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Just when thirteen-year-old Bram Stone has gotten the hang of running the new BRIMSTONE NETWORK, an unexpected shock is sent his way. Ligeia, QUEEN OF THE SPECTER—the mother he’s never known—suddenly appears in his life, leading Bram to explore his specter half as he never has before.
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The reunion is overshadowed by a dark threat from Barnabas, an evil SPECTER WARLORD. In this final showdown between the Brimstone Network and Barnabas, Bram and his team must join forces with the unlikeliest of allies to wage a war against their foe and his secret weapon: the mysterious being known as Trinity.
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Check out the first two books in this TERRIFYING trilogy, The Brimstone Network and The Shroud of A’Ranka.
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Paths finally cross. . . .

Eventually Bram was close enough to make out a shape, a human shape, lying in a makeshift bed, covered with thick furs. Closer still, he was able to make out that it was a woman, the exposed flesh of her face so pale, it was as if her skin was glowing.

Bram wasn’t sure how he knew this, but he sensed that the woman was not well, that she was quite ill, and that her life was currently hanging in the balance.

And without explanation he knew something else as well, something that he could not act upon due to the fact that two armored warriors had surged out of the darkness at him, the points of their spears looking to strike him down.

The warriors were attempting to keep him from her, from the sickly woman who was very close to death.

The woman, whom he suddenly realized without any question, was his mother.
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This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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PROLOGUE IT’S TRUE WHAT THEY SAY. THE thought ran through Tobias Blaylock’s fevered mind as he prepared himself to die. Life really does flash before your eyes.

He held his sister tightly in his arms, and remembered everything.

He saw his parents, high-ranking operatives in the Brimstone Network, but he also saw the horrific fate that that prestigious position had brought to them. Rogue Witches had ended their existences in a cataclysm of fiery magick, their lives snuffed out before his young eyes.

The pain had not ended there.

During that very attack, his little sister, Claire, had been infected with a paranormal virus that caused her tiny body to produce such dangerous levels of magickal power that she became a threat to the world. The Brimstone Network tried and failed to cure her, instead freezing her in magickal stasis to stop the flow of destructive magick from her body.

Tobias lost everything he loved, and a bitter seed of resentment began to grow within his soul—resentment that led him down a path most unwise.

Twisted by grief, Tobias made a deal with a powerful evil. To save his sister, he gave up information that allowed the black sorcerer, Crowley, to savagely murder the Brimstone Network.

But the organization did not die. It continued to live in the form of a boy, the son of the Network’s leader. It was he who resuscitated the Network, gathering agents with fantastic abilities to continue its ancient mission of protecting the earth from the forces of the supernatural.

This young incarnation of the Network saw the evil in Crowley’s plans, risking life and limb to prevent him from using the devastating power that flowed from Claire’s body to bring down the magickally erected barriers separating the earth from the hostile realms beyond.

And the Brimstone Network had almost succeeded.

Almost.

Finally seeing the error in his decision to aid Crowley, Tobias had helped destroy the evil sorcerer, but in the process, the special containment shell that held his sister was breached, allowing the destructive force that emanated from her body to flow out into the world.

There was only one thing more he could do to right the grievous error he had made, so he ordered them away. He held his sister tightly and they prepared to meet their end together, confident that the world would be safe after they were gone.

But just as the supernatural power that flowed through the little girl’s body reached a critical level, just before their flesh and bones would dissolve in an explosion so intense that it would change the world, Tobias sensed that they were no longer alone.

Something had joined them.

Something dark and filled with evil.


THREE MONTHS AFTER THE EVENT

1. THE HALLWAYS OF THE BRIMSTONE NETWORK WERE filled with life again.

Bram left his office—just the thought of having his own office made him smile—proceeding down the corridor toward the elevators that would bring him to the Network’s recently reinstated command center.

“Good morning, sir,” two new female recruits to the agency said as he passed them.

Sir? Did they just call me sir?

“Good morning,” he said in response.

He could hear them whispering to each other as they passed, one of them breaking out in a high-pitched laugh. Bram wondered what they were saying, looking down at himself, at the fit of his two-piece uniform, making sure that his fly wasn’t down, or that he hadn’t dribbled toothpaste on the front of himself or anything.

Everything looked fine.

Paranoid much? he thought, rounding a corner and nearly running into another of the Network’s new officers. He was an older one, somebody Mr. Stitch referred to as having originally been put out to pasture.

“Retired” was another way of putting it.

They had contacted these older agents of the Network—those who had already given of themselves—and had asked them to come back, to help the Network live again.

It made Bram feel good that every single one of them had returned without question.

“Sir,” the older gentleman said with a salute.

Bram returned the gesture, watching as the agent’s eyes started to bug from his head.

“Watch out!” he cried.

Bram quickly spun around, almost colliding with a ladder and the workman who was putting a new coat of paint on the corridor walls.

Instinctively, Bram allowed his body to ghost, passing through the ladder without any difficulty, his body reconstituting as the potentially embarrassing misstep was avoided.

“Very good, sir,” the older man said with a smile, before heading off on his way.

Bram looked up to see the painter staring down at him, his brush frozen in its latest stroke of powder blue.

“How . . . ?” the man asked, clearly not sure what he had just seen.

“It’s all done with mirrors,” Bram said with a wink as he turned and continued down the corridor toward the elevator.

The man was still staring dumbfounded as Bram leaned against the wall. He almost wanted to take the time to explain to the poor guy that he was half Specter, and that the otherdimensional race had the ability to make their bodies immaterial; but there were other places he needed to be, so Bram just waved as the doors slid closed on the painter’s shocked expression.

Bram started to laugh, and he realized how good it felt.

When was the last time that he had actually laughed at something . . . had really been amused? The moments were few and far between, and he took a second to appreciate this one as the elevator descended.

Since revealing to the world that the Network was still in existence, things had been looking up. Almost immediately they had been swamped with requests from people on how they could join. Between the new recruits and the returning retirees, the Network was just about ready to really start doing some good around the world.

The elevator stopped and the doors slid apart, revealing the newly refurbished Brimstone Network command center—a sight that always took his breath away.

The place was bustling, agents talking on headsets with other agents in the field, multiple flat-screen monitors hanging above the computers and high-tech communications equipment.

It still amazed him how many people and businesses had wanted to help them get back on their feet. Donations of money, equipment, and training had poured in at the onset. Even the federal government had lent them a helping hand, allowing them access to many of their weather and communication satellites.

Agent Trask was the first to notice him. “Commander present,” he announced in a loud voice as he snapped to attention.

And every agent in the room did the same.

“At ease,” Bram said, immediately feeling uncomfortable.

He’d voiced his discomfort with this kind of attention to Stitch and was quickly set right. According to Stitch, in order for an organization such as the Network to exist, there had to be one commanding figure they all looked up to and respected.

And that person, as weird as it made him feel, was Bram.

The agents went back to their jobs. Bram overhead conversations between command center agents to their agents in the field regarding things such as Red Hat infestations in the Black Forest of Germany, and haunted subway trains making the rush-hour commute crazy in New York.

Just another day in the Brimstone Network.

They weren’t as strong as the Network had once been before the black mage Crowley’s attack, but they were working on it, and from what he could see, they seemed to be doing a fine job.

“Sir?” a voice beside him asked.

Bram turned toward a recruit, a pretty girl with golden blond hair. He had to admit, she looked really cute in the Brimstone Network uniform. He quickly pushed the thought from his mind, remembering who he was to these people.

“Yes, Agent . . .”

Bram wracked his brain for her name.

“Buchanan,” she said, just as he was about to give the same answer.

“I was just about to say that,” he told her, and she smiled and rolled her eyes a bit, not believing him, he was sure.

She removed her earpiece and handed it to him.

“It’s Agent Larch,” she said.

“Agent Larch?” he repeated, digging through his memory for a face.

“Oh, Emily!” he said, feeling like a complete idiot.

“Yes?” he said into the tiny receiver in the earpiece.

He heard Emily’s voice as clear as a bell. “Your twelve o’clock interview is here, and you’re not.”

“What time is it now?” he asked, eyes scanning the room for a clock.

“Twelve twenty-five,” Emily answered. “Way to make a good impression, Commander,” she said before breaking the connection.

Bram had to move.

“Thanks,” he said, handing the earpiece back to Agent Buchanan. “I really was going to say Buchanan,” he added as she turned back to her post.

“Of course you were, sir,” she said.

He still didn’t think she believed him.

Bram quickly went to the elevator and, as he waited for the doors to open, he turned back to the command center, taking it all in.

Things are coming along just fine.

Bram knew his father would have been proud.

The magickal passage opened with a crackle into Desmond St. Laurent’s darkened room and Bogey carefully stepped out, his arms filled with treats.

“Hey, Dez . . . it’s me,” he called out. “Thought you might like some—”

The room exploded with activity.

It was as if gravity had suddenly been canceled. Books, clothes, scattered pieces of trash, a lamp, and even a clothes dresser lifted into the air and began to fly around the room.

Bogey had to duck to keep from being hit in the head with a pair of work boots that whizzed by just a little too close for comfort.

“I told you to leave me alone,” Dez’s voice said from somewhere in the darkness.

“Yeah, but I brought snacks!” Bogey tried to explain while ducking a hardback collection of The Lord of the Rings.

Desmond St. Laurent had been pretty down these last few days. It was sort of complicated, but he had these really powerful psychokinetic abilities, so powerful that he was able to keep his father around even after the man had died of a heart attack nearly a year ago.

Bram didn’t think it was right and had asked Dez to let his father die. It had taken the boy some time to accept, but he finally did, and Douglas St. Laurent was now buried.

After the funeral service, Dez had gone to his quarters at the Brimstone Network headquarters, and nobody had seen him since.

Bogey was worried about his friend, and thought that maybe something from Mickey’s One-Stop would cheer him up. It was Bogey’s favorite convenience store—their burritos were to die for.

“I just want to be left alone, all right?” Dez cried, as even more objects from the room lifted up from wherever they lay to join the mass already flying about the room. “Why can’t you people understand that?”

It was only a matter of time before he received a cracked skull, or maybe even lost an eye, so Bogey decided that it was best to take leave of his friend.

Dez wasn’t in the best of places right now.

Singing a song of rifting to open a passage so that he could leave, Bogey shifted the items from Mickey’s, placing a large plastic Slushie cup upon the floor.

If there was one thing that could cheer his friend, this was it.

How could it not? the Mauthe Dhoog thought as he jumped into the crackling passage that would take him away from his friend’s room and the swirling maelstrom of doom it had become.

Blue Slushies are like magick.

Dez tuned his psychokinetic powers down just a bit, allowing the objects in orbit around the room to return to the ground from where they’d been snatched up, with a minimal amount of damage.

He was getting better with his abilities . . . stronger.

The boy shifted his awkward bulk on the bed, his nearly useless legs requiring him to reach down and move them into a more comfortable position.

He considered turning on the lights, but then thought better of it. Dez liked the darkness; it eliminated distractions, and he had quite a bit to think about.

“I hated to chase him away,” Dez said to the deep shadows. With his mind he reached out for the Slushie left by his friend, using his telekinesis to bring the cup to his waiting hand. “But I didn’t want him to suspect anything.”

There was a crackling discharge of bluish energy from near his bed as Dez took a sip from the icy drink.

“Are you ashamed of your dear old dad?” asked a familiar voice from within the humming blue energy.

“No,” Dez said before taking another long draw of Slushie. “Just worried about what they’ll think when they learn that you’re not exactly gone.”


2. “DO YOU HAVE ANY POWERS?”

Emily had been looking at the clock on the wall of the interview room again, wondering what could be keeping Bram, when the young girl sitting across from her broke the silence.

“Excuse me?” Emily asked.

“Powers?” the girl asked. She chewed on a plastic straw sticking out from the corner of her mouth. “Y’know,” she said, wiggling her fingers in the air. “Any unusual abilities?”

“I really don’t think that’s any of your business. . . .” Emily’s eyes scanned the application on the clipboard in front of her. “Johanna Hark-ness,” she finished, looking up with a small smile.

“Packman,” the girl said.

“What?”

“It’s Packman. My code name.”

Emily laughed. “Code name? What do you think you’re joining, the Justice League or something?”

Johanna leaned forward, a malicious twinkle in her dark brown eyes. “At least I’ve got a cool power,” she sneered. “What’s yours? Being lame twenty-four seven?”

It was decided: Emily didn’t like this chicky in the least. “Keep it up and I’ll show you what real power is,” she threatened, regretting the words as soon as they left her mouth.

What is this, high school?

Johanna suddenly stood, flipping over her chair.

She looked to be kind of rough around the edges; her hair cut short, but worn shaggy, her bangs uneven and hanging down in front of her face. She was wearing an old raincoat at least two sizes too big, with a heavy, dark green sweater underneath. Her baggy jeans and work boots looked as though they had seen better days, spattered with paint every color of the rainbow.

“Was that a threat, Barbie?” she snarled.

“Barbie?” Emily asked incredulously. She was the farthest thing from a Barbie doll, in her own mind, and really took offense that this little twerp had the nerve. “I think you’d better sit your butt down and not say another word.”

Emily went back to looking over the girl’s application, but she could sense that Johanna was still standing.

“I said sit down,” she warned, trying to use her sternest voice.

Johanna smiled defiantly.

And then the atmosphere in the room changed. It suddenly became colder, and a strange smell—a wild animal smell—filled the small space.

Something nipped at Emily’s ankles, and she jumped.

“What are you doing?” she asked, feeling her anger grow.

The girl just laughed.

Emily was pinched again, this time on her thigh. She could also hear something snuffling, growling deep in its throat . . . multiple somethings.

“Stop it right now,” Emily demanded.

The girl was really enjoying herself.

“Stop what?” Johanna asked, throwing up her hands in mock surprise. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not doing anything.”

Emily was mad, and so was the beast that lived inside her. She felt her skin begin to tingle, and then to itch.

She could hear the clicking of animal claws on the floor of the interview room, but there wasn’t anything there. She stood, eye to eye, with Johanna.

“I’m not going to tell you again,” Emily said. She could feel her teeth start to ache now, on the verge of getting longer . . . sharper.

“Aww, c’mon,” the girl teased. “I love to hear you beg.”

That’s it.

Emily tore away the skin of her face with a scream that became a roar. The wolf was free, and boy, was it ticked.

The look on Johanna’s face was priceless. She jumped back, nearly tripping on her overturned chair.

“I warned you,” Emily growled in the voice of the wolf.

Johanna pressed herself flat to the wall of the interview room. “Get her!” she cried.

And the strange sounds intensified, claws scrabbling across the floor, multiple growls and barks zeroing in on Emily.

Emily couldn’t believe it. She was being attacked; invisible teeth sinking into the thick black fur of the wolf. It was if she were fighting a pack of wild dogs.

The door to the interview room suddenly opened, and everything became deathly quiet.

“What’s going on in here?” Bram asked as he entered, Mr. Stitch close behind him.

“Why are you like this?” Bram motioned at Emily’s wolf form.

She tried to explain, pointing a clawed finger at the girl still pressed against the wall.

“It was her . . . she . . .”

The sounds of invisible movement again filled the air inside the room. Bram looked around, searching for a source, but finding none. Something close by had started to growl.

“Am I the only one hearing this?” he asked his second in command.

Stitch shook his head, ponytail swinging. “No, you’re not.”

“Then I bet it has something to do with her,” he said, pointing to the girl pressed into the corner.

“And you’d be right,” Stitch said, looking at his own clipboard. “This is Johanna Harkness,” he began.

“Packman,” the girl corrected.

“Packman?” Bram questioned.

“It’s her code name,” Emily explained with a roll of her eyes.

Stitch ignored them and continued to read from his sheet. “It seems that Miss Harkness is psychically bonded to a pack of ghost dogs. Supposedly they obey her every whim.”

“Packman,” Bram repeated. “I get it now . . . sort of.”

The growling inside the room grew louder, the ghost animals becoming more agitated.

“Call off your dogs, Miss Harkness,” Bram ordered.

Emily was surprised by the amount of authority she could feel radiating from her friend. Over the last few weeks he had certainly begun to take the whole position of commander of the Brimstone Network much more seriously.

And it seemed to be agreeing with him.

“Packman,” the girl corrected again.

“You heard me,” Bram stated, his stare intense.

Emily was glad that he wasn’t looking at her this way. She thought there was going to be a staring contest, but Johanna finally backed down.

“Heel,” she muttered beneath her breath, patting her paint-covered thigh, calling the ghostly beasts to her. “That’s it, come here and behave yourself.”

“Too bad she couldn’t listen to her own advice,” Emily said, pulling the dried fur and flesh away to once again reveal the human beneath.

“Not sure if anybody ever mentioned this, but that’s disgustingly gross,” Johanna said, face twisted in revulsion.

“She’s right, you know,” Bram said, taking the clipboard from Mr. Stitch.

The girl was silent, watching him with squinting eyes.

“It says here that you want to be one of our special agents,” Bram said, showing her the clipboard. “Is that true?”

She shrugged.

“Well, if it is true, I can’t even begin to figure how you thought this little display between you and Agent Larch was going to play in your favor.”

“I can’t help it if your wolf-girl has a bad attitude,” Johanna said, the plastic straw finding its way into her mouth again. “She needed to be shown that not everybody is afraid of her.”

Emily bit her tongue, silently slipping into her uniform.

Bram tossed the clipboard onto the tabletop. “I believe you’ve been misinformed, Miss Harkness,” he said. “That’s not how a potential agent of the Brimstone Network behaves, I’m afraid.”

The room was silent.

“So that’s it?” Johanna asked, her annoyance coming through in her tone. “I’m out because I showed off a bit with my pack?”

Nobody said anything, but deep down Emily hoped that was exactly what it meant. This girl was way too wild and unpredictable.

“Fine,” Johanna finally said, throwing up her hands. She reached down, picked up her chair, and roughly slid it beneath the table. “I just came because I thought it might be worth a laugh . . . y’know, see some freaky stuff up close.”

She smiled at them before turning toward the door. “Guess I’ve seen enough.” She threw open the door, stepped through, and slammed it closed behind her.

Stitch was the first to speak. “What an unpleasant young woman.”

Bram nodded in agreement, then turned his attention to Emily.

“I know, I know, I should know better, but . . .”

The door suddenly flew open again, and Johanna Harkness stood there.

“If one of you guys isn’t doing anything, do you think you could give me a ride to the train station?”

Under the cover of darkness, the small, dimensional portal opened with a faint pop, the uninvited traveler stealthily creeping its way into the earthly realm unnoticed.

The entrance closed behind it as quickly as it had opened, the magickal reverberations of its conjuring barely perceptible. Since the Event, happenings such as this had become commonplace all over the world: Passages to weird and potentially dangerous places were opening all the time, and closing up just as quickly.

And occasionally things came through; it was just the way things were now.

Most times it was purely accidental, but others . . .

The creature stayed close to the shadows, its demonic senses immediately alert to its new environment. It sniffed the cool night air, sifting through the myriad smells searching for the one it had been specifically created to find.

Humans and non-humans, it thought as its nose twitched, sampling the aromas carried on the cool evening breeze. Through large, circular eyes created to see in complete darkness, it stared at the refurbished Scottish castle before it.

It knew that its prey was to be found inside this stone structure, for this was the headquarters of its most despised enemies—enemies of all the darklings, beasties, and night things that yearned to spread into the world of man.

This was the headquarters of the Brimstone Network.

The dimensional traveler snarled with the thought, feeling the explosive juices that it would use to slay its enemy begin to fill its stomach. The beastie stroked its now protruding belly as it continued to sample the air.

It had been sent here on a mission most holy, to end the life of the one who had managed to keep the accursed Network alive, despite the deathblow that had fallen upon it.

The nightling hissed as it captured the scent.

There, it thought, eagerly scurrying through the tall grass and the darkness toward an entrance to the structure. It had found the scent of the one it had been sent to destroy.

It had found the scent of Abraham Stone.

Bram smiled as he entered the crowded dining hall.

He scanned the room, looking at the tables filled with Brimstone agents, both young and old, and again felt a proud surge of accomplishment.

Emily and Bogey waved from across the room, and he motioned that he would be right over as soon as he got something to eat.

Supposedly the food was excellent. Bram couldn’t even remember the last time he had eaten as he sauntered up to the counter to place his order.

“And what, may I ask, would be tickling your taste buds this evening, Commander?” a familiar voice asked.

Mr. Stitch, clad in a stained white apron and a puffy chef’s hat, stood behind the counter, hands on his hips.

“What are you doing back there?” Bram asked with a laugh. “Don’t tell me you cook as well.”

The patchwork man held up one of his large, plastic-gloved hands and flexed his fingers. “This hand is a constant surprise to me,” he said, with a hint of a British accent. “It can conjure a spell of conflagration in a heartbeat, and in another, whip up a soufflé that would bring the finest of French chefs to tears.”

“Impressive,” Bram said, looking at the steaming pots of soup and steamed vegetables laid out before him.

“So what can I get for you?” Stitch asked, eagerly grabbing a plate.

“What’s the special?” Bram asked.

“Ah, the special,” Stitch repeated, eyebrows wagging. “Bogey has already had three helpings.”

“If Bogey had three helpings, it has to be good,” Bram said with a laugh. “Give me that.”

“One special coming up,” Stitch said, going to work.

Bram turned around, again searching for Emily and Bogey. He found them and raised a finger signaling that he’d be right along.

A loaded plate was put down in front of him, the contents slathered in gravy and steaming.

“What is it?” Bram asked uncertainly.

“The special,” Stitch answered proudly. “Shepherd’s pie.”

“Shepherd’s pie,” Bram repeated.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never had the pleasure,” Stitch said cautiously.

Bram shook his head.

“It’s a traditional British dish, normally made with lamb, but I used beef this time. It’s meat, onion, chopped tomatoes, butter, oil, some mixed herbs of my own selection, and mashed potatoes all mixed together and baked as a delicious pie. Now aren’t your taste buds screaming for a bite?”

Bram carefully took the plate as though he were afraid that it was going to jump up and bite him. “Thanks, Stitch,” he said, setting it down on his tray.

“You be sure to tell me what you think,” the large man said, smiling proudly.

After getting a large glass of water and some silverware, Bram finally found his way to his friends.

“What’ve you got?” Emily asked, nose wrinkled with distaste.

“The special,” Bram answered, sitting down across from her and Bogey.

“The heart attack special is more like it,” she said, having some more of her salad.

“Don’t listen to her, Bram,” Bogey warned. “That stuff is great. I’ve already had three plates.” The Mauthe Dhoog gestured toward the three empty plates on his tray.

“That good, eh?” Bram said, ready to dig in.

“Reminded me of the Unt-Garth my egg-mother would make,” the creature stated.

“Unt-Garth?” Bram asked, digging into the thick, gravy-covered mashed potatoes.

Bogey nodded. “The large intestine of a mature filth-eater fried in the blood of razor bats and served in the crispy skin of a stomach eel.” The creature licked his lips and rolled his big eyes. “Heaven.”

Bram looked down at the bite on his fork, suddenly not feeling all that hungry. “The large intestine of a filth-eater, eh?” he said, the forkful slowly descending.

The Mauthe Dhoog nodded eagerly. “The blood of the razor bats really helped bring out the tanginess of the eel.”

The leader of the Brimstone Network set his fork down and pushed his plate away. “I think I’ve had enough,” he said.

“May I?” Bogey asked, licking his thick lips.

“Go right ahead,” Bram said as the Mauthe Dhoog pulled his tray over and voraciously began to eat.

“You know that was his plan, right?” Emily asked.

Bram watched his friend eat. It was like he hadn’t eaten in days.

“Sure,” Bram said, taking a drink of water. “I really wasn’t all that hungry, anyway. I just didn’t want Stitch to feel insulted.”

Emily nodded, wiping her mouth and placing her fork down upon her empty plate. “I want to apologize for losing my cool this morning with that new recruit,” she began.

“No problem,” Bram said. “It’s already forgotten.”

She smiled at him, and he immediately became self-conscious.

“What?” he asked.

“You’re really getting the hang of this,” she said. “Being the commander and all.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. Really don’t have much of a choice.” Bram was about to explain how he never could have done it without them—his initial team—but Emily’s cell began to ring and she quickly took her small portable phone from her pocket to see who it was.

“It’s my folks,” she said, standing up and walking away.

Bram looked over to where Bogey had just been sitting and found the seat empty. His plate had been cleaned and added to the other three, and the Mauthe Dhoog was gone, likely having rifted away.

“So much for stimulating dinner conversation,” he muttered, finishing up his water.

Bram left the table, looking around at the agents mingling with one another. It felt good to see, but it also made him a little sad. He wished his father were there to see how much he had achieved, but then again, if it were not for his father’s death, none of this would have happened.

Walking through the doorway out of the dining hall, he almost tripped over Dez as he rolled around the corner in his wheelchair.

“Hey, Dez,” Bram said, immediately on guard. It had been two days since the handicapped boy had buried his father, and not once had Bram asked how he was doing.

“Hey,” the boy answered softly, briefly making eye contact.

“Are you doing okay?” Bram asked.

Dez nodded, and then shrugged. “It is what it is,” he said. “I knew it wouldn’t be easy.”

Pangs of guilt needled Bram. If it were not for him, and his desire to see Douglas St. Laurent finally laid to rest, the man’s animated body would have likely still been around. Bram knew it was for the best, but he wasn’t sure if Dez felt, or ever would feel, the same.

“Do you need anything?” Bram asked, immediately regretting the question.

Dez just looked at him. “No,” he finally answered. “Everything’s great.”

Bram knew that wasn’t the case at all, but decided he would leave it there. Dez had to deal with his grief in his own way; Bram just hoped that Dez knew if he needed somebody to talk to, he and the other members of the original team were there for him.

“Going to have some dinner?” Bram asked stupidly.

“Yeah,” Dez answered, staring into the hall.

“Well, don’t let me keep you,” Bram said, stepping out of the boy’s path.

His thoughts were suddenly filled with the memory of the service they’d had for Dez’s father three days before. He remembered the intensity of the sadness that he’d seen in Dez’s eyes, and how it had stirred emotions he hadn’t had the opportunity to experience after learning of his own father’s passing.

There hadn’t been time for mourning then; he had a Network to build and a world to protect. Dez’s father’s service had provided him with an opportunity denied to him up until this point.

“Have a good night,” Dez said with a wave over his shoulder as he rolled himself toward Stitch’s food station.

“I’ll certainly try,” Bram answered, missing his father more then than he had in a very long time.


3. JOHANNA SAT ON THE WOOD BENCH IN FRONT the train station waiting for the 7:25 back to the city.

The creepy guy Stitch had dropped her at the station just after six; there had been a 5:45 that she had missed, so she’d had no choice but to wait and to think about what she was going to do after she got back.

She’d tried to make conversation with the large, pale-skinned man, getting only grunts and silence as she tried to explain her—what did her parents refer to it as? Oh yeah, her rather caustic personality.

He didn’t seem all that interested, and dumped her at the station with not so much as a Hey, it was nice meetin’ ya.

The ghost dogs whined around her, sniffing the ground at her feet. They were picking up on her feelings, reacting to her agitation.

And yes, she was agitated.

Johanna had always wanted to be part of something, but could never quite figure out where she belonged She’d tried to join the various clubs and organizations at school, but never seemed to make it through the first meeting without being asked to leave.

Don’t even get her started on cheerleading tryouts. Those had come after the ghost pack had manifested. The stuck-up witches still looked as though they wanted to cry every time they saw her.

Invisible ghost dogs = very scary to cheerleaders.

Johanna smiled, remembering how the pack had chased the girls around the gym after they’d made fun of her. Served them right, and besides, most of the bites were just pinches. They didn’t even break the skin.

A cold fall wind blew across the train platform and she was reminded of where she was, and how she had again failed to find that thing to be part of.

She had known about the Brimstone Network most of her life, never really thinking that she could somehow be a part of it. But when she’d heard about how the new Network was looking for members with an emphasis on people with unique abilities, she couldn’t set up an interview fast enough.

Johanna really believed this was it, her opportunity to belong and to actually contribute to something.

Sitting on the bench out in front of the train station, she scowled, kicking her booted feet as they hung over the edge of the wooden bench.

She guessed she had been wrong.

The ghost dogs whined, brushing up against her legs, flipping her hands to capture her attention. Johanna reached out to pet them.

“I really screwed up today,” she muttered.

Mostly she would blame everybody else when things went wrong—when she tried to belong—but this time she couldn’t do it. She went in to that interview with a chip on her shoulder and was just daring somebody to knock it off.

The wolf girl was just responding to the vibes she had been sending out.

Johanna slid to the edge of the bench and turned around. The train would be pulling in any minute.

But she didn’t want to go back, and if she hadn’t screwed things up she wouldn’t be sitting here.

It practically killed her to have to admit it, but she had behaved like a big jerk, and in order to make things right she was going to have to admit this not only to herself, but to the people back at the Brimstone Network headquarters.

She got up from the bench and walked around to the back of the building and the parking lot.

“Can you guys get me back to where we were this afternoon?” she asked the ghostly beasts that mingled around her.

They panted and growled excitedly, eager to be doing something other than waiting for a train.

“All right then,” she said, starting to walk across the nearly empty lot. “Let’s get this show started.”

She figured she had at least a forty-five-minute walk ahead of her; plenty of time to get used to the idea that she was wrong, and that if she wanted to be a member of the Brimstone Network, she was going to have to apologize.

Ouch.

Bram had never thought of his father as sentimental, but the old photo album he’d uncovered in the bottom drawer of a file cabinet while trying to clean out the office seemed to prove otherwise.

He sat down behind the desk, his desk, and reached for the book.

Within the yellowed volume were hundreds of pictures of the Brimstone Facility in some of its earliest days—when his father had first taken command from his own father. The photographs were like small windows into the past, frozen moments in time.

But it was the last picture in the volume that fascinated Bram the most. It was of his father, dressed in a much more official version of a Network uniform. He looked as though he might’ve been in his late twenties, or early thirties; there was little gray in his hair or beard.

Wearing his finest uniform, Elijah Stone was approaching what appeared to be a dimensional doorway.

Bram hefted the heavy volume, bringing it closer so that he could study the picture better. Within the doorway he thought he could make out the shapes of ghostly figures clad in ornate armor, and wondered if this could be a picture of the first time his father passed from the earthly plane to the world of the Specter to negotiate the treaty between the people of earth and the supernatural warrior race.

A treaty that had resulted in the marriage of his father to a princess of the Specter royal family.

And Bram’s birth.

He considered asking Stitch about the photo, or maybe even the Archivist down in records, as he closed the book and placed it on the side of his desk.

Bram liked the photo book and what it had captured, and began to think that maybe his tenure as the Brimstone Network commander should be recorded as well.

A smile found its way onto his face. Maybe he could ask all of his friends to participate. He’d give them each a digital camera and . . .

He noticed the smell before actually seeing the demon.

It emerged from a patch of darkness beside the file cabinet where he’d found the photo album. Bram wasn’t sure if he’d ever seen a beastie quite like this one. It was short, no taller than Bogey, and its flesh was the color of an oil slick, reflecting different colors as it slid from the cover of darkness. But the strangest thing about it was its swollen belly.

Bram tensed.

But the beast simply smiled widely, rubbing its spindly fingers across the taut flesh of it glowing stomach.

“Barnabas sends his regards,” the creature growled.

And before Bram could react, the invader’s stomach detonated in a deafening explosion, and the office was filled with hungry fire.

***

Total chaos.

Stitch dropped his coffee mug down upon the table in reaction to the sound of destruction.

An explosion, somewhere in the facility.

Alarms sounded as warning lights flashed in the ceilings of the winding corridors.

He was moving quickly, sidestepping nervous agents frozen in place, fear upon their faces. Stitch knew what they were wondering.

Is it happening again? Is the Brimstone Network under attack?

“What’s going on?” asked a voice now running along side of him.

He glanced over to see that it was Emily.

“I don’t know,” he said. “An explosion of some kind.”

In mid-stride she started to change, shucking off her clothes and skin to assume the form of the wolf.

“Follow me,” she said, nose twitching.

They took the stairs, her nose bringing them to the upper level, to where the commander of the Brimstone Network kept his office.

“Where’s Bram?” Stitch asked, pushing aside a door that hung loosely from a broken hinge.

“Not sure,” the wolf answered beside him. The sprinklers were raining water down upon them. The air was thick with the smell of smoke. “He might’ve gone back to his office after he ate. I was on the phone, I didn’t . . .”

Stitch bounded down the corridor toward the office. There were agents stumbling around in the smoke, their features stained with smears of ash.

“Get them out of here,” Stitch commanded, taking a moment to escort the dazed agents toward the waiting Emily.

Alone, he turned his attention to Bram’s office. The doorway was nothing more than a jagged hole now, the frame, and even part of the wall, blasted away from the force of the explosion.

Stitch did not hesitate, delving into the smoke and heat to crawl across the rubble of the Commander’s office space.

“Bram!” Stitch called, squinting through the shifting smoke. “Are you in here? Bram!”

The ground and walls were horribly charred, the desk and furniture reduced to awful, blackened shapes. The heat was intense, but he moved inside farther, searching for signs of their leader.

“Abraham, it’s me!”

Squatting down below the smoke, he searched the floor. Stitch held his breath so as not to take in the thick, noxious fumes, desperate to stay within the office—now an inferno—to be certain that his friend was nowhere to be found.

There was a shape upon the floor, near the burnt remains of what was once a file cabinet, a shape that at one time could have been human.

Stitch felt his powerful heart leap painfully in his chest.

“No,” he said, his breath escaping in an emotional gasp.

There was movement beside him, and he spun around just in time as he was attacked.

Stitch dove to the right, avoiding the lunge of the fiery beast.

Squatting upon the floor, coughing from the thick black smoke and furnace-intense heat, he looked in awe upon the animal that writhed in the air before him.

It was a serpent composed of fire.

The burning reptile reared back with a sizzling hiss, a spray of burning liquid shooting from its open mouth.

The fiery venom spattered the floor as he managed to jump backward. The poison ate at the charred wood, dissolving it away and leaving a deeply pockmarked surface. He imagined what the spew would have done to his clothing and the flesh beneath.

The fire serpent swam through the air toward him, and he reached to his left, grabbing hold of the burnt desk and, with a display of strength, hefting it up to block the next attack of acidic spray.

He felt the desk begin to disintegrate in his grasp as the venom hit the wood.

The snake’s attack became more physical, its diamond-shaped head diving down to shatter what remained of the desk, leaving Stitch completely open to attack.

The snake recoiled, its burning eyes locked upon him as it opened its maw to attack.

Stitch stumbled back through the smoke, away from the advancing serpent. His back struck the wall, and he could go no farther, as the serpent reared back to strike.

Bracing himself, the patchwork man prepared for the inevitable. He wasn’t about to go down without a fight.

From the corner of his eye he saw the air split; a jagged tear appearing to the side of him. And within the rip that hung there beside him he saw movement.

Tiny hands reached out from within the darkness of the fissure, pulling Stitch inside just as the fire serpent lunged.

Its burning fangs snapping closed upon nothing.


4. NOTHING COULD HAVE SURVIVED THAT.

Emily thought the words, but didn’t speak them as she stared into the still-burning office of the commander of the Brimstone Network, and her good friend.

Stitch stood silently by her side, staring into the unnatural conflagration, as one of the medical staff saw to his burns.

“I had to get you out of there,” Bogey said. “You would’ve been a goner if I didn’t. . . .”

“You did fine, Bogey,” Emily told him, grabbing his arm and giving it a gentle squeeze.

Stitch remained eerily quiet, watching as two experienced magick users arrived, seeing as conventional means to fight the fire had failed. The two, a man and a woman—Emily believed them to be husband and wife—held hands and began to chant in some strange ancient language, the words leaving their mouths gradually taking a physical form and floating into the room. The magickal shapes found the coiled serpent of flame, and as the fiery reptile attacked—consuming the magick—its size and heat began to slowly diminish.

The pair continued their incantation until the serpent of fire was no more, leaving behind only the smoldering remains of Abraham Stone’s office.

With the fire extinguished they moved tentatively closer.

“He could still be alive, right?” Bogey asked them.

Emily could smell the Mauthe Dhoog’s tension, his fear.

“I bet he did his ghosting thing and went right down through the floor and is downstairs talking with the Archivist or something.”

She didn’t respond, and neither did Stitch.

“I’m gonna go check,” the creature said, opening a rift, and quickly ducking inside, almost as if wanting to be gone before they could tell him that he was wrong, that Bram had been inside the room when the explosion occurred.

“What’s going on?” a voice called out from behind them.

Emily turned to see Desmond awkwardly moving through the throng of onlookers who had gathered in the hallway. He was using his crutches and, by the expression on his face, and the smell that his body gave off, Emily knew that he was in pain.

“Is Bram all right?” the boy asked craning his neck to see inside the room. “Oh, my god,” was his next response.

Emily entered the room, the air inside still thick with smoke and choking fumes.

Stitch had gone in ahead of her and was where, if her memory was right, a file cabinet had once been. Now, nothing remained but the blackened, charred remains of something indistinguishable, and something that could have at one time been alive.

Emily felt her nose twitch, her animal senses reaching out to see if there was any scent remaining from the body that could tell her that it was Bram, but she could smell nothing but smoke.

“I want this examined,” the patchwork man said, squatting down beside the blackened shape.

Two Brimstone agents carrying a stretcher and a body bag came into the room and began to remove it.

Stitch looked up from the body, his different colored eyes burning with sadness.

“I’m sorry,” she said, fighting back her own emotional response. She could feel it building inside her and did everything that she could to keep it down. She was a Brimstone Network agent, and she needed to keep it together. She needed to set an example.

“Agent Stitch?” somebody called from the doorway.

They all turned to see a security officer standing there.

“We found an intruder on the grounds and have detained her for questioning.”

Stitch glanced over as the charred body was gently lifted from the floor and placed within the thick, zippered bag.

“I want to question this one myself,” Stitch said as the bag was zippered and placed upon the gurney for transport.

“Do you think this intruder could have something to do with this?” Emily asked.

“We can’t rule out the possibility,” Stitch said as he strode toward the security officer standing in the doorway.

As he passed Dez, he stopped and addressed him.

“I’m going to want your assistance on this, Desmond,” Stitch said, and then continued from the room.

“S-sure,” the boy stammered, using his crutches to follow.

Emily continued to stand in the room that had been blackened and destroyed by the supernatural fire.

Watching as a stretcher that could very well be carrying the body of one of her closest friends was slowly wheeled past.

Her dogs hadn’t returned to her yet.

Johanna paced around the small room, stopping to look through the window in the door that looked out into the hallway. There was a Brimstone Network security officer standing outside, guarding her.

“Hey,” she yelled, slapping her hand against the window. “Think I’m gonna need a tinkle break pretty soon.”

The guard didn’t even flinch from her request. Maybe putting the possibility that she might have to go in the foreseeable future would help him to react when it came time that she actually did have to go to the bathroom.

She had sent her dogs out into the facility. There was something most definitely up at the Brimstone headquarters, and it had very little to do with her sneaking back onto the property unauthorized.

No, something had happened, and it had wound things up around here big-time. She hoped that her ghost pups came back to her with something useful; she was dying to know what was going on.

The door rattled and she quickly turned around. Maybe the guard actually was listening, and decided to take pity on her poor bladder.

The creepy Mr. Stitch ducked his head as he entered the room. His presence in that confined space was so powerful that Johanna found herself backing up.

There was somebody else with him, a heavyset kid who used crutches to help get around.

Johanna was about to ask what was going on when Stitch’s gaze pinned her to where she stood.

“Sit,” he commanded, pointing a long finger at a seat on one side of a small wooden desk.

She parked her butt. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.

Stitch moved aside to allow the crippled kid to take the seat opposite from her.

“Hey,” she said as he sat. He leaned his crutches against the desk beside him, completely ignoring her attempt at being friendly.

“Do you want me to . . . ?” he asked, looking up at Stitch, who now leaned against the room’s wall, with his powerful arms folded across his chest.

“Do what?” she asked, getting just a little bit nervous.

The big man nodded. “Go ahead,” he said.

The boy looked at her then and for a second, she could have sworn that she saw sparks jump from his eyes, and from around his head. Johanna had to remind herself that in this place, just about anything was possible, which made her all the more eager to be part of it.

She stiffened, feeling something moving around inside her head.

Wanting to ask if he was responsible, and if he was, what he thought he was doing, Johanna found herself stricken silent. Images flashed past her mind, almost as if somebody had found a great big box of photographs inside her head and was just flipping through them, tossing them here and there as they searched for something.

And as quickly as it had started, it stopped.

“Nope,” the crippled kid said. “She’s clean, she didn’t have anything to with it . . . wrong place, wrong time.”

The big man nodded to Johanna. “Good, I kinda fancied you.”

Shaking off the effects of the mental probe, Johanna smiled. “You’re not too bad yourself. Anybody care to tell me what’s going on?”

The sound of claws clicking upon the tile floor suddenly filled the room, and she smiled, happy to have her ghostly canine friends back in her presence. They swarmed eagerly around her, brushing up against her legs, leaping up to lick her face with soft, ghostly tongues.

“There’s my good boys and girls,” she praised.

The crippled kid looked a little confused.

“Ghost dogs,” she said, patting one of the invisible beasts.

“I guessed,” he said. “Didn’t realize how weird it would be in person.”

“So you gonna tell me what’s up?” she asked them.

“Something very bad has happened here,” Stitch informed her. “It doesn’t concern you, so I would rather not . . .”

“Is it about your commander?” she asked. “The cute kid? What was his name . . . Abraham Stone?”

Stitch nodded again. “Yes, it is. How did you know?”

She smiled, patting her dogs. “My friends told me.”

“Something bad has happened to Bram,” the kid sitting across from her said.

“You think he’s dead,” Johanna stated.

The kid slowly nodded. “It’s looking that way, yes.”

She shook her head no.

“No?” Stitch questioned.

“Yep, no humans are dead,” she said.

“Did your friends tell you this?” the large, pale-skinned man asked, moving closer to where she was sitting, eager to know.

“They did,” she said. “They have the ability to track spirits that have recently departed the land of the living,” she explained. “And they’re telling me that no spirits have left the building.”

Stitch’s multicolored eyes bulged. “Are you saying that’s he’s still alive?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Johanna the Packman said. “And since I did you guys a solid, think I might get another chance at joining the team?”

The Archivist looked up from an ancient volume as Bogey’s rift opened into the informational storage room.

The room looked like a gigantic library today, row upon row of ancient books going off for countless miles in either direction.

In reality, the room was probably no bigger than your average office, but it appeared this way to help the Brimstone agents understand the enormity of the information stored within the supernatural receptacle that was called the Archivist.

As the room’s appearance looked like a gigantic library, the Archivist appeared in the form of the Network’s previous commander, Elijah Stone—Bram’s father.

“Can I help you?” the Archivist asked, closing the ancient tome that was representative of all the information collected by countless Brimstone agents throughout the centuries.

“Is he here?” Bogey asked, his rift closing behind him with a loud sucking sound.

“Is who here?” the Archivist asked.

“Bram,” Bogey said, looking around the room. “I . . . was hoping . . .”

“Abraham is not here,” the figure stated. From what Bogey understood, each new commander of the Network donated a piece of his soul essence, which was then joined with the complex spell that created the Archivist, and seeing as Bram’s dad was the last commander to donate a piece of his soul, this was why the spell of storage had taken this form.

Since Bram was the current commander, the Archivist should actually look like him, but he wasn’t interested in changing it. He’d told Bogey that he liked to be able to come down here, and see his father whenever he wanted.

“Is there something I can do for you, Bogey?” the magickal spell inquired. “Some information that I can provide?”

It hit Bogey like the intestines falling from the belly of a mud cow. Bram wasn’t here, and it was likely that he had been inside the room that had burned.

The Mauthe Dhoog stumbled, suddenly feeling light-headed.

“This is awful,” he said, his voice cracking.

He didn’t know what to do, and felt himself begin to panic.

“What is awful?” the Archivist asked dryly. He removed another ancient tome from a stack on the side of his desk and opened it.

“I think Bram is dead,” the small creature said.

“Abraham is dead?” the figure asked.

Bogey nodded, tears suddenly burning in his eyes. “I really think he is.”

“Most unfortunate,” the magickal spell in the shape of Bram’s father said, going back to the information stored inside the manifestation of an ancient book.

“Most unfortunate?” Bogey asked, feeling himself becoming angry. “Is that all you can say?”

The Archivist looked up from his work.

“Is there anything else I can provide for you?”

Bogey wasn’t sure exactly what he was expecting from the Archivist, maybe some hint that a piece of Bram’s father was still somewhere inside the magickal spell, but it didn’t appear to be there.

“No,” Bogey said, lifting his hands to weave a rift so that he could leave this place. “I just thought that maybe since you record information and stuff that you might want to know.”

“Thank you,” the magickal spell said, looking back down to the book beneath him on the desk.

“Don’t mention it,” Bogey responded, stepping inside the newly conjured rift. He didn’t even know where he was going now.

And he really didn’t care.


5. BRAM REMEMBERED THE FIRE.

The scene repeated through his feverish thoughts; he saw the strange, demonlike creature with the protruding belly—a belly filled with fire—and before he could even react, the bulging stomach exploded, filling his quarters with flame.

He gasped at the memory of how even in his Spectral form, the fire had managed to burn him.

Lying in the darkness, he lifted his hands up to his face to inspect the damage. His skin was pink, badly singed, and he hated to think of the fate that would have befallen him if he hadn’t been removed from the burning room.

I was rescued.

The thought suddenly filled his head as he gathered his wits together, sitting up in the dark, attempting to adjust his eyes to the nearly pitch black.

He was in some sort of chamber; a cave perhaps. The air was thick with a heavy, musty smell that made him almost certain he had been brought to a cave.

But by whom?

It was an answer that he had every intention of finding.

Carefully he rose to his feet, careful not to hit his head on the low ceiling. Bram reached out, letting his fingers explore the walls. They were damp, covered in a coating of slime and what appeared to be some kind of thick moss.

At first he’d entertained the idea that maybe Bogey had been the one to save him, dragging him off to who knew where, and depositing him someplace safe where he wouldn’t be eaten by the local inhabitants, but it didn’t feel as though he’d passed through one of the Mauthe Dhoog’s rifts.

Somehow it was different—the journey brutal enough to knock him unconscious as he was taken.

No, Bogey had nothing to do with this.

Bram almost called out, but restrained himself. What if whoever had taken him wasn’t friendly?

The ceiling in the chamber was very low, and he had to crouch down as he moved toward an opening. The moss that he’d felt thick upon the wall, and floor, hung like a curtain over the exit. He could peer out through the hanging growth at a faint, iridescent light, glowing from outside.

Bram listened for the sound of voices, but only heard the rustling and chittering of what he imagined were the animals and insects that called this place home.

He was drawn to the eerie, green light. Crouching down, he moved aside the curtain of vegetation, and exited out into a much larger chamber. Bram moved no farther, checking out the size of the room. From what he could determine from the faint lighting, the room was enormous, reminding him of the inside of a football stadium, or the hold of some large ocean liner. He couldn’t even make out the ceiling; pitch darkness with patches of what must’ve been some sort of glowing plant life stippling the darkness like star constellations in the sky above.

Deciding to venture forward, Bram inched toward the light before him. It was different than the eerie light cast by the vegetation that grew upon the chamber walls and ceiling.

Cautiously he moved toward it, his eyes gradually adjusting to this dark, cavernous place. The closer to the light he got, the more he was able to see.

Eventually Bram was close enough to make out a shape, a human shape, lying in a makeshift bed, covered with thick furs. Closer still, he was able to make out that it was a woman, the exposed flesh of her face so pale, it was as if her skin was glowing.

Bram wasn’t sure how he knew this, but he sensed that the woman was not well, that she was quite ill, and that her life was currently hanging in the balance.

And without explanation he knew something else as well, something that he could not act upon due to the fact that two armored warriors had surged out of the darkness at him, the points of their spears looking to strike him down.

The warriors were attempting to keep him from her, from the sickly woman who was very close to death.

The woman, whom he suddenly realized without any question, was his mother.

The scent of supernatural fire, and everything it had burned, still hung heavy in the blackened shell of Bram’s office.

But Emily had to smell past all that; she needed some evidence other than what the obnoxious Johanna Harkness and her stupid ghost dogs had said before getting her hopes up.

Is it possible? Can he actually still be alive?

Emily didn’t even want to consider it because the disappointment if he wasn’t would have been too damn much for her to take. It was bad enough thinking of her friend in the past tense; if she started to think that she would be seeing him again sometime soon and then it proved to be false, she didn’t know what it would do to her.

It was better to continue to think that he was dead, she decided.

But what if he isn’t?

Again in the shape of the wolf, she stood in the doorway to his room. At first she just sniffed the air, attempting to identify the various aromas that still hung within the dominant stink of smoke. It was tough separating all the smells, but this was important, and she tried her hardest to succeed.

Emily needed to go in farther, to sniff at the places where he might have been when the fire broke out.

Her nostrils became thick with the scent of burning wood and plastic. She sneezed loudly, shaking her shaggy head as she attempted to clear the heavier smells from her snout. She wanted the smaller scents, the ones that hid beneath the stronger.

She hadn’t even realized that she was doing it, but she’d dropped to all fours, her nose practically touching the ground as she moved around the room.

Death had a very distinct smell, and she got a nose-full in the area where the burnt body had been retrieved. She’d thought that maybe she was going to have to sniff the blackened body, that anything she found inside the room wouldn’t be enough, but luckily that wasn’t the case.

Something had most certainly died in this spot, but it wasn’t human. If there was one thing she’d learned since accepting the wolf inside her, and using this talent in the service of the Brimstone Network, it was that creatures of the supernatural smelled really funky.

And that was what she was smelling now.

Most of the stink had been burned away with the fire, but there was still a trace of the bodily fluids of the creature that had managed to penetrate the wood floor, before being burned away.

It was still there in the wood.

She reached down, digging at the wood with her claws, letting the smell waft out. Something not human had died there.

Not Bram.

Emily left the spot, looking for more evidence of death, but there was none to be found. She even went around the room for a second time, just to be sure, but the results were the same.

Johanna’s dogs had been right: Bram hadn’t died in the fire.

She felt suddenly weak in her legs and dropped to the floor. The relief that she was experiencing at the moment was almost too much to take. She wanted to shed the wolf form, to return to normal, but she hadn’t brought any clothes with her and didn’t want to have to get back to her room naked to retrieve her uniform.

But all that was secondary to the knowledge that she’d uncovered here and now.

As far as they knew, he was still alive, and that was good enough for her.

“Emily?” a voice called from the entrance behind her.

She turned to Stitch, tears in her dark animal eyes.

“He’s not here,” she growled.

The patchwork man came excitedly into the room.

“Are you certain?”

She nodded. “His death scent would have been somewhere in this room, and it isn’t.”

Emily didn’t know exactly why she did it, and was sure that she would be mortified with the memory later, but she shot up from the floor and wrapped her arms around the large man, hugging him tightly.

“He’s alive,” she said, her snout buried against his chest.

And she felt his arms go tentatively around her, one of his large hands patting her back.

“And that’s a good thing,” he told her.

“The best,” she answered.

“But I’m still worried,” he then responded.

She looked up at him then, unsure of what he meant.

“The question now is where has Abraham gone—was he taken? If so, by whom—and for what purpose?”

And here she had been starting to feel good again.

So much for that.

Bram started toward the sickly woman; drawn toward her like metal filings pulled toward a magnet.

The armored guards surged at him with a grunt, their fearsome spearheads mere inches from his chest.

He didn’t give them a second thought, ghosting his form and passing through the spears, as well as the warriors themselves, on his way toward the woman that he just knew was his mother.

It was like he was in some kind of trance as he continued toward the bed of furs and the fragile woman who lay bundled within them.

The sudden pain in his shoulder blade was excruciating, breaking the trance that the woman had over him.

Instinctively he spun around to see the guards still standing there, snarls upon their equally pale features. Bram reached behind himself, feeling where the burning pain originated, and pulled his hand away red. He was bleeding from a shoulder stab.

But how was that possible? He had been a ghost at that point.

One of the warriors smiled, waving the tip of his spear in the air. It was stained with his blood.

“I don’t want to fight you,” Bram told them, the wound in his shoulder throbbing. “I just need to go to her.”

He turned slightly toward the woman, to make his point, as the warriors again attacked.

Bram was ready this time, his body instantly becoming immaterial to avoid the slashing weapons.

But it didn’t matter.

The edge of the spearhead cut across his ribs, even though he was in his Spectral form, and Bram let out a scream of pain, jumping back and away from their weapons.

“How?” was all that he could muster, placing a hand against the new bleeding wound in his side.

They were charging him again, triggering his immediate response. Somehow these warriors could hurt him in his ghostly form, so it was time to rely on the skills learned in the monastery of P’Yon Kep if he was going to survive this encounter.

Bram lunged, meeting their attack. An open palm strike connected, driving one of the warriors’ heads back with a snap.

Turning his attention to the other, he drove his leg up, the sole of his boot aimed toward his adversary’s pale, snarling face.

Bram’s foot connected with nothing, the warrior’s upper body becoming like smoke.

Like a ghost.

Taken aback, he let his guard down and was struck from behind by the other of the pair.

Bram’s head spun as he dropped to his knees. He could hear one of his attackers coming closer and he knew that he was ready to take him out with the point of his spear.

Concentrating, Bram allowed himself to pass through the moss-covered ground, sensing the point of the spear digging into the surface above him.

He then sprang off, flowing up and out of the surface, solidifying his form as he flew up and into the air.

The warriors tensed, leaping back as he sprang into the air. Bram willed himself solid, dropping back down in a crouch and swiping his leg beneath the legs of one of his attackers, dropping his heavy, armored form to the floor.

The other of the warriors lunged, and Bram went immaterial, just as his attacker did as well.

It was the oddest sensation that he’d ever experienced—another’s ghostly matter mixing with his own. Somehow, even in an almost gaseous state, they were still fighting, their ghostly forms mingling together, fighting as he’d never fought before.

And all the time he fought, one thought pounded through his mind.

They’re like me.

Bram felt as though he might suffocate. Beginning to will himself solid, he broke away from the others, drifting across the room, where he pulled himself together.

It all made sense now; the ferocity of their battle sense, the weapons that could even harm a ghost . . .

“You’re Specter,” he said to one of the armored warriors as the other reconstituted his mass beside him.

“You speak the obvious, boy,” the warrior who had just re-formed stated as he retrieved his spear.

His back and side throbbing painfully, Bram mentally prepared himself to continue the fight.

The warriors stood between the woman and himself.

All he wanted to do was to go to her side, to stare long enough to remember her face and, if possible, to place his hand upon hers.

This was his mother, of that he had no doubt, and if it meant that he needed to continue to do battle with these two to be in her presence, then he figured he might as well get to it, and get things over with.

“Ready for round two?” Bram asked, trying to block out the pain. “Now that I know what I’m dealing with . . . shouldn’t be any problem to take you two out.”

He really didn’t care for the tough-guy stuff, but felt that maybe a little bit of confidence might provide him with an edge.

It couldn’t hurt.

The Specter warriors roared, their bodies lifting off from the ground as they became more ghostlike, soaring through the air toward him, spears lowered to pierce his flesh. The Specter used a specially treated metal for all their weapons, metal that could inflict damage even when a Specter warrior was ghosted.

“Cease these actions!” a female voice of authority suddenly proclaimed, the order echoing throughout the cavernous chamber.

The warriors reacted at once, regaining their weight and mass and dropping to the floor of the cavern before him.

They turned their backs to him, their heads lowered in subservience.

“What is the meaning of this?” the girl asked as she strode out of the darkness. She was dressed in a white, loose-fitting blouse that tied in the front, and pants that looked as though they had been made from the skin of some odd, spotted animal. There were also heavy-looking boots upon her feet that she stomped as she placed her hands upon her curvy hips.

“Explain yourselves,” she demanded of the warriors.

Her skin was the same sickly pale as the woman he believed to be his mother, as well as the two armored warriors.

A physical characteristic of being Specter? Bram wondered.

Her lips were full, and she wore her hair pulled severely back and braided in a ponytail. There was an air about this girl, who couldn’t have been much older than himself, that suggested she wasn’t somebody you wanted to mess with.

“The half-breed attempted to approach the blessed mother,” one of the guards explained, lifting his helmeted head temporarily before gazing back down at the floor.

“We attempted to warn him off,” said the other, “but he ignored our wishes, flaunting his Spectral talents and challenging our authority.”

“What?” Bram found himself blurting out. “I did no such thing.”

The girl’s dark eyes widened, and he realized that perhaps he had just stepped out of bounds.

“I apologize,” he said, doing as the warriors did in her presence, and bowing his head. “I should never have spoken out of turn . . . but when I hear these accusations, I can’t help but—”

“Silence!” she commanded, and he found himself closing his mouth pretty darn quick.

The girl then turned her attention from them, going to the woman lying upon her bed of furs. She knelt down beside her, placing a hand gently upon her delicate brow. Taking her hand away, Bram noticed a look of sadness spread across her attractive features.

“She’s very sick, isn’t she,” he said, walking around the warriors.

“She is,” the girl answered. “She is in fact dying.” The girl took the woman’s hand and held it. “Our queen is dying.”

Bram moved closer and sensed the warriors again moving to prevent him.

“Don’t touch him,” the girl commanded.

The warriors stopped, scowling at her reprimand of them.

He was drawn to her again, coming to kneel on the opposite side of the unconscious queen.

“Her name is Ligeia,” Bram said, staring intently at her slumbering form. “And she is queen of the Specter.”

Behind him he heard the warriors’ gasp, but they did not move, obeying the girl’s previous command.

“That’s right,” the girl answered. “And she is your mother.”

It was if he’d been struck across the face; hearing the words come from the mouth of another.

“Yes, she is,” he said, unable to take his eyes from her sleeping face. “I pretty much knew it the moment I saw her.”

He managed to tear his gaze from her, turning his attention to the young woman beside him.

“How did I get here?” he asked, his eyes darting about the vast chamber. “And where exactly is ‘here’?”

The girl bent down to kiss the queen’s hand and slid it gently beneath the thick covering of fur.

“We knew that your life was in danger,” the girl explained. “There was little time to warn you of your impending fate. We acted as quickly as we could, snatching you with Specter magick from the jaws of death as one of Barnabas’s lackeys made his move.”

“Barnabas,” Bram repeated the name. “The creature . . . before he exploded, he said that somebody named Barnabas was sending me his regards.”

The girl nodded in agreement. “Barnabas wishes you dead as he wishes the queen, and all those of her ruling house.”

“But I’m not part of any ruling house or . . .”

“But you are,” the girl corrected. “You are of her blood, and with you dead there would be nothing to prevent him from taking over the great city of Tyrnanis and all the known realities that exist beyond it.”

A thousand questions flooded his head.

“You seem to know a lot more about what’s going on than me,” he said. “Who are you?”

The girl smiled at his question.

“I’m Lita,” she said. “Daughter to the queen.” She paused momentarily before looking him straight in the eyes.

“I imagine I would be considered your sister.”


6. EMILY AND STITCH BROUGHT THE BURNED BODY from the floor of Bram’s office to the Kreeps.

Emma and Emmett were twins, and to call them simply Emo was like calling the Goodyear blimp just a balloon. They each wore their hair long and scraggly, bangs hanging in front of their faces. Emma had multiple piercings over her left eyebrow, and Emmett had them over his right.

They only wore black and shades of gray, and every item of clothing seemed to be at least two sizes too big. And, of course, there were the combat boots.

They were quite the pair, and fit in quite nicely with the Network.

Emily, back in her human guise, stood beside Stitch and watched as the twins worked their magick . . . literally.

Emma Kreep, wearing heavy rubber gloves, reached down with a scalpel, scraped a piece of blackened flesh from the arm of the corpse, and let it fall into a plastic test tube.

“Got it,” she said to her brother.

“My turn,” Emmett said excitedly. Using his own scalpel, he flaked some flesh from what was likely the face.

The Kreeps had a unique talent. The twins could take a piece of something—be it animate or inanimate—and through magickal spells of their own devising, could recreate three-dimensional images of what the object had once looked like. The twins had become quite the celebrities in the art community when they were able to reproduce the true appearances of ancient works of art and sculpture damaged by the passage of time.

But the odd pair soon tired of that, and joined the Network, where their talents were used in creating images of the beasties responsible for attacks against the human populace from evidence left behind at the scenes of the crimes.

“I think this one is gonna be awesome,” Emma said, tapping the contents of her tube into an ornate clay pot she had placed over a Bunsen burner on the table.

“Don’t think we’ve ever seen anything like this before,” Emmett responded. He had taken more skin samples from the body and was adding them to the mixture inside the pot.

“And we never will, if you don’t pick up the pace,” Emma scolded.

“That is so unfair,” her brother complained with a shake of his shaggy head.

“What can I say. I’m just more adept at this than you.”

“More adept, my . . .”

Stitch cleared his throat, and the twins looked in his general direction.

“Can we do this with a tad less chatter?” the big man suggested.

“Right you are, Mr. Stitch,” Emma agreed. “Did you hear the man, Emmett? Less chatter, more results.”

“Why I never suffocated you while you were sleeping, I’ll never know,” the boy said, placing his empty test tube on the cluttered counter behind him. “I’m ready.”

Emma held out her hand toward her brother. Emily had never seen so many rings on one hand. She couldn’t figure out how the girl could even bend her fingers. Emmett didn’t wear rings, but it appeared he did have a thing for black nail polish.

“Okay,” Emma said with a sigh as brother and sister joined hands. She stretched her neck from left to right and closed her eyes. “Me first.”

“Of course,” Emmett muttered.

The girl began to speak, but not in a language that Emily had ever heard before—she remembered someone telling her that they used a form of twin-speak, the secret language often shared by twin children.

Emmett added his own voice to the strange incantation as Emma picked up a thick, twisted root from a cutting board and tossed it into the clay pot.

Emmett dipped his fingers into a bowl that contained what could have been cooking spices, but Emily doubted that it contained anything so simple. He tossed a pinch of the contents into the clay container.

A thick cloud of smoke billowed up from the pot, and the twins immediately became silent. They opened their eyes, fixing their gazes on the smoke as it floated above the table.

“Show us,” Emma said, a disturbing smile spreading across her black-lipstick–covered lips.

“Show us what you looked like,” Emmett added, then blew at the smoke through puckered lips. “Show us how awesome you were.”

The smoke swirled in the air, never dissipating—never breaking up.

It was like looking at something alive.

It became thicker, and more defined, and Emily watched in fascination as a three-dimensional image of Bram’s attacker began to form.

“Oh, yeah,” Emmett said with a laugh, clapping his hands together. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about.”

Emma simply smiled, gazing up at the smoky substance as if somehow sculpting it with her mind.

Emily had to admit it was pretty amazing. The smoke had become almost like liquid flesh as it took the shape of the creature that lay dead in Bram’s office.

“Hello, sweetheart,” Emmett said with a smile. The figure of a demon hung in the air, slowly turning to show off all of its grisly details.

“Aren’t you a charmer,” Emma added. “But I think you could use some color.”

The floating image was the shade of cigarette smoke, but with her words, that too began to change. Color flooded through the three-dimensional interpretation, giving it an almost lifelike quality.

“That’s better,” the Emo girl said.

Stitch moved closer, studying the demon as it turned in the air before him.

Emily studied the beastie as well. She noticed its stomach, and through the skin she could see some kind of a fire burning there. “Any idea what it is?” she asked.

“Besides frickin’ awesome,” Emmett added.

“Yeah, besides frickin’ awesome,” Emily responded deadpan.

“I know its kind,” Stitch said, his different-colored eyes glued to the demonic form slowly turning before him. “They’re called Fthagguans—living demonic weaponry.”

“Smokin’,” Emmett whispered.

“Do you mind cutting back the excitement?” Emma asked her brother. “Good guys here . . . hello?”

“Demonic weaponry?” Emily asked. “So you’re saying they blow themselves up?”

Stitch nodded. “It has something to do with the acid it produces in its stomach.”

“Charming,” Emily said, nose curled in disgust.

“The farthest thing from it,” Stitch replied. “I’ve heard tell that between the various demonic species, the Fthagguans are used as a means of assassination.”

“Someone sent it to kill Bram,” she said, her voice a whisper.

“Yes.” Stitch slowly nodded, his eyes fixed to the image of the exploding demon hanging in the air before them. “Now we have to find out who sent it.”

“Right,” Emily agreed. “Any idea how to do that?”

Stitch nodded again, a cruel smile forming on his scarred features. “I think we need to ask the Fthagguans,” he said. “The Brimstone Network needs to flip over a few rocks to see what comes scurrying out from beneath.”

The High Priest of the ascension attempted to calm his flock as the enemies of the faithful pounded upon the doors of their place of worship.

There was a time, not long ago, that Colridge would have waited for his enemy with sword in hand, eager for the promise of battle; but that was no longer his way. Colridge was now a priest of the ascension faith, and would not return to the Specter ways of old.

The doors to the holy place exploded inward in a cloud of dust and shattered wood. They had used battering rams made from pillars that had once been part of a monument, a monument erected outside the place of worship to mark the moment that the Specter people realized a change was upon them—that they could rise above savagery and attain a new level of civilization.

But alas, there were some amongst them who saw the ascension as weakness, and would do everything in their power to see that it never occurred.

The Specter warriors, adorned in their heavy black armor of war, flooded into the holy place. Behind the visors of their heavy metal helmets Colridge could see their cruel eyes burning maliciously. He saw their lust for violence, their desire to spill the blood of those who believed that the Specter could be better than what they were.

“How dare you enter this holy sanctuary,” Colridge bellowed as he stood before his cowering flock.

He could feel the anger and rage bubbling at the core of his being—that small part of him that refused to go away, that part itching to pick up a weapon and battle those who challenged him.

Colridge rubbed his hand on the side of his robe, forcing away the memory of his sword Blood-drinker. That weapon from his past did not exist anymore, having been melted down and cast as the symbol of his new faith—the symbol of the ascension—that he now wore around his neck.

The bothersome itch continued, and he reached up, grabbing hold of the heavy piece of jewelry that had once killed in the hundreds but now was a symbol of his evolution to peace. The adornment was man-shaped, its primitive arms raised to the heavens as it accepted change.

“You will leave this place!” His voice rose in defiance as he held the symbol out toward them, hoping that it would drive them away.

But the warriors only laughed, some actually spitting at him through the visors of their helmets.

The sudden sound of hooves clicking on the stone floor of the sanctuary distracted the warriors standing at attention on either side of the shattered doorway. And Colridge froze as a tall figure, clad in the black armor of a warlord, rode into the room atop his muscular, reptilian steed. The foreboding figure pulled back on the reins of his mount, stopping the powerful beast before him.

The priest held his ground, still gripping the symbol of his faith, trying to ignore the tiny voice in the back of his mind that whispered the old ways were better, that this belief in the ascension would only mean death for the Specter.

“I know you,” the warlord whispered, his voice echoing from within the confines of his helmet.

“And I know you for what you are,” the priest proclaimed defiantly. “You are the old ways . . . afraid to die, so you strike out at the future . . . refusing to accept the inevitable!”

The figure astride the steed reached up and pulled the horned helmet from his head, glaring at the old priest with contempt. His jet-black hair was long and unkempt, his thick beard streaked with white.

The priest held his ground, clutching the jewelry around his neck all the tighter. “I am no longer the man you knew, Barnabas,” Colridge said calmly. The memories of battles he had fought with this warrior by his side . . . the victories they had taken . . . as well as the lives . . . were suddenly fresh in his thoughts.

“You are the old, and I am the new,” Colridge proclaimed. “Abandon your ways of violence . . . join me in the path to ascension.”

Barnabas looked as though he had been struck. And then he began to laugh. It was a high-pitched cackling sound that set Colridge’s teeth on edge. In another time, he would have tried to kill the man for the insult.

In another time.

The warlord dismounted, handing his helmet to one of the soldiers who had come forward to assist him.

“Look at you,” Barnabas said, distaste upon his face. “The last I knew, you were one of the realm’s finest fighters . . . even in your pronounced years . . . but now . . .”

Colridge did not look away from the warlord’s gaze.

“The words of our blessed Queen Ligeia have changed me,” he announced proudly. “She has talked of our race shedding our bloodthirsty ways and embracing the ways of peace. I have allowed those words to wash over me . . . to begin the change . . . preparing me for a better way of living for us all.”

Barnabas struck with the swiftness of a serpent, his metal, gauntleted hand striking Colridge across the face and knocking him savagely to the floor.

The priest heard his flock gasp as he lay upon the floor, recovering from the blow.

“I can’t begin to explain how seeing you this way infuriates me,” Barnabas said. “The queen’s words are to be forgotten,” he announced to him . . . to all within the room.

“She is still the queen,” Colridge said, unsteadily climbing to his feet. “And as long as that is true, then I will follow her words.”

“You tempt me to strike you down with your defiance,” Barnabas snarled. “The queen has been driven from the royal palace, her body wracked with illness. It will only be a matter of time before we find her and the small band that spirited her away in the night.”

Colridge wiped blood away from the corner of he mouth while staring defiantly at the warlord.

“She will defy you and the old beliefs that have torn our kingdom asunder,” he snarled.

The warlord slowly shook his head. “I’m afraid not, for she will be dead as those who served her . . . and those who share her blood.”

The priest managed to stand taller, facing down the warrior who threatened his queen.

“When Queen Ligeia sentenced you to die for your strong beliefs in the old ways, I questioned the severity of the sentence,” the former warrior said. “But now I can see that she was very wise, foreseeing something that I had not the ability to fathom.”

Barnabas smiled.

“When she sent me out into the wilderness, astride my mount, hands bound behind my back with shackles that canceled out my natural ability to escape them, I believed I was going to die,” Barnabas said, remembering his sentencing.

The warlord’s eyes glazed over as he continued to remember.

“There was even a time then when I started to believe that Ligeia was right . . . that maybe it was time for the old ways to be abandoned . . . that my kind needed to be excised, like a malignant growth upon a vital organ cut out by a surgeon’s hand. With the growth gone, the body would live and prosper.”

Barnabas stopped, his focus returning to the here and now.

“I actually started to believe that I was some sort of poisonous growth upon the Specter race . . . can you believe it?”

Colridge remained silently defiant as Barnabas continued.

“This was the thought that crossed my mind as I was thrown from my dying steed, to lie upon the bleached ground of the northern Specter wastelands waiting to die. My final thoughts being that I had been wrong . . . that the old ways were in fact wrong.”

Barnabas’s eyes seemed to glaze over as he traveled back through time, remembering the experience.

“And then, as if something were responding to my doubts, there came to be a blinding light in the gray night sky and something the likes of which I had never seen descended upon me.”

Barnabas turned toward the entrance from where he and his troops had forced their way into the holy place.

A lone figure dressed in long, gray robes, its features hidden by a hood, drifted silently into the room. Colridge took note of how the other Specter soldiers reacted to the strange figure, stepping back and away from it, and averting their eyes as it passed.

“I thought it was some sort of godlike being come to take me into the afterlife,” Barnabas said, watching as the hooded figure came to stand nearby.

“Little did I know it was my destiny come to call.”

Colridge stared at the robed figure, trying desperately to capture a glance of the stranger’s face from within the darkness of the hood.

“Is this how your madness was achieved?” the priest asked. “We had heard tales of some sort of devastating weapon, but I never would have imagined that . . .”

“Madness?” Barnabas questioned, turning his gaze from his hooded servant back to the former warrior now turned priest. “It’s far from that,” he said, pulling a short sword from a scabbard by his side. “In fact, I’ve come to realize that I’m one of the few left in this kingdom who is indeed sane.”

Barnabas stared at the bladed weapon he’d drawn.

“Fight me,” the warlord demanded. He gestured for one of his soldiers to bring forth a weapon. A sword was laid at Colridge’s feet.

“At least die knowing that you saw the error of your ways in your final moments,” Barnabas said.

The priest looked down upon the weapon and thought about how easy it would be to pick it up . . . to grab hold of the old ways again . . . but he fought the urge and managed to tear his gaze away from the weapon beneath him.

“I will do no such thing,” the old man said, feeling the strength of his faith surge through him, making him all the stronger.

Barnabas moved again like the serpent, the blade of the short sword darting forward to plunge deeply into the former warrior’s stomach.

The flock huddled at the back of the church gasped with the violence of the act.

Colridge’s mouth opened in a silent scream as the metal blade pierced his body and he dropped to his knees upon the floor, his lifeblood beginning to drain from his body to pool beneath him.

“Look at how pathetic you are,” Barnabas snarled, withdrawing the blade and wiping it clean upon the shoulder of Colridge’s robes. “You have the power within to have survived this strike . . . the power to make yourself like smoke so the blade would have passed harmlessly through you, but instead you have chosen to die.”

Colridge looked down upon the crimson red that poured from his wound, placing his hands against the fatal injury.

“I told you . . . that the old ways are . . . dead,” Colridge said, struggling with the words as he attempted to raise his hands above his head in a gesture associated with the ascension.

“No, Colridge,” the warlord said with a sad shake of his head. “It is not the old ways that are dead . . . it is you.”

And the priest of the ascension watched as the warlord Barnabas drew back his sword and swung with all his might, delivering a blow that Colridge was certain would separate his head from his body.

A blow meant to deny him the glory of ascension.

The creature called Trinity spoke from within the darkness of its robes.

“Will you kill them as well?” it asked, making reference to the others who cowered in fear beneath the roof of the holy place.

Barnabas stared down upon Coleridge’s severed head, contemplating the strange expression of peace on his face.

This just confused the warlord all the more. Have I somehow helped the old, foolish warrior achieve what he sought? Barnabas wondered.

“No,” Barnabas answered the creature, lashing out with his booted foot to kick the head of the former warrior away from his sight.

He turned his attention to Colridge’s flock, striding toward the men, women, and children who had freely given up the old ways of the Specter, believing that a new and peaceful existence was due them.

Barnabas spat upon the floor of the holy place as he looked at the sheep, cowering in the shadows.

“No, I want you to change them,” he said, looking back to his hooded associate. “I want you to transform them into something that I can use . . . something that will make the greatest Specter warrior pale in its bloodlust.”

“So be it,” Trinity said, its glowing hands emerging from within the sleeves of its robes.

Tendrils of crackling white light streamed from Trinity’s outstretched hands, tendrils of light that struck each of the ascension believers.

One after the other they began to scream as their bodies were painfully transformed.

Becoming like something from the darkest of nightmares.

“My sister?”

Bram actually felt himself begin to get a little light-headed.

First his mother, and now this?

“How . . . ?” he began.

“We share the same mother,” Lita explained. She had retrieved some stinky kind of moss and was applying it to the wounds on his shoulder and stomach. “But not the same father.”

“So you’re my half sister,” Bram said.

Lita smiled, tilting her head slightly to one side. “Is that what they call it on your world?” she asked. “The Specter say that we would be of partial blood, you and I.”

“Partial blood,” Bram repeated.

“When Elijah Stone proposed a treaty between our races to avert war, my mother—who was then princess—was already wed to my father,” Lita explained.

“Did something happen to your father?” Bram asked.

Lita finished taking care of his wounds, allowing him to button up his shirt. Though the moss stank pretty badly, the injuries were already starting to hurt less. “He had to step down as the husband to the princess in order for the treaty to be finalized.”

“Step down?”

“It was the saddest day in my father’s life,” the girl said wistfully, “and some say that is what led to his death.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Bram said, the realization sinking in that the treaty between humanity and the Specter, as devised by his father, had broken up a family.

Lita looked at him, a spark of suppressed anger evident in her dark eyes.

“What is there to say?” she said. “It was all politics . . . a way to keep our worlds from destroying each other.”

She again looked to her mother.

“The sadness of one man was but the smallest of worries . . . there were lives at stake.”

“I feel like I should be apologizing . . . for him,” Bram said.

“I doubt your father was even aware,” Lita said, folding her hands neatly in her lap. “Though I must admit, I hated him . . . and you, for that matter.”

Bram started to speak again, and she raised a delicate hand, silencing him.

“But I came to understand the importance of what the union of our two kinds would signify . . . that it would bring about the Specter ascension.”

“Ascension?” Bram questioned.

“It is written in one our most ancient texts that a Specter queen would meet a man of stone . . .”

“Elijah Stone,” Bram whispered, filling in the detail as he came to understand.

“Yes, and he would help to initiate our world’s ascent to its next phase of glory,” Lita finished.

“And did he?” Bram asked, wanting to know if the prophecy of the ancients had actually come true.

“We are still on the path,” Lita said. “There are some amongst my people who believe this to be blasphemy . . . that to abandon the old, bloodthirsty warriors’ ways will lead to our demise.”

The pieces began to fall into place for Bram.

“Is that why the queen is here instead of in her kingdom?” Bram asked. “Are you hiding from those who want to keep the old ways alive?”

A strange, shrieking sound echoed through the vast chamber.

“Quickly, douse the lantern!” Lita hissed to one of the Specter soldiers.

“What is it?” Bram asked, his senses alert.

The girl put a finger to her lips as the area was plunged into darkness as the lantern was extinguished.

Bram did as he was told, standing perfectly still as the horrible sound again drifted through the chamber, only this time, closer.

He blinked his eyes, attempting to adjust to the lack of light, the only illumination now coming from the strange fungus that grew upon the curved walls and ceiling of the vast chamber.

Something moved in the distance and he strained his vision to make out what it was.

The inhuman thing padded into the room on long, spindly limbs. It crawled upon all fours, its face close to the ground as it moved.

Bram could hear it snuffling as it carefully moved along. And then as his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he could see its features. Its flesh was the color of a dead fish, its mouth wide and jagged like that of a jack-o’-lantern, its nose a moist open hole in its face; but the most disturbing thing of all was that it did not have any eyes.

Suddenly the creature stopped, rising up on its back legs, its head moving from side to side. The hole that was its nose opened and closed as it sampled the air, searching for a scent.

There was something clutched in one of its spidery hands, and it brought it up to its face, shoving it beneath the breathing hole and sniffing loudly.

It was a piece of fine cloth—silk, perhaps—and Bram knew that it likely belonged to the queen.

The beast sniffed the silk again, and then the air of the chamber.

It growled, dropping down to all fours again, coming farther into the chamber.

Bram looked to Lita beside him, his gaze questioning.

The princess stared ahead at the monster, studying its every movement.

It came to a sudden stop, its entire body starting to quiver as it again stood erect, the hole in its face beginning to twitch.

Bram caught sight of movement nearby and saw that Lita was withdrawing a deadly looking knife from a sheath by her side. He reached out to grab hold of her arm, but his hand passed through it, her flesh no longer material.

Lita darted across the chamber floor.

The beastie had yet to notice her approach, but it did appear to be in the midst of a new act. The creature threw back its head, opening its jagged, jack-o’-lantern mouth wide.

Bram expected a sound to be emitted, but there was nothing, almost as if the monster were only yawning.

Lita exploded from the darkness before the blind beast, her sudden return to solid flesh making the long-legged creature recoil with a hiss.

It turned to flee, but she was faster, leaping upon its back, her knife blade doing extensive damage before the horrible thing could even begin to react.

Bram went to help, but it didn’t appear that she needed any.

“What is that thing?” he asked as she wiped her knife clean on the piece of silk the monster had been holding in its hand.

“We call it a Shriekhound,” she explained. “Barnabas has taken to using them to track his enemies.”

“It’s a good thing you took care of it when you did,” Bram said.

“No. I was too late,” Lita said, turning around to face the soldiers that stood at her mother’s side. “Quickly—we don’t have much time. We have to get her ready to leave.”

“But I thought . . . ,” Bram began.

“You thought wrong,” she answered tersely. “The Shriekhound emits a cry that only other Shriekhounds can hear. I was too late in stopping it from crying out. We have to leave at once before this place is swarming with the foul beasts.”

The Specter soldiers moved with great speed but at the same time were incredibly gentle with the unconscious queen as they prepared her for transport.

They had made a kind of stretcher to carry her, and were ready to move at once.

“Is there anything I can do?” Bram asked the two armored warriors.

They stood waiting for Lita, who was still gathering up the last of their belongings.

“No,” said one of the stoic soldiers.

“She is our responsibility,” said the other.

“They’ll take care of her, Abraham,” Lita said, hefting a large pack upon her shoulder.

“Let me,” he said, relieving her of some of the burden. She allowed him to carry one of the packs while she carried another.

They started toward one of the larger exits at a very quick pace.

“You didn’t answer me before,” Bram said, adjusting the pack of supplies on his shoulder for better comfort. “Are you being hunted by someone who doesn’t want to give up the old ways?”

“Yes, by Barnabas,” she said. “He is one of the Specter army’s greatest soldiers. It was he who wanted to lead an invasion to your earth when the barrier between our two worlds was breached.”

“He also tried to have me killed,” Bram added.

“You were to die as our mother was supposed to,” Lita said. “But we are made of sterner stuff.”

The soldiers carrying the queen upon the stretcher moved ahead of them, heading down the twisting passage toward a faint, distant light.

Bram again gazed at the woman, whom he did not know but who had been responsible for giving him life, as she passed, feeling a strange protectiveness emerge.

“What did he do to her?” Bram asked.

Lita looked at him as they walked.

“Barnabas—what did he do to make her like that?”

“Poison,” Lita answered. “A poison not found upon the Specter world. Likely Barnabas had it brought over from one of the foul worlds that he is in contact with, and that has helped him achieve his madness. Try as our loyal physicians did, it does not appear to have an antidote here.”

They walked in silence, both of them staring at the two Specter warriors and the burden that they carried up ahead.

“Without a cure, I’m afraid she is going to die.”

The words came before Bram could give them much thought. They came from his heart, charged with raw, powerful emotion.

“No,” he said with complete conviction. “She isn’t going to die.”

I won’t let her.


7. ONE OF HIS KIDNEYS HAD HAD DEALINGS WITH THE Fthaggua before.

It was a distant memory, and not all that clear, but Mr. Stitch, made from the body parts of the finest Brimstone agents who had died in battle, knew that he didn’t care for the demon race in the least, and doubted that this journey to their homeworld was going to change his opinion much.

Bogey’s rift crackled and sparked as the passage from the Brimstone Network’s headquarters to Fthaggua opened.

The demons had done a good job of protecting their defenses. Powerful magickal barriers had been erected to keep spells very much like Bogey’s rift from their world, but the Brimstone Network had better magick users.

The spells of Fthaggua sorcerers collapsed as if a rock had been hurled through a plate-glass window, allowing Stitch to step directly into what he believed to be the Fthaggua leader’s throne room.

His kidney twitched with the memory of this place. Its original owner had died here on a mission, and Stitch was more than happy to oblige it a little bit of payback if the need arose.

It seemed that he was interrupting lunch as he stepped from the quickly collapsing passage, a body bag slung over one of his broad shoulders.

“What is the meaning of this?” the Fthaggua leader bellowed, looking up from a bowl of what appeared to be giant maggots in some sort of a heavy cream sauce.

Delicious.

“Greetings, Fthaggua leader,” Stitch said, bowing ever so slightly, hoping that the translation spell placed upon him earlier would work. By the look on the demon’s horrific face, he could see that it was. “I bid you welcome from the Brimstone Network.”

He watched the eyes of the demon grow wider with the mention of the Network, and for good reason. It was a Fthaggua that had entered his home and made an attempt on his friend’s life.

Stitch was surprised the creature hadn’t tried to bolt from the room.

“You are not welcome here,” the leader scowled, dipping its hand into the bowl of squirming life and bringing a handful to his waiting mouth.

“I am aware of that,” Stitch said, moving a bit closer to the ornate throne upon which the Fthaggua leader sat.

“Come no closer!” the demon bellowed, maggots squirming at the corners of its horrible mouth.

“I have come only to return what I believe is yours,” Stitch announced as he removed the bag from his shoulder.

The leader squinted its yellow eyes as Stitch unzipped the bag. Reaching inside, he hauled out the burnt and blackened remains of the Fthaggua assassin.

“Am I wrong in assuming that this is yours?” Stitch asked, a cruel smile starting at the corner of his mouth. He tossed the charred remains at the foot of the leader’s throne, the dead Fthaggua assassin breaking into a hundred pieces.

The leader bolted up from his chair, the sudden movement spilling the bowl of extra-large maggots and sauce onto the floor.

“Guards!” he screamed at the top of his demonic lungs. “To me . . . guards!”

Stitch remained perfectly calm, simply looking about the large chamber.

There were no guards charging into the room at their master’s command. There was only silence, except for the screams of the Fthaggua leader.

“It seems that your security is a bit lax,” the large man said with an ominous chuckle.

Six demon bodies suddenly flew from the outskirts of the grand chamber, landing on the floor behind him.

The leader looked terrified, backing up until his legs struck his throne. He sat down heavily.

“Laying down on the job, so to speak,” Stitch said, moving closer to the leader.

Stitch could sense the others now, sauntering from the darkness of the room: Emily, Bogey, Dez, and the newest addition to their group . . . What was it she liked to be called? Packman. That was it.

There was something about her, something that had told him she should be a part of this. Stitch didn’t like to ignore these feelings, as they were usually something to be listened to.

Bogey had transported the others here earlier, and they had done their jobs well.

“You will all suffer for this!” the leader raged, jumping up from his throne. His bare belly began to glow a fiery red. It wouldn’t be long before he exploded, filling the chamber with living fire.

Stitch wasn’t about to let that happen.

The big man moved with incredible speed, reaching out and wrapping his hand tightly around the Fthaggua leader’s throat.

“I’d stop that if I were you,” the patchwork man whispered menacingly, squeezing with all his might.

The leader struggled in his grasp, his yellow eyes rolling back as he fought to remain conscious. Slowly the fiery glow began to fade, and the swelling in the demon’s stomach began to go down.

“That’s it,” Stitch said, plopping the demon’s butt back onto its throne. “No need to blow yourself up on our account.”

“Though I wouldn’t mind seeing it,” Bogey called out from behind him. Stitch was about to turn around and give him a look, but decided, What’s the use?

The demon’s head lolled as he tried to remain conscious.

“We’re just going ask you a few questions and then we’ll be on our way.”

The demon stared defiantly as the others came to stand beside him.

“Shall we begin?” Stitch asked.

They had made their way into another gigantic chamber.

The smell inside this particular section was even more disgusting than the others, the ground wet and spongy beneath his feet.

“It smells horrible in here,” Bram said, bringing a hand to his mouth as he and Lita continued to follow the soldiers loyal to the queen across the soft, unstable surface.

“What would you expect?” Lita asked offhandedly. “We’re inside his stomach.”

Bram stopped as thought he’d struck a wall. “Inside what?”

Lita turned slightly, not slowing down. “His stomach,” she repeated. “We’re inside Ureichuras the Monstrous’s stomach.”

“Wait a minute . . . we’re inside somebody’s stomach right now?” Bram asked, not really wanting the question confirmed.

“Yes, now come along. The Shriekhounds are probably already here and attempting to sniff us out. Being inside this decaying corpse actually helps us, but our good fortune won’t last forever.”

Bram moved his pack to his other shoulder, running to catch up with the girl and the others.

“I’m walking around inside a giant dead body,” he said, trying to get used to the concept. “Why am I so surprised?”

“Ureichuras was the last of the species called the Guurand,” Lita started to explain. “The Guurand were at war with the Specter for centuries, but eventually they were all exterminated.”

“And this is the body of the last one to die?” Bram questioned, looking around the vast chamber with a whole new perspective.

She nodded. “Many believed that this was the first indication that the ascension was at hand . . . the discovery of your world and the treaty brought by your father were the next.”

The passage was beginning to narrow, and Bram didn’t even want to think about where they would be walking next.

“This ascension,” he asked, trying to distract himself from the obvious. “What does it mean?”

Lita became very serious, gazing ahead at the loyal servants who bore the burden of her mother, the queen.

“The Specter have always been a violent race,” she said, her voice tinged with shame. “As a people, we believed that this was our purpose: to conquer any and all that we encountered for the good of our kind. Our magick users continuously worked at breaking down the countless barriers that separated our world from what we believed was ours to conquer. But there were ancient teachings that spoke of a new age for the Specter—a time when we would give up our warrior ways and usher in a new age of peace.”

Bram lost his footing, almost falling into the soft muck that coated the floor of the passage. Lita’s hands were quick, catching him before he could go down.

“Thanks,” Bram said, a little embarrassed. “Wouldn’t want to land in that.” He looked down, wrinkling his nose in distaste. The smell was still really horrible.

“Our mother wanted to believe in those ancient prophecies,” Lita said, letting go of his arm. “Seeing them as a path to enlightenment. But others saw them as a path to weakness.”

“Barnabas,” Bram said.

“One of many, but the most powerful of the bunch,” she said. “His beliefs were that the Specter were not strong enough—that their next stage in evolution should make them the most dangerous force in all reality, and from what we have been told, he has found some sort of secret weapon to help him achieve this goal.”

“What kind of a weapon?” Bram asked.

“We’re not sure,” Lita said. “All we know is that it was powerful enough to turn my mother’s army against her, and to cause her to hide in the corpse of a giant like some carrion-eating . . .”

His sister’s anger was defused by sight of the soldiers ahead, stopping suddenly, gazing around the passage in which they now stood.

Bram remained silent, peering through the darkness, searching for signs that they had been found.

The Shriekhounds attacked en masse; exploding through the rotting, membranous walls of the dead giant’s digestive tract.

“Back!” Lita cried, directing the soldiers and their most precious package.

She drew a sword, standing her ground as the screaming creatures galloped toward her.

“Do you have another one of those?” Bram asked, taking a stand behind her.

“Half-breed,” a voice called to him.

Bram turned just in time to catch a sword as it was tossed his way.

“Don’t cut yourself in half,” one of the soldiers said, taking his stance in front of the queen’s unconscious form with his brethren.

“I’ll try not to embarrass you too badly,” he said to the warrior.

Bram bent his body forward, hefting the sword in one hand, getting used to its weight. Not long ago, Stitch had demanded that he practice his swordplay, the two of them sparring whenever the opportunity arose, between averting world-endangering calamities, of course.

At this moment, he was glad his friend had insisted.

The Shriekhounds came to a stop, their blind faces moving around as they sniffed the air. It was as if they smelled something else in the air other than their prey.

“What do you think that’s all about?” Bram asked his sister.

“Not sure,” she said, eyes fixed to the pack of monsters before her. “Maybe they’re checking to see if there are more of us.”

“I can think of a couple of guys back home we could really use about now,” he said, making reference to his Network friends.

“But they’re not here, Brother,” Lita said, a steely resolve in her voice. “So it looks like it is totally up to us.”

“Looks that way,” Bram answered.

He was thinking of attacking first, but Lita beat him to it.

She let out a horrible scream, something that would have made him think twice about facing her in battle.

Inspired by the battle cry, he did the same, but it didn’t have quite the ferociousness that hers did. He was going to have to work on that.

The Shriekhounds were at first startled, jumping away from them as they attacked. But it wasn’t long before the monsters returned the favor, their clawed hands and feet reaching out for flesh to tear from bones.

“Don’t let them pass!” Lita cried, swinging the blade with devastating efficiency. “Remember, we are the first line of defense between these foul beasts and the queen.”

Bram was impressed. He had been trained for combat by some of the finest warriors on the planet, and from what he was witnessing it appeared that his half sister had had similar training.

The Shriekhounds were very animal like, stumbling and tripping over themselves to get to him and Lita in their bloodlust.

Bram had lost count of how many he had killed, and still they continued to come at him.

“How many of these things are there?” Bram asked, bringing his blade down on one of the grotesque things’ bald skulls, cutting it in two like a ripe melon.

“Barnabas is desperate to see our mother dead,” Lita answered breathlessly. She killed one of the beasts with a devastating blow through the shoulder, and then cleaved another’s head from its body. “He’s probably sent every one he had in his breeding pens.”

For a moment Bram thought there might have been a light at the end of the tunnel. The remaining Shriekhounds, their numbers severely diminished, were holding back, no longer attacking.

“This is good,” Bram said, taking the moment to catch his breath.

“No it’s not,” Lita answered. “They don’t do things like this . . .”

The corridor was suddenly filled with the cries of reinforcements, their overwhelming presence like a wave of evil flooding down the rotting passage at them.

“We have to retreat,” Bram said to Lita, and then to the soldiers.

The armored warriors held their ground, refusing to listen.

“Listen to me,” Bram cried. “We have to move back or we’re dead for sure.”

The Specter soldiers looked to Lita, who struggled with Bram’s words.

“He’s right,” she said. “We have to go back.”

The soldiers acted at once, picking up the queen’s stretcher and carrying her back the way they had come.

The passage was too tight for the number of Shriekhounds pouring down it, and their foul bodies became wedged as they struggled to reach them.

Bram and Lita followed the soldiers, stopping every so often to dispatch a beast that managed to free itself from the logjam of Shriekhound bodies.

They were in the stomach again, searching for a place to make their stand against their foes’ overwhelming numbers.

Bram wracked his brain, trying desperately to remember something—anything—that they could use in their defense. But no matter what he thought of, it just wasn’t enough.

The Specter soldiers hid the queen behind what looked like large, cancerous growths, and joined Bram and Lita.

They could hear the Shriekhounds bounding down the fleshy tunnel toward them and prepared for the horror that was to come. The soldiers raised their weapons, staring unblinkingly into the passage—looking the inevitable in the eye.

They had to be afraid, but they didn’t show it.

Bram wished he could have been so brave.

The Shriekhounds flooded the chamber, their screams and cries of excitement nearly deafening in the confines of the dead giant’s stomach.

This is it, Bram thought, glancing quickly at his newfound sister. He was surprised to see that she was looking at him as well.

“Nice to have met you,” he said as he turned his gaze back to the shrieking wave coming at them.

“Likewise,” she responded. “It’s a shame that I wasted so much time hating you.”

If the current situation hadn’t been so dire, he would have taken a certain amount of comfort from her words, but now . . .

The Shriekhounds were upon them; maybe less than ten feet away. Bram braced himself, feeling his feet sink into the soft, spongy surface of the giant’s stomach.

At first he didn’t recognize the sound.

Multiple explosions like mini-thunderclaps filled the air, and he watched in shock as bursts of red appeared on the bodies of the Shriekhounds just before they fell dead to the ground.

More hounds stampeded into the room, stomping upon their dead, but it didn’t seem to matter.

The thunder continued, and more of the attacking monsters were torn up.

And suddenly Bram realized what he was hearing.

Gunfire.

Someone was firing guns at the attacking Shriek-hounds . . . but who?

The gunfire continued; staccato bursts of death that seemed as never ending as the Shriekhound hordes. Bram spun around, his eyes searching for the source of their salvation.

The figure emerged from deep within the giant’s stomach, weapons the likes of which Bram had never seen clutched in each of its hands.

And as strange as the weapons were, their rescuer was even stranger.

At first Bram thought his eyes were playing tricks, but the closer their gun-wielding savior got, he knew that wasn’t the case.

Their rescuer looked like a turtle, although this turtle was at least six feet tall, walked upright, and was a really good shot.

Bram watched him blast away at the Shriekhounds, a blazing weapon in each clawed hand, and when the guns were out of ammunition, the turtle would drop them to the floor, its arms temporarily disappearing inside the shell, only to emerge with another piece of armament ready to dispatch death.

The gunfire seemed to go on forever, and the bodies of the dead Shriekhounds piled up to block the entrance.

Bram’s ears had started to ring, a high-pitched whine nearly drowning out the other sounds in the chamber as the turtle’s guns finally went silent.

Lita and the Specter soldiers turned toward the strange creature that had saved them from certain death. From the way they glared at each other, though, Bram could already tell there were going to be problems.

“Boffa kill many, many Shriekhounds,” the turtle said, its voice loud, with a hint of an accent that strangely enough reminded him of Russian or one of the other Slavic countries.

Bram’s eyes grew wide as the shelled creature dropped its two smoldering guns and its arms disappeared inside its shell, emerging with two more weapons, only these were larger.

“And now he will add Specter to the pile.”

The Fthaggua leader nervously took a drink from a stone goblet by the side of his chair.

“I’m waiting,” Stitch growled, leaning his scarred face close to the demon’s and gripping the arms of its throne. “And I don’t like to wait . . . it makes me very . . .”

Stitch ripped the arms from the chair, one side and then the other.

“. . . impatient.”

The Fthaggua demon dropped its cup of fluid to the ground, its beady eyes glued to the ominous form of Stitch looming over him.

Using his crutches, Dez left the others to stand beside the patchwork man. “Do you want me to look around inside his head?” he asked.

The demon snarled, pointing a long, clawed finger. “You will stay out of my head!” it screeched.

Stitch dropped the chair arms and pushed his face even closer.

“Then tell us who hired one of your assassins to kill our leader,” Stitch growled. “Or I’ll tell him to take a walk through your head and to not be gentle.”

Dez noticed the creature’s beady eyes darting across to a table nearby. It wasn’t the first time that he noticed the beast looking over there. Leaning on his crutches, he turned to see what the Fthaggua was looking at.

“Perhaps a special arrangement could be worked out,” the leader said. “For a price I will reveal what you seek and—”

Stitch grabbed the demon by its throat, yanking it up from its seat.

“You actually think we’re going to pay to hear you talk?” he asked.

The demon choked, its scrawny legs pinwheeling in the air as it attempted to find solid ground.

“I think he’s waiting for something to happen,” Dez spoke up.

Stitch looked over. “What do you mean?”

Dez pointed with one of his crutches. “I caught him looking over there a couple of times.”

They all looked.

It was an hourglass-shaped device, although this one was filled with something that looked an awful lot like blood dripping from one compartment down into another.

“Cool,” Bogey said, walking over for a closer look.

“Look but don’t touch,” Emily warned the Mauthe Dhoog.

Stitch shook the demon like a rattle. “Is that it?” he asked. “Are you waiting for something or somebody . . . an appointment perhaps?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the Fthaggua croaked. “I’m just a businessman attempting to keep the spawn of my seed in viscera and . . .”

Bogey clumsily stumbled against the table, knocking the blood-filled hourglass from its perch to the floor where it shattered.

Emily rolled her eyes and looked as though she was about to chew the Mauthe Dhoog out when he began to speak.

“Incoming,” Bogey said, steadying himself on the small piece of furniture as if dizzy.

Dez’s heart skipped a beat.

“What do you mean incoming?” Emily asked.

Then Johanna’s invisible dogs started to growl, and he got a sense that things were about to get interesting.

“Felt as if I just got dropped fifty floors in a heartbeat; somebody is opening up a dimensional passage. I’m very sensitive when it comes to this stuff. We’re about to have company.”

Stitch shoved the demon back in his chair.

“Make him forget us,” the big man ordered Dez as they all started for cover.

Dez locked eyes with the Fthaggua. It was just about to speak—probably to beg him not to do what he was about to—when Dez forced himself into the demon’s brain.

He immediately felt sick to his stomach. Being inside a demon’s brain was like being inside a filthy toilet. Rummaging around in the most recent sections of its memory, Dez went about removing the images. The creature moaned as he did this, but time constraints did not allow him to be gentle.

And besides, this thing had sent one of its own to assassinate his friend.

The air in the chamber’s center suddenly began to crackle.

“Dez, c’mon!” Bogey yelled from behind a large clay pot.

He finished up the best he could and started to look for a hiding place of his own, but his legs were stiff, and even with the crutches, he was having a hard time getting around.

There was sudden movement beside him, and he felt himself swept off his feet.

“I’ve got you, lad,” Stitch said as he tucked Dez beneath his arm and headed to safety behind a statue.

Together they waited and watched as a passage to, and from, another world began to open.

Emily didn’t recognize the race of creature that emerged from the dimensional passage, but that was no big surprise.

As much as she tried to study, keeping up with the wide variety of supernatural creatures that hated the earth and especially all the humans that lived on it, was far more than she was able to manage.

This one was extremely pale, its white flesh almost blue, and most of its body covered in a black, metal armor. What really made her curious was the chain that it was holding as it emerged. Standing outside the crackling tear in space, the pale-skinned creature gave the chain a pull, drawing whatever was on the other end of the hole in space into the room with him.

The beasts bounded from the rip with a roar.

Emily immediately felt the wolf inside her stir, and had to take a few deep breaths to keep the transformation from beginning.

These were two of the most fearsome—and ugly—beasties that she’d ever laid eyes on.

Their bodies were large and muscular, with skin the color of a really thick callous. Their extra-wide mouths were overly crowded with razor-sharp teeth, and thick streams of drool leaked from the corners to pool upon the floor.

As disgusted as she was by them, she found that she couldn’t look away. There was something about the monsters, something strangely familiar. She decided that it had something to do with their eyes.

It was as if there was something more intelligent on the other side of the dark, animal-like orbs, crying to get out.

“Hail Darka of the most revered Fthaggua,” the white-fleshed visitor cried out in greeting to the demon. “I have come with your final payment in exchange for news of your assassin’s success.” He hefted a small pouch that jangled, and Emily had to wonder if the demon was being paid in pennies.

That’s what it sounded like, anyway.

The Fthaggua leader slouched on its damaged throne, still feeling the effects of what Dez had done to it. The demon stared at the visitor, squinting its beady eyes as it tried to pull itself together.

“I bid . . . I bid you equal greeting, O representative of the great Specter empire,” the demon managed.

Emily immediately perked up. Did he say Specter?

Darka the Fathaggua slipped from his chair. “Please forgive my demeanor,” the demon apologized, swaying upon its thin legs. “It seems that I have been struck ill . . .”

The demon turned its head ever so slightly, noticing the arms of its chair lying upon the ground.

Not good, Emily thought, her eyes darting over to where Stitch now hid with Desmond. The big man stared intently at the scene before them.

“What has happened to your throne?” the Specter representative asked.

“I . . . I don’t know,” Darka said. “Something . . . something is wrong,” he managed.

The two beasts on the end of the leash were becoming agitated, and the Specter’s eyes darted around the room. She guessed that maybe he was sensing that something wasn’t quite right.

The Fthaggua spun around to face the Specter. “Leave here at once . . . ,” the demon warned. “It isn’t right! It isn’t right!”

Shoot, Emily thought as she triggered the transformation from human to wolf. Why can’t anything ever go according to plan?

Their intention was to sneak onto the Fthaggua world, get the information they needed, and to get right back home.

She should have known better.

The Specter turned toward the still open dimensional doorway, preparing to escape.

“Keep the passage open!” Stitch roared, bounding from cover.

A throwing dagger had appeared in his hand and he hurled it with all his might as he ran to deal with the advancing situation.

That’s one of the creepiest things about Stitch, Emily thought as she peeled away her skin to reveal the sleek and powerful form of the wolf beneath. He seems to have knives everywhere.

The Specter representative didn’t know what hit him. The blade found a place deep in his throat, hurling him backward to the floor before he even had a chance to ghost himself.

With a growl Emily emerged from her hiding place to help Stitch.

The dead Specter had dropped the chain that restrained the two awful beasts and they were now free and looking pretty wild.

Something told her Stitch was going to need all the help he could get.

The Fthaggua demon was running for the door.

Johanna Harkness quickly gave the situation a look. There were big, screaming monsters on one side of the room that looked like they could use her to pick their teeth after a meal, and then there was this little creep trying to escape while everybody was distracted.

She was all over this one.

“Going somewhere, buddy?” she said, running to block its way.

The demon stopped and studied her with glinting yellow eyes.

“I suggest you turn right around and go back into the room,” she said, doing everything she could to keep the tremor of fear from her voice.

“Or what?” the demon growled, flexing its long fingers. There were some pretty nasty-looking claws at the ends of those fingers, and for a brief moment she imagined them raking across her skin and how much that would hurt.

She almost got out of its way, but she held her ground, remembering how badly she wanted to be one of them . . . an agent of the Brimstone Network.

“Or else,” she threatened the creature.

The demon started to laugh at her, and she felt herself getting really mad. This ugly little thing had some nerve, laughing like that. She knew exactly what it was thinking too: that she was just some girl, no threat to anyone.

The Fthaggua demon leaped at her, its claws ready to rip and tear.

But it never got to her.

Her dogs were there to protect her. The pack attacked the demon. It looked really surprised as the invisible beasts started to savagely tear it apart.

Yep, she was just a girl, and no threat to anyone.

***

Bogey needed an aspirin or maybe something stronger.

Trying to keep the dimensional passage open hurt like crazy, and there was nothing he would have liked better than to let it slam shut, but his friends were depending on him.

He couldn’t let them down.

It looked like Wrestlemania gone mental inside the room. The two monsters, the likes of which he’d never seen before, were going wild. Stitch and Emily were doing everything they could, but couldn’t seem to stop them.

Bogey knew how strong Stitch was, and couldn’t believe his eyes as he watched one of the berserker monsters take a full-on punch to the face from the patchwork man without even blinking. Not even Emily’s claws or teeth seemed to be able to do anything against the beast’s extra-thick flesh.

What the heck are these things?

He watched as Stitch was thrown across the room, crashing to the floor, and Emily was grabbed by the scruff of her neck and pushed facefirst into a nearby wall.

It was looking pretty grim.

Every instinct told Bogey to run.

The monsters were looking around for something else to smash when they saw him.

Little ol’ him, standing in front of their dimensional passage.

Could it have gotten any worse?

They let out a bloodcurdling scream and started across the room at him.

Bogey was really proud that he stayed put.

Since joining the Brimstone Network he had become quite brave. . . .

Or would brain damaged be more accurate?

“I got your back,” said a voice close by, and he turned slightly to see Dez struggling with his crutches.

He’d forgotten about the boy, thinking that maybe he’d exhausted himself when he’d rummaged around inside the Fthaggua’s head. He wasn’t exactly sure what Dez could do against the two monsters, but at least he wasn’t going to die alone.

Dez managed to get to his feet and seemed to be concentrating.

Bogey almost let out a scream of surprise as the two monsters stopped dead in their tracks.

“You did it, buddy,” Bogey said excitedly. “Make them think that they’re chickens or something . . . we can beat the crap out of chickens.”

But then Dez had to go and ruin everything when he started to scream in pain, like somebody was tearing off his head.

“Somebody did this to them,” Dez wailed, tears streaming down his face. He dropped his crutches, falling to the floor. “Oh, god . . . somebody turned these poor people into . . . into these things. . . .”

It was pretty nasty news, and Bogey felt wicked bad, but it didn’t change the fact that the monsters—that used to be really nice people, he was sure—were again coming, and they were looking at him like he was a Happy Meal with a really cool toy inside.

The monsters were so close, he could smell them.

Bogey wanted to close his eyes, not wanting to see his death as it happened, but he couldn’t.

Dez was still lying on the ground, moaning in pain, attracting the attention of one of the monsters. It reached out a massive hand to grab him.

“Keep your paws off’a him!” Bogey screamed.

It was a stupid move; the other of the two super-uglies now turned his attention to him.

The monster roared, spewing a stream of spit all over him, and Bogey thought that was it. He was going to die, but at least he was going to die doing his job.

What happened next, he couldn’t really explain.

Just as he was about to end up as a snack for one of the beasties, the other—the one that was going to grab Dez—attacked its partner, tearing into the other with such ferocity that Bogey had to temporarily close his eyes, it was so gross. There were pieces of skin and stuff flying everywhere.

The one monster had torn apart that other in a matter of seconds.

Bogey squinted through one eye to see what was going down, and couldn’t believe his peepers.

The remaining monster was kneeling beside Dez, holding the moaning boy in its arms like somebody lovingly holding a puppy.

“Are you all right, Dez?” a voice that suddenly seemed very familiar asked, coming from the mouth of the fearsome beast.

Dez had stopped moaning and seemed to be coming around.

“I’m good,” Dez said, his eyes blinking away the hurt.

Bogey knew the voice coming from the monster . . . but how was it possible?

“Good thing I decided to tag along,” the monster said, and it tried to smile, too many teeth inside its mouth making it look awful.

It sounded like Dez’s . . .

“I’m glad you did too,” Dez said, reaching up to lovingly touch the side of the monster’s face.

“Thanks, Dad.”


8. THE TURTLE GLARED MENACINGLY DOWN THE barrels of the fearsome weapons.

“So you saved us only to shoot us?” Bram asked, stepping forward. “Doesn’t make a heck of a lot of sense to me.”

“Hurrrmm,” Boffa gurgled from somewhere deep within his speckled throat. “The ways of the Terrapene are mysterious.”

“Murderous is more like it,” one of the Specter guards spat. He stared hard at the turtle, hand resting on the hilt of his sword.

Boffa lumbered forward, jabbing the guns at them, and Bram quickly stepped back, hands raised in surrender.

“Murderous?” the turtle bellowed. “Specter kind smashes the eggs of Terrapene young till there is only Boffa, and Boffa is called murderous?”

Bram watched the Terrapene’s thick fingers twitch upon the triggers of the twin weapons and held his breath.

The turtle extended his neck and hissed through his beaklike mouth. Then he lowered his weapons and stomped away, grumbling.

Bram turned to Lita. “Let me guess—another enemy of the Specter nearly brought to extinction.”

Lita lowered her eyes in shame. “The Terrapene were our oldest adversaries . . . and Boffa their most fearsome warrior. But even with his kind all dead, he continued to fight the war. Until my mother took control of the kingdom, when all signs of him disappeared and we thought him dead.”

“Wishful thoughts!” Boffa yelled over his shell.

“There has to be a reason why he saved us,” Bram said to his sister. “Did you hear me, Boffa?” he asked the Terrapene as he slowly approached. “Am I right? Is there a reason why you just didn’t let the Shriekhounds overrun us?”

The turtle spun around, glaring at Bram through dark brown eyes tinged with yellow. “Filthy beasts, the Shriekhounds are,” he growled. “Hate them just as much as murderous Specter.”

“You still could have let us die,” Bram stressed.

“More Shriekhound than Specter now . . . more Shriekhound to kill.”

The Terrapene’s arms disappeared inside the shell, returning without the weaponry.

“Queen is very sick,” Boffa said, pushing Bram out of the way to approach the stretcher.

The Specter guards drew their weapons, and the turtle stopped, his head bobbing as he sniffed the air.

“Will be dead soon,” he said. “Unless you go with Boffa.”

The Terrapene started back down the passage, stomping over the corpses of the Shriekhounds as he went.

“What do you mean unless we go with you?” Lita called after the beast.

Boffa stopped but did not turn around.

“Poison is killing queen . . . can smell it coming from her soft flesh. Boffa have medicine that maybe keep her live . . . maybe not.”

He started walking again.

“Only way to know is to come with Boffa.”

Lita watched the Terrapene for a moment, then looked at Bram.

“It’s a chance we didn’t have before,” he said.

The Specter guards looked less than enthused.

“It’s a trap,” one bellowed, hand still clutching his drawn sword.

“Why would one such as he show us mercy?” asked another. “We’re enemies to the soul.”

Bram said nothing more, allowing Lita to make up her mind and hoping that she would make the right choice.

“Follow the Terrapene,” she finally ordered. “If there’s even the slightest chance of keeping my mother, and our queen, alive, I will risk it.”

“But, Princess,” one of the soldiers began.

She silenced him with a look that said there would be no argument, and started to follow the Terrapene.

They followed Boffa out into the fresh air of the Specter world and into a heavily wooded area of a deep valley. The Terrapene was like a bulldozer, pushing his way through the thick forest, leaving a path of overturned earth and broken trees.

It seemed as though they had been climbing out of the valley forever.

Bram tried to help the Specter soldiers with their burden, but they refused, nearly pushing him out of the way as they struggled to carry the queen’s stretcher up the steady incline.

Lita moved up beside him and stopped for a moment, taking a drink from a canteen made from the mottled skin of some foreign beast. She offered it to Bram. “Stanis and Yosh have sworn a sacred oath to protect her no matter what, and this is part of that oath.”

“So that’s their names,” Bram said as he drank some water and handed the canteen back to his sister. “I only want to help.”

“It is not your place,” she answered, putting the water away and continuing with the trek.

Bram took a deep breath and turned around to see how far they had come. He gasped aloud, barely able to comprehend the sight of what lay in the distance behind him.

Down below, nestled in the bosom of the valley, was the decomposing body of a giant. Bram guessed that Ureichuras had been at least two hundred feet tall, and he had to wonder how the Specter could have defeated a race so huge. The remains were covered in a thick growth of moss and other vegetation. A few more years and you won’t be able to tell that’s a body, he thought.

“Abraham?” Lita called, interrupting his thoughts. He turned from the spectacular, yet disturbing sight and continued to climb, quickening his pace to catch up.

They marched on through the dense woods, the ground eventually growing more level, until they came to the edge of a flowing stream. It was nightfall, and Boffa informed them that their journey was complete for now.

The Terrapene moved toward an area of thick brush, pushing it aside to reveal the entrance to a large, underground burrow. He disappeared inside for a few moments, then reemerged.

“You will bring her inside,” Boffa ordered the Specter soldiers.

The group moved toward the Terrapene, but he held up a hand stopping them. “Only queen.”

Stanis and Yosh looked toward Lita, who stared at the turtle for a moment and then nodded, motioning for the soldiers to carry their burden into Boffa’s nest.

They watched as the faithful soldiers maneuvered the stretcher holding Queen Ligeia down under the ground. Then Lita dropped her heavy pack and began to set up camp.

“Do you trust them all down there together?” Bram asked, moving to help her gather up some kindling for a fire.

“They’ll be fine,” she replied as she knelt before the small pile of sticks. Picking up two stones, she struck them together, creating a spark that lit a small flame. Carefully she blew on the flame, coaxing it into a nicely burning campfire.

Silently, they sat and watched the flames grow. Bram leaned back against the base of an ancient tree and immediately felt his body begin to shut down. He was exhausted and, to keep himself awake, he began to talk.

“Our lives are kind of similar.”

Lita threw some more wood on the fire and it blazed all the higher. “I’m not sure I follow,” she said.

“I was being groomed to carry on the mission of my father,” Bram explained. “As I’m sure you are being prepared to become the next queen.”

His sister stared quietly into the fire. “A task that I’m not at all ready for,” she finally said.

“I felt the exact same way,” Bram told her. “I still do really, but I guess I realized that there’s just no way around it. It’s something only I can do.”

“I wonder if I’m strong enough,” Lita said, still gazing into the blaze.

“You’ll be great.” Bram smiled warmly at her. He had known her for just a few hours, but already he felt a special bond.

She seemed embarrassed, refusing to look at him. But the potentially awkward moment was interrupted by a noise from the burrow. They looked over to see Stanis and Yosh emerge, followed by Boffa.

Lita got up from the fire.

“My mother, is she . . .”

“Not dead,” Boffa said. “But for how long, I do not know. Terrapene medicine keeps her in breath.”

The princess reached out a hand and touched the turtle’s scaled arm. Boffa flinched, his arms and head partially retreating into his shell.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m not sure why you’re helping us . . . after all we have done to your kind, but . . . but thank you.”

Boffa moved away from Lita’s touch. “Ligeia came to Boffa when she first become queen,” the Terrapene explained. “Came to him alone, without soldiers, swords or knives . . . came to him to tell how sorry she was for what Specter had done to Terrapene kind.”

Bram rose from the fire and went to stand with his sister.

“She say that I could take her life for what Specter kind had done; that it was payment due Boffa as the last of Terrapene.”

“She offered you her life?” Lita asked.

The last of the Terrapene nodded. “And Boffa almost accepted offer . . . remembering all who had died . . . remembering that Boffa was alone . . . but there had already been too much death.”

“You spared her life,” Lita said quietly.

“And for that she made Boffa promise of peaceful world . . . world where Specter not conquer and kill anymore . . . a world of ascension.”

The turtle gazed up into the night sky.

“Boffa hold her to promise,” he said. “Boffa protect her from dying with all his might.”

At last Bram understood why the Terrapene had saved them—a promise from the queen of Specter had guaranteed their lives.

The Terrapene returned his gaze to them. “She awake now,” he said.

Lita made a move toward the burrow, but Boffa reached out and grabbed her arm with thick, powerful fingers.

“Not you,” the Terrapene said, and then his gaze fell on Bram. “She ask to speak to boy,” Boffa said. “She wish to speak to son of Stone.”

 

Dez imagined that he could see his father behind the twisted monster’s gaze.

“Are you all right?” his father asked, wearing the form of a monster that mere seconds ago had been a nearly unstoppable force.

“Yeah, I’m good,” Dez answered. “Could you give me a hand getting up?” He struggled to get his legs beneath him, and to retrieve at least one of his crutches.

“Desmond, get back!” a voice bellowed from within the chamber.

Dez and the monster looked to see that Stitch had ripped up a large piece of the stone floor and was preparing to hurl it, even as Emily stalked toward them, fangs bared.

“Oh, crap,” Dez said, managing to get to his feet. “Stop! It’s not what you think!” He got between his attacking friends and the monster that currently contained the essence of his departed father.

“Get out of the way, boy,” Stitch yelled.

“You have to stop,” Dez cried.

Emily reached them first, her snout twitching as she sniffed the air.

“What’s going on, Dez?” she growled.

“It’s my father,” he said, pointing to the beast.

“Your father?” Emily repeated, pulling back. She turned to Stitch, who continued to advance holding the piece of flooring that looked as though it must’ve weighed at least three hundred pounds. “He says this is his father.”

“Your father?” Stitch repeated, letting the stone crash to the floor.

Bogey cleared his throat loudly, making them all aware that he was still standing at the dimensional passage, holding it open with his own unique talents. “Hello! Mauthe Dhoog on the verge of a stroke here!”

“Hey, guys,” the monster croaked at the approaching Stitch and Emily.

“How is this possible?” Stitch asked.

“I know that what Bram wanted me to do was right . . . really, I did,” Dez tried to explain. “And I honestly believed he had been laid to rest . . . but he didn’t seem to stay there very long.”

“Hello?!” Bogey screeched again. “Me over here performing a very important task!”

“Just a minute, Bogey,” Emily said. “Is he a ghost now?” she asked her friend.

Dez shook his head. “I’m not really sure what he is . . . it’s almost like an electrical impulse or something . . . some kind of energy being.”

The monster nodded. “Electric ghost,” it slurred. “Close enough.”

“Fascinating,” Stitch commented.

The sounds of barking dogs suddenly exploded in the chamber, and the new girl approached them from across the room.

“Hey, if you guys are looking for that creepy demon guy, he’s over there in a few pieces. My dogs didn’t care much for his attitude.”

They ignored her and continued to stare at the monster that now held the electrical essence of Desmond’s father.

“I know I should have told you guys sooner,” Dez continued, “but I didn’t know what to say . . . I didn’t want Bram to think that I’d disobeyed orders. And I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t still like having him around.”

“These are things to be discussed after we have concluded this mission,” Stitch said.

An awful, searing flash of white light from the dimensional rip finally captured their attention.

“Not sure how much longer I can do this,” Bogey groaned. The Mauthe Dhoog was now on his knees, stubby arms extended toward the tear in the fabric of time and space that battled to repair itself.

“Quickly now,” Stitch said, turning toward the dwindling rip. “Through this passage is our only hope of finding the reason for the attempt on our commander’s life, and possibly locating him.” The patchwork man placed his large hands on either side of the crackling energy rip and started to pull it apart.

“Where the heck is that gonna take us?” Johanna asked, her dogs starting to whine nervously.

“Once more unto the breach, dear friends,” Stitch cried as he climbed through the passage. “Once more; or close the wall up with our English dead.”

And then he was gone.

“What was that all about?” the new girl asked.

“Think it was Shakespeare,” Dez said.

“Sounded like Chuck Norris,” Bogey answered as he got to his feet. “If anybody else is thinking of following him, they might want to get on the bus pronto ’cause this baby isn’t gonna hold up much longer.”

Emily went next, her fur crackling and standing on end as she forced her way through.

“Something tells me that I’m gonna regret this,” the new girl said, and followed Emily with her barking invisible dogs close behind.

Dez looked to the monster beside him, seeing his father behind the dark, reflective eyes. “Are you coming?” he asked.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” the monster spoke, reaching out with his powerful arms, throwing Dez over his shoulder and jumping through the rift.

Bram climbed down into the burrow, the musty smell of damp earth filling his senses as he maneuvered himself through the passage into the underground dwelling. It was little more than a hole in the ground, roots of various sizes and thickness sticking from the moist earthen walls.

Just inside, Bram froze, his gaze fixed on the woman lying at the far end of the primitive room, the faint light of a lantern illuminating her skin, reminding him of the glow from the moon.

She stirred and he heard her voice for the first time. It was like a gentle wind passing over the leaves of fall. “Come closer.”

Bram realized suddenly that he was scared.

After all he had faced in his brief lifetime . . . enraged yeti, immortal sorcerers, nearly indestructible vampires . . . the thought of speaking with her—with his mother—terrified him more than all of them combined.

As if compelled by her words, he went to her.

A root caught his foot, tripping him, and he almost tumbled on top of the fragile woman lying there. Bram caught himself, struggling to hold on to some piece of his wounded dignity.

“I’m sorry,” he heard himself say, one of his hands sinking into the cold dirt of a wall to prevent his fall.

“Now what do you have to be sorry for?” she asked him.

Finally steady, he looked down upon the woman who stared up at him from where she lay.

“I almost fell on you,” he said, stopping himself from laughing nervously.

The queen smiled faintly, her eyes closed again.

“For a moment, you sounded like him,” she said. Her eyes opened again and she looked at him. “Like your father.”

A pale hand snaked out from beneath the fur covers. “Come closer,” his mother said. “Kneel beside me.”

Bram did as she asked, kneeling upon the damp earth. He could feel the moisture begin to seep through the knees of his pants, but it was only a minor inconvenience. He would have endured far worse to be near her.

“You look like him as well,” she said. Her hand reached up, and he lowered his face to allow her touch on his cheek.

“You must think me some cruel witch,” Queen Ligeia spoke as her cool fingers caressed his face. “Sending you away as if you meant nothing.”

Bram remained silent. He’d often wondered why she had given him away, to be raised solely by his father, whose only response to Bram’s questions had been “That is how it must be.”

So of course Bram had filled in many of the blanks himself; coming up with all kinds of reasons why his mother had abandoned him, the most painful of which was that she had no feelings for a child like him.

A half-breed.

“Your silence tells me much,” Ligeia said, gently cupping the palm of her hand to his face. “The truth is that your life would have been in perpetual danger if you’d remained in my care. Those were the earliest days of the treaty between our two worlds, and whisperings of the ascension prophecy were growing in strength.”

Bram reached up and took hold of the queen’s hand. His heart fluttered with emotion.

I’m holding my mother’s hand, he thought. He’d often imagined what it would be like—but had never believed it would actually happen.

“I doubt my feeble explanation could chase away the years of sadness, but do you begin to understand why it had to be this way?”

“I understand,” he said, not wanting to upset her.

“I’ve watched you,” the queen said. “Through scrying pools conjured by our most powerful magick users, I watched to be sure you were safe. Even though your father kept you hidden, I watched just to be certain.”

Her hand had become like ice and he let it return to her side, making sure that the furs covered it. The thought of her keeping an eye on him made him smile. It had actually been one of his dreams, that his mother had been secretly watching out for him.

It was a strange feeling to know that it was true.

The queen seemed to be struggling to keep her eyes open, and he decided that she should rest. Hopefully there would be time for more talking when she was better.

“You need to get some sleep,” he said.

Ligeia’s eyes opened again. “I’m not sure how much longer I have,” she answered him. “The Terrapene’s medicine seems to have slowed the poison’s progress—even though it tasted like poison as well—but I don’t know how much longer it will allow me to live.”

The thought of losing her again made Bram start to panic.

“Don’t talk like that,” he told her. “You’re going to be fine. We’re going to find a cure for the poison . . . I’m going to find a cure.”

Queen Ligeia’s gaze widened, a sad smile on her pale face.

“A cure has already been found, my son,” she said. “You are that cure.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your being here . . . in the realm of the Specter . . . it was all foretold in the ancient prophecies. A child of two worlds would be born, and it would be time for the Specter to become more than what they are.”

“You’re saying that my birth triggered the beliefs in the ascension?” Bram asked.

“Exactly,” the queen replied. “That is why you had to be protected, for those who wished to stay nestled in the grip of the old ways would do anything to see that the prophecies did not come true.”

“Barnabas,” Bram said. “Lita told me about a warlord named Barnabas.”

“He is the one to beware of,” the queen said. “Perhaps the most dangerous of all the Specter warlords, his opinion of the prophecies was the strongest of all. He tried to overthrow my rule and abolish the treaty with the earthly realms, and for those crimes he was punished.”

The queen seemed to be agitated, and Bram became nervous. She had to rest if she was to recuperate. He reached down to pull the furs up closer to her neck when Ligeia’s hand shot out from beneath the covers to grab his arm in a surprisingly powerful grip.

“Barnabas found a way to escape his sentence, and returned twice as powerful.”

“His weapon,” Bram said. “Do you have any idea what it is?”

“A power that can twist reality itself, turning men to monsters . . . something that wields magick the likes of which I have never seen,” she gasped.

“It is as if Barnabas has struck a bargain with death itself.”


9. IF THERE WAS ONE THING JOHANNA KNEW FOR sure, it was that traveling through interdimensional passages really sucked.

She tried to think of the quickest way to describe how it felt if somebody should ever ask her, and decided that having your guts yanked out through your belly button and wrapped around your neck a few times pretty much nailed it.

Passing through Bogey’s rift to the Fthaggua homeworld was one thing, but this was a different story altogether.

Different magicks affected different species differently, she figured.

Through to the other side, she immediately dropped to her knees and tried not to throw up. The ground was cold and rocky; what grass there was, yellow and dry. She could feel her dogs around her, their ghostly snouts nuzzling her face and hands.

“I’m okay,” she told them, catching her breath. “Give me a sec and I’ll be fine.”

“Not sure if ‘fine’ is the right word,” a voice that she recognized as Wolf-Emily said.

Johanna lifted her gaze, wiping a hand across her bangs for a better look, and just about had a heart attack.

What was that old saying her Grandpa Harkness had always used, something about falling out of a frying pan and into the fire? Yeah, it was something like that.

It looked as though the passage had opened onto some kind of army camp. Lots of armored guys like the one who had come to visit the Fthaggua demon were coming toward them—some riding on horses that looked more like lizards.

The dimensional passage behind Johanna started to crackle and spark, spilling the crippled kid, Dez, and the monster that was supposedly his dad onto the ground. And just as the passage looked as though it was going to close up for good, Bogey stumbled through, falling to the ground as the magickal doorway slammed shut behind him with a loud pop.

“Hey,” Johanna said, giving Bogey a kick where he lay. “We might need one of your windows or doors or whatever the heck you call them.”

But the little creature’s only response was a throaty snore.

The army was closer now, and Johanna felt herself begin to panic.

It was all happening so fast. Sure, she wanted to be part of the Brimstone Network . . . but was she really ready for stuff like this?

She remembered the smirk on Mr. Stitch’s pale face when he’d finally given in to her protests and allowed her to come. “Trial by fire,” he had said. Whatever the heck that meant.

She’d been psyched then. Not so much now.

“Stay your ground,” Stitch ordered, standing tall and looking as if he could handle just about any situation.

The army guys looked pretty gnarly, pulling weapons from scabbards on their belts, jumping down from their horses to say hi.

“Remember there’s a treaty between us,” Stitch said.

Johanna remembered a snippet from her seventh-grade history class, something about a treaty between humans and the Specter preventing a war between the two races. She seemed to remember it had something to do with Bram’s father.

“These guys really don’t look like the treaty types,” Dez said. His monster father, who was still holding him beneath his arm, responded with a grunt.

Emily turned her wolfy head in Johanna’s direction. “You all right?” she asked.

Johanna nodded. “Sure, sure, everything is great.”

“Welcome to the Brimstone Network,” Emily growled.

Johanna was just about to offer up a sarcastic thanks when the Specter army attacked.

Stitch kept his hands by his side.

As he gazed at the wide open plains before him, covered in military tents, he wondered what exactly they had stumbled onto.

But there was another more pressing matter at the moment.

He was just about to say something incredibly stupid like We come in peace, when the archers opened fire.

The arrows whizzed through the air like angry hornets, many of them plunging into his body with amazing precision.

If he had been like everybody else, the attack would have killed him. But Mr. Stitch wasn’t like everybody else . . . not by a long shot.

“So much for the treaty,” he growled, snapping the protruding shafts from his chest and preparing for battle.

“Defend yourselves,” he bellowed over his shoulder. “And would one of you please try to wake the Mauthe Dhoog; we may need to get out of here in a hurry.”

If he remembered right, the Specter tended to be overconfident, wading into battle with the belief that nothing could stand against their fighting prowess. He planned to show them the error of their ways. He plowed forward, using his superhuman strength to tear into the attacking warriors. The trick was to take as many down as possible in the initial attack—before they understood that this was a force to be reckoned with and resorted to using their spectral powers, making themselves unable to be touched.

The patchwork man roared a cry of battle as he waded amongst his armored adversaries, taking them down one after another. He moved with speed that surprised them, avoiding thrusts of spears and descending sword blades meant to separate limbs from bodies. His mind was flooded with memories; the multiple parts that had been used to make his body sharing with him recollections of battles past.

From the corner of one eye he saw a flash of black as Emily, in her wolf form, bounded from one fallen foe to the next. A cry of rage filled the air, and Stitch maneuvered around to see the monster that had attacked them in the Fthaggua dwelling join the battle, Specter soldiers scattering like toys before a petulant child.

A sudden flash of pain exploded through Stitch’s shoulder as a battle-ax nearly severed his arm. The patchwork man sneered, reaching back to grab the blade and swing it at his attacker as he whirled to face him. The blade passed harmlessly through the air, the warrior before him suddenly becoming like so much smoke.

This was the moment Stitch had worried about. They didn’t have a chance against the Specter soldiers if they started to use their ghostly traits.

“Desmond!” he bellowed, turning to find the crippled youth.

The boy had just sent a Specter archer flying with his mind as he turned his attention to Stitch.

“Cloud their minds,” the patchwork man ordered. “Make it so that they’re unable to use their talents.”

“There’s quite a few of ’em . . . but I’ll see what I can do,” the boy said, leaning on his crutches, his face screwing up in deep concentration.

Stitch swung at his attacker again, and this time the ax severed his armored head from his body, proving that Dez was doing his job.

More soldiers were joining the fray. This isn’t good, not good at all, Stitch thought lashing out at Specter soldiers that continued to attack him in what seemed to be a continuous wave.

“Watch my back,” he ordered Emily as he stepped over the fallen bodies of their foes to reach Johanna, who was still trying to awaken Bogey.

“It’s like he’s dead,” she said, shaking the Mauthe Dhoog and slapping his chubby gray cheeks. “Wake up!” she screamed.

Her ghostly dogs were doing a fine job as well; any attacker that came too close was immediately set upon, their armor no match for the ghost dogs’ savage bites.

Still, there wasn’t much time before the Specter would overwhelm them.

“Bogey!” Stitch screamed, standing above the unconscious Mauthe Dhoog.

At first there was nothing, but then he noticed that the creature’s closed eyes had begun to twitch.

“If you can hear me, we need you to wake up,” Stitch said.

A Specter soldier got past their defenses, running at them, screaming at the top of his lungs with a sword above his head. Stitch just avoided the blade as it fell, cleaving the dirt. The patchwork man drove his foot down onto the blade, trapping it there. As the Specter struggled to retrieve his weapon, Stitch reached out, gripping the man’s helmeted head in his powerful hands, and broke the soldier’s neck with a savage twist.

“Bogey!” Stitch yelled again, dropping the dead Specter to the ground.

The Mauthe Dhoog’s eyes suddenly fluttered open, a huge smile appearing on his gray features.

“Did I miss anything?” Bogey asked, smacking his lips. “Hopefully it wasn’t lunch.”

His question went unanswered as they all found themselves suddenly tumbling through the air in an attack of deadly magickal force.

The world went to white, and Stitch repeatedly blinked his eyes to clear his head. His body smoldered from the energy strike, reeking with the scent of powerful magicks.

He pushed himself up from the ground, but froze as his eyes finally cleared, and he glimpsed the scene in front of him. The ground was littered with the bodies of Specter soldiers—and his friends.

“No,” he hissed, going to the nearest. Johanna lay limply upon the ground, Bogey not too far away. He could see Dez and Emily lying completely still in the distance, and the monster that had held Dez’s father had been burnt to a crisp, having been closest the magickal strike.

“You’re losing your touch, Trinity,” said a voice nearby.

Stitch raised his head, wiping at his still watering eyes.

A large and quite powerful looking figure stood at the edge of where the blast of magickal energy had struck. By the way the bearded warrior carried himself, Stitch knew that this was the leader of the Specters that had attacked them.

A strange, hooded shape floated in the air beside the leader, the air around the seemingly weightless figure distorted by the intensity of the magickal power it radiated.

Stitch rose to his full and impressive height.

“Murderers!” he roared, reaching down to the ground as he walked to retrieve a sword. His brain wasn’t functioning as it should; the sight of his teammates . . . his friends . . . driving him to the brink of madness.

“Ha!” the leader scoffed as Stitch stalked closer, stepping over the bodies of the fallen on his way toward them. “If only there was time, I could teach you to properly respect your betters.”

The leader casually glanced toward the floating form beside him.

“Put him down,” the leader said with a wave of his metal-gloved hand.

“As you command, Barnabas,” the ghostly figure agreed.

Barnabas, Stitch thought, just before bolts of pure magickal force flew from the hooded one’s fingers, sending him on the way to oblivion.

If he managed to survive this, at least he knew the name of the person he needed to kill.

The creature called Trinity moved through the air towards those it had struck down.

There was something about them.

Something . . . familiar.

“Are they dead?” Barnabas asked.

“No,” Trinity answered, with recollections, jagged fragments of a past it almost recalled, hurtling through its mind. “I think they could be useful.”

Barnabas came closer, gauntleted hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “Useful?” he asked. “How so?”

Trinity gazed at the unconscious strangers from within the darkness of its hood, wanting to understand the conflicting emotions it was experiencing while looking at them.

“It’s obvious that they’re from behind the barrier,” Trinity stated. “With the proper incentives they could provide you with the information of who sent them, and why they have come.”

Barnabas spat upon the ground. “It’s obvious why they’ve come,” the warlord growled. “They want to stop me . . . they want to stop me from invading their world.”

The warrior leader drew his sword and let the blade hover over the neck of the last of the strangers to have fallen.

“I should end their lives here and now and be done with it.”

“But you know that it would be unwise,” Trinity said, floating in the air. “The potential information that these strangers might provide could be the difference between absolute victory and crushing defeat.”

Trinity had no idea which way this would go, watching the warrior leader as he determined the strangers’ fates.

A general from the camp came galloping toward them upon his reptilian charger, distracting Barnabas from his answer.

“What is it?” the Warlord asked.

“Sir, the representatives from the Circle have arrived for their debriefing,” the general informed his superior.

Barnabas spat upon the ground again before returning his attentions to their fallen foes.

“As always, your words of counsel entice me.” He let the edge of his blade rest upon the pale throat of one of the unconscious figures.

“I shall let them live for now,” Barnabas said, turning from the fallen and walking back toward the encampment, and those who awaited his return.

“Have them brought to camp for questioning,” he ordered a group of soldiers who stood just beyond the area of conflict.

And as the Specter soldiers did as they were told, picking up the strangers that had been struck down by its magick, Trinity could only wonder.

Were these the ones who would solve the mystery?

The mystery of its existence?

 

Bram awoke with a jolt.

He hadn’t remembered falling asleep, but there was no doubting what had occurred. Still sitting on the damp floor of the hovel, he glanced over to see how his mother was doing.

Bram gasped at the sight of her. Queen Ligeia’s already pale skin had become almost transparent, and she looked as though she were in the process of fading away.

Her hand had slipped out from under the furs that covered her and he reached for it. His fingers passed through the ghostly state as if she weren’t even there.

Panic had started to set in and he almost yelled for help, but something compelled him not to. Instinctually he willed his own hand immaterial, bringing it down to his mother’s, allowing the two ghostly states to come together.

Like this he could actually feel her now—feel a connection that hadn’t been present before. Bram could feel her weakness and how she fought to maintain her solidity, but was failing.

He lent her some of his strength, letting it flow through his ghostly limb into her own. Within moments he saw the effects of his actions, and smiled.

Queen Ligeia had become solid again; more flesh and blood than apparition. He wasn’t sure exactly what he had done, but was more than pleased with the results.

Bram didn’t want to leave her, but knew there was much that needed to be done if the queen’s rule was to be reestablished over the Spectral kingdom.

He chanced a quick look, just to be sure that she hadn’t started to fade away again, and then climbed from the hovel up into the early morning light as it filtered through the thick forest trees.

The encampment was quiet, Yosh and Stanis slouched in sleep by the fire. Lita lay outside the hovel, deep in sleep, wrapped in a blanket as if she had been waiting for him to return.

He knelt down, reaching out to squeezing her shoulder.

The girl moved with incredible speed—a knife appeared in her hand and was suddenly pressed to his throat.

“You’re quick,” he said, reaching up push the blade down. “I’ll give you that.”

“Sorry,” she apologized, the blade disappearing somewhere beneath the blanket. She stretched her arms above her head and yawned.

The Specter sentries had awakened as well, looking around to make sure that everything was as they remembered before they had drifted off to sleep.

“Did you have a nice nap?” Bram asked them.

“There was no sleeping,” Stanis answered, insulted that Bram could even suggest such a thing.

“We were just resting our eyes,” Yosh added.

Bram didn’t bother to argue.

“How is she?” Lita asked as she slithered from beneath the blanket like a snake shedding its skin.

Bram looked back toward where he had just emerged.

“She’s fighting to stay alive,” he answered his sister. “I’m not sure how much time Boffa’s medicine has given her, but I think we need to move quickly if we’re to find a cure for the poison.”

“Where is Boffa?” Lita asked as she folded her blanket.

“I was about to ask you the same thing.”

They walked around their encampment, searching the woods surrounding them for any sign of the turtle.

“You don’t think he would have left us, do you?” Bram asked.

“I don’t know,” Lita answered. “Who knows how a Terrapene thinks.”

The soldiers had left their place at the fire and were heading toward the entrance to the hovel.

“I say good riddance,” Yosh said. “We’ll be better off when they’re finally all dead.”

Bram felt his anger spike.

“Excuse me, but that creature you’re wishing dead saved your life yesterday,” he said, moving to confront the old soldier.

“And that’s where we differ, half-blood,” the solider responded. “If the boot had been on the other foot, I would have let the Shriekhounds take him. I owe the shelled one nothing.”

Stanis grunted his agreement, both of them starting down the hole to attend to their queen’s needs.

Bram was going to pursue them, to confront them with their ignorance, but he felt his sister’s hand reach out to take hold of his arm.

“Their beliefs are built upon the foundation of old ways,” she said in explanation.

“You’re making excuses for them?” he asked.

“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “It’s just the simple fact of what they are. They’re the old ways that will soon come to pass unless our mother survives.”

He was about to tell her that if the queen did not survive, then it would be up to her to bring about the ascension of the Spectral race, but he never got the chance.

Something was coming at them through the woods—something moving with incredible speed, plowing through the trees and underbrush as if they weren’t even there.

They were about to yell to the others that they were under attack, when they realized that it was Boffa who had returned to them.

“We didn’t know where you were,” Bram said as the Terrapene came to a stop. The creature appeared out of breath, its thick, longish neck stretching out to gaze back from where it had come.

“The forest spoke to Boffa of a great gathering,” the turtle said, capturing Bram’s attention.

“So I go in search of what it spoke of, traveling from woods to wide Spectral plains that separate kingdom and wild places.

“What did you find?”

The Terrapene looked back, its dark eyes deadly serious.

“Great army,” Boffa spoke.

“Great army preparing for war.”


10. BOGEY AWOKE. HIS HEAD POUNDED AS though someone were playing the top of his skull like a drum, and he was ridiculously hungry.

“Anybody else starved?” he asked, opening his eyes.

He’d been tossed in the corner of a large tent like a sack of dirty laundry, his hands tied behind his back. His friends lay around him, which he took as a good sign—what was the point in holding dead people captive?

With a grunt, and some straining of muscles, he managed to sit up, and noticed another group of prisoners huddled in the far corner. They looked to be in the same situation as he, hands bound behind their backs.

“Hey,” he said to them. He wiggled his hands and twisted his wrists in an attempt to loosen his bonds, but whatever was used to restrain him seemed to become even tighter, as if somehow sensing what he was trying to do.

“It is useless, little beast,” one of the group, an older man with really bushy eyebrows and no hair on his head, spoke up.

“Who’re you callin’ a little beast?” Bogey asked indignantly.

“Whatever you are,” the old man continued. “You will not escape your bonds.”

“You keep telling yourself that, Gramps,” Bogey said. “We’re full’a surprises.” He slid awkwardly across the ground toward his still-unconscious friends. “Hey,” he called out. “Guys. Time to get up.”

Emily was the first to respond. She was still in her wolf shape, but the way she was strung up, she looked as helpless as Bogey.

“Where are we?” she asked groggily.

“I can tell you where we’re not,” Bogey answered quickly. “We’re not back at headquarters where I can get myself something to eat.”

“What’s up with the ropes?” Emily asked, trying to break them with her animal strength. No dice.

“Haven’t a clue,” Bogey replied. “Seems like they might be alive or something.”

There was movement farther back in the tent.

“It’s the alive part that concerns me,” Stitch said, managing to maneuver his body to a sitting position. “They seem to be sapping away strength as well.”

“That’s probably why I’m so hungry,” Bogey said. “Without a full belly, I’m nothing.”

“Is everybody all right?” Stitch asked.

“I suppose,” Desmond chimed in. “Did you get the number of that bus that hit us by the way?”

“Hey, Dez,” Bogey said with mock cheerfulness. “Welcome to our little discussion group. How’re your psychic powers holding up?”

“They’re not,” the boy answered. “There’s like constant white noise in my head . . . I can barely think straight without wanting to throw up.”

“It’s your bonds,” Stitch explained. “They take away your strength.”

“Just before I blacked out I saw an armored guy and somebody else . . . they were cloaked and hovering above the ground,” Emily said.

“You saw the one called Trinity,” the old man said, joining their conversation.

“Trinity?” Stitch questioned.

“Nothing is known about the mysterious and powerful being,” the old-timer went on. “All that we of the Specter know is that the warlord Barnabas had been banished to the wastelands for crimes against the royal house, but he returned with the hooded one and everything began to crumble before their conjoined forces.”

Bogey turned to face the old man. “And who exactly are you guys?”

“We are those who believe in a better way . . . a Spectral world without violence and war . . . a world where the faithful have ascended as written in the ancient texts.”

“How’s that workin’ for ya?” Bogey asked sarcastically.

“It is not working, little beast,” the old man answered sadly. “With this mysterious being at his side . . . this Trinity . . . Barnabas has the power to crush our beliefs to dust, and to shape those who oppose him into hideous monsters of war. That, I’m afraid is our fate . . . and yours as well.”

Bogey sighed. “That explains those two beasties we danced with back at the Fthaggua’s place.”

Dez began to flop uselessly around on the floor. “Where is he?” he panicked. “Where’s my father?”

“I’m afraid he didn’t make, it Desmond,” Stitch said sadly.

“What do you mean he didn’t make it?”

“The monstrous body that he inhabited was closest to the magickal blast that felled us,” Stitch explained. “I saw it destroyed . . . turned to ash.”

The tent suddenly got very quiet.

“Sorry, Dez,” Bogey said, compelled to say something. If he were able, he would’ve gone to his friend and put a comforting arm around him. It must’ve been tough for him to lose his father once, never mind three times.

It was Emily’s turn to panic. “Johanna?” she asked. “Does anybody see her?” Emily struggled to look about the tent.

“The younger of your group? She’s gone,” the old man said, averting his gaze. “Think of her no more.”

“What do you mean think of her no more? Where did she go?” Emily roared.

“Before you awakened, the guards came for her,” the old man spoke with a sad shake of his bald head. “Trinity was with them. She won’t be coming back.”

And suddenly, Bogey wasn’t quite so hungry anymore.

 

The Terrapene flipped over the stump of a long dead tree and helped himself to the squirming life he’d found beneath it.

“A war against whom?” Bram asked him.

Boffa sat on a large rock, reaching down to scoop up handfuls of worms the thickness of rope and bringing them up to his beaked mouth. He chewed the worms before answering, thick juices oozing from the corners of his mouth, running down his speckled neck.

“Places beyond,” the turtle said, and then swallowed loudly.

“Beyond the barriers, you mean,” Bram clarified as a sickening feeling formed in the pit of his stomach.

Boffa picked up a large, shelled insect, carefully examining it before dropping it into his hungry maw.

“Yes, beyond barriers. Yes.”

Bram heard the disgusting crunch of the beetle in the Terrapene’s mouth and glanced at Lita, who appeared to be as grossed out as he was.

“The barrier’s weak there,” Boffa added, bending over to search for more food.

Lita looked worried.

“What is it?” Bram asked her.

“If I remember my history correctly, this is where the Specter army, under the command of Warlord Barnabas, first breached the barrier that separated the Specter world from your own.”

She stopped as the realization of what was happening dawned on them both at the same time.

“He’s trying it again,” she said aloud, horror growing in her voice. “With the queen no longer in power, and you believed dead, he’s going to break the treaty. Barnabas is going to attack the earth.”

Bram felt his own panic on the rise, but immediately squelched it. “He’ll try,” he said with confidence, remembering the powerful friends he had left at home. “But the Brimstone Network will stop him.”

Something Boffa had found hiding deep beneath the dirt let out a high-pitched squeal before it was crushed by his powerful jaws.

“Do not forget weapon of great power,” the Terrapene reminded him.

Bram hadn’t, already the commander in him beginning to formulate a plan. “It seems to me that this secret weapon is our major problem,” he said. “Whatever it is has given Barnabas the confidence he needs to try something like this.”

“It is a terrible weapon,” Lita agreed. “Those faithful to the queen fell before they even had a chance to fight.” His sister hugged herself as she remembered what had come before. “I can still remember their screams as we escaped through the castle’s secret passages . . . screams that transformed into the sounds of something terrible.”

There was movement nearby and Bram watched as the soldiers emerged from the queen’s hovel.

“They say his weapon can turn the loyal into monsters,” Yosh said. “How are we to stand against something like that?”

Their time was obviously short, and Bram could think of no other way to deal with the problem. His father had always believed that you make do with what you have in a situation, and that was exactly what Bram was going to do.

“There’s really no other way to do this,” he said, running his hand through his hair and taking a deep breath. “We have to take away what gives Barnabas the upper hand.

“We have to sneak down to that camp and destroy his secret weapon.”

Johanna was dreaming.

It was more of a nightmare, really. She was re-experiencing the time that her mother’s boyfriend—a real jerk by the name of Stanley—had slapped her around for mouthing off.

It was also the first day that the dogs had come to her.

Stanley never hit her again. In fact, Stanley stopped coming around all together, and Mom was forced to find another boyfriend, and another after that. They just never seemed to stay.

As long as Johanna and the pack were around.

She awoke as soon as the nightmare was over; like the lights coming on in the theater when the movie ended.

At first she noticed that her hands were tied behind her back.

And then she realized that her dogs were gone.

It was looking up at the freak standing over her dressed in the hooded robes that reminded her of where she was, how she got there, and how even more bizarre her life had become in less than a day.

“Hello,” the hooded figure said. It was a little girl’s voice Johanna heard, and not what she had at all expected from within the thick darkness of the hood.

“Hi,” Johanna answered. “Where are my dogs?”

A little girl’s laugh drifted out from within the shadows of the hood.

“I made them go to sleep so that they couldn’t hurt anybody,” the girl-child answered. “I didn’t want to get bit.”

Packman looked around the room. It wasn’t a room really, but a kind of tent. She could hear people outside—loud voices barking orders. She guessed that these were more of the soldiers that she and her friends had come up against.

Her friends.

“Where are they?” she suddenly asked. “My friends, I mean?”

The figure just stared.

“You didn’t kill them . . . did you?” she questioned, not sure she really wanted to know the answer.

“They’re in another tent,” the little girl replied. “I’m gonna talk to them when I’m done talking to you.”

Johanna wiggled her wrists, trying to loosen her bonds, but felt them grow painfully tighter.

“Well, if you’re thinking of torturing me or something for information, you shouldn’t even waste your time,” Johanna said. “I don’t know squat about anything.”

The cloaked figure shuffled closer. “But you’re one of them . . . aren’t you? One of the Brimstone Network?”

“Officially?” Johanna asked. “Not really. I think I’m still on probation or something.”

“I . . . I remember them . . . ,” the little girl whispered. “The Brimstone people. My mommy and daddy . . .”

The little girl paused, and Johanna imagined that the kid was remembering.

“What about your mommy and daddy?” Johanna asked, hoping that if she kept the kid talking, maybe something would eventually come to her, and she could escape.

At least that’s how it seemed to happen in the movies.

“I remember . . . I remember that they got killed,” the child said, sadness in her quavering voice. “They were Brimstone people and they got killed . . . and I . . . and I got sick.”

“But you got better . . . right?” Johanna asked, keeping her talking.

The figure was suddenly still—remembering.

“No,” she answered, the hood moving from side to side. “No, I didn’t get better. My brother tried to make me well, but he did some . . . some terrible things.”

“What did he do?”

“He made a deal with a bad man,” the little girl answered, her voice flat and emotionless. “A very bad man who wanted to use me to destroy the world.”

Johanna realized that she was way over her head with this one. Where was Mr. Stitch, or that stuck-up Emily, when you really needed them?

“But you didn’t, right?” Johanna said. “You stopped the bad man.”

The hooded figure stood perfectly still.

“Right?” Johanna prompted.

“No,” the little girl’s voice answered breathlessly, trembling and filled with fear. “No we didn’t stop him . . . he’s still here.”

Johanna was about to ask the child what she was talking about, when the hooded figure began to scream.

It was one of the creepiest sounds she had ever heard, starting out high pitched—a little child’s shriek—but slowly becoming something else all together.

Like a man’s scream of pain.

“Are . . . are you all right, kid?” Johanna asked, using her legs to push herself away from the hooded figure still bent over, clutching itself in pain.

“Don’t know how much time I have,” said a man’s voice from within the hood. “Don’t know how much longer I . . . we can keep him away.”

“What’s going on?” Johanna asked in a panic. “Why do you sound so different now? Where’d the little girl go?”

The figure rose slowly, stiffly. “No time to explain,” the male voice said. It brought its hands up to the hood and swiftly pulled it back to reveal the face beneath.

At first she thought her eyes were playing tricks. The face had been that of a little girl, no older than eight years, but quickly morphed to that of a handsome, teenage boy.

“She is here . . .”

The face changed again to that of a smiling little girl.

“And so am I.”

The soft features of the girl child had become the handsome face of a young man again.

“That is just weird,” Johanna said, staring at the boy’s face, waiting for it to change again.

“Not sure how much time I have,” the boy said. He extended a hand, bolts of crackling magickal energy leaping from his fingertips to strike Johanna.

It felt like a nasty static shock, and she let out a surprised yelp as her body experienced a brief numbness.

Johanna suddenly realized that her hands were free, and her pack was back.

They immediately began to growl at the boy.

“Stop it,” she commanded the invisible ghosts. “He just brought you back and set me free.”

The boy started to sway.

“Are you all right?” Johanna asked. “Are you sick or something?”

“I . . . I don’t know,” he answered. “There’s so much that I don’t remember.”

“Who are you?” she asked. “What’s your . . . you and your sister’s name? That’s who the little girl is . . . right? Your sister?”

He nodded as he brought a trembling hand to his brow.

“Yes . . . yes, she’s my sister. We seem to share this form.”

“I had to share a room with my mom once, and that was bad enough. Can’t imagine what it would be like sharing a body.”

“But there’s another,” he said, and the boy looked suddenly terrified.

“Another?” Johanna asked. “You mean there’s somebody else in there . . . with you and your sister?”

“Yes,” he said, bending over again in obvious agony. “And he’s waking up . . . fighting to take . . . control. . . .”

Johanna looked around for an exit, seeing the flap of the tent moving in the night breeze.

The boy screamed, tossing back his head in pain, and she watched as his appearance changed again.

He did not become an angelic little girl this time, but a bald, older man, his yellowish pale skin pulled tight over his skull.

This was one scary-looking dude.

“I’m awake,” he said with a smile that made her skin crawl.

And Johanna ran from the tent in search of her friends; there was no way she was going to face that guy alone.

Lita said good-bye to her mother, leaning forward to place a kiss upon the cool flesh of her brow.

“Be well,” she added, committing the sight of her to memory. This was why she was agreeing to Abraham’s somewhat ambitious but insane plan; it was the only chance they had, and Barnabas needed to pay for what he had done to her mother and the Specter people.

With the fires of her anger again stoked, she left her mother, climbing up from the hole in the ground to the surface.

The soldiers were waiting, unhappy expressions on their battle-worn faces.

“We insist that you allow us to accompany you,” Stanis said. “The half-breed and the Terrapene’s plan is complete madness. At least with us along, your chances will be increased and . . .”

“And who will stay with my mother?” Lita asked them. “Who will watch after our queen?”

The soldiers stared at each other, remembering the oath that they had sworn to their queen when they became her royal guard.

“With the queen ailing, I am the commanding voice, and I charge you two with the task of watching over her safety at any cost.”

“But, Princess . . . ,” Yosh began.

Lita stopped him with a steely stare.

“I will not speak of what is expected of you again,” she said, and abruptly turned her back on them, proceeding toward Bram and the shelled beast, Boffa.

She hated to treat them this way; they had been loyal to the royal family since before she was even born. For as long as she had existed, these two had been at her mother’s side. Their battle prowess would certainly have been a welcome addition for what was ahead, but her mother needed them first.

As long as the queen still lived, they would be by her side.

Boffa and Bram sat before the fire, and they both rose to their feet as she approached.

“Are we ready?” Bram asked.

At first she did not respond, folding her arms across her chest and staring at the boy.

“Are we?” she asked, petulance in her tone. “You tell me.”

“I don’t understand,” Bram said. “Is there something wrong? Something I haven’t thought of?”

Lita’s anger sparked. She knew that something had to be done, but the more she thought of her brother’s plan, the more unsure she was.

“I’m just not sure that this is the wisest of ideas,” she said. “The three of us against Barnabas, his soldiers . . . never mind his secret weapon.”

Bram reached out, placing a supportive hand on her shoulder. “I know that this must seem overwhelming, but we can do this. The plan is sound.”

She shrugged off Bram’s comforting hand. “You talk about sneaking down into the enemy camp and causing a distraction so that you can destroy Barnabas’s weapon. What kind of distraction can we cause?”

Bram smiled. “That’s what we were talking about before you arrived. Show her, Boffa.”

One of the Terrapene’s arms disappeared inside his shell for a moment and then returned with a round, metal device.

“And what is that?” she asked.

The Terrrapene gave the object a sudden twist and threw it into the woods.

Lita was about to ask if that was supposed to impress her in some way, when a powerful and fiery explosion rocked the woods and two full-grown trees crumbled into kindling.

“Do you think a few of them will be distraction enough?” Bram asked with smile.

“You have more of those?” she asked Boffa, who nodded. “Inside your shell . . . you have more of those things?”

The Terrapene laughed.

“Inside shell I carry many instruments of war.” And then he proceeded to remove weapons of all sizes and shapes, as well as more of the round explosive devices from inside his shell, his arms disappearing to reappear holding more instruments of death. A pile soon formed at their feet.

“How is that even possible?” Lita asked, amazed.

The scaled warrior laughed again. “Terrapene magick,” he said. “Bigger on inside than outside.”

“How did the Specter ever defeat your kind?” she asked, reaching down to pick up one of the guns that had been removed from within Boffa’s shell.

“The Terrapene grew tired of war . . . tired of fighting. Could sense coming of change and waited for it to arrive, but it did not come fast enough and soon all were dead . . . except Boffa.”

She admired the heavy metal gun in her hand. It was the first time she’d ever held one such as this, the Specter preferring bladed weapons to anything stinking of technology.

“So I’m going to ask you again,” Bram said, addressing her. “Are we ready?”

“Will somebody teach me how to use this?” she asked, showing him the weapon.

Bram and the Terrapene both agreed.

“Then yes, we’re ready.”


11. THE DARK SORCERER CROWLEY WAS IN control, but for how long, he did not know.

He knew that he had to find the Specter leader, the one called Barnabas, to let him know that the young member of the accursed Brimstone Network had escaped.

That she had the potential to ruin everything.

Crowley moved toward the exit of the tent, when his mind was suddenly wracked with excruciating pain.

“YAAAAHHHHH!” the evil one screamed, his senses under assault from one of the others with whom he shared this new, magickal body.

The sorcerer fell to his knees, fighting to maintain control.

He wasn’t sure what had happened back in the desert, when his plans to tear down the magickal barriers that separated the multitude of supernatural worlds from the world of humanity was thwarted by the son of his most despised enemy, Elijah Stone, and his Brimstone Network.

Everything had gone according to plan, the Network had seemingly been destroyed from within—one of its own providing him with all that he needed to see them destroyed.

The traitor who he had enticed to work with him—Tobias Blaylock—had given the dark magick user the means to bring the barriers down. Tobias’s sister had been infected with a rare condition that caused her young body to produce destructive magickal energy—an energy so powerful that, if used properly, it could cause the barriers to be shattered.

The traitor to the Network wanted to see her cured, and would have sacrificed anything to have that happen. Crowley was happy to oblige him, having no intention of ever curing her.

The little girl—Claire—was the perfect weapon.

But something happened . . . something he had not expected.

Crowley screamed again as he knelt upon the floor. Tobias was trying to take control, or was it Claire?

Somehow, when the little girl’s body exploded, all three of them had been joined together—her powerful magicks somehow fusing them into one all-powerful being.

Trinity.

But even though they shared one body, each still existed as an individual—and all were fighting to be the master of the new, magickal form.

“I will not let you take control,” the black sorcerer hissed, exerting every iota of his mental strength to keep the others at bay.

But he could feel his grip beginning to slip as the combined force of Tobias and Claire dragged him down.

Down. Down. Down.

Where the evil sorcerer began again his struggle for control.

Barnabas stood before the mirror as his servants dressed him in his finest armor. He hated the thought of wasting precious time with the Circle, but knew that he must in order to continue with his plans.

“The Circle,” he said, watching as his scarlet cloak was attached to armored shoulders. “Where are they now?”

“They were taken to your dining tent, my lord,” his general told him. “And are now being fed the meal you had the cooks prepare especially for them.”

Barnabas smiled, deep scarlike wrinkles forming at the corners of his dark eyes.

“Excellent,” he responded.

The Circle never appeared in the actual flesh, often choosing instead to inhabit and animate dead bodies so as not to risk harm to their actual forms. The fact that they’d chosen to actually appear before him showed that they felt a certain confidence in his command of the current situation.

The Circle despised humanity, and wanted to see it crushed from existence, and Barnabas was more than happy to oblige their wishes if it would allow his newly formed empire to spread from the Specter realm, to the countless worlds beyond.

But they had become insistent of late, making demands the raised the warlord’s ire. Barnabas did not tolerate things such as this, and had decided to act.

The servants moved across his armored body with cloths, polishing the black armor so that it glistened splendidly in the lamplight.

“Enough,” he stated, and the servants stopped their work, stepping back from him with eyes averted.

It was time for him to meet with his guests. He managed to tear his gaze away from the splendor of his reflection, and proceed toward the tent, where his guests were enjoying their specially crafted meal.

The Circle were eager, having heard of his secret weapon—his Trinity. He could only imagine that the foul beasts that comprised the Circle were eager to know how this all-powerful being could be used to best serve their needs.

If there was one thing they should have known about the Specter warlord—Barnabas did not share.

His general entered the tent before him, announcing his leader’s arrival. Barnabas paused for a moment, making his guests wait that much longer, then strode into the tent.

The four demons that made up the venomous Circle sat behind a long table, which was adorned with the finest dinnerware taken from the queen’s royal collection. These table settings were to be used only for the most refined of guests, and he had to wonder how the queen would react to see what was eating from them now.

“Greetings, members of the Circle,” Barnabas said, his armor clattering as he bowed at the waist.

“Greetings, O great and powerful warlord,” said one of the demons that resembled some kind of featherless bird. “I am Skeevex of the Mangarii.”

Skeevex continued to eat, shoving strips of specially prepared meats into its beak.

“And I am Globulous of the Mass,” said the demon sitting beside the bird. This one seemed to have no real shape or features, appearing to be made from some foul-looking gelatinous mixture. It ate as well, shoving handfuls of fruits and nuts into its soft, wriggling body to be absorbed there.

Another demon, its flesh the color of dried blood, sat primly at the grand table, its plate empty. It did not appear to be enjoying the special meal that Barnabas had had prepared for his guests.

“You do not eat?” Barnabas asked it.

“The Hellion do not dine with species not of my own,” the representative of the Hellion demonic clan announced while staring coldly ahead. It did not appear to enjoy the idea of being there.

A slight complication to my plans, the warlord thought as he pretended to accept the red-skinned emissary’s wishes.

“All the more for me, then,” the spiderlike beast standing upon the chair at the end of the table announced, its multiple, bristle-covered limbs reaching out to snatch up samples from the various servings upon the table and shoving them into its circular mouth lined with razor-sharp teeth.

“The food provided is delicious,” the spider said, and for that you will know my name. I am Teetha of the Arachnis.”

Barnabas bowed to them again before turning to take a seat at a table especially set up for him.

“I am honored that you chose to pay me this visit,” he said, attempting to keep the sarcasm from his voice. He reached out, picking up a golden goblet, and poured himself some wine. “Especially since I am so close to achieving my plans.”

“Your plans?” the Hellion snapped.

The goblet stopped halfway to his mouth. “Please forgive me, emissary . . . our plans are so close to being achieved.”

This one is most definitely going to be a problem.

“So tell us, Barnabus,” Skeevex asked excitedly. “What is this Trinity we’ve heard whisperings about?”

Barnabas had some wine, some of the contents dribbling from the lip of his goblet down into his beard.

“Trinity is the answer to my prayers,” the warlord said, placing his goblet back down upon the table. “The validation that the Specter are destined to rule any and all realities.”

The demons physically reacted to his words.

“Excuse me?” the Hellion hissed.

Barnabas chuckled. “Forgive me,” the warlord said. “But I only speak the truth. It will only be a matter of time before all worlds bow beneath my command.”

The demons looked about themselves in surprise.

“Surely you jest,” Teetha asked, thick streams of webbing like saliva leaking from its puckered maw.

“I do not jest,” Barnabas said, standing up from his chair.

He watched the demons, sensing that it was only a matter of time before they realized that their lives were in danger.

But it was already too late for them.

“I want to thank you for the confidence you had in my skills,” he announced, “believing me to be the perfect candidate to provide you with the earth, and all life upon it.”

Globulous of the Mass was the first to feel the effects of Barnabas’s betrayal. The demon let out a horrific scream, the milky fluid that made up its body suddenly turning a sickly brown—the demon losing its shape as it flopped upon the table top, now more of a puddle than a living thing.

Skeevex clutched at his own protruding belly, and Teetha was having a difficult time standing upon its wobbling eight legs.

The Hellion looked from one of its compatriots to the other, immediately knowing that they had been betrayed.

“Poisons,” Barnabas said. “Poisons specifically brewed for each of your species and cooked within this welcoming feast.”

Barnabas glared at the Hellion, sensing what was about to occur.

The Hellion began to utter a spell that would open a passage to its world, but the warlord was faster, reaching across the table to grab the Hellion by its skinny throat, preventing it from completing the spell.

The Warlord took great pleasure in listening to the Hellion gasping for breath, with the sounds of the others that made up the Circle dying from the effects of their poisoned meal creating a kind of symphony to his ears.

A symphony of death.

The Hellion soon grew limp in his grasp and he let the dead demon drop to the table along with the others.

Wiping his hand upon his cloak of red, Barnabas left the banquet tent.

He had wasted enough time; there were prisoners still to question.

And worlds to conquer.

Bogey had a plan.

His ability to rift didn’t come from inside him; it came from the special movements and gestures of his fingers and the song-spells he had learned from the other rifters of the Mauthe Dhoog.

His stomach continued to growl as he began to put his plan in motion.

“Are you doing it?” Dez asked.

Bogey shook his head. “Not yet, want to limber up my fingers first. Got to make sure I do this right. I don’t want the hole to be too big. These things are really hungry and would strip us to the bone before we even got a chance to get away.”

His captive friends shared a nervous look, but he didn’t blame them. The idea was crazy, maybe even crazy enough to work.

Bogey’s hunger had made him think of a world that he’d accidentally rifted to when he was first learning to master his skills. The world was overrun with small, mouselike creatures that he’d nicknamed the Hungry Horrors. The things looked cute, but they were the most voracious things he had ever encountered on any of his rifting trips.

They were always looking for something to eat, and he hoped they would find the bonds around his wrists appetizing.

But first he had to open a small rift; just big enough for a few to get their heads through.

He began moving his fingers ever so slightly in a circular motion.

And then he began to sing.

Normally he would have sung much louder, but that was for a bigger rift, and this one had to be small—the smallest he’d ever rifted.

Still singing, he glanced over to the others, their eyes filled with hope intently watching him. He couldn’t let them down.

Concentrating all the harder, Bogey felt the passage to the world of the Hungry Horrors begin to open, and almost let out a yelp of victory. But he had to keep singing.

The small passage opened behind his hands with a loud pop and a really nasty smell.

“Tell me that’s from the other world,” Emily growled, wrinkling her muzzle in disgust.

“It certainly is,” Bogey said, straining to keep the passage open, but small. The rift wanted to grow bigger but that would be a very bad idea when dealing with the Hungry Horrors.

“Now what?” Dez asked.

“We wait until they notice,” Bogey said, wiggling his fingers just outside the conjured rift. He hoped they would resemble delicious wiggling worms and draw the voracious Horrors to him.

Actually, the thought of wiggling worms was pretty good, even to him. He hoped that once he was able to free them all, he would have chance to grab a bite before they had to defeat the bad guys.

“Well?” Stitch asked.

Bogey was about to tell them all to have a little patience when he felt the first nibble. “YAAGH!” he screamed, forcing himself not to move his hands away. This is what he had been waiting for, even though he wished the first of the Hungry Horrors had helped itself to the ropes around his wrist instead of the skin on his fingers.

“Did you get a nibble?” Dez asked.

Bogey couldn’t answer. He could feel them, swarming around his hands, fighting to stick their heads through the rift and feast on the treats that had been presented to them. His blood was flowing freely now, making their attack all the more aggressive. He tried to angle his wrists toward them, making the bonds that held his hands just as enticing as his Mauthe Dhoog flesh.

“Bogey?” Emily asked, concern showing on her lupine features.

“Don’t . . . worry,” he hissed, tossing his head from side to side, resisting the urge to close the passage.

Spots of color began to blossom before his eyes. Head swimming, Bogey tested the bonds, letting loose a scream of agony mixed with excitement as the magickally infused ropes broke, and his hands were suddenly free.

He spun toward the small rift, facing the bloodstained faces of the Hungry Horrors as they struggled to push themselves farther into this world to finish their meal.

“Feeding time’s over,” the Mauthe Dhoog said, ignoring the pain in his fingers as he began to close the rift. After two verses of a spell-song, the rift slammed shut, cutting the heads from the Horrors still vying for his flesh.

Bogey turned around, wincing as he untied his feet. Climbing to stand unsteadily, he headed toward his friends.

The front of the tent came open and for a moment he thought they had been discovered, but then Johanna darted into the tent.

“Am I glad to see you guys,” she said with a big smile, her ghost dogs sniffing and whining around her.

“She couldn’t have gotten here a few minutes earlier,” Bogey said, looking at his bloody hands.

“Anybody got a couple’a Band-Aids?”

It wasn’t long until daybreak, but there was still enough darkness and shadow to hide the small group as they snuck into the Specter army encampment.

Huddled behind an outcropping of rock that resembled the tooth of some gigantic prehistoric shark, they watched the camp.

“Still early enough that activity is at a minimum,” Bram whispered, his eyes darting across the hundreds of tents. “Now all I have to do is figure out which tent has what I’m looking for.”

Boffa allowed his neck to stretch to its full length. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath through the two tiny slits in his beak. “There is powerful magick there,” he said, eyes still closed. “The nature of this place talks to me of it. Very powerful.”

He moved his head ever so slightly, as if searching for something, then stopped. His eyes flickered open. “There.” He pointed toward an area of tents with a dark, clawed hand. “The dwelling that bears the flag of Barnabas,” he said. “That is where you will find this powerful weapon.”

Bram looked to where he was pointing and smiled. “Thanks, that’ll make things much easier,” he said, then squatted behind the rock with his friends. “So are we clear on what we’ll be doing?”

From her knapsack, Lita carefully removed the weapon that the Terrapene had given her. “I believe you said that we should cause a distraction any way we can,” she said, hefting the powerful handgun.

“And don’t get caught,” Bram added.

“Of course.” She smiled, and at that moment Bram felt as if he’d known her all of his life, which made what they were about to undertake all the more disturbing.

But what choice did they have?

Boffa’s arms had disappeared inside his shell and returned with multiple explosives. “Oh yes,” he said, laying the explosives on the ground before them. “There be distractions; distractions that will blow Specter hides to bits.”

They each helped themselves to the devices, carefully placing them inside their knapsacks, and then they were ready.

“Good luck,” Bram said, the first to creep out from behind their place of concealment, and make his way through the murk to the encampment below.

The disembodied form of Douglas St. Laurent floated in the sky above the Specter camp.

Driven from the powerful, monster body he had inhabited, Desmond’s father wracked his brain, trying to figure out a way to help Dez and his teammates in the Brimstone Network.

The intensity of the magick that had destroyed the monstrous body he had borrowed earlier nearly finished him off for good. It had taken him quite some time to collect his thoughts, and finally return in the energy form he had assumed after leaving his own body just a few weeks before.

Gazing down at the various soldiers milling about, he considered possessing one of them, but decided that they would be of little help against Trinity. He had to find something more powerful.

Deep in thought, he drifted away from the encampment, until something caught his attention. He regained his focus to find himself hovering over a thick forest, and beyond that, a deep valley. On the predawn gusts of wind, he glided over primordial wood, dipping down to examine what he’d seen from above.

It can’t be, he thought.

But it was—a giant body lying in the middle of the valley. A gigantic corpse rotting where it had fallen in death.

The ghostly form of Douglas St. Laurent began to smile as an absolutely wicked idea began to form in his crackling energy mind.


12. BRAM MADE IT DOWN INTO THE ENCAMPMENT without being seen. So far, so good, he told himself, pausing for a moment to assess his situation.

He had to find a way to walk around the camp with a bit more freedom, and then he saw his chance. Clinging to the shadows he moved toward a tent where, outside, a lone Specter soldier sat, sharpening the blade of his sword with a whetstone.

Moving to the side of the tent, Bram ghosted himself and passed through the thick material into the soldier’s dwelling.

Preparing himself, he coughed, watching the back of the armored warrior. The man stopped his chore and slowly turned to look inside his quarters.

Bram quickly stepped out of sight so the man could not see him, and coughed again, this time moving his foot as well.

“Who’s in there?” the soldier growled, standing up, holding his newly sharpened weapon ready. “Enack, if that’s you helping yourself to my meat rations again, I’m going to . . .

He entered the tent and Bram was ready, silently thanking the monks of P’Yon Kep for their training. He lashed out with the palm of his hand, catching the soldier on the chin, pushing his jaw violently back and rendering him unconscious.

The soldier fell onto his crude bed, and Bram immediately went to work undressing him. He bound the man with strips torn from the soldier’s blanket, making a gag from another filthy rag he found on the floor, and then wedged him deep into a corner of the tent.

Bram figured the Specter warrior would be out cold for at least a half hour, more than enough time to do what needed to be done.

At least he hoped it was.

Clad in the soldier’s armor and holding his newly sharpened sword, Bram quickly ducked from the tent and walked amongst the army.

Staying close to the shadow, moving as if he had a special purpose, he made his way toward the tent where the flag of Barnabas flew. There didn’t appear to be any guards posted outside the more elaborate dwelling, and he began to wonder if Boffa’s magickal sensitivity might have been on the fritz.

But the closer Bram got to the tent, the more he noticed the other soldiers’ aversion to it. As they walked past, they gave it a wide berth, glancing at it from the corners of their eyes before quickly moving away.

Strange, Bram thought, moving in for a closer look.

He darted down a path beside the tent and made his body immaterial. Slowly he drifted lower and was soon floating beneath the ground. He swam through the dirt until he figured himself to be directly below the tent, and then willed himself to rise.

Bram wasn’t exactly sure what he had expected to find; maybe some kind of crazy weapon, or some cursed magickal artifact. But whatever it was, he certainly wasn’t prepared for what he did find.

A hooded figured paced within the sparse quarters, in the midst of an argument—with himself.

But the oddest thing was, as he argued, different voices argued back.

Bram drifted upward, transfixed. He kept his body at an almost gaseous level so that he would be difficult to see, eager to figure out the mystery of this supposedly powerful secret weapon.

A little girl’s voice suddenly screamed and Bram watched as the hooded figure stiffened.

“I do so hate to harm you, child,” the older voice spoke.

And a chill ran down Bram’s spine as he recognized that voice. But that’s impossible . . . isn’t it?

The robed figure spun around in a crouch, eyes blazing from within the darkness of the hood. “You,” it growled.

“Crowley?” Bram whispered incredulously.

The robed form reached up, pulling away the hood to reveal the nightmarish form of the arch mage.

“The son of Stone,” the dark magician yelled, his arms shooting out to bombard Bram with blasts of supernatural power.

Bram moved as quickly as he could, darting up from the floor like a bar of soap squeezed out from between two hands. How is this even possible? His brain buzzed as the spells cast by the magician’s hands caused the ground where he had been to disintegrate, leaving a pretty deep hole.

Floating above the room, he attempted to gather his wits, adjusting his mind to the concept that the madman who had been responsible for the death of his father was somehow still alive, even though he’d pretty much seen him die.

How could he have survived the explosion?

Bram still had the sword of the soldier whose armor he had stolen. Drawing the weapon, he willed himself back to a solid state, dropping to the ground in a crouch and springing to attack.

It was a pretty stupid move, but at the moment, his brain was sparking like an old television about to explode. It was the best he could come up with.

The sword swiped dangerously close to Crowley’s skull-like face, the razor-sharp edge of the blade actually catching the mage beneath the eye, leaving a thin red gash.

Crowley gasped in shock, his spidery hand reaching up to touch the wound.

And that was when something even more mind-blowing occurred.

The face of Crowley morphed into that of a child . . . a little girl.

“You’ve got to get away!” she screamed, her face twisted in exertion.

He knew this child as well; the last time he had seen her was when she was being cradled in the arms of her brother—the magickal power leaking from her body building to dangerous levels.

“What’s happened to you, Claire?” Bram asked desperately. “How can I help?”

She stumbled away from him, and he watched her flesh morph and change into that of another.

It just kept on getting weirder.

“I can’t hold him much longer, Abraham,” Tobias Blaylock said. “Get away as fast as you can . . . gather your Brimstone Network . . . and prepare for the worst.”

“Tell me what’s happened to you?”

“Too late,” Tobias said, and his face melted away to reveal the grinning face of Crowley again, the cut below his right eye shedding a single scarlet tear.

“What happened?” the black mage echoed. “Why, we’re just one big happy family.”

One of his hands shot out, a blast of crackling blue energy cast so quickly that it took Bram completely off guard.

The magickal force hit him squarely in his chest, propelling him back and through the wall of the tent.

He lay upon the ground outside, struggling for breath. It was as if some gigantic hand now held him, squeezing all the air from his body. As much as he wanted to, he could do nothing. Unable to move, unable to ghost, he simply laid there as soldiers swarmed about him.

Slowly he pulled himself together and rose to one knee, just as a tall, armored figure strode toward him through the crowd, laughing viciously.

“Barnabas,” Bram said with a snarl.

“You have me at a disadvantage,” the warlord replied. “But I am certain that one such as you would not have been allowed to join my army.”

Crowley emerged from the damaged tent to join the growing crowd. Bram had to get out of there quickly. He remembered the weapon that Boffa had given him. From the pouch hanging from his side he pulled the black metal pistol and aimed it at the army’s leader.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Barnabas asked.

Bram was about to pull the trigger to end the warlord’s life, but something stopped him.

Barnabas moved aside, as did the soldiers standing near him, and there, lying on the ground behind them, were the unconscious forms of Lita and Boffa. Soldiers stood above them, the blades of their spears resting on their necks.

“They will be dead in an instant,” Barnabas said to him. “Or you could surrender to me.”

The warlord knew that he had him; Bram could tell by the smug expression on his face.

He let the weapon fall from his hand. “I surrender,” he said, the words feeling like bitter poison in his mouth.

Douglas St. Laurent didn’t know if he was strong enough, but he tried anyway.

He entered the body—the gigantic body—flowing through it like a virus looking to infect a host. In a way, he did want to infect it—infect it with life.

The giant body was in pretty bad shape. It had obviously been lying in the valley, rotting away for a number of years, but Douglas knew it could be the perfect vehicle to help his son and his friends.

He really had no idea what he was capable of. He remembered how surprised he was when, just few short weeks before, his son had explained that he was actually dead and only kept alive by Dez’s unique, powerful psychic abilities. If truth be told, Douglas had been harboring some suspicions himself; the wounds that never healed being just one of the glaring ones, but he had been too busy taking care of his son and helping the Network to dwell on it.

It was his son’s tearful explanation and suggestion that it was finally time for Douglas to rest that made him realize the extent of his . . . condition. Reluctantly, he’d agreed to pass on. Father and son had spent a wonderful day together, doing things they’d always loved to do, and when the sun had set in the sky, they hugged.

I love you, his son had whispered.

And then all was darkness . . . well, for a little while, anyway.

Douglas St. Laurent did not pass on to the afterlife. Somehow he had continued to live in this energy-like form. At first he thought his son had something to do with it, but eventually they both came to the realization that it was totally Douglas’s doing.

He didn’t want to go to the afterlife, he was having too much of a good time here.

The energy being experienced the equivalent of a smile as he raced through the body of the enormous corpse.

Yep, good times.

Eventually he wound up inside the giant skull, moving through the gelatinous remains of what had once been the being’s brain.

He thought of the first thing he’d done when he arrived back. He’d animated one of Desmond’s favorite transforming robot toys, and the look on Dez’s face had been priceless as he watched the toy dance around, changing back and forth between its vehicle and robotic form.

If I could animate that, then why not this? Douglas asked himself as his energy form crackled in the skull of the giant. He reached out, allowing his powerful life energy to course through the dead thing, taking control.

Giving the dead giant the appearance of being alive.

Hold on, son, Douglas thought, the power of his thoughts traveling across the airwaves.

The giant’s body began to move, ever so slowly, and the valley itself rumbled as if in the throes of an earthquake.

I’m coming to help.

“Something’s happened,” Stitch said, peering from the tent.

They were still in the process of freeing the other prisoners.

Desmond used a little bit of his pyrokinetic power to burn through the ropes of a young Specter girl. She watched in awe as there was a brief flash of heat and her ankles were suddenly free.

“Thank you,” she said, her dirty face becoming all the more pleasant with a smile. She went to a woman he guessed was her mother, and threw her arms around her.

The mother thanked him as well, not in words but with a look that brought a heavy sadness to his heart as he remembered his father.

“You all right, buddy?” Bogey asked as he helped to release more of the prisoners.

“Yeah, I’m good,” Dez answered. “Just thinking about my dad.”

“Sure he’s not in here somewhere?” Bogey asked, looking around at all those they had freed.

“If he was, he’d let me know,” Dez said.

Some rumbling at the back of the tent grew louder, interrupting their conversation, and Dez glanced over to see Emily and Johanna trying to calm things.

“You’re not going to do anybody any good by running out there and getting yourselves killed,” Emily was explaining in her rough, animal voice.

“Even though we believe in the ascension—in the time of peace and prosperity to come—we cannot just sit back and allow our hopes for the future to be murdered by a madman and his pet sorcerer.”

It was the bald old man speaking, the obvious leader of this group.

The Specters grumbled their agreement, becoming more eager to fight.

“The army appears to be preparing for an attack,” Stitch said, stepping away from the tent flap where he’d been peeking out.

“So what are we going to do?” Johanna asked with more poise than Dez would have expected. He was impressed. She really seemed to be holding it together.

Stitch stroked his pale chin as they awaited his words of wisdom. “Our numbers are far too small to effectively deal with a force of this size,” he said thoughtfully.

“Never mind the fact that this Trinity cat could probably hand us our butts alone,” Johanna added.

“Thank you so much for pointing that out,” Stitch said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “We wait for an opportunity, and then we get these innocents to safety.”

“No,” the old man said, shaking his bony fist. “We will not run from this fight.”

“Didn’t you hear the man?” Emily growled, turning to the crowd, the savage appearance of her wolf form causing them to step back warily. “We’ll all be killed if we go up against Barnabas and his army.”

Suddenly Dez felt as though his brain had been struck by a bolt of lightning. He stiffened and fell to the ground. His head was filled with a message . . . a psychically deafening message that made him smile.

“Desmond!” Stitch was kneeling beside him, trying to help him sit up. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s not dead,” Dez said, grinning through watery eyes.

“What are you talking about?” Bogey asked, joining the small group that was gathering around Desmond.

“My father,” the boy said excitedly, his mind filled with the images of what was on the march to them. “He’s coming to help.

“And wait till you see this.”


13. THE SPECTER ARMY’S CRIES OF BATTLE blended together to form a single, deafening roar.

Their hands bound behind their back, Bram, Lita, and Boffa were caught up in the frenzy of the soldiers’ battle-lust as they were roughly pushed along. Something in the restraints that bound Bram’s wrists seemed to kill his spirit, and he could see it on the faces of his sister and his friend as well. Their eyes were downcast, accepting defeat.

Bram tried to fight the overwhelming feeling as he was shoved along by the maddening crowd behind Barnabas, on his reptilian steed, and the strange creature with the three distinct identities, but the magick of the restraints stole away his resolve before he could muster himself.

Barnabas came to an abrupt stop and turned to face his army, his extended arms signaling for his troops to halt.

Their anticipatory cries ratcheted down to grumbles and whispers as they waited for their leader to address them.

“The time is upon us,” Barnabas proclaimed, and his army roared its agreement. “Time for the Specter to reach out across the great magickal barriers that have always held us at bay and to take what rightfully belongs to us.”

The being called Trinity suddenly lifted from the ground, crackling tendrils of supernatural energies leaping from its robed form as it hovered weightlessly in the air.

“A great power has been delivered unto me,” Barnabas proclaimed. “Unto the Specter race.”

Trinity slowly turned, extending its arms. More energy leaped from its fingertips, striking at something invisible to the naked eye—something that had been erected by powerful supernatural forces before the birth of humankind.

“And we will use this power to crush all who dare oppose our rule,” Barnabas continued, as the air bombarded by the energy-spewing Trinity began to darken and stain, to form a kind of window onto another world.

To Bram, it wasn’t at all like the passages Bogey would weave with his strange hand gestures. There was something terrible about this, something brutal.

The floating figure drew back its arms for a moment, and then thrust them forward again with a wail of excitement. The air itself seemed to solidify around the movement, flowing like a tidal wave toward the discolored patch hanging in the air.

The wave of magick hit the barrier with incredible force and Bram watched in horror as the barrier began to crack.

And over it all was the sound of Crowley’s laughter.

All Bram could do was watch, and that was the most horrible thing of all.

Like a piece of windshield glass, tiny cracks appeared upon the surface of the barrier face, spreading across the smooth, amber-colored surface.

“And so it ends,” Trinity proclaimed, under the control of the black mage Crowley. The Crowley persona turned slowly, smiling down at Bram. “One after another I will bring them all crashing down,” he sneered. “And soon every world and every creature that walks, crawls, jumps, and slithers upon them will bow down to me.”

The mage’s smile suddenly went away and his face twisted in what appeared to be pain. Bram had an idea of what was happening even as the mage dropped from the sky, landing on the ground before Barnabas.

“Seems like somebody else might have other plans,” Bram said as the mage’s features shifted and changed from Claire to Tobias and back to Crowley again.

“Are you well?” the warlord asked from astride his steed.

Crowley’s features again dominated and the mage turned with a snarl. “Nothing to concern yourself with, Barnabas,” he said. “Just a bit tired from attempting to punch a hole through a magickal barrier that has existed since the dawn of time.”

Crowley lurched to his feet. “Nothing that the conquest of Earth won’t cure—that should put a spring in my step.”

Barnabas drew his sword, holding it high above his head. “To war!” he cried, and his army replied in kind, roaring like wild animals as they brandished their own weapons, waiting for Crowley to finish what he had begun.

Bram felt a sudden tremble in the ground beneath his feet. At first he believed it was the army beginning their advance across the field, but then he noticed the expressions of surprise on the faces of the soldiers. They were as surprised by it as he was.

“Did you feel that?” Bram asked, looking at Lita and Boffa, who acknowledged his question with a nod.

The soldiers began to grumble, looking around for the source of what they were feeling—and now hearing. And then the cries came from somewhere in the back of the assemblage, screams of terror that started to spread through the warriors’ gathering.

Over the tops of soldiers’ heads Bram could see that dirt and dust filled the air as something approached the field from the south.

Something huge.

Then through the clouds of dust he saw it, even if his brain didn’t necessarily believe it.

The giant corpse wasn’t so much a corpse anymore.

It was alive, and stumbling toward Barnabas’s army.

It was alive.

It was taking everything Douglas St. Laurent had to keep this thing going.

Gazing out through the giant’s empty eye sockets, he propelled the corpse toward the enemy.

He had to focus to keep the rotting form of the giant together and moving along—one foot after the other. But he found himself distracted, worrying about his son and the others that he had learned to call friends.

Enormous pieces of rotting flesh dropped from the giant’s bones as birds and clouds of angry insects swarmed about its head. Raising the giant had obviously disturbed the fragile ecosystem within its body.

Douglas could see the army before him. He could also see what appeared to be a gigantic opening—a window in the very air that seemed to look onto another world entirely. And this thin barrier appeared to be breaking.

It didn’t take a genius to know what world that was, and what the bad guys were planning.

Douglas quickened the giant’s step. He began to focus on what remained of the giant’s vocal cords. Using precious energy he made them vibrate, moving the sound up through the neck and out of the mouth.

It was one of the most horrible sounds he had ever heard. He’d had a cat once that had choked on a particularly large hairball—this sound reminded him of that, only much worse, and much, much louder.

The horrific sound echoed through the air like the blast of a horn, and he watched as the gathering of warriors panicked completely.

Good, he thought, his thunderous footfalls shaking the very earth.

Now if only my boy is safe.

The army was in complete disarray.

In the midst of the panic, Bram surged forward, shouldering his way through the panicked crowd toward his sister and Boffa.

“How is this possible?” Lita asked, her voice filled with awe and fear.

“I don’t know,” was all Bram could say.

Riding his reptilian mount, Barnabas led his soldiers to attack. They swarmed at the giant like ants attacking an invader that threatened their colony. The giant dead thing looming above the encampment simply reached down and swatted them away with skeletal hands.

“Is this your doing?” screeched a voice nearby.

Startled by the shrillness, Bram looked over to see Trinity, still wearing the face of Crowley, shuffling toward them. Long skeletal hands flexed by his side; sparks of jagged supernatural energy were leaping from the tips of pointed fingers.

“When will you learn that I cannot be stopped,” the cadaverous face of the black mage warned. “When will you learn that all your fighting is just a lesson in futility.”

Instinctively, Bram found himself moving forward to protect his sister from the dark sorcerer’s wrath, when an answer to Crowley’s question bellowed through the air, propelled by a familiar voice.

“What I want to know is when you will learn to stay dead.”

Mr. Stitch was suddenly there, and in his arms he was carrying one of the reptilian horses used by the Specter army. The creature hissed and wailed in panic as it struggled in the patchwork man’s grasp, before it was thrown at Crowley, burying the evil mage beneath five hundred pounds of beastly flesh.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Bram said with surprise as his friend approached. “No, come to think of it, I should have known.”

“You’re a sight for these sore eyes, lad,” Stitch said.

Bogey had come up behind them with a small knife, freeing them from their bonds.

Lita and Boffa stared at the Mauthe Dhoog and the others with cautious eyes.

“Don’t worry, they’re my friends,” Bram reassured them. “How did you get here?” he asked, rubbing his chaffed wrists.

“We were searching for you,” Stitch said. “Or at least your killer.”

The giant corpse roared, filling the field of battle with its horrible cries.

“Does my dad know how to do things with style or what?” Dez asked from behind Bram.

Bram turned. “Your dad?” He looked back to the animated corpse as it continued to battle Barnabas’s soldiers. “But I thought . . .”

“Long story,” Bogey said.

From behind a grouping of tents Bram caught sight of a gathering of non-warriors: the old, men, women, and children.

“Who are they?” he asked.

“They’re my people,” Lita replied, going to them. They bowed as she approached.

“And who is that?” Bogey asked Bram.

“That’s my sister,” Bram said with a smile. “We need to get those people to safety,” he added.

“I tried that back in the tent, but they didn’t want to go,” the Mauthe Dhoog said, his hands thrown into the air. “They think they’re gonna be missing out on something.”

“Could you try again?” Bram asked. “Rift them to a place where they won’t be hurt?”

“I’ll try and be a bit more persuasive,” the Mauthe Dhoog said, cracking his knuckles. “All right you knuckleheads, it’s Disneyland for the lot of you!” the Mauthe Dhoog cried, clapping his hands to get the Specter citizens’ attention.

Bram was amazed by how suddenly complete he felt—how in control.

Too bad it didn’t last for very long.

There was a sudden, nearly overpowering smell of something burning, and from where the reptilian horse had landed atop Crowley, there was an explosion of white fire that ignited the very ground around it.

“Get back,” Bram screamed as Trinity rose up from the blaze, its body engulfed in fire.

“How dare you!” Crowley’s voice boomed with nearly immeasurable power. “How dare you!”

Certain that they would be facing the power of the black sorcerer, Bram braced himself for the worst. But he could see again the struggle for dominance on Crowley’s face as the features of the child briefly appeared.

Then, inexplicably, the dark mage soared past their heads, magickal fire trailing in his wake.

This was his curse: to be so close to victory, then have it all mercilessly snatched away.

As Crowley propelled his shared body up into the gray sky of the Spectral world, he remembered all of them—all the defeats handed to him by the accursed Brimstone Network throughout the ages, and he swore that it would not happen again.

The child inside had sunk her claws into his mind, dragging him back, allowing her brother the opportunity to come forward. Crowley could feel the flesh changing, and he would not stand for it.

From the dark recesses of his foul mind he brought forth painful images of Tobias’s involvement in the destruction of the last Network, images that showed what a monster the boy had become in the name of saving his sister.

The dark mage felt the teen’s strength falter, and immediately took advantage, swatting away the attempts of the girl-child with ease, and taking control of the powerful form again. He felt the surge of power within him and screamed in victory.

Riding waves of magick, Crowley hovered in the air before the ragged body of the giant corpse and smiled as the rotting monstrosity reached for him. The sorcerer did not move as the enormous mitt closed around him, attempting to crush him as a child might end the life of an annoying insect.

He let the power flow from his body unchecked.

The magick was hungry and it immediately began to consume the bone and dead flesh of the giant’s hand. The giant shook its arm, attempting to extinguish the flame, but the magickal fire was not to be stopped. It continued to voraciously spread across the great body, until it was a threat no more.

Just smoldering ash, carried upon the wind.

“Not looking good!” Bogey cried out, gesturing for the last of the Specter to pass through the rift that he had opened to a safer world.

“Hurry up,” Bram ordered, watching in horror as the body of the corpse was completely consumed by Trinity’s magickal fire.

Dez lurched forward on his crutches. “Dad!” he screamed, coming to a halt as he realized the futility of it all. There was nothing he could do, the giant was gone.

“So what’s next, fearless leader?” Emily asked in her wolfen voice.

A good question, Bram thought as he silently gazed at the form of Trinity as it hung in the air above the battlefield, like some sort of evil star. He realized that was the key to their victory, and their potential defeat.

Trinity. Trinity is the answer.

Meanwhile, the surviving Specter troops were gathering themselves together again, turning back toward the Brimstone agents, falling in behind Barnabas who was somehow still astride his steed.

Crowley floated above them radiating destructive magickal power.

“I couldn’t find him,” Desmond said, suddenly beside Bram. “I reached out with my mind and I couldn’t find my father. It’s like the fire burned him up too.” He sadly dropped to his knees. “I’ve lost him again.”

But from Dez’s desperate words an idea began to form.

Bram squatted beside him. “Dez, we don’t have much time and I need you to do something for me.”

The boy looked at him, tears dripping down his face.

“There’s not a chance that we can stand up to him alone,” Bram said, pointing to Trinity hovering in the air. “The only way we can defeat Crowley is from within.”

Dez stared at Bram, the confusion obvious on his face.

“There are three beings in that body,” Bram continued. “Two of them oppose Crowley, but aren’t strong enough to take away his control.”

“What do you want me to do?” Dez asked, wiping the tears from his face.

“I want you to put my mind inside of Trinity’s,” Bram said.

Stitch stomped forward. “Abraham, you can’t—”

“It’s the only way,” Bram interrupted. “Crowley has to be stopped, and the only way that’s going to happen is if Claire and Tobias help us.”

No one could argue. They had all seen the extent of Trinity’s power, and with that strength under Crowley’s control, there was very little hope for anybody.

“Can you do it?” Bram asked urgently.

Dez sniffled, wiping his runny nose with the back of his hand. “Can’t promise that it won’t hurt.”

Bram accepted that with a nod. “They had a saying at the P’Yon Kep monastery—‘Knowledge is forged in the fires of pain.’”

“What the heck is that supposed to mean?” Emily growled.

Bram shrugged. “Usually it meant that I was about to have my butt kicked.”

Dez reached out with his mind. The fingers of psychic force wrapped themselves around Bram’s very consciousness and tore it from his brain.

And yes, it hurt very badly.

Riding the air beside Barnabas, Crowley tried to think of the most memorable and disturbing ways for his enemies to die. With the kind of power he had at his disposal, the choices were limitless.

What a day this will be, he thought. First he would at last see the end of the Brimstone Network, and then the beginning of the fall of humanity.

Glorious.

The dark mage summoned the vast magickal forces that resided within his new body. He was close enough to see them now, to read the expressions of fear upon their faces.

Crowley wanted Abraham Stone to suffer the most. The mage wanted him to watch his friends die, one by one falling to the superior magicks that were now Crowley’s to control.

An excited laugh stopped short in his throat as he saw the boy suddenly collapse and fall limply to the ground.

Crowley would have liked to believe that it was a reaction bred of sheer terror, but he doubted that was the case. Then he realized that the crippled member of the team was staring at him intently.

The boy’s eyes flashed just as Crowley sensed danger.

The mage tried to avert his gaze, but he was too slow. He screamed at the sudden agony in his head—as though something had been shoved through his eyes, and was now crawling through his brain.


14. BRAM COULDN’T BELIEVE IT WORKED.

He was standing on a sidewalk in an eerily silent suburban neighborhood. The street appeared damaged, the lawn in front of the quaint home charred and blackened.

Bram moved down the concrete path toward the house. It too appeared to have suffered some sort of calamity—maybe a fire.

Midway down the front path he stopped, looking around the neighborhood. There were two, maybe three other houses with an unfinished appearance, but beyond them was nothing but darkness.

He had to remind himself that he wasn’t anywhere that he’d ever been before, that this neighborhood was some sort of a mental manifestation of a memory. Taking the doorknob in hand he had an idea as to whom it belonged, and it certainly wasn’t Crowley.

The child’s sobbing came from somewhere at the back of the house. Bram heard it, softly moving on the still, stagnant air of the dream place, and left the walkway to check the back of the house.

“Hello?” Bram called out as he passed through the gate of a high wooden fence, entering a sprawling backyard.

The damage to the house was even worse back there; the entire side of the house had been blown outward and the yard was mostly charred black. At the far end of the property, where the explosion hadn’t touched, stood a children’s activity set—a clubhouse, slide, and four swings standing in a patch of still green lawn.

The crying child slumped on the middle swing, head bowed, tiny hands holding the chains.

“Hello?” Bram said quietly, not wanting to scare her.

The little girl slowly raised her head, and Bram’s suspicions were confirmed.

He’d only seen this girl briefly, but he knew she was Claire Blaylock and that this was her world.

He walked closer to the play area, his footfalls crunching upon the blackened ground, to the green. He was tempted to ask her what had happened, but he already knew the answer.

“The bad witches came and killed my mommy and daddy,” she said, starting to cry again.

In his father’s old files Bram had read about the rogue witches’ coven that had targeted Jeannine and Gareth Blaylock, two of his father’s finest Brimstone agents, and how the witches had attacked their home leaving Claire ill and her brother, Tobias, the only real survivor.

Bram stood beside the little girl as the swing slowly swung back and forth. “I’ve come to help you, Claire,” he said.

The child looked up, her face stained with tears.

“But the bad man said that the witches would get me if I left the yard.” Her voice shook with fear.

“I won’t let the witches or the bad man hurt you,” Bram said, holding out his hand.

She stared at it. “Where are we going to go?” she asked cautiously.

“Do you know where your brother is?” he asked.

She pointed to the clubhouse. “The bad man put him in there and told him not to come out,” Claire said. “I thought I heard him crying, but I didn’t want to leave the swings, if the witches . . .” She started to cry again.

“It’s all right,” Bram said, taking her hand in his. “Why don’t we go see if we can help your brother?”

The little girl jumped from the swing, and together they walked to the wooden ladder that would take them up into the darkened clubhouse.

“Are you ready?” Bram asked.

Claire nodded, and began to climb.

And Bram followed her, up the ladder and into the darkness.

Barnabas stared at Trinity lying still upon the ground.

“Get up!” the warrior screamed from atop his reptilian steed.

The robed figure didn’t move.

“Pick him up,” Barnabas ordered, and two of his soldiers scrambled to lift the unconscious being and toss it over the back of a mount.

The Specter warlord glanced ahead. He could see his enemies standing in the open, and felt a faint sliver of respect for them, no matter how foolish they were.

What chance do they have against me? he thought, gazing out over the surviving soldiers that awaited his command, never mind the ferocious beasts that had been created from Ligeia’s faithful by Trinity’s magick.

Barnabas looked beyond the enemies waiting to confront his forces and to the nearly fallen barrier that shimmered enticingly behind them. They were all that stood between him and the invasion of the human realm.

He pulled upon his mount’s reins, and the great beast reared up with a shriek. “Attack!” he bellowed to his foot soldiers, then turned his attention to the monsters’ handlers.

The transformed were kept on the end of thick chains. They sniffed at the air, some fighting amongst themselves in order to satisfy their voracious need for violence.

Some would call it overkill to use such savage beasts against so few, but today was a special day.

“Turn loose the beasts!” Barnabas commanded, grinning widely as the handlers released their hold upon the chains.

A special day indeed.

Bram knew this place and felt something akin to a knife twist in his gut.

“This is a sad place,” Claire said, still holding his hand as they walked from the darkness into the communications center of the Brimstone Network.

A chill ran up and down Bram’s spine as he climbed into the clubhouse only to find himself here. But it wasn’t how he remembered the place, it was how Tobias did.

The room was filled with the dead—those who had fallen to Crowley’s monsters—strewn about, their bodies cut, chopped and bitten. Bram hated to see them like this—these brave individuals who gave their lives for the protection of the world.

In the darkness at the far end of the room, Bram and Claire found him.

Tobias knelt upon the floor, hands pressed to his face, covering his eyes so he did not have to see what his betrayal had caused. The boy muttered beneath his breath, rocking to some silent death dirge that only he could hear. As they moved closer, Bram could just about hear what Tobias was saying.

“I’m sorry . . . I’m so, so sorry . . .”

“Tobias,” Bram called, finding it difficult to muster any sympathy for the youth who had sold out his fellow teammates to Crowley’s evil.

The boy’s back stiffened, and slowly he turned to look at them. “Leave me alone. I have to do this . . . I have to suffer for what I’ve done.”

Bram released Claire’s hand and she ran to her brother, wrapping her arms around him.

“He’s come to save us,” Claire said, snuggling her face into the nape of his neck. “He said he would protect us from the bad man.”

“The bad man,” Tobias repeated, his eyes glazing over.

“Crowley has done this,” Bram said. “He put the two of you in places filled with fear and despair in order to control you.”

“Crowley,” Tobias repeated, letting the foul word work itself around in his mouth.

“There was an accident . . . a phenomena of some kind where the three of you merged together . . . forming one powerful magickal being,” Bram began.

“Yes,” Tobias said, gazing off into space. “There was . . . there was an explosion of light . . .”

“And the three of you . . . Claire, yourself, and Crowley . . . became one,” Bram explained.

Tobias rose to his feet, holding his sister in his arms. “I remember now. He . . . Crowley wants to destroy it all . . . he wants to tear all the barriers down.”

Bram nodded. “And we can’t let him do that.”

“He’s stronger than us,” Tobias said sadly, averting his eyes.

“But there’s only one of him and two of you,” Bram said. “You have to try . . . you have to try to take control.”

A powerful tremor went through the floor beneath their feet, making the corpses of the dead to jerk as if suddenly alive.

“You have to try,” Bram repeated as the floor began to shake even more violently and something began to push its way up through the floor.

It was Crowley, looking larger and more powerful than ever before.

“You want them to stop me?” the black mage asked, his voice booming through the chamber like thunder.

“They’re more than welcome to try.”

They had tried to make her leave, but Johanna would hear nothing of it.

If she was going to be part of the team—part of the Network—then she was going to have to stick it out during the bad as well as the good.

She hoped that she lived long enough to see an example of the good, ’cause things hadn’t been all that hot so far.

The bad guys were on the move; storming across the open field, back to their camp, and right at the team.

Her dogs had begun to bark and growl, taking up a defensive position in front of her.

Johanna saw it all play out in a weird kind of slow motion even though it was really happening so fast. The first wave of screaming barbarian guys was met by what looked to be some kind of invisible wall. She guessed that the crippled kid Dez had to be responsible.

He was kneeling beside Bram’s unconscious body, but he was looking toward the attacking army, and she could have sworn she saw sparks jumping off the top of his head.

And then that giant turtle dude and the chick who was supposed to be Bram’s sister jumped in.

A giant turtle. Hello, crazy town? I’d like my sanity back, please.

The giant turtle—what was his name again . . . Booma . . . Beamer . . . Boffa . . . yeah, that was it. Boffa. Boffa stepped right to the line where the army had been stopped, pulling two enormous guns from somewhere—inside his shell?—and started blasting away, making short work of the first wave of attackers.

Bram’s sister wasn’t doing too badly either. Johanna could see how the girl and Bram could be related. They both had an air about them; something that said, Hey, we’re a nice couple’a guys—but you don’t want to mess with us. Lita was using both a sword and a pretty big gun to take care of some of the Conan rejects that had managed to get past the turtle’s hail of bullets.

Not that the Brimstone guys were any less impressive. Dez was holding them back with one side of his brain, while another was throwing the bad guys around like dolls, and Johanna was pretty sure that he’d set a couple of them on fire. The little guy Bogey was doing some pretty awesome stuff as well; opening up rifts beneath the soldiers, like trapdoors that they fell through and never came back from.

Stitch and the wolf girl Emily seemed to be doing all the heavy lifting. The two were right there, literally side by side, tearing into any of the Specter soldiers that managed to make it past all the others. They had their job cut out for them because sprinkled in the mix were those monsters and they weren’t as easy to take down as Barnabas’s soldiers.

Johanna would never have admitted it to anyone other than herself, but she was scared, with no idea as to whether or not she was going to survive this.

Her dogs began to go wild, warning her of an imminent threat. Johanna spun around just in time to see one of Barnabas’s soldiers explode out from behind a tent, an ax ready to fall on her. She reacted instinctively, ducking beneath the blade as it fell.

Jumping back, she silently commanded her dogs to attack and they did as they were told, bringing the armored warrior down and ripping through his armor as if it were made of paper. He didn’t even have a chance to get all ghosty before he was dead.

Would she survive this? The question again echoed through her mind.

Inspired by her teammates . . . by her friends . . . she was certainly going to try.

Inside the mind of the creature called Trinity, Bram was getting his butt kicked.

Crowley had manifested in the form of a behemoth, and before Bram had a chance to react, the evil sorcerer had grabbed him and tossed him across the room like a rag doll. Bram bounced off the wall and lay there stunned as Crowley pulled his massive bulk from the floor.

“How dare you come in here,” the monster roared.

Through blurred vision Bram could see Claire and Tobias cowering at the other end of the room as Crowley loomed above them.

“He has no power here,” the mage told them, pointing to Bram propped against the wall. “This is my domain and you would be wise to remember that. Only I can protect you from the dangers of your mind.”

Bram fought to stand. “He’s lying to you,” he said to Claire and Tobias.

Crowley whipped around to face him. “You’ll die in here,” the sorcerer growled, bounding across the room tossing furniture and the bodies of dead Brimstone agents aside as if they were nothing.

Bram tried to ghost, but his powers didn’t seem to work here.

The black mage grabbed him in his enormous hands and again hurled him across the room.

The point of impact shattered like glass and Bram found himself in a completely new environment. He was in the desert now, the place where he and his Brimstone Network had last faced off against Crowley.

The place were the being Trinity had been born.

Bram stood, wiping sand from his body. He looked around, and in the distance Claire and Tobias suddenly appeared, standing side by side. Bram started toward them, running across the sand, trying to get them to listen.

“You have to fight him,” he warned.

“But he’ll make the witches come,” Claire cried as she clung to her brother’s leg.

“He’s too strong now,” Tobias said. “He’ll kill us if we fight him.”

“Then you’ll die fighting,” Bram screamed. “You can’t allow him to have this level of power.”

The ground exploded in a geyser of sand, and Crowley manifested again, this time in the horrific form of a gigantic serpent.

“They know who is the master here,” Crowley roared, his serpent’s form rearing back to strike.

Bram knew that it was useless to run, that Crowley would only be upon him in seconds, so he stood his ground defiantly, staring up at the beast, preparing for whatever was to come.

Crowley’s serpentine face smiled cruelly before he opened his mouth, surging forward to swallow Bram whole.

But the giant snake’s face connected with something Bram could not see, the ferocity of the impact sending razor-sharp teeth spewing from the monster’s bloodied mouth.

All Bram could do was stare.

Crowley recoiled, his face smeared with blood. “How did you . . . ?”

“He didn’t,” Tobias’s voice called out.

Crowley looked toward the brother and sister, enraged.

“We did,” they answered, holding hands, unified in their confidence.

“Do you realize what you’ve done?” the giant serpent asked, slithering across the sand toward them.

They did not move.

“We know exactly what we’ve done,” Tobias answered. “We’re not going to be afraid of you anymore.”

The serpent shook his head, a growling laughter filling its throat. “It’s not me you should be afraid of,” he said. He glanced toward the sky as three figures clad in robes of tattered black descended upon broomsticks.

“It’s them.”

And from the sand of the desert, figures began to emerge; the animated bodies of those who had died in the attack upon the Brimstone Network headquarters that Tobias had helped to orchestrate.

Bram ran toward the brother and sister. “Fight him,” he cried as the sand became like cement beneath his feet, and he was trapped.

The witches flew above their heads. Bram could hear their cackling laughter. Claire was shaking uncontrollably, holding tightly to her brother.

The dead were crawling across the sand, reaching toward Tobias with bloodstained hands.

“I can make them all go away,” Crowley said seductively. “I can protect you.”

The witches grabbed at the little girl’s hair as they passed, tugging upon her clothes, and she screamed out in terror.

The dead were holding on to Tobias’s legs, using his rigid limbs to haul themselves up.

“All you need do is give me control again,” the snake said.

Bram tried to call to them, but the sand sucked him down farther, threatening to fill his mouth.

“Let me take away your fear.”

The witches flew around again, a dirty, clawed hand reaching out to grab hold of Claire’s arm.

The little girl’s eyes came suddenly open, staring at the long-fingered hand coming for her. “No,” she said as she stomped her foot upon the sand.

The witches screamed in unison as they disintegrated, their ragged forms becoming like sand blowing in the wind.

Tobias’s eyes were open as well, and the dead no longer clung to his body. They had returned to beneath the shifting desert sands.

“You dare defy me?” Crowley raged, but Bram could hear something in the mage’s voice; something that had not been there before.

Fear.

“We’re done being afraid of you,” Tobias said.

“We’re done being afraid of snakes!” Claire added angrily.

Crowley’s body began to shift and change, and soon he was nothing more than a frail old man kneeling upon the sand.

Straining his arms, Bram extracted himself from the desert’s grip. Exhausted, he looked about. On his hands and knees, he saw that Tobias and his sister now stood above the magician.

Crowley tried unsuccessfully to fight them, magick sparking and sputtering from his long fingers, but he caused little damage. “I . . . I’ll destroy you both . . . ,” he said weakly.

“No, you won’t,” Claire said, shaking her head.

Bram was walking toward them as they all turned to stare at him.

“What now?” he asked.

“We allow what was begun to finish,” Tobias answered.

“What was begun?” Bram questioned.

“To become one in both mind and body,” Claire said, stepping closer to the muttering Crowley. The sorcerer was still upon his knees, whispering to himself like a crazy person.

“I still don’t understand.” Bram watched as Tobias and Claire laid their hands upon Crowley, and the three of them began to glow, the light seeping from their bodies flowing together to form one all-encompassing mass.

It was as if the sun had dropped down from the sky.

“You will,” a strange voice answered Bram—a voice that seemed to be comprised of multiple voices.

“You will understand.”


15. THE NETWORK AGENTS WERE STARTING to tire.

They had retreated as far back as the opening that Trinity had almost completed in the magickal barrier separating Earth from the Specter forces.

Stitch fought the monsters, using anything at his disposal to smash and pound the nearly indestructible beasts, but his skin was torn and bloody from the savagery, and he did not know how much longer he would last.

Emily had lost herself completely to the beast. She didn’t even speak anymore, talking only in the language of violence as she continued to fight, her shiny black fur matted with the blood of their enemies.

Stitch could see the wear most upon Desmond. The boy’s nose was bleeding profusely, dribbling down to stain the front of his shirt, as he tried to push the limits of his abilities even further. Even so, the walls of psychic force were becoming weaker, allowing the monsters and the soldiers easier access to the agent.

Stitch chanced a quick look at the unconscious form of Bram. He wondered about the boy, and if his plan to unite brother and sister Blaylock against Crowley had succeeded.

The blaring sound of a strange horn filled the air, and Stitch turned his attention to whatever new threat awaited them.

The wave of attacks ceased and he saw the armored forces of the Specter moving aside to allow a figure riding upon a reptilian mount to pass.

Barnabas rode as close as Dez’s mental barrier would allow.

“Not sure how much longer . . . ,” the boy gasped.

“I understand, boy,” Stitch said as he stepped closer to the warlord. “You’ve done just fine.”

Barnabas held a golden horn in his metal-gloved hand, handing it to a blood-spattered lackey as Stitch approached.

“A brief moment of truce before the inevitable,” Barnabas said.

Stitch remained silent, staring at the bearded warrior astride his fearsome ride.

“Cease your fighting and I promise that your deaths will be merciful,” the warlord said.

Stitch laughed, rubbing a scratched and bloodied hand across his chin as he shook his head in amusement.

“You find my statement humorous?” Barnabas asked, eyes glinting malevolently.

“I find your statement ignorant,” the patchwork man replied.

Barnabas’s mount hissed, stomping its cloven feet upon the blood-soaked battlefield.

“We’ll never give in to you,” Stitch said, his two different colored eyes blazing. “And you’ll have to march over our dead bodies before we allow you to pass through that opening.” He pointed at the damaged magickal barrier behind him.

“So be it,” Barnabas said.

And then the turtle began to laugh. It was a strange sound, a bizarre mixture of a bird’s trill and a sound very much like air escaping from a flat tire.

Stitch glanced over at the creature. Boffa’s body was covered in blood, and Stitch wasn’t sure if it was the blood of their enemies or the creature’s own. One of his arms disappeared inside his shell, reappearing suddenly holding what looked to be some sort of remote control.

“Is there something I should know about?” Stitch asked.

“Big surprise,” the turtle replied, a thick, black-clawed finger moving across the surface of the device causing a red flashing light to appear.

Barnabas’s steed grew nervous, shrieking and starting to jump.

“Back!” Barnabas yelled to his troops. “Pull back!”

“Wanted to bring them close,” the turtle said, a thumb hovering over a small button just below the flashing light. “Before I gave them big surprise.”

Boffa gazed at the Specter troops, now in total disarray. “Surprise,” he said, and brought his thumb down upon the button.

Multiple explosions rocked the encampment.

And everything turned to fire.

Bram awakened with the smell of smoke and destruction heavy in his lungs. Coughing, he struggled into a sitting position and saw the devastation that lay before him.

The air was filled with thick black smoke, the entire encampment engulfed in flames. His eyes searched the blighted landscape for a sign of his friends.

“Stitch!” Bram called out, stumbling through the thick, choking smoke.

The ground was littered with the bodies of fallen Specter soldiers, some of them burnt beyond recognition. What happened here? he wondered.

He was about to call out again for his friends when he saw shapes moving through the smoke up ahead. Instinctively his body ghosted, becoming transparent and almost invisible as he drifted through the choking black smoke.

His heart skipped a beat as he saw them. All of his friends appeared to be, well, a little rough around the edges, but at least they were alive.

“You’re all right,” he said, suddenly materializing before them.

Boffa reacted immediately, a high-powered pistol appearing in his hand and pointed directly at Bram’s face.

“It’s me,” Bram said, pushing the gun barrel from his face.

“Yes, it is,” the Terrapene responded. “Good thing too, or you be dead.”

Bram went to Stitch who was brushing dust from his tattered waistcoat.

“What happened?” Bram asked him.

“It seems that our shelled companion planted explosives,” the patchwork man answered.

“Oh yeah,” Bram added. “Both he and my sister. They were supposed to be distractions.”

Stitch smirked, stepping forward to give the boy a manly hug.

“They certainly were that,” Stitch said. “Good to see that you’re well.”

“And everybody else?” Bram asked.

“As of now we’re still alive,” Stitch said. “But for how long, that remains to be seen.”

A sudden gust of wind came up, moving away the thick billows of black smoke and revealing the extent of the devastation wrought by Boffa and Lita’s explosive distractions.

And the frightening sight of the hooded Trinity floating in the air over the wasted encampment.

“Tell me that you succeeded,” Stitch asked.

“I’m really not sure,” Bram answered truthfully, remembering Claire and Tobias’s cryptic words before laying their hands upon a defeated Crowley.

Telling him that he would understand.

Bram watched the battered form of Barnabas as he lurched across the battlefield toward them. The surviving members of his military loyally followed behind him.

At this stage of the game, Bram had no idea what to expect.

Barnabas stopped to gaze up into the smoke-filled sky at the strange being that hovered there. “Trinity,” he cried. “Destroy them in my name.”

Bram watched Trinity with curiosity.

“Just let me know if you want a quick getaway,” Bogey said, stepping up and speaking in a hushed tone.

“Thanks, Bogey,” Bram said, still watching Trinity. The robed figure had not responded in any way. “I’m not sure that’ll be necessary.”

And as if to prove him wrong, Trinity dropped down from the sky, gently touching down between the two opposing forces.

“Do it!” Barnabas raged. His troops egged the being on, the surviving monsters tossing back their malformed heads to howl and rage.

Trinity’s hood had fallen away to reveal the visage of the being beneath. Bram was stunned to see that it was an entirely new face comprised of the physical characteristics of all three.

“What are you waiting for?” Barnabas bellowed. He dragged his blood-encrusted sword behind him as he stomped over the bodies of his soldiers.

“I heard you,” Trinity said, raising a hand. A wave of magickal force flowed through the air, propelling Barnabas and his army backward. “And I care not for your tone.”

The wave of force had driven Barnabas’s soldiers back, but had also transformed the hideous monsters back to their original humanoid forms.

“What are you doing?” the Specter warlord demanded.

“Correcting errors made by my more . . . malevolent aspect,” Trinity answered. The being turned toward the Network agents, its eyes dark and deep.

Bram tried to find some semblance of Claire or even Tobias, but there was nothing there to read.

And Bram understood.

The Blaylock brother and sister had talked about allowing what had already started to be finished . . . to allow them to become one mind and body.

What had begun when the three of them had been caught in an explosion of raw, supernatural power had at last been completed. Claire, Tobias and Crowley no longer existed.

Now there was only a being called Trinity.

Trinity said nothing as it drifted past them, its feet not even touching the ground as it floated through the devastated camp, moving towards the passage that had been partially opened between this foreign world and the earth.

“What’s it doing?” Emily asked, nose twitching wetly as her animal eyes remained riveted to the mysterious being.

“We’ll have to see,” Bram answered, just as curious as his friend.

Trinity drifted upward, like a leaf caught upon a strong updraft of air. The being hung there, its back to them as it studied what it had already begun.

Bram felt the level of magickal power that was about to be expended before it actually happened. The hair on the back of his neck and arms immediately jumped to attention as he watched Trinity spread its arms and then dramatically bring them forward.

A powerful blast of magickal force flowed through Trinity’s arms and connected with the cracked and damaged magickal barrier. There was a powerful explosion; the sound of shattering glass magnified a hundredfold, and the passage between the worlds was permanent.

Bram didn’t have the best of feelings about this. On the other side of the opening, he could see that a human army had been amassed, and he could also see, amongst the soldiers, the familiar colors of Brimstone Network uniforms.

If things weren’t currently so tense, he would have been proud. Even without him to command them, the organization was still functioning, and he had no doubt it would continue to do so.

The Brimstone Network was alive.

Trinity now understood.

The powers of the universe spoke to it, buzzing in its ear at all times, explaining away the mysteries of this world, and all the worlds that existed around it.

It was the living manifestation of magick and now it understood why it was best for the Specter and humanity to meet again.

To come together.

To ascend as one.

Trinity turned to look down upon the inhabitants of both worlds.

“Your worlds are ready for this,” it announced, not feeling the need to explain any further. There was no reason to complicate things. It had a sense of what lay ahead and knew that if either species was to survive, they would need to act as one.

It would be interesting to see what the future held for them.

“I’m done here,” the being called Trinity said, hearing the siren call of myriad universes beyond this one.

“Perhaps someday I will return,” it said, opening another passage with just a thought. “And maybe then you’ll understand what it is that I have done . . . and why.”

The one called Abraham Stone, the leader of his affiliation of world protectors, stepped forward, beckoning to him with questions.

But Trinity did not hear them, for it was about to answer a different call.

A call of destiny.

Trinity’s foreboding words caused severe chills to run up and down Bram’s spine.

Had they just been cautioned to play nice with each other—humanity and the Specter? Had there been a warning in there of some impending threat that would require their two races to come together?

Bram gazed at the breach opened between two worlds and understood what had to be done.

Turning from the opening he walked across the encampment. Stitch wanted to know where he was going, as did the others. He didn’t want to answer them because he didn’t want them to try and stop him. Johanna’s dogs tried to block his path, but he ghosted through them.

This was how it had to be.

Barnabas still stood staring ahead, swaying in the cool gentle wind of this alien place.

“Bram!” Lita called, the first to realize where he was going.

“I need to do this,” he said.

The Terrapene made an odd clicking sound that showed his displeasure, but Bram knew that he had to try.

A mere five feet from the warlord, Bram stopped.

“Come to gloat, half-breed?” Barnabas asked with a sneer.

“Not at all,” Bram answered. “You heard what Trinity said.”

Barnabas drew his wrist across his mouth, wiping away the grime and blood that had collected there. “All I heard was the death knell of my people,” he growled.

Bram came closer, hands open in a sign of peace. “This could be a new beginning,” he explained. “For both our peoples.”

Barnabas’s soldiers had drifted closer to hear his words. Bram was encouraged by the sight of them dropping their weapons as he spoke.

“Your words stink of prophecy,” the warlord snarled, turning his back on Bram.

“You’re not turning your back on me,” Bram spoke. “You’re turning your back on the future.”

And realizing that there was nothing more that he could say, Bram returned to his friends.

But there came from behind a flurry of movement, and cries of warning from those who saw what was about to transpire.

Bram spun around to see that Barnabas had retrieved a sword and was thrusting it toward him, the blade so close that there wasn’t time to will himself non-corporeal.

Barely enough time to realize that he was about to die.

Something moved around him, something as cold as the darkness of space and yet, strangely comforting.

Barnabas’s thrust was blocked, the blade swatted aside by another.

Bram was roughly pushed from harm’s way to see that Queen Ligeia had appeared, and now stood before the Specter warlord, sword in hand.

But this was not at all the woman Bram had seen lying sick upon a makeshift cot.

This was a woman who exuded fearsome power.

Ligeia wore the full guise of her Spectral nature. Her skin was nearly transparent in its paleness, her hair snaking out around her head as if affected by massive amounts of static electricity.

The sword she wielded was huge, and Bram was impressed that she could even lift it.

“You!” Barnabas screamed in frustrated rage, allowing the savagery of his own nature to come through.

“Did you think me dead, Barnabas?” the queen asked.

Their blades were still locked against each other, their arms trembling with exertion.

“I would have expired by now except for the touch of a boy from another world . . . a hero very much like his father.”

Their blades unlocked as they jumped away from each other.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you,” Ligeia continued.

“Why is it so hard for you to see?” the warlord asked. “When our warriors’ ways are laid to rest, this will be our end.”

Ligeia shook her head, the hair around it moving as though she were underwater. “Not our end, but our beginning.”

Barnabas laughed sadly. “And the more you tell yourself this, the more true it becomes.”

He lunged at her, sword ready to cut her down.

She moved as if made from air, flowing away from his strike and bringing her own blade down. His body became like smoke, and the blade passed through.

And this is how it went for what seemed like hours . . . days, the two powerful beings locked in mortal combat, the warrior versus the aristocrat, the ways of the brutal past versus the shining future.

Specter versus Specter.

Bram almost made his move, almost jumped in to help his mother, when he felt a steely grip on his arm.

It was Stanis who held him back, the man’s hard face and intense stare telling him so much with zero words.

“They have to do this,” Lita said. Bram could see the pain in her eyes. She, too, wanted to go to her mother, but now it was time for this conflict to be put to rest. “The dawning on a new age begins . . . or ends . . . here.”

The battlers had become solid again, slowly turning in a circle, their eyes locked upon the other, each of them searching for that spark of weakness, that clue that signaled the time to strike.

Barnabas thought that he had found that moment, moving with the speed of a cobra, lashing out with his sword as the queen momentarily took her eyes from him.

Bram held his breath, a warning on the edge of his lips, but it seemed that this was not necessary. Ligeia seemed to know what the warlord had planned, sidestepping his killing blow, and with a move equal to that of his speed, cut his sword hand away at the wrist, weapon and hand dropping to the ground, a threat to her no more.

Without even a scream of pain, Barnabas clutched his bleeding stump to his chest. Blood pumped from the horrible wound, staining the metal of his armored chest.

He looked toward the weapon lying there, his other hand twitching. The queen placed a foot upon the blade, locking it to the earth.

“This battle is ended,” she said, her voice booming with royal authority.

Barnabas fell to his knees, armor clattering noisily.

“No,” he said, still clutching his wound. “The battle will continue.” He looked over to his soldiers, to those who believed as he did. “As long as I live, the battle will—”

The queen struck, the blade of her sword passing through the thick muscle of Barnabas’s neck with little resistance. The warlord’s head spun momentarily in the air before dropping to the ground and rolling to a stop for all to see.

There was a look of absolute shock frozen upon the Specter warlord’s face.

Bram tore his startled gaze from the decapitated head to look toward the woman responsible for this savage act, a woman who preached that a new age of peace and prosperity was upon them.

Queen Ligeia’s features softened, the Spectral warrior’s guise dropping away to reveal the beautiful woman that he had come to briefly know.

“Perhaps we are farther from the ascension than I believed,” she said, the blood-stained sword dropping from her hand to the ground.

Movement from the passage between worlds behind her captured his attention and Bram watched as Brimstone agents stood at the edge peering through into the alien world.

“Then let us help you reach it,” Bram said as he took his mother’s hand.

Leading her toward the passage.

Bringing her from the world of the Specter into his own.


EPILOGUE THE WORLD HAD RETURNED TO NORMAL.

Well, as normal as it could possibly be these days.

Bram stood over his bed, gazing down at the items he had gathered to pack into his duffel bag, and wondered if he was doing the right thing.

He was tempted to put it all away—to take everything and stick it back inside his dresser drawers, and to toss his traveling bag back into the corner of the room.

What am I thinking? I can’t leave them now.

There was a knock behind him and he turned to see Mr. Stitch looming in the doorway.

“Do you have everything you’ll need?”

“Hey Stitch,” Bram said in greeting, his eyes again falling upon the items gathered for a long journey. “Yeah . . . yeah, I think so.”

“Do I sense some hesitation?” the large man asked, leaning against the doorframe and folding his arms. “What seems to be the problem?”

Bram turned to look at his friend.

“I feel like I’m abandoning them,” he said.

The patchwork man shook his head. “You know that’s not true.”

“Do I?”

“The Brimstone Network will get along fine without you for a while,” Stitch went on. “You’ve wanted to do this for quite some time, and now seems right.”

Bram sighed heavily, reaching for the heavy bag draped across the corner of the bed. He pulled it open and started to pack. “I know you’ll probably laugh at me, but I worry about them,” he said, not looking at Stitch.

“I don’t find that the least bit funny,” the man said in his gravelly voice. “It’s an important trait of being a leader.”

“A leader and a friend,” Bram added.

Stitch nodded in agreement. “A leader and a friend.”

Desmond lay in the darkness within his quarters, a mental picture of a burning flame dancing in his head.

His friends and teammates had chosen to leave him alone, believing that he needed the solitude and the time to again mourn the loss of his father. And for the first few days after their return from the Specter world, that had most certainly been the case, but then he’d heard the voice.

It had awakened him from a deep sleep, and he remembered how he’d lain there, listening in the darkness, hoping that it would come again, so that he could be sure that he’d heard what he thought he’d heard.

It had sounded like his father’s voice, from somewhere far beyond the pale, calling to him.

Wishful thinking? Perhaps, but there was a part of him that wondered if it was possible. Had his father somehow survived when his consciousness was torn from the giant’s body?

Was Douglas St. Laurent lost in some faraway reality, trying to find his way back to him?

Dez couldn’t let the idea go, the words that he thought he heard repeating over and over in his mind. Words that gave him hope.

I’m coming.

So he lay there in the darkness of his room, listening for the sound again, hoping that he hadn’t been wrong.

And thinking of a candle’s flame.

A shining light to guide his father home.

 

Emily thought about having another sandwich, but realized she was really just bored.

Mom lay on the checkered blanket, a folded-up sweatshirt behind her head as she snoozed. Dad’s face was buried in some new political thriller he’d picked up the last time he’d gone out to the bookstore.

It had been ages since they’d gone on a picnic, and she’d been absolutely delighted when her suggestion had been met with a unanimously positive response.

She’d been planning it for days, the only thing to distract her being the fact that Bram was going away for a little while. He’d explained why he felt he had to go, but it didn’t change the fact that he wasn’t going to be around, and that she didn’t like that very much.

Which bothered her.

What did it matter? He’d be back soon enough.

But the idea of not seeing him . . . even if it was only for a couple of weeks. . . .

Emily found herself becoming agitated again as she tried to figure out exactly what this all meant, and she couldn’t help but compare these strange feelings to when she’d found herself with a crush on Ben Turner.

Oh, my god, she thought. I’ve got a crush on Abraham Stone.

She jumped to her feet, brushing at her skin as if somebody had thrown a bug on her.

“Problem?” her father asked, looking up from the pages of his book.

“Yeah . . . no . . . maybe,” she said, looking off into the thick forest around her.

She knew it was only a matter of seconds before her dad would start to pry, which would wake up her mother, and then they would be a tag team. Looking through wolf’s eyes she scanned the underbrush for something to distract her.

It was as if the rabbit knew she had seen it.

Bingo.

“Think I need to go on a run,” she said, allowing the transformation to occur. She peeled away the dry skin that covered the shiny wolf’s fur that had grown beneath. “Y’know, to clear my head and stuff.”

Some of her dried skin had blown onto her father’s book and he casually picked the pieces off, dropping them on the ground outside their blanket.

“Well, if you need to talk . . . ,” he began.

“Thanks, Dad,” she said, bounding from the blanket in pursuit of the rabbit, the wolf part of her brain focused entirely on hunting its prey.

This is the perfect distraction, she thought as she ran through the woods. The thrill of the chase and all that crap.

Yep, she had almost entirely forgotten about Bram Stone.

And that she was going to miss him very, very much.

Johanna stood in the entryway of the Network cafeteria debating with herself on whether or not to go in.

Her dogs sniffed around at her feet, entering the hall only so far before scampering back to her. She knew exactly how they were feeling.

She’d always had a problem with these kinds of social situations, and found herself wondering why she’d thought the Brimstone Network would be any different.

A table nearby burst into raucous laughter, and she caught herself inching closer. It was a table of new recruits, dressed in their navy blue and dark green uniforms, the same uniform she was wearing.

She watched them laughing and talking as they ate; one of the kids stuck French fries up his nose, making one of the girls laugh so hard that she started to cry.

Things shoved up the nose were always good for a laugh.

Her dogs had started to whine, sensing her discomfort, and she was just about to go back to her room when saw that one of the boys at the table had noticed her standing there and was pointing her out to the others.

Johanna froze as they all looked up at her. She felt a flush of hot embarrassment on her cheeks and turned abruptly.

“Hey!” she heard somebody call after her.

She stopped, slowly turning to see who it was. It was the kid who’d had the French fries crammed up his nostrils.

“Yeah?” she responded. Her dogs started to growl; pacing before her, wanting to protect her from potential harm.

“Are you gonna eat?” the kid asked, gesturing back to the cafeteria behind him.

“No, think I’m gonna go back to my room and finish off a tube of Pringles Bogey gave me . . .”

“There’s an extra chair,” he said. “Why don’t you come and hang with us.”

She didn’t know how to react.

The boy gestured again and smiled. “C’mon, we won’t bite.”

And even though every instinct told her to turn around and run, Johanna followed the new recruit back into the cafeteria, and before she knew it, had learned all their names, and was laughing and talking to them as if they’d been good friends for a very long time.

The boy had been right: They didn’t bite.

And, much to her pleasure, neither did her dogs.

Bram left the queen’s chamber, letting the huge doors close gently behind him.

“Now are we ready?” Bogey asked, licking the orange cheese particles from a pack of Cheese Curls from his stubby fingers.

“Yeah, I’m good to go,” he said, feeling much better now since seeing his mother one last time.

The Specter royal physicians were pleased with the progress of her recovery, some even believing that he’d had something to do with helping to purge the foreign poison from her body.

Whether that was true or not really didn’t matter; he was just glad that she was going to recover and resume her rule of the Specter empire.

It had taken him a while, after all the insanity had finally calmed down, to get used to the idea that he even had a mother. It was kind of exciting, he thought, feeling as though part of the hole in his heart that had been there since his father’s death had suddenly been filled. Bram was looking forward to getting to know her better, as well as the Specter people, and he hoped that the rest of humanity would be so willing.

“I’m ready,” he said, switching his duffel bag from one shoulder to the next.

Bogey shoved the empty Cheese Curls bag into one of his jacket pockets and wiped his hands on the front of his pants.

“All right, then,” he said. “Let’s get you outta . . .”

“Abraham?” a female voice called from down one of the corridors.

Bram looked to see Lita and Boffa hurrying toward him.

“We’re never getting out of here, are we?” Bogey asked.

“Sorry,” Bram said, going to his sister.

She was dressed in a high-collared gown the color of pearl, the color of the outfit eerily matching the pale hue of her skin. She smiled, happy to see him.

“When we heard you were here to say good-bye to Mother . . . we’d hoped to catch you.”

“Good-bye,” the Terrapene said, ambling over to stand beside him. One of Boffa’s arms disappeared inside his shell, emerging with a powerful-looking pistol. “A present for your journey,” he said, shoving it at him.

“Thank you, Boffa, but I don’t think that will be necessary,” he said with a smile, handing it back. “Maybe you could hold it for me?”

“Hurruph,” the turtle said, taking the weapon. “Are you sure?” asked the giant turtle. “One can never be too careful.”

“I’m sure,” Bram assured him.

The Terrapene stepped away, putting the weapon back where he’d found it for safekeeping.

Bogey cleared his throat, looking at the imaginary watch on his wrist.

“I should have been gone by now,” Bram said to Lita.

“I understand,” she said, eyeing him strangely.

“All right, then,” he said. “I’m going to get going.”

She was still staring at him, and he found himself starting to become a little bit uncomfortable when she suddenly threw her arms around him.

“I am honored to have you as my brother,” Lita whispered in his ear as she hugged him.

She pulled away, still wearing a smile as the sound of Bogey’s rift opening filled the corridor.

“I’ll see you when I get back,” Bram said as he waved, and then turned toward the passage.

A chilling wind blew out from the passage, carrying flakes of new snow, but strangely enough, he didn’t feel cold.

He only felt a satisfying warmth inside.

Bram stepped from the rift out into the frozen landscape.

“I’m freezing my butt off out here,” Bogey said, hugging himself as he did a little dance.

“Thanks for the lift,” Bram said. “I’ll see you in a couple of weeks.”

Bogey gave him a final wave, jumping back through the rift and closing it behind him with noise very much like the last bit of water in a sink being sucked down the drain.

Alone, Bram stood amongst the ice and snow waiting.

They’d been very specific as to where he would need to be, and as he shielded his eyes from the stinging flakes of snow hurled by the severity of the bitter Himalayan environment, he began to wonder if they’d decided not to show.

Bram had just about convinced himself that they had judged him unworthy, when he saw something large and familiar begin to take shape in the distance.

A smile appeared on his face as he trudged through the wind and whipping snow toward the great stone monastery that had miraculously appeared upon the mountain face.

As he approached, the huge double doors swung open.

“Welcome back,” the voice of the Abbot of the P’Yon Kep monastery said as Bram stepped inside, the warmth of the place of learning enveloping him.

“There is still so very much we can teach you.”
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