweaty features. “There he is.”

Bram floated above the area, and gasped as a bubble of crackling blue energy rose up from the splintered remains of the jungle. Inside the bubble were Dez’s father, and four of the jungle spirits. Douglas appeared unconscious, the four jaguar spirits in a state of panic.

“Guess I’m gonna have to teach them a lesson,” Dez said, a snarl appearing on his sweating face.

“Dez,” Bram called out, drifting toward the boy. “Maybe you should just let them go,” he suggested. “I think you’ve scared them enough.”

The boy stared at the bubble with blank, milky-white eyes.

“Ya think?” he asked.

“Let them go, Dez,” Bram ordered.

“Sure, I will,” he said, and the air began to hum.

Bram watched as Douglas was removed from the bubble of energy and gently lowered to the broken trees below. Inside the bubble, the jaguar spirits still nervously paced.

And then suddenly the bubble was filled with fire.

Bram covered his ears, the jaguars’ shrieks of agony almost deafening, but as quickly as they started, they stopped, leaving the energy bubble filled with piles of ash.

“There,” Dez said with finality, and the bubble evaporated with a crackle, filling the air with the drifting remains of the cat creatures.

“Now they’re free.”

Gideon did not wish to be seen naked in front of his goddess.

The reborn sorcerer went to the skeletal corpses lying in the corner, reaching down to remove one of their blue robes.

“What are you doing?” Vladek called impatiently.

“One cannot appear indecent in front of one’s goddess,” the sorcerer explained, wrapping the dusty robes about his new, perfect body.

“Did you know them?” the vampire asked, pointing to the desiccated remains.

“They were of the same order as I,” Gideon said, attaching the robe at his shoulder. “But not half as smart. They, along with our beautiful goddess, tried to fight Borphagal and suffered a most horrible end.” He presented himself clothed in his new attire to the vampire. “I, on the other hand, knew that these attempts would be futile and escaped to plan my beloved deity’s return in another time.”

“And that time is now,” the vampire stated as they walked across the dusty temple floor to the circular pit.

Just before the open mouth Gideon stopped, feeling powerful magicks attempting to repel him. “Those marks keep her trapped within,” he explained, pointing out the strange symbols decorating the rocks that made up the circle’s border.

Suddenly the vampire pounced upon the rocks, sinking his clawed hands between the stones and tearing them away, destroying the border around the circle with a savage snarl.

“Crude, but effective,” Gideon said with a sniff.

“Wake her up,” the vampire demanded, pointing down into the darkness of the pit. “We have waited far too long as it is. Raise her from the pit so that we can begin this world anew.”

Gideon smiled, imagining the new world to come. It would be a most glorious place under his goddess, a world of darkness and shadow, of predator and prey.

His tongue flicked around in his mouth finding his new, and quite sharp, teeth. And suddenly there was a pain in his stomach, a gnawing agony the likes of which he’d never experienced before.

Gideon bent forward with a groan. “The pain.”

Vladek smiled. “It is hunger that tortures you. You will need to feed on the blood of the living soon if you are to continue to survive.”

Gideon looked around the chamber. “But there is nothing,” he said, feeling the agony in his empty belly intensify.

“Then I suggest you move quickly,” the vampire said with a toothy snarl. “Or you will most assuredly starve to death.”

Muttering in a language forgotten before recorded history, the last of the Yad’Zeen sorcerers began an incantation of awakening. He extended his hands above the yawning pit. Swirling tendrils of magick dropped from his fingertips and slithered like eels through the ocean of darkness toward the sleeping goddess far below.

Gideon stepped back, tired from his work, but Vladek remained at the edge of the pit, staring down into the blackness.

“What now?” the vampire asked impatiently.

“We wait,” Gideon answered. “We wait until the magick gently rouses her from her slumber.”

The vampire snarled. “There is no time.”

He dropped to his knees at the edge of the pit and leaned out over the lake of shadow.

“What are you doing?” Gideon asked, on the verge of panic.

“I am helping the magick,” the vampire said, and began to yell down into the pit. “Goddess A’Ranka, I, Vladek, prince of the bloodspawn, call to you now. A representative of your chosen people beseeches you to awaken.”

The vampire was headstrong, and to say that A’Ranka was temperamental was an understatement. If she awoke at the vampire’s urgings, there would be just as much of a chance that she would destroy them both as there would of her allowing them to live.

Gideon hoped that she would awaken in a good mood.

Vladek stood with a look of satisfaction on his face. “Now she will know how urgent this is,” he said. “The vampire species has been quelled too long. We have a world to conquer.”

Gideon watched as the vampire began to pace before the opening.

“What is taking so long?” he asked. “Surely she heard my request.”

“Have patience,” Gideon said, regretting his words as they left his mouth.

The vampire bared his fangs like a rabid wolf. “Patience, magick user?” he yelled. “My patience was gone after the first thousand years I spent inside that stone box.” He looked into the mouth of the pit again. “A’Ranka!” he screamed at the top of his lungs.

Gideon was certain that the vampire was going to say more, but he never got the chance.

Something surged up from the darkness below.

Something large and powerful.

It moved with lightning speed, sending the remaining rocks that encircled the opening of the pit flying off in multiple directions and driving Gideon and the vampire back. The temple was filled with thick clouds of billowing dust, and as Gideon picked himself up from the ground, he saw something moving—writhing—within it.

“Is it she?” Vladek asked, charging into the cloud. “Has the goddess risen?”

Gideon wanted to tell the vampire to be careful, but the pain in his belly was too great, and he knew that his words would likely fall upon deaf ears. Vladek was going to do what Vladek wanted to do.

The vampire moved his hands through the thick, swirling dust, searching.

But what he was searching for found him instead. A thick, muscular tail surged from the mist, wrapping around Vladek’s waist and yanking him up from the ground.

Using a spell of dispersal, Gideon cleared away the floating dust, gasping at the sight before him. She was everything he had remembered and more. She was larger than life, her upper body more beautiful than all the Yad’Zeen princesses combined, with a lower body of the most deadly and powerful of serpents.

It was her muscular tail that held Vladek’s flailing body.

“Who are these insects that have so rudely awakened me?” she demanded.

Gideon could sense that she was weak, her many millennia of imprisonment draining her of most of her godly might, but she was still strong enough to deal with the likes of them. She still had the power to make them regret having ever been born.

“Great goddess,” Gideon said, dropping to his knees before her. “We are but humble servants to your beauty and power.”

Vladek tried to fight her, sinking his claws into the scaled flesh that held him tight, but she would have none of it, giving him the most vicious of shakes.

“Power,” she stated, and Gideon could see her begin to remember.

“It was my exertion of power that put me here,” A’Ranka said, looking around the vast, underground chamber. “A prisoner in my own temple.”

Gideon kept his head bowed. “But we have come to return that power to you,” the sorcerer proclaimed. “A power that you will wield like the most deadly of weaponry, your heart’s desire finally within your grasp.”

“My heart’s desire?” she asked. “Explain yourself, insect.”

“I am but the first of your new worshippers,” Gideon said, placing a hand upon his chest. “The first of many who will call you their one and only.”

A’Ranka reared back upon her serpentine form. She raised Vladek’s broken body higher.

“And this one?” she asked. “Is this insolent wretch another who will worship me?”

Gideon nodded. “He is their prince,” the sorcerer explained. “And he helped to free you from your slumber.”

She brought Vladek closer to inspect. “Fascinating,” she said, flinging his body to the ground at Gideon’s feet.

“Borphagal spared my life, showed me mercy,” the goddess stated. “Why would I risk his wrath again?”

Gideon smiled as he helped Vladek to stand.

“Your new worshippers,” Vladek managed, as his crushed ribs began to heal. “Your new worshippers will make you stronger than him.”

“Stronger?” A’Ranka asked.

Vladek could stand on his own feet again and walked toward the goddess. “Our love and devotion will make you more powerful than ever before.”

The goddess considered his words. “How do I know you speak the truth?” she asked. “I see no worshippers.”

Gideon came to stand beside the vampire prince. “Soon, Goddess, they will be arriving soon. All I need do is weave the magick to open the portal and they will swarm this world, bringing their adoration of you.”

A’Ranka considered all of this, a bejeweled finger placed upon her beautiful lips. “Prove that your words are true,” she demanded. “Prove that you will love me most of all.”

Gideon smiled, watching as Vladek stepped closer. They had planned this, knowing that there was only one thing more than unbridled devotion that A’Ranka loved best, and that was gifts.

“You want proof?” Vladek asked her. “Then I will give it.”

The vampire prince fell to his knees beneath her. “I, Vladek, royal prince of the bloodspawn, swear my undying love to you, as well as the undying love and fidelity of all my people.”

A’Ranka swayed upon her taunt, muscular body, seemingly taken by the words of the prince. “Go on,” the goddess of the dust said.

“As a symbol of the bond that we will soon share I will give to you the most precious of gifts.

“A gift,” the goddess hissed, her beautiful eyes growing large in anticipation.

Vladek sank his claws into the thick, cross-shaped scar on his chest, pulling the flesh apart to reveal the black, empty cavity.

“I will give you my heart.”

The werewolf was about to jump from the hiding place.

Stitch saw the powerful muscles bunch beneath Emily’s thick coat of raven-black fur, and reached out to clamp his hand firmly upon her shoulder.

She spun around, fangs bared, and he saw that there was very little of Emily left, but he tried anyway.

“No,” he said in a firm, commanding voice. “We can’t fight all of them.”

He didn’t think that any of what he’d said had managed to permeate the fog of savagery that threatened to consume the girl’s humanity, but suddenly he saw the wolf’s expression change, softening just a bit.

“It’s right there,” Emily said, looking back to the stage.

The king had returned the black, beating heart to the special box as the crowd continued to roar.

“I know it’s frustrating, but we must be careful. Remember, we must be successful, if Bram and the others are to succeed as well.”

That seemed to calm the beast a bit more, and Stitch returned his attention to the activity on the stage. The other two priests had taken their place beside the king, and appeared to be conjuring a spell.

“Tell me that they’re not doing what I think they’re doing,” Stitch said, directing his question to Bogey.

“If you think they’re doing an interpretive dance, you’re completely off base,” the small, gray skinned creature stated. “But if you’re thinking they’re in the process of conjuring a passage to someplace, you’re right on the money.”

Stitch’s hand had remained on Emily’s shoulder, and he could feel the muscles like steel beneath the thick fur tense.

“Conjuring a passage?” she asked. “Conjuring a passage to where? We can’t let them take the heart away.” Her voice was growing more excited—more bestial.

The vampire priests raised their voices above the noise of the crowd and the spell of passage leaped from the ends of their long, bony fingers to puncture a hole in the air before them.

“She who will become our goddess has been imprisoned as well,” the vampire king proclaimed. “So we will bring her the heart of Vladek…. Using magicks long forbidden to us by our captors, we will travel to her place of confinement and show her the depths of our devotion.”

The passage opened with a sound like the cracking of a whip. The king of vampires turned to the pulsating rip in the fabric of reality and, without a moment’s hesitation, ducked within to begin his journey. One after the other, the royal family and their servants entered the passage, until only the priests remained.

The high priest again lifted the box to the crowd. “With this gift, we shall receive a world in return.”

And as the crowds howled and cheered, the priest carried the box to the passage, and was gone, the other vampire holy men following on his tail.

“No!” the werewolf howled, tearing Stitch’s hand away.

The patchwork man immediately placed his hand on the pistol in the holster at his side.

The gun loaded with silver.

His eyes locked on Emily’s as he gripped the weapon, ready to stop the werewolf, but he couldn’t do it.

With a snarl, the wolf bounded from their hiding place, landing amongst the crowd of vampires with a roar.

“Something tells me this wasn’t part of the plan,” Bogey said.

He and Stitch watched as the werewolf waded into a sea of blood-drinkers, tossing their bodies around as if they were toys. She was making her way toward the stage … to the still-pulsing gateway.

“What are we gonna do?” Bogey asked.

Emily had cut a path through the crowd, and removing twin daggers from a bandolier across his chest, Stitch began to follow.

“We improvise,” he said, slaying vampire after vampire as they turned their attention to these new intruders.

What choice did they have?

* * *

The stairs up the front of the pyramid were treacherous and steep.

Bram stopped for a moment, turning back to check on Dez and his father. “You guys doing okay?”

“We’re all right,” Douglas answered, stepping carefully, carrying Dez piggyback. “How much farther?” he asked, looking up toward Bram.

One of the jaguar creatures had run its claws down the side of the man’s face, leaving deep, bloodless furrows. It wasn’t at all pretty to look at.

“Not sure,” Bram said, taking the compass from his pocket. He flipped the lid back and watched the delicate golden arrow rise up and search for signs of magick. “It says we’re on the right track. All we can do is keep climbing until we can find a way inside.”

Bram started up the stairs again.

“Can we stop for a second?” Dez asked weakly.

“We should really try to keep going,” Bram replied. “The longer it takes us to find Vladek, the less chance we have of stopping him.”

“Just for a second?” Dez asked. “Please?”

Bram begrudgingly agreed, and moved back down to join them.

Douglas lowered Dez to a step so that he could sit.

“I just need something in my bag,” the boy said weakly. He unzipped his backpack and rummaged through it. “I’m not going to be any good to you or anybody else feeling this way. I need a pick-me-up…. Here it is,” he announced, pulling out a can.

“Liquid Surge?” Bram asked, reading its bright green label.

“Yeah, it’s an energy drink. Bogey gave it to me before we left. Said it would put hair on my chest or make me feel like there were fifty-thousand volts going through me. Whatever I need most, I guess.”

Dez popped the lid, and an odd, strangely metallic yet fruity smell wafted up into the humid air. “Bogey says he drinks these all the time.”

“That explains a lot about Bogey,” Douglas muttered as he watched his son begin to drink.

“Well?” Bram asked.

Dez smacked his lips. “Strangely enough, it tastes like something that would be called Liquid Surge.” He looked down at his shirt. “No hair, but I am feeling a little more awake.” He offered the can to Bram. “Sip?”

“No thanks,” Bram said with a shake of his head. “The thought of putting something inside my body that Bogey drinks kind of scares me.”

Dez shrugged and took another gulp. “Suit yourself. It’s not that bad once you get used to it.”

“Think you’ve got enough energy now to finish the climb?” Bram asked.

“Bring on the bad guys,” Dez said, finishing the drink and crushing the can in a show of strength.

The energy drink actually did seem to do some good. Dez was able to hobble along, needing only to lean on his father for support as they resumed their climb.

Maybe we should start packing Liquid Surge in all our bags, Bram mused as he climbed the face of the pyramid.

He checked the compass again and saw that the arrow was now pointing around to the side of the pyramid. “It says we should head over here,” Bram said, moving horizontally across the stairs.

It wasn’t long before he found the opening. “We can get in through here.” He retrieved a flashlight from his pack and shone through the breach in the wall. The yellow beam only went so far before it was eaten by the darkness.

“You’re going to need your flashlights,” Bram called to his companions as he started to crawl through the broken opening into the pyramid. Immediately he noticed the change in temperature, as a sheen of goose bumps erupted across the flesh of his arms.

He could hear Douglas helping his son through the broken wall as he moved further down the corridor. The beam of his flashlight caught a glimpse of the faded imagery painted on the walls, and he was drawn to the story depicted there, following the tale of the goddess A’Ranka.

The memory of the poor residents of the village transformed by Vladek’s bite flashed through his mind, and he again experienced an uncomfortable chill. He wondered if the vampires could ever be capable of loving anything more than the taste of blood.

“Hey, Bram, where are you?” Dez called, interrupting Bram’s musings.

“I’m down here,” he called, realizing he had strayed away from his companions.

He could hear them making their way, the beams from their flashlights growing larger and brighter, like the eyes of some ghostly beast moving toward him.

Then something caught his eye on the wall across from him and he shone his own light upon it. The pictures depicted A’Ranka in all her glory conjuring a great cloud.

What was it the Archivist had called her? Bram tried to remember. The goddess of the dust?

The cloud was encircling the planet, blocking the faded yellow sun, and he then knew the enormity of what Vladek and Gideon planned.

“What do they mean?” Dez asked, finally coming into view. He was shining his light upon the drawings.

Bram moved to the last drawing, a depiction of the world, floating in space surrounded by a thick ring of black. He was about to explain what he had figured out, when suddenly he was falling.

It actually took him a moment to realize what had happened, falling down through the darkness, hearing the panicked voices of Dez and Douglas from far above. Then Bram allowed his ghostly nature to take control, halting his descent in the sea of black.

“I’m all right,” Bram yelled up to his companions as he slowly rose to meet them.

They were both kneeling at the edge of floor that had been broken away, shining their lights down into the passage.

“You nearly gave us a heart attack,” Douglas said, Bram seeing the irony in the man’s statement as it was heart failure that had killed him first.

“Sorry, I got distracted and wasn’t watching where I was going.”

Bram peered down as he floated above the tunnel. In his Spectral form he was more sensitive to the paranormal. He allowed his body to become solid enough to reach into his pocket and remove the compass.

“What are you thinking, Bram?” Dez asked.

“I’m thinking that straight down might be where we want to go.”

He opened the lid and watched as the arrow of gold practically jumped from the case to point down into the pool of darkness below.

“I’m thinking you may be right,” Dez answered, moving a little closer to the edge.

Douglas reached out, grabbing hold of Dez’s shirt just in case he should get too close to the edge. “I believe Stitch packed climbing gear,” the boy’s father said. “If we take our time, we should be able to work our way down to—”

“No climbing,” Dez said, pushing himself up from the edge.

“Well how else do you expect to—” Douglas began, but abruptly stopped as he found himself levitating above the floor.

Dez was using his psychokinetic abilities again, this time with more control, but Bram had to wonder if he was strong enough to pull this off.

“Are you sure about this, Dez?” he asked.

Tiny bolts of crackling power leaped from the top of Dez’s head, making his hair stand on end as if he’d had a fright. It wasn’t long before he was levitating beside his father. “No problem. Remember, I just drank a whole can of Liquid Surge.”

Bram said nothing more, although he noticed a trickle of blood forming just beneath the shadow of one of Dez’s nostrils.

There just wasn’t time for concern: If what he suspected was true, they had to move quickly.

Before it was too late.
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“WHERE IS THIS GIFT TO ME?”

A’Ranka reared back upon her muscular snake body, a twinkle of anticipation in her beautiful dark eyes.

Gideon felt Vladek’s gaze upon him. “Where is the gift, Sorcerer?” the vampire prince asked.

Gideon bowed slightly. “The gift, as well as your worshippers, are a mere spell away,” he said, cracking his knuckles and wiggling his fingers in preparation.

The hunger at his core was excruciating, but he managed to control the agony with thoughts of the future, thoughts of how the world would soon belong to the vampires.

Belong to his kind.

“I want my gift,” the goddess demanded. “And I wish to see those who would worship me over all things. I want this now.”

“Your will be done,” Gideon said.

He felt the magick building as he spoke the timeless words that would open a passage on this side from Nocturnia. If all went as planned, the vampires would already be on their way.

Tendrils of crackling supernatural force streamed from the tips of his new fingers, swirling in the air like birds at play, faster and faster until the air at its center began to shimmer and bend. A section of time and space shattered like glass within the border of magick, revealing a long and winding tunnel of shadow on the other side.

Gideon smiled as he peered into the darkness, sensing the approach of the goddess’s new worshippers. “They come,” he announced. “They come!” he screamed as the vampires began to emerge.

The first to arrive was King Yorga, and he stepped from the magickal passageway, fangs bared, ready for danger. Queen Valara plucked at her hair as she emerged behind her husband, interdimensional travel having mussed it.

“You are safe here,” Gideon told them.

The vampire king whirled toward the sorcerer, but stood down when he realized who had spoken to him. “Is it true?” he asked.

Gideon gestured across the chamber, and King Yorga turned.

“It has been too long, Father,” Vladek said.

Yorga’s eyes grew wide as he looked upon his son, and even wider at the awesome sight of the goddess beside him.

“Who is this?” A’Ranka demanded to know, her voice booming like thunder.

“This is the king of my kind,” Vladek announced to her. “And my father.”

The king dropped to his knees in awe of the goddess.

A’Ranka smiled, showing yellowed, razor-sharp teeth.

And Gideon smiled as well. The goddess seemed happy with the first of her new followers. He returned his gaze to the passage as more vampire travelers arrived, eagerly spilling out into the underground cavern. He was searching for one in particular, and finally through the growing crowd, through the members of the royal family and the priests of the blood-faith, he found the vampire he was looking for.

The high priest who carried the box.

The box that contained the warrior’s heart.

“They are here for you, my goddess,” Gideon announced over the excited din of the blood-drinkers.

They scurried about the chamber, examining their new surroundings.

The king was still upon his knees. Raising his head he commanded his people’s attention. “Bow before the goddess of dust,” he bellowed. “Bow before she who will deliver to us a world.”

The vampires dropped where they stood, the soft murmurings of prayer escaping their mouths as they began to worship her.

“Yessssssss,” A’Ranka hissed, black eyes twinkling with pleasure. “These are the faithful I have so long desired.”

Her serpentine form writhed in the air. “Already I feel my strength returning,” she roared, her voice raised in ecstasy. “And with each passing moment, I grow stronger than ever before.”

Gideon looked upon the goddess in awe. Indeed, her green skin was becoming more vibrant, her mass growing larger and more powerful. Their final gift would be all she needed to begin the transformation of the world.

To summon the Shroud of A’Ranka.

Vladek strode through those who knelt in prayer. “Where is the gift for my goddess? Who bears the chest that contains my life?”

The high priest rose from where he had dropped, the dark, wooden case still in his hands. “It is I, good prince.”

“Open it,” Vladek ordered, pointing at the box.

With trembling hands the high priest pulled back the lid to expose the writhing black muscle that was Vladek’s heart.

Gideon moved closer. The heart looked as it had so many millennia ago when he had first removed it, still beating, from Vladek’s chest.

“Take it, Vladek,” Gideon said, watching as the vampire reached inside the box and removed his beating heart. “Take it and give it to your goddess.”

Vladek stared at the pulsing organ—his very existence in his hand. He lifted his eyes from the beating heart and walked toward the goddess, who watched him eagerly.

“For you,” he said, offering it to her.

And the goddess A’Ranka reached down, taking the offering into her hand. Bringing it up to her face, she stared at it lovingly.

Gideon stood amongst the vampires, watching the goddess admire her gift.

She smiled at those kneeling around her. “As you have given me a gift,” she said, her voice dripping with benevolence, “so shall I bestow a gift unto you.”

And the goddess raised her arms and tossed back her head as she began to sing.

Gideon winced at the sound that seemed to dig into his brain and wriggle around like maggots feasting upon an infected wound.

The song filled the air, its disturbing harmonies stirring the very dust and dirt from the floor.

Gideon’s eyes widened in wonder as the dust grew thicker, some of it briefly coalescing into shapes—both animal and human—as it swirled in the air, the maelstrom growing larger and larger.

The goddess was weaving her shroud.

And soon the world would feel the touch of the damnable sun no more.

The darkness seemed to go down forever.

Bram looked above him as he continued to drift downward. Dez appeared to be doing okay, the small sparks that crackled from his head providing them with the occasional kernel of light. Douglas seemed to be all right as well.

“Are we even sure this place has a bottom?” Dez asked.

“Good question,” Bram answered. He again took the compass from his pocket, watching as the golden arrow glinted in the sparks tossed from Dez’s mind and pointed straight down. “All I can say is we seem to be heading in the right direction.”

He returned the compass to his pocket, continuing their descent. Bram thought briefly of Emily, Bogey, and Stitch and felt a grip of doubt tightening about his chest. Have I done the right thing in splitting up the team? he wondered. Or have I sent them all to their deaths?

Realizing that there was little value to that way of thinking, he quickly pushed the damaging thoughts aside and tried to focus on what they would do once they touched bottom.

A sudden gust of wind savagely blew up from somewhere below, carrying with it stinging particles of dust, sand, and dirt. Bram could barely feel them as they passed through his ghostly state, but Dez was a different story altogether.

“Ah!” he yelled as the wind touched him. “That freakin’ hurts.”

The boy and his father began to drop faster as Dez’s concentration became interrupted.

“Careful, Dez,” Bram warned. “Hold it together, it can’t be too much farther.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” Dez said, spitting dirt from his mouth.

Bram wished that the sudden surge of fetid air was just a momentary fluke, but that wasn’t the case at all. The breeze intensified with a vengeance, growing so strong that he had to increase his density, making himself heavier, or be blown back toward the surface.

But the more dense he became, the more he felt the stinging particles flying within the abusive current of air.

They were trapped within a howling maelstrom of scouring flecks of dirt and sand. Bram heard Dez and Douglas screaming from above him, but he could no longer see them in the storm.

There was an eerie incandescence to the wind, and in that strange glow Bram could have sworn that he saw something.

Faces.

Through squinting eyes he scrutinized the storm as he continued his downward journey. He was convinced that there were things with him in the churning air, ghostly memories of what had once been alive but now were only dust.

And Bram came to the sickening realization that they just might be too late.

The dust moved up the passage.

It was as if all the things that it had once been, all the countless plants, animals, and insects that had lived and died, were somehow alive again.

And obeying the wishes of A’Ranka.

The dust of the dead exploded up through the hole in the corridor floor with an excited moan, flooding the inside of the pyramid, eagerly seeking a means of escape from the confines of the ancient temple.

Through the opening broken in the side, through holes eroded in the stone over the millennia, the dust found its way out into the open air.

And from all over the planet, the dust of the dead answered the summoning of its mistress, tendrils of swirling particulate extending up from the earth like long skeleton fingers reaching.

Reaching up into the sky to take hold of the sun.


15.

THE DUST OF THE DEAD THAT SWIRLEDaround the vast underground chamber hummed like a swarm of angry bees.

Bram had finally reached the bottom of the black pool and struggled to see through the blizzard of ashen remains. There was no sign of Desmond or his father. There was only the storm.

He wanted to find his friends, but he could hear voices in the distance and knew that his time was short. The life of the planet was at stake. Bram hated this kind of thinking with every fiber of his being, but he knew he had no choice—as his father had had none.

His emotions cried out as he moved through the maelstrom toward the sound of the voices and he forced himself to ignore them. This wasn’t the place or the time for feelings.

He would search for his friends when the crisis was averted.

If that was even possible.

But he couldn’t think that way; there was always a chance.

And as the dusty dead swirled around him, trying to make him part of the scouring maelstrom, he could have sworn that he heard it laughing, as if mocking him for even trying.

And that just made him mad, eager to give them something to really laugh about.

A’Ranka was growing larger by the minute.

The more the vampires prayed, the stronger she became.

It won’t be long now, Gideon thought, a joyous smile on his face. Soon all would be in darkness and he and his new brothers and sisters could claim the world in her most holy name.

A’Ranka laughed, tossing back her head in joy, and Gideon could not help but do the same. All the time he had spent as a prisoner of the Brimstone Order, waiting for this day.

At last it had come.

But then, as if he had cursed the glorious moment with his happiness, the goddess of dust let loose with the most awful scream of pain, lurching to one side. The chamber fell silent, the dusty remains of the dead beginning to drift down to the floor as her concentration was broken.

“Goddess?” Gideon asked, stepping away from the magickal passage that still hummed and sparked with activity even though the last of the vampire royalty had already crossed over.

Vladek, too, went to his mistress. “Who did this?” the vampire howled with rage as A’Ranka turned to expose a shaft of wood protruding from her shoulder.

The goddess appeared in shock, her glistening dark eyes bulging in horror and pain.

The vampire turned away from her, his fangs pronounced as he challenged the shadows. “Come out,” he growled. “I know you are there.”

A young man strode out from the darkness. In his hand he carried a weapon, a crossbow, and for a brief moment Gideon experienced the most unexpected sensation.

Fear.

* * *

Bram planted his feet and waited, feeling the vampire’s eyes burning upon him.

He’d made the decision to step from the shadows as soon as he’d seen that Vladek was still amongst the living … or as living as a vampire could be. It meant that Emily, Stitch, and Bogey hadn’t accomplished their mission.

For a moment, the weight of despair threatened to crush him, but he shrugged it off. He could never let the sadness win. There was too much at stake. The world depended on him. If Emily, Stitch, and Bogey had failed, it was up to him now.

He remembered something that his father had once said: Always go after the biggest opponent first, that it plants a seed of fear in the others.

And so he’d decided to make A’Ranka his target. But it wasn’t fear he now saw in Vladek; it was rage.

The vampire strode toward him.

“I will make the death of this one a gift to you, Goddess,” he growled.

Bram was ready. He could feel the excitement of the other vampires that filled the chamber as they waited for their champion to attack. He raised his crossbow, and although he knew it was useless, he fired three bolts in rapid succession.

The wooden shafts plunged into the pale flesh of Vladek’s chest with hollow thunks. Any other vampire would have exploded to dust, but this one was different. He merely paused, gazing down at the arrows protruding from his body. A smile snaked across his face as he looked up at Bram defiantly.

“Yeah,” Bram said, speaking out before the vampire could. “I knew they wouldn’t kill you, but it slowed you down so I could do this.”

He moved, remembering the training he’d received at the P’Yon Kep monastery. He spun around with amazing speed and grace, and the heel of his work boot connected with the vampire’s jaw, snapping his head violently to one side.

Bram darted forward to slam his fist into the center of the cross-shaped scar on the vampire’s chest, but Vladek had already recovered. He caught the punch with ease and began to squeeze.

The pain was excruciating, and it was a few seconds before instinct kicked in and Bram was able to tap into his ghostly powers. The vampire was suddenly crushing nothing, a cool mist slipping through his fingers.

“Two can play that game,” Vladek snarled, and began to transform himself into a gaseous state, swirling around Bram’s Spectral form.

Bram could feel Vladek’s presence trying to overwhelm him. The two swirled upward toward the ceiling, locked in a bizarre form of combat, and in the background Bram could hear the enraged urgings of the dust goddess.

“Destroy the one that would harm your most divine,” A’Ranka called out. She slithered closer, and Bram’s eye was caught by the object she held tenderly in her hand.

Is it possible? he wondered.

Momentarily distracted, Bram allowed himself to become more substantial and the vampire struck, driving him back against the temple wall. Bram tried to refocus, but he was too slow. An explosion of stars filled his vision as he hit the wall and dropped heavily to the chamber floor.

He fought to regain his senses. But the vampire was suddenly there in front of him, his wispy body solidifying into a thing of pale flesh and sinewy muscle.

“Kill him,” Bram heard the goddess command.

Vladek reached down with a clawed hand, grabbing Bram by the hair and hauling him painfully into the air.

“Your will be done,” the vampire snarled, pulling Bram closer as he opened his mouth and bared his fangs.

Do it!” Gideon urged, his sense of impending doom suddenly intensifying.

This youth was a threat, and they were far too close to victory to risk it now. “Stop playing with your food and end his life!”

The magickal passage behind him suddenly began to vibrate and churn, the howl of a wild beast echoing through the conjured corridor freezing Gideon in his tracks. The odd sound brought an uneasy and sudden silence to the room as well, and all—sorcerer, vampire royalty, and goddess alike—turned toward the doorway from Nocturnia.

“What was that sound?” A’Ranka demanded. “I did not like it.”

And neither did Gideon.

The last of the Yad’Zeen sorcerers began to conjure a spell that would slam the door shut on whatever was crossing over. The magick had just started to leave his fingers, accompanied by the drone of a powerful incantation, when the howl came again, only this time louder.

And closer.

Gideon sped up the process. His growing fear—nearly as strong as his intensifying hunger—was telling him to act quickly or all would be forfeit.

Something was tossed from the passage, landing on the chamber floor in a writhing heap.

It was a vampire, missing both its arms and one of its legs, and when it saw them, it screamed out a warning. “The wolf! The wolf is coming!”

“The wolf?” Gideon repeated, not sure what his badly mangled brother meant.

And then more vampire bodies, some torn apart so badly it was hard to identify what they were, began to fly from the opening, followed again by the howl and a savage roar.

Gideon frantically continued the spell to shut the magickal doorway, but deep down, he knew it was already too late.

It was here.

The wolf was at the door.

* * *

Emily had never known such rage.

Sure, she’d been pretty pissed when Sheila Walker wrote dweeb in cotton candy pink nail polish on the front of her locker at school, but never had she felt like this.

The vampires had taken the heart through the magickal doorway, taken away her chance of ever being normal again, and she wasn’t about to let that happen.

She was sure Stitch was going to be majorly ticked off as soon as she’d jumped into the crowd of vampires on Nocturnia, but it was the only thing she could think of. Besides, since Count Bite’alot had taken a nibble out of her throat, she hadn’t been thinking all that rationally.

She knew that Bogey and Stitch had followed her through the crowd, fighting and killing vampires in her wake as they made their own way to the magickal doorway. She’d had no idea where they’d all end up and, come to think of it, she really didn’t care that much.

That was mostly the wolf thinking.

All she knew was that she had to follow the heart, take it, and destroy it if she even wanted to be remotely normal again.

And she had to fight vampires … lots and lots of vampires.

If there was one thing she had to admit, the bloodsuckers were persistent. She thought they would’ve backed down after she started to tear through them, ripping their limbs from their bodies as she waded through their number, but it only seemed to make them madder, and they kept after her. Even as she forced her way down the corridor of shadow, tearing them apart, they still tried to stop her … to bite her.

This just made the wolf angrier, and Emily felt her grip on her humanity continue to slip through her fingers. The only saving grace she had was knowing that she followed Vladek’s heart.

And maybe there was a chance she’d be able to destroy it.

The passage of shadow ended with a flash, and a stink that reminded her of burning rubber. The wolf sprang from the magickal door, vampires clinging to her back, trying to sink their fangs through her thick, black fur.

Emily was having none of it. She ripped them from their purchase, shaking them so violently that she could feel their bones break before she tossed them aside.

It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, but she gazed about the cavernous chamber, searching for the vampire priest that had left Nocturnia with her prize.

She saw a vampire standing to her left, wearing robes of dusty blue, and although he hadn’t had a body the last time she saw him, she recognized the sorcerer. He was raising his hands and they were crackling with intensifying power. She had just enough time to duck beneath his crackling whip of supernatural energy.

Emily had no time for this. Her control over the wolf’s savagery was wearing her down. She grabbed the sorcerer by the front of his robes and tossed him violently out of the way.

The chamber before her was filled with vampires that were slowly rising from their knees. They were baring their fangs, preparing to strike, when she saw him.

The high priest.

Emily tensed to attack, when she sensed it. She could feel it—hear it—in the room with her, the pulsing power of Vladek’s heart.

Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump. Ba-Thump.

She glared at the high priest as the other vampires came at her, and she realized that he no longer had the heart.

But she could hear it … it had to be near by.

And then her eyes fell upon the strangest of creatures, with the almost giant upper body of an exotic woman, and the lower half of a serpent. Emily guessed that this was the goddess A’Ranka, but more important was what she held in her hand, clutched to her chest.

The heart … Vladek’s heart.

Seeing what it wanted, the wolf plowed through the crowd of vampires as if they weren’t even there.

Emily’s arrival gave Bram exactly what was needed: a chance.

Instantly he felt hopeful again.

“What is this?” he heard Vladek growl above the pounding in his head.

“It’s the beginning of the end,” Bram managed to wheeze through a constricted throat.

And then before the enraged blood-drinker could crush his neck to pulp, Bram went ghostly and slipped from the vampire’s grasp.

Vladek hissed in rage, his fangs growing longer and sharper in his fury. Clearly he was in a quandary—would he continue his attack upon Bram, or go to the aide of his goddess?

He did as Bram expected, darting across the chamber to A’Ranka’s aid.

Bram coalesced and dropped to the ground upon his knees. His head still pounded, and it took most of his concentration just to see straight, but focused or not, here was his opportunity. He quickly removed his backpack and rifled through it.

The Archivist had tried to talk Bram out of this, believing that Bram would be eliminating one problem only to potentially replace it with an even larger one. It was the reason that he’d kept this plan from the others. It was a risk, and one he would only take if absolutely necessary.

Bram glanced around him. The chamber was in chaos, the fate of the world teetering on the edge.

It could go either way.

What choice do I have?

Stitch held an automatic crossbow in one hand and a dagger in the other. He had followed Emily and her path of carnage through the magickally conjured corridor, from the frying pan and into the fire.

At first he had no idea where they had ended up, but he soon started to put two and two together when he saw the serpentine goddess, and then Bram kneeling across the chamber.

How convenient, the patchwork man thought as he fired his crossbow at attacking vampires, slashing at others with his holy blade. Our missions have become one.

But his thought was interrupted by a bolt of energy singeing the air above his head. He dropped his weapons and grabbed Bogey, diving out of the way just as the next flash of supernatural fury struck the conjured doorway, and the passage from Nocturnia closed with an eye-searing flash.

Stitch’s back smoldered, but he could not think about the pain right now. “Are you—,” he began to ask his Mauthe Dhoog companion as he rose, but Bogey was screaming, pointing a chubby finger over Stitch’s head.

Stitch reacted on instinct, diving for his crossbow and flipping onto his still-smoldering back as another blast of magickal power lashed through the air to strike the ground where he had just been.

A restored Gideon stood before them, hands raised, magickal fire leaping from his fingertips. Bogey scrambled to get away as Stitch took aim and fired at his foe. Three crossbow bolts hurtled through the air, plunging into the ancient sorcerer’s chest before he even realized that he had been hit.

Stitch watched an expression of surprise appear on Gideon’s face just before the first bolt struck his heart.

Just before his body exploded into ash.

Emily had almost reached A’Ranka.

Charging across the chamber floor, swatting vampires from her path, she was nearly to her prize when Vladek grabbed her by the scruff of the neck and threw her savagely to the floor.

There was an explosion of color as her snout jammed into the ground, and she could sense the vampire looming above her.

“Kill the beast, my love,” she heard the goddess coo. “Kill it for me.”

It? Emily recoiled. She has a nerve! And this from a chick with a snake for a lower body.

She felt the vampire’s hands upon her and allowed herself to go limp as he pulled her up from the ground.

“I shall drain her dry and allow you to feast upon the meat,” Vladek growled.

And when Emily sensed that he was close enough, she opened her jaws as far as she could and pushed her head forward, biting the vampire’s face with a mighty chomp.

Vladek screamed out in pain, trying to pull away from her teeth. His form began to shift and change—morphing from mist to flesh as he tried to recover from the ferocity of her bite.

“How do you like it?” Emily growled, springing up from the ground to face the goddess.

“Animal!” the snake-bodied deity shrieked, and the dust and dirt of the ages blew up around her as if somebody had turned on one of those giant fans that they use in the movies to pretend there’s a hurricane.

A’Ranka slithered backward, still holding her prize tightly against her green chest.

There wasn’t much time left, and Emily knew it. Either the wolf was going to take over completely, or Vladek was going to drink her dry like Bogey sucking on a Slushie.

She reached down and grabbed hold of the retreating goddess’s tail.

A’Ranka screamed with the touch, her tail whipping around. But Emily held fast and began to climb the body of the dust goddess, the claws on her hands and feet giving her awful traction as she ascended.

“You dare to touch my flesh?” the ancient goddess wailed.

The storm of dust worsened, blowing ferociously, getting in Emily’s mouth, eyes, and ears. But she continued to climb, and no matter how hard A’Ranka shook and writhed, the wolf held fast.

“To me, my faithful!” the goddess cried over the wail of the winds. “Your goddess has need of you!”

From the corner of her eye Emily saw the vampires turn from their battle with Bogey and Stitch and come swarming toward their new god.

And then a grip like a bear trap closed around her ankle. Looking down she saw a very angry Vladek, the flesh hanging from his face, but already healing.

“I’ve had just about enough of you, beast,” he snarled.

“No!” Emily roared as she wrenched her ankle from his grasp.

She had to end this now.

And for a moment—a brief and horrible moment—she let the wolf take over, trusting its instincts to do what had to be done.

It was like watching a movie from the back of a theater. The wolf went wild with its sudden freedom. It dug its claws into the flesh of the goddess and scaled her like a cat going up the side of a curtain. No matter how hard A’Ranka flailed, or how loudly she screamed, the wolf held tight, determined to reach its—her—objective.

A’Ranka slithered around the chamber, whipping her body from side to side, trying to dislodge her attacker. She was holding the vampire’s heart aloft, as if that would somehow protect it, but in a fit of panic, the goddess brought her arm down to swat away her assailant and the wolf leaped upon the opportunity.

It bit down upon the goddess’s wrist with all the power of its jaws, its mouth suddenly filled with the disgusting taste of the snake deity’s ancient blood.

And then the wolf was flying, soaring through the air as A’Ranka at last succeeded in dislodging her attacker.

But the wolf had succeeded as well.

Emily forced the wolf back, regaining her will. She opened the wolf’s jaws, dropping the hand of the goddess, still clutching Vladek’s beating heart, into her grasp.

The chamber was filled with the screams of a goddess in pain. The vampires were in a panic, A’Ranka’s cries and savage flailing scattering them about the chamber like toys thrown around by a pissed-off child.

But Vladek did not have such problems. He was coming for Emily. The vampire roared as he surged toward where she knelt, still more beast than anything else, but she stopped him dead in his tracks.

“You dare,” he growled, his body shaking.

Emily held the beating vampire heart, showing it to him … showing the vampire that she held his life in the palm of her clawed hand.

The wolf slowly nodded its shaggy head. “I do,” she said.

Vladek lunged, a last-ditch crazy effort to win, but the wolf was back in control, and it had been quite a while since it had last eaten.

It shoved the black and beating organ into its mouth and hungrily began to chew.

Vladek knew that this was his end.

He had come so close to fulfilling the dreams of his people.

So close.

In his mind he imagined what victory would have felt like: destroying the wolf, filling his body with her animal blood. It would have given him the strength he needed to vanquish the remainder of his enemies. One by one he would have dispatched them, feeling the eyes of his adoring subjects and goddess upon him.

And when that was done, when there was no one else to challenge him, he would have told his goddess … his beloved A’Ranka, that it was time to change the world, and she would have agreed.

Using the power given by her worshippers she would have gathered her strength, and commanding the dusty remains of all that had once lived and died, she would have done what Vladek asked of her.

The sun would shine no more, swaddled in a thick shroud of deathly remains. The vampires would have emerged from the temple, crawling out into the jungle, ready to claim the world as their own.

It would have been glorious, Vladek thought.

If only the werewolf hadn’t eaten his heart.

And that was his final thought.

Before he was turned to dust.


16.

THE GODDESS ROARED.

How dare they, she thought, slithering across the stone floor to retrieve the hand that had been bitten from her wrist.

The angry deity snatched it up from the ground, reat-taching it to her wrist. She then flexed the long fingers adorned with fabulous rings of gold and, satisfied that she was again complete and splendid, she turned to those responsible.

“You have no idea of the immensity of the power you have angered,” she declared. Again, she stirred the dust within the chamber.

A’Ranka could already sense the coming darkness outside the chamber, and if she closed her eyes she could even see it, the clouds of dust lifting up from the surface of the planet and floating into the sky. There were more dead upon this world than had ever been alive, and by her command they would blanket the world and never allow the touch of the sun again.

“No, I think I have a pretty good idea,” the young human, whom she sensed was much more than that, said as he approached.

“Then you’ve resigned yourself to the fact that you … all of you,” the goddess said, glaring at the four members of the Brimstone Network, “are about to face my wrath.”

A’Ranka paused, bringing her recently reattached hand to her chin. “Or, you could pledge allegiance to me and I will consider allowing you to live in the kingdom that will be forged in my resplendence.”

The remaining vampires had encircled her, protecting her. How cute, she thought, as if she had anything to fear from this rabble.

She noticed that the human was holding something in his hand, a scroll of some kind, and in the other he held a dagger.

A’Ranka laughed, allowing the dusty dead to swarm around her head like a flock of angry birds. “Is that how you are going to defeat me?” she asked the man-child. “With your scroll and dagger?”

He looked at the objects before returning his gaze to her. “If need be.”

She did not care for this one; there was an arrogance about him that made her quite angry. The goddess lashed out with her tail, hoping to shatter his bones. But her tail passed through his form as if he weren’t really there.

She had been right about him. He was special.

“I want to give you a chance,” the youth had the audacity to say to her. “I want to give you the opportunity to go back where you came from, the place where you were sleeping.”

She smiled, showing off her beautiful, razor-sharp teeth. “Now why would I do that?” she asked, confident in her supremacy.

“Because the alternative is much more unpleasant,” the youth replied.

“Alternative?” the dust goddess questioned, rearing back upon her serpentine form. “I’ll crush your alternative and make it beg for mercy.”

Her words were meant to instill fear in the man child, but instead, all she got was acceptance.

“I figured you’d respond that way,” he said, and he dropped to his knees before her, not in worship to her glory.

But to slowly unfurl the scroll.

Bram knew that it would go this way, but he had hoped for something else. His father had always told him that the forces of the supernatural were stubborn, and would often go about things in the most difficult and unpleasant ways, and once again his father had been proven right.

He had gotten the idea about the scroll on one of his recent, restless nights. When the other members of his team were fast asleep, Bram could do nothing but think about the future, and what his failure might mean, not only to his friends, but to the world.

Bram had become overly concerned with the fact that they could be fighting a goddess. How could they possibly go up against something so powerful?

It was then that he realized that only a god could defeat a god.

That he had to fight fire with fire.

The Archivist had helped him find this scroll—a scroll of summoning. It had been uncovered in the ruins of an ancient Yad’Zeen city and hidden away by the Brimstone Network. With this scroll and the proper royal lineage, the ancient beings of Yad’Zeen worship could be summoned.

Bram had originally believed his plan would fail due to the missing component of royal lineage, but he was reminded by the Archivist of his history as the son of a princess of Specter.

Kneeling before the unrolled document, written in a language older than recorded history, he began to read, grateful that his father had insisted that he master the forgotten tongues.

“What are you doing?” A’Ranka screamed, slithering toward him with great speed.

Bram ghosted, and the dust goddess passed through him as he continued to read the ancient ritual aloud.

She was coming at him again, her vampire servants scrambling to keep from being trampled by her frantic movements.

He had reached the end of the invocation, and was ready for the final step, hoping his blood royal enough to finish the task. He could feel A’Ranka bearing down on him as he again willed himself solid, and he dragged the ritualistic blade across the palm of his hand, spilling five drops of blood upon the bottom of the scroll.

His offering of blood … payment to communicate with the gods.

Nothing happened, but in his disappointment, Bram allowed his guard to drop and he was struck savagely from behind by the death goddess. He soared across the chamber, hitting a stone pillar and rolling to the ground. Stitch, Bogey, and Emily—no longer in her wolf shape and clothed in robes that he’d last seen worn by Gideon—ran to his aid.

“Are you all right?” Stitch asked, kneeling beside him, squeezing his limbs, searching for broken bones.

“I’m fine,” Bram said, brushing his friend away. “Not that it really matters now.”

They all looked to the center of the chamber to see the smiling form of A’Ranka as she gathered her strength around her. Fingers of energy leaped from her hands, striking her vampire followers, draining them of their life-force and turning them to dust.

And with each death, her power seemed to grow.

“So what now?” Bogey asked. “I could rift us an opening someplace and—”

“No,” Bram said. “Give it a minute.”

He hoped that he was right, that it was just taking a little bit of extra time for the Yad’Zeen deity to answer the call.

Maybe he was in the bathroom. The uncharacteristically humorous thought jumped into his mind, and at the moment he was convinced that he was spending way too much time with Bogey.

A’Ranka was laughing again, a hearty laugh that said she didn’t have a care in the world.

Bram was just about to tell Bogey to open an escape rift, when it seemed as though the world suddenly exploded. At first he thought it was A’Ranka’s doing, but as he gazed through the whirling dust and dirt, he could see that she appeared just as surprised as everybody else.

The pyramid above them had been torn away, hundreds of feet of dirt and rock ripped up to expose a sky made twilight by the swarming of ashen remains of the dead.

But there came a blinding light, as if the sun had fallen from the sky to attack the shroud that tried to blanket its magnificence.

Bram and the others could only stare in awe at the sight that now appeared above them: Borphagal, the Yad’Zeen god of life, and former lover to A’Ranka. He held the crumbling pyramid in one gigantic fiery hand and peered down into the enormous hole.

“I think I just peed my pants,” Bram heard Bogey say, and understood exactly how the Mauthe Dhoog was feeling.

The god’s eyes were like two bottomless pits of liquid darkness, but somehow Bram knew that they were looking at him.

“Who has called me from my slumber?” Borphagal asked in a voice that Bram imagined sounded very much like the Big Bang, when the universe was formed.

He tried to answer, screaming up at the god whose hair resembled long licks of flame undulating about his moon-shaped head, but he doubted that the Yad’Zeen life-god could hear him.

At that point, it didn’t matter.

For A’Ranka attacked.

Desperate to remain free, the dust goddess summoned all her power to defeat the deity that had originally imprisoned her. From the remains of the dead collected in the soil of the earth and in the very atmosphere, she used her dark magick to shape a man of dust—a construct to combat her most hated foe.

The dust warrior appeared before Borphagal, attacking before the sun god could even react, covering his glowing body like a blanket.

“Yes,” A’Ranka hissed, gazing up at the gigantic cloud of black that had swallowed the god of the sun.

“This isn’t good,” Bram yelled over the deafening sound of struggle.

“I agree,” Stitch answered.

“I think a distraction is in order,” Bram said, marching across the chamber floor.

“What kind of distraction?” Emily asked as she, Bogey, and Stitch began to follow.

Bram stopped before A’Ranka. The goddess was still gazing up at the struggle, her concentration devoted to controlling her servant of dust.

“Use your imagination,” Bram said, his body suddenly going pale as he drifted up from the ground and propelled himself toward the distracted goddess.

A’Ranka’s gaze suddenly fell upon him and he watched her large, black eyes begin to seethe.

“You!” she bellowed in a voice like the wail of a hurricane.

“I gave you a chance to quit,” Bram said, propelling himself toward the goddess’s face. “But you decided to do it the hard way.”

His ghostly form passed through the dust deity’s face. He allowed his body to grow slightly solid and then ghostly again before exiting the back of her head.

The goddess screamed in pain.

Floating behind the flailing goddess he saw that his team was doing just as he told them, each attacking A’Ranka in their own unique way: Emily had changed to her wolf form again, biting and scratching at the deity’s reptilian body; Stitch was using his superhuman strength to hurl huge hunks of stone; and Bogey was rifting small passages that allowed clouds of nasty biting insects to swarm around the goddess’s face, stinging her flesh.

“Enough!” the goddess screamed, her arms shooting out to either side as stiff as boards. Shock waves of magickal force radiated from her form, casting Bram and his friends violently away.

They were climbing to their feet to resume the struggle when the Yad’Zeen god of life spoke.

“No more, my goddess of the dust.” The very air rumbled with each of the life-god’s words.

Borphagal was glowing with the burning of a thousand stars again. What remained of A’Ranka’s dust warrior dripped from his golden body, evaporating to nothing before it could even land upon the jungle below.

A’Ranka spun to look upward again, an angry ferocity upon her face. “I will not let you put me back in that hole,” she roared, her spindly fingers again manipulating the soil and decay around her.

“A demand that I am willing to acquiesce to,” the gargantuan god rumbled.

And he reached down to her with a burning hand.

A’Ranka tried to flee, her powerful serpent body attempting to squirm away, but the god of life was quick, catching her by the end of the tail and hauling her up into the air.

The goddess of dust was dwarfed by the enormity of life’s ancient representative.

“Let me be,” A’Ranka demanded, squirming in Borphagal’s burning grasp. “Haven’t I been punished enough? The world has all but forgotten me. Allow me my freedom … allow me the chance to be loved again.”

“You had your chance for love, dearest A’Ranka,” the life-god announced. “And with that love you were unsatisfied, and sought to bring about the end of those who worshipped you. They are gone now … practically forgotten … as am I … as you should be.”

The goddess flailed in his grasp.

“I will not be forgotten!” she shrieked.

“It will be better this way,” the god spoke, and Bram heard a deep sadness in the low rumble of Borphagal’s voice.

And Borphagal tilted back his flaming, moon-shaped head and opened his mouth.

A’Ranka shrieked even louder as the life-god dangled her squirming form over his cavernous maw. “Please! I do not want to be forgotten … I want to be loved!”

Borphagal released his hold upon her tail and she dropped down into the yawning chasm of her former love’s mouth, her plaintive cries ominously cut short as Borphagal’s mouth closed.

The jungle was silent, and Bram found himself growing tense. He’d conjured the ancient god and was now unsure of what would happen next. Silently he hoped that the Archivist had been wrong, that he had not traded one problem for something far worse.

Borphagal gazed around at his surroundings. Bram was certain that his eyes saw far more than they appeared to, viewing a world entirely different than the one he had left behind so many millennia ago.

“This is a sad place,” the god rumbled. “Not at all as I remember.” The gigantic god turned ever so slowly above the jungle, studying each and every corner of the world. “I do not wish to be here anymore … and, for that matter, ever again.”

Borphagal turned his attention back to them, his head burning so brightly now that it was practically blinding. “We go now,” the god said, patting his swollen belly. “And we will never return.”

The scroll lying amongst the dirt and rubble burst into flames, dissolving to nothing in an instant.

“This is not our world anymore,” Borphagal warned. “Do not call us again.”

With those final words, the Yad’Zeen god of life looked up into the dark heavens of night and it was as if dawn had come early, growing brighter and brighter in the sky above the tropical jungle.

And then it was gone, the night falling again, the sounds of jungle life slowly resuming.

“Was it just me, or did that guy have a bit of an attitude?” Bogey asked, and they all began to laugh.

* * *

The laughter did not last long.

Emily was the first to notice them, the surviving vampires emerging from pockets of shadow within the chamber.

Bram sighed as he rolled his eyes.

“My sentiments exactly,” Stitch said, cracking the knuckles on one of his large hands.

“Jeez,” Bogey complained. “We just can’t catch a break.”

Emily shook off her humanity, transforming back into the wolf. “Is this how it’s going to be from now on?” she asked nobody in particular. “Always fighting and killing things that want to eat you and your family?”

Bram was going to answer yes, but it was just too darn depressing.

A vampire dressed in the tattered robes of royalty led the remaining undead toward them. “You!” the king proclaimed, pointing a crooked, clawed finger at them. “It was you that took our goddess away.”

Bogey laughed. “Can’t fool this guy, can we?”

“You took away our chances for dominion,” the king went on. “And for that you must suffer, as we shall suffer.”

Bram attempted to shake off the nearly overwhelming fatigue, wondering if the others were feeling it too. But he couldn’t show it. He was their leader.

“Are we ready for round four?” he asked them.

“Four?” Bogey squawked. “At this point, try round forty-four.”

“Whatever the round,” Bram responded. “Are we ready?”

And before his team could answer, the vampires lunged, fangs bared, eager to feast upon their enemies’ blood.

Bram was just about to lunge, to throw himself into battle, when he noticed the vampires jerkily coming to a stop. They were no longer attacking, but instead looked fearfully toward the moonlit sky and began to scream. They covered their faces as they wailed and, one by one, they exploded into flames, their bodies turning to dust.

“What the …?” Bogey exclaimed.

“It’s the least I could do,” came a voice from deep within one of the chamber’s darkened passages.

Desmond St. Laurent emerged from the tunnel, his father helping him along. Both looked as though they’d gone through their own private war.

Their clothes were filthy and torn, the skin of their faces bright pink and sore looking. Douglas’s condition appeared far worse, the claw marks on his face from his earlier meeting with the jaguar guardians made worse by the abrasive dust storm.

“Sorry I’m late,” Dez said.

Bram was happy to see them, his fears that they had been slain in the tunnel leading down to A’Ranka’s prison dissolving as quickly as the surviving vampires had.

“I was concerned,” Bram said.

Dez leaned heavily upon his father. “So were we,” he began to explain. “It got pretty bad in the tunnel; I couldn’t even concentrate long enough to create a shield to protect us. Blacked out and fell the rest of the way. Just woke up a little while ago, heard the commotion, and headed this way. What did I miss?”

Bogey shrugged. “Nothing much, saved the world again.”

“Is that all?” Douglas said with a dismissive wave. “You didn’t need us for that.”

Bram couldn’t help but be disturbed by the look of Douglas St. Laurent. No amount of makeup would be able to make him look natural now.

“But it did look as though you needed a hand with those vampires,” Dez added with a grin.

“What did you do to them?” Bram asked.

“I made them imagine that they were experiencing the brightest and most sunny of summer days.” Dez explained. “Their bodies did the rest.”

Bram nodded, impressed by the way Desmond had utilized his unique abilities, but again reminded of how dangerous the boy’s powers could be.



EPILOGUE

“WELL?” DOUGLAS ST. LAURENT ASKED. “How do I look?”

With his face covered in what looked to be inches of thick makeup, Dez thought that his father looked like something out of a horror movie.

As his father waited for his response, Dez thought about what he had promised Bram he would do.

After their return from the jungle, Dez knew that he had to talk to his father. He could see it in all his teammates’ eyes, and most especially in Bram’s.

Dez knew what he had to do, and would rather have faced a hundred vampires instead.

“That good, huh?” his father said, turning to look at his reflection in a mirror they’d propped against a stack of hardback books. “I just don’t heal like I used to. Maybe if I put a little bit more pink in my cheeks.”

Dez hated to see him that way, all torn up, trying to hide the severity of his injuries. It wasn’t fair to him, and the sickening feeling in the pit of Dez’s belly continued to build as he got closer to doing the right thing.

His mind flashed with scenes of the future, how his life would be without his father by his side. Dez’s eyes started to burn with tears as he imagined not just a single day, but every day without him.

It was more painful than his debilitating medical condition, but he would have allowed himself to experience twice the pain if it meant keeping his father by his side.

But that wasn’t the case.

His father was doing something with the makeup kit, and Dez decided that it was time. He’d promised Bram that he would do this now.

“Dad?”

His father turned, one of his pale cheeks a brighter shade of artificial red. “Yeah, son?”

“I think we need to talk,” Dez said, already starting to feel his hold upon his father’s existence begin to loosen.

“Sure, what about?” his father asked, coming to sit upon the edge of the bed beside him.

Dez began to talk, the hardest words that he had ever spoken coming from his mouth.

He would rather have been fighting vampires.

Bram stood in front of the cracked mirror in his father’s old office and admired the cut of the uniform he was wearing. He turned to the side, stepping back a bit to check the length of the pants.

Stitch had done an excellent job, adding tailor to his many other skills.

He was wearing the uniform of a Brimstone Network officer. They had found the uniforms in one of the many storage closets after returning from their last mission, and it was then that Bram had made up his mind.

The world needed to know about them.

The world needed to know that the Brimstone Network was still alive and protecting them.

The newspapers and television broadcasts were electric with the latest calamity to besiege the world; the sun being blotted out—even temporarily—was enough to push civilization that much closer to utter despair.

That had only helped him to make his decision.

He’d told the others what he was thinking, and though he was still a bit unsure about the safety to himself and to his team, he knew that it was the right thing to do.

Bram turned to look at himself from another angle. The uniform fit him well, and he wished that his father could be there to seeing him wearing the blue and gray of the Network.

There was a rapping at the door and he took the chance for one more look. He guessed he looked fine but was still unsure.

“Just about ready?” Stitch asked, coming into the room. The patchwork man was wearing his usual dark clothing, except for a Network jacket. He had a hard time finding a uniform that comfortably fit his unusually proportioned form.

“I think I am,” Bram said.

It itches,” Bogey said, squirming and pulling at the uniform collar around his neck.

“You can take it off just as soon as the press conference is done, all right?” Emily whispered, adjusting her own uniform jacket.

“Hope I make it that long,” the Mauthe Dhoog muttered, but Emily wasn’t listening.

They were standing on a platform outside the Brimstone Network Headquarters, in front of a horde of reporters, and Emily couldn’t imagine a worse place to be—although that pyramid in the jungle did run a close second. It was Bram’s idea to have a news conference.

And where the heck is he, anyway?

Her eyes scanned the crowed before her, searching for familiar faces.

She’d called her parents as soon as she’d returned from the mission in the jungle to let them know that she was all right, and when she knew what Bram was planning, had invited them to the ceremony.

She wanted them to know what they were doing … what she was doing. Emily wanted them to know that she wasn’t just a monster.

But as she studied each and every face in the crowd, she did not see them, and felt her mood begin to darken.

The crowd began to buzz as Bram finally entered. She couldn’t wait to get back inside, to go to her room and lose herself in the foul mood that was forming.

Bogey’s elbow suddenly connected with her ribs and she winced. She didn’t react, knowing that this was likely what the Mauthe Dhoog was looking for. When he nailed her again, she almost allowed herself to transform, wondering if it was possible to swallow the little pain in the butt with one bite.

“Quit it, or I’ll bite your stupid head off,” she said, turning to glare at him. She felt her teeth become more pronounced, her skin begin to burn and prickle.

“Might want to hold off eating me until later,” the little creature said, pointing to her left.

She turned and nearly began to cry when she saw them.

Her mother and father waved from within the crowd, no fear or disgust showing in their eyes.

And they’d brought her flowers.

Stitch at his side, Bram headed for the platform, hearing the buzz of excitement as he passed through the crowd.

He stood before the microphone, adjusting it to his height, and then looked out over the crowd that had gathered. He saw the faces of reporters from all over the world, but he also saw the faces of everyday citizens eager to hear what he could possibly have to say.

Bram hoped that he didn’t disappoint them.

“Good afternoon,” Bram said, temporarily startled by the sound of his own voice.

“I’m Abraham Stone.” He paused, making eye contact with each and every one present.

“Leader of the Brimstone Network.”
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