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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.


[image: image]


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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The Brimstone Network Book 1:
The Brimstone Network


The Brimstone Network Book 2:
The Shroud of A’Ranka


The Brimstone Network Book 3:
Specter Rising
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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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For Bear, a very good dog
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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.
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