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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Thomas

          

        

      

    

    
      Thomas stuffed his ever-present, leather notepad in the back pocket of a pair of brown tweed pants that seemed either very out of date, or very hip. Since Thomas was always out of his date, it was the former, but only his closest associates would know that. Since his adventures—and misadventures—in time traveling, he had learned that many “new” things were actually rather old, and humanity had a penchant for getting itself in trouble. Today’s trouble was vampires.

      He approached the front door of a sprawling estate in Manchester, England. The property was almost stately enough to contend with the headquarters of the Brotherhood. Red brick decorated the facade and stretched the length of a grand drive spotted with well-trimmed bushes. The three floors of the house sported neat, white-trimmed windows on the lower floors with matching dormers on the top floors.

      Thomas took a deep breath, adjusted his beige sweater vest and navy sports jacket, and rubbed his hands across his ill-trimmed facial hair. Though he was well-dressed, he had the haphazard appearance of a man who often forgot to focus on the small details.

      “Okay, Bevy, here we are. You ready, girly?”

      Thomas could not see Bev, but he knew his phantom sidekick was there.

      She didn’t like to travel in her visible form, as it tended to cause a ruckus. The business of the Immortal Brotherhood often required secrecy, so a ruckus was not what either of them wanted.

      “Huh, looks the same as it did decades ago. ‘Course, when I visited then, the place was a little more bustling. I think it was a training facility for some sort of secret operation. I was here to deliver a message to one of the higher-ups and scat,” Bev’s disembodied voice replied at his right arm.

      “It’s lucky for me that you did deliver that message, or I wouldn’t have the pleasure of your company today.”

      Thomas walked up the steps and halted at the front door. A grateful smile crossed his lips. He knew Bev couldn’t travel outside of her living purview. If she didn’t visit a particular place during her lifetime, then she couldn’t travel there in her afterlife, or so they had come to believe. They were all reluctant to press the theory for fear of losing their favorite phantom.

      “Aww, shucks. I’m thrilled to be outta that manor for a while. I’m getting queasy having to watch Noah and Raina paw at each other all the time.”

      Thomas felt for the girl, who was clearly smitten with Noah. She never had a chance to fall in love when she was alive. As a phantom, her romantic love for Noah couldn’t be returned, especially since no matter how old the girl was, she looked—and often acted—like a teen. She would forever have the personality and looks of a very young woman, which was both a curse and a gift. Thomas liked her spunky personality, however, and was always happy to have her around. Deep down, he thought of Bev as a child, though he’d never tell the phantom that. He never had the chance to be a father, and he treasured their time together.

      “Bevy, that’s an exaggeration, and you know it. They are very discreet.”

      Bev popped her ghostly gum loudly in reply.

      Thomas knocked on the heavy door of the brick manor. A woman with dark brown hair greying around her ears opened it. She wore a black blouse with flowing sleeves, white slacks, and expensive-looking red, open-toed shoes. Her red-framed glasses contrasted with her penetrating blue eyes. She could have easily passed for a fashion magazine editor or retired model, though Thomas knew otherwise.

      “Thomas! When I saw you coming to the door in this morning’s vision, I was sure I was mistaken. I can’t believe the Brotherhood sent you for the job.” The woman motioned for him to cross the threshold into the manor.

      “Karen, my dear, you injure me,” Thomas replied, tipping his hat to the psychic and taking in the grand black and white tiled foyer.

      Karen waved a hand that wore three sparkling diamond rings on different fingers. “Don’t you act like it’s not strange to send a time traveler for a case involving vampires, Thomas. I’d have thought Lady herself or Noah might take it, what with their talents in magic and occult monsters.”

      Thomas patted his jacket pockets to locate his notepad. “Lady has her hands full with other matters. Noah is being prepped for another important mission. I am more than capable of handling our undead friend, Karen. If anything, I feel the need to caution you. Vampires are drawn to psychic energy and would be particularly thrilled to feast on a woman with your talents and aura.”

      Bev popped into existence. Her long, blonde hair fell loose around her shoulders, and her flowing seventies shirt billowed around her thin frame. “It’s in your back pocket, Thomas. It’s almost always in your back pocket.”

      Thomas fished the notepad out of his pocket. “I sometimes put it in my breast pocket,” he replied. Bev snorted in a way that said she disagreed.

      Karen held her chest in astonishment and stared at Bev. “You, however, I did not see in my vision. You nearly gave me a heart attack!”

      Bev, rather than looking chastised, seemed very pleased by her reception. “Really? You couldn’t see me coming? Wow! I wonder if that’s cuz I’m a phantom. I wonder if psychics can’t predict phantom activity! That’s groovy.”

      Karen mumbled something about dealing with enough undead miscreants for one week. Bev ignored the slight and carried on. “I’m Thomas’s right-hand gal. Name’s Bev! I’m here to offer invaluable insight and sleuthing skills.”

      Karen frowned. “I thought sleuths were silent.”

      Bev put her chin in the air. “Thought wrong, didn’t ya, Karen?”

      Karen sighed loudly, eyeing the phantom warily before saying, “He’s this way.”

      They walked through the expansive house, over oriental rugs, and past tasteful paintings of Italian landscapes. She showed them to the west wing of the large home and stopped in front of a white double-door trimmed in gold paint. She took a deep breath and gave Thomas a warning look before pushing open the doors to reveal a toothy, pale, hissing vampire. The creature crouched in a space on the floor the size of a closet. Sparkling, warded crystals formed a protective circle around the monster, trapping it in place. The vampire looked very out-of-place crouching on a red settee with gold fringe, though his glowing, scarlet eyes matched the velvet nicely.

      “Well done, Karen,” Thomas said. “The wards will give us the time we need to do our job. I have always said your warded crystals surpass anything any other psychic I know can concoct.”

      Karen gave him a half-smile. “And how many do you know, Thomas?”

      “Ah, well, let’s not get into those details now, my dear. There’s work to be done,” Thomas replied, avoiding the obvious answer that he knew no other psychics. Though some confused his friend Chinonso for one, she was a Reaper with a knack for seeing beyond what normal people could. Bev suppressed a giggle.

      “We’ll take him from here. I am going to advise you and your very tempting psychic aura to move to the east wing of your home. You’ll put the vamp in a frenzy if you stay, and a frenzied vamp is much less manageable than a subdued one.”

      Karen shrugged and clicked toward the east wing in her expensive shoes, leaving Bev and Thomas at the threshold. Thomas hmmed to himself and opened his notebook to an entry he wrote on the Vampire Invasion of Britain in 1952, perusing the finer points before entering the room. One of the perks of being a time traveler was learning from past events.

      And one day, God willing, I can finally jump back to my time…my home, he thought.

      Bev cleared her throat. Thomas knew her to do this out of habit, as there was no reason for a phantom to clear her throat out of necessity. “Yes, Bevy, what is it?”

      “Why did you take this job, Thomas? Noah said he’d do it, and while I’m not crazy about Karen, she’s right about his experience with vamps outweighing yours.”

      Thomas grunted, flipped a few pages in his book, then looked up when Bev solidified her finger and poked his ear. “Thomas? Focus. What’s going on?”

      He smirked. “I am focusing, you pesky phantom. I’m focusing very intently. As to your question, I know rather than think Noah will soon be occupied with other events. Chinonso hinted that his next death was soon on the horizon and that he would have his hands tied in the very near future. Hopefully, figuratively. Anyway, this job has a little more to do with my field than you might at first glance perceive.”

      “Illuminate me, old man.”

      Thomas chuckled. “All right then, take a look at this.”

      Thomas patted his pants and jacket pockets before locating the smart-phone sized tablet he stored in his inner pocket. He held the tablet out so Bev could see it and clicked on an image he downloaded from tests ran on the house by an undercover informant currently working as Karen’s gardener. Karen was normally very cooperative with the Brotherhood, but she loved for them to jump through hoops to get work done. The psychic also had a tendency to offer her services to humans, and the Brotherhood frowned on opening up the supernatural world more than it needed to be. The Lady of the Lost Ways, who headed the Brotherhood, thought it best to have someone more cooperative involved at the psychic's house.

      “This is a map of this manor,” Thomas explained. “Do you see these red, radiating lines circulating through the west wing of this house?”

      Bev nodded, frowning at the image. “What is it?”

      Thomas tensed when the vampire hissed and sprang toward them, but the invisible shield held in place by the crystals kept the creature from reaching them. The bloodthirsty monster let out a frustrated growl and watched the two intently. Thomas shook his head and pointed at the image on the tablet.

      “Those lines are indicative of the presence of francium—one of the rarest metals on earth. When exposed to air, it has a 22-minute lifespan. There are exactly six ounces present on the entire planet at any given time, so you can imagine it is hard to come by.”

      Bev’s expression went from confused to alert. She was a smart one. “Didn’t you say you needed francium in order to better focus your time jumps?”

      Thomas beamed. “You’ve got a good memory, girly. It’s half the reason I keep you around the lab. This is the final ingredient I need to stabilize and control the exact location of my jumps. Not only will it allow my jumps to be more exact, the memory fog will also be much less severe. If I can find and obtain this metal, I can jump back to my original timeline. I can finally get back to my Pippa!”

      “Thomas, did you ever think about just finding Pippa as she is now? I realize she’d be older than you and all that, maybe have a family and new life, but at least you could see her…”

      Thomas knew the question would eventually come, but he still felt unprepared to answer it. His heart froze inside him, as though it would never beat again. “Of course, I thought of that, dear. The problem is, she’s not alive in the here and now. This place has no Pippa, and so it can never truly be my home. My home is where her heart still beats. I have to go back to where I left her and I have to bring her here, with me.”

      Bev’s green eyes widened. “Bring her back? Thomas, you can’t be serious…”

      The vampire sniffed the air, and a look of both curiosity and hunger gleamed in its eyes. At least it didn’t try to break through the ward this time.

      “I’ve never been more serious about anything in my entire existence. Please spare the lectures that Lady has already dealt me. I understand exactly how dangerous it is to tamper with time. You are either here to help or hinder, so…” Thomas’s throat tightened. He needed someone on his side, to understand why he was willing to risk everything to make it back to Pippa.

      “Oh, Thomas, you know I would do anything you asked. You’re my bestie, my lab-partner-in-crime, my cool cat.” But Bev’s green eyes were filled with worry, and Thomas knew she understood as well as he did the danger of bringing others to timelines not their own. Thomas had escaped punishment for his own out-of-time experience, but he didn’t know how long that would last.

      Bev motioned to the vampire. “I’m with you, no matter what. Shall we?”

      Thomas gave her a warm smile, trying to thank her for her loyalty without getting what she called mushy.

      “We shall and we must,” he answered, walking into the room. Bev followed, her phantom arms folded over her chest.

      Thomas stood just outside the crystal-warded enclosure and frowned at the hissing vampire. The vampire had gone from pouting on the red settee to sniffing the air again with his pale, thin nose and salivating at the edge of his invisible warded circle. As long as the crystals held, the ward would keep the vampire in its invisible prison until he could be dealt with. But wards didn't last forever, so it was best to get this over with.

      “Ugh. Vampires are so gross. Like, I know they can’t help but be evil, gross bastards, but licking the air is a little much,” Bev muttered. “And the hissing? Cliché.”

      Thomas eyed the crystals. “If you move the back-left crystal, the ward will be broken. We need to break the ward to get to him, but I probably shouldn’t be the one closest to him when it falls away, since my pulse is a bit too tempting.”

      “Can do.” Bev’s ghostly form drifted toward him. “Did you bring something to stab him with, or…”

      Thomas opened his sports jacket and eyed the assortment of weaponry he had strapped to the inside lining. “Uh, yes, let’s see…I brought a pistol with silver bullets, but that’s werewolves, I think. I have a bowie knife here. But I’m leaning toward the garlic soaked, wooden stake, to be honest…”

      Bev eyed Thomas incredulously before scrunching her nose in concentration, forcing her hand into a more solid state, grabbing the bowie knife, and crossing to the back. She placed the knife on the ground, letting her hand return to its transparent form. “Use the stake. I’ll back you up for as long as I can hold form. The gun might be harder to control at close range, anyway.”

      Thomas was impressed and fairly unsettled that the vampire steadfastly followed his every move—as though Bev didn’t exist—as though Thomas’s stake was nothing more than a toothpick. Truthfully, it worried him more than a little as he had very little experience killing vampires.

      Thomas stepped back several feet from the warded area and nodded to Bev. The phantom scrunched her nose and smacked the back crystal out of place with her now corporeal hand. She grabbed the bowie knife, her face set in concentration, trying to keep hold of her solid state long enough to help.

      The vampire screeched upon release, spittle flying from its blue lips, red eyes frenzied. Thomas clenched the garlic-reeking stake in a trembling, slick hand, holding it in front of him in a way that he was sure would’ve made Noah chuckle at him. The vampire was lightning fast, angry, and much stronger than Thomas. He had expected that, and immediately jumped to the side and behind a fancy, gold armchair, which he pushed toward the snarling vampire.

      The vampire screeched, jumped on top of the armchair with the ease and grace of a cat, and pounced on Thomas, pinning him to the floor. Thomas gasped for air as the vampire sat on his diaphragm. He held one of the creature’s long-nailed, grasping hands at bay and blindly stabbed at it with the stake. One of his blind stabs did the trick, catching the monster in its free arm. The cut left by the stake sizzled and smoked, filling the air with an unpleasant, burnt flesh odor.

      Thomas would have to thank Noah for the “boil the stake in garlic” advice if he didn’t die. The vampire, now angrier, thrust itself toward Thomas with more force. The creature’s dank mouth and red teeth were inches from Thomas’s throat when Bev began stabbing the monster repeatedly in the back, her face hard in concentration, as she tried to find the vamp’s heart from behind. The vamp turned and smacked the knife from Bev’s failing hands. She immediately went transparent as the knife went flying, but the distraction was all Thomas needed. He drew back the stake, aimed at the monster’s heart, and thrust the sharpened wood as hard as he could into its chest. The vampire sprang from Thomas. It shrieked in pain and stumbled around the room in its death throes. Rank smoke billowed from the vamp’s body as it swatted hopelessly at the stake.

      Thomas hated killing, even when it came to a creature who intended to kill him. He looked toward Bev instead of watching the monster sink to the ground, becoming black smoke and ash. Bev’s eyes were wide and pinned on the carnage, her lip pulled up in a grossed-out sneer. When the noises died away and the vampire was nothing but a pile of charred remains, she finally looked at Thomas.

      “Ick. That was the grossest thing I’ve ever been involved in, and I dated a guy who later admitted to voting for Nixon.”

      Thomas chuckled. “Bev, you’re a lifesaver. Quite literally.”

      She beamed. “Yeah, did you see me hold form long enough to stab him three times? I’m getting good! Those are some real ninja skills. I think I need to ask for a pay raise.”

      Thomas shook his head. “I didn’t know Lady paid you. What do you buy?”

      “She doesn’t pay me in money, silly.”

      “Never mind, I don’t want to know. Let’s get to part two of this mission, shall we?”

      Thomas pulled the tablet out of his pocket. He tried two passwords to enter the scan command without luck. Finally, he remembered he used Pippa’s birthday for this code, not their anniversary. He typed it in and walked the length of the room, scanning for traces of francium along the way. The perimeter of the room was not promising, so he started scanning around the decayed ashy corpse of the vampire, and his sensors woke up. The closer he held the tablet out toward the vampire’s remains, the more agitated the sensors sounded.

      “Hmmm. Interesting,” he muttered.

      “What do the annoying beeps mean? Does it mean that the francium readings are coming from that pile of nasty?” Bev pointed at the mess of still smoking ashes.

      “That is precisely what it means. Bevy, can you do memory reading on a recently deceased vampire like you can do with humans? Or does the state of the decay prohibit you?”

      “Uh, don’t know. Lemme give it a go.”

      Bev hovered over the remains with a grimace of distaste on her face and looked at Thomas in a way that said, “You owe me.”

      She let her form sink into the pile of disgusting vampire ashes, her eyes going entirely white. She raised her hands as if lifting something weighty off the floor, and translucent memories rose from the vampire’s corpse.

      In the vamp’s recent memories, Thomas saw a very familiar landscape with a long-abandoned coal mine and a dark cave. Bev’s eyes stopped glowing white and she rose from the remains. “Oh, perfect. A creepy mine shaft. Just what I wanted to do on a pleasant Wednesday afternoon.”

      “You can’t possibly come with me, Bevy. You would have had to visit the shaft within your lifetime to make it possible,” Thomas pointed out.

      “One—we don’t know that for sure. It’s only a guess, as it was hard in the past for me to do so. I’m getting pretty good at defying rules, lately, though. Two—lucky for you, I was an ill-behaved child, Thomas. That shaft was still in operation in the seventies, and just outside my hometown. Me and Dylan used to play mine robbers in it, till our parents found out. You can’t rid yourself of me just yet.”

      Thomas smiled. “Splendid. I’ve never been happier to hear you were an unruly child. Let’s gather some francium, shall we?”

      Bev motioned to the vampire’s ashes. “Karen doesn’t seem like the type of lady who touches vampire corpses. I guess we should probably remove this from her fancy oriental rug, first.”

      Thomas sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”

      Bev shrugged. “Almost always. A gift and a curse, really. I’ll go ask her for a vase or a box or something.”

      One step closer, Thomas thought to himself.

      He could almost smell Pippa’s jasmine perfume.

      His heart pounded rapidly at the thought of touching her again. He once told her that he’d do anything to be with her, but he just never thought it would have to be fighting a savage vampire and manipulating Time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Thomas

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky purpled with the setting sun as Thomas pulled his white Ford Focus into the empty lot next to the coal mine. Overgrown weeds claimed much of the land surrounding the abandoned, concrete administrative building. The boarded-up windows gave a sense of hollow emptiness. No homes or other businesses were around, adding to the feeling of isolation. Next to the building stood the entrance for the mine shaft, where Thomas presumed he and Bev could take the lift down into the mine. There, he would find the rarest metal on earth, the final ingredient to his desperate time-traveling scheme.

      This had better work. He needed it to.

      He pulled his notebook from his pocket and absentmindedly flipped to his entry on francium. It would work. This was it. He could feel it.

      Bev’s voice broke his concentration. “Are you certain we couldn’t have dumped this in Karen’s trash bin?” She leaned forward from the back seat and pointed a ghostly finger at the ivory vase strapped in the passenger seat.

      Thomas wrinkled his nose at the wafting stench of vampire remains. “My dear Bevy, Karen probably would’ve hexed us if we had just tossed this into her dumpster. This isn’t something we can just abandon on the side of the road.”

      Her hands solidified, and she reached for the vase. His phantom sidekick plucked the container from the passenger seat and held it close with a smirk. She really was getting good at controlling her corporeal form.

      “We’ll dump it inside,” she said. “Ready to find your francium?”

      Thomas was filled with a giddiness and hope he feared he’d never again experience. After the years of traveling and teaming up with Lady and the Brotherhood, he had reached a point of weariness. He loved his friends, but he felt so old and tired. And he missed Pippa with an ache that no adventure or friendship could assuage. If he could bring his love back to this time with him, he’d be renewed. If she were in this world with him, he wouldn’t feel so out of place.

      “Yes. I’m ready, Bev.” He slid out of the driver seat and shut the door, eyeing the shaft entrance. Bev was already drifting toward the doorway, the ivory vase still in her phantom hands. He jogged over and caught up with her.

      “Have you ever thought that maybe Pippa wouldn’t like living in this time? She may not adjust like you have.” Bev’s hands went translucent, and Thomas stumbled as he rushed forward to catch the vase before it crashed into the ground.

      He gave her a forgiving smile when she grimaced. “I assure you, I’ve thought about all this.”

      “Hmmm…” she responded in a doubtful tone.

      The metal door creaked as Thomas pulled it open and stepped inside. Darkness bathed the area as the sun went down, but he could still make out the mine rails leading into a large tunnel. An empty, red coal car blocked the tunnel. To the left of the car was the lift he and Bev would use to go down into the mines.

      “Bev, can you flip the lights?”

      She hit a nearby switch, and a few bulbs up above flickered, flared, and then died. “Great. That’s not creepy at all.” She closed her eyes and concentrated as her skin took on a soft glow. A bright aura formed around her, which gave them enough light to see the surrounding area.

      “Neat trick, girly,” Thomas said. Eager to rid himself of the vampire’s reek, he placed the vase in the bottom drawer of a defunct desk that had been pushed against the wall. “Shall we?”

      The glowing phantom floated effortlessly toward the lift and opened the rickety, green metal gate. “Come on. Lady will start getting nosy if we’re not back at the mansion soon.”

      A grin spread across Thomas’s face. He knew she was just as excited as he was to find the francium. The vamp must’ve been in the mine and eaten dirt with traces of francium. Dirt isn’t a vampire’s preferred meal, but the gross creatures sometimes munched it when hunger pangs took over. It must’ve wandered out of the mine in search of something more substantial and found the tasty psychic Karen.

      “Now, remember,” he said, stepping into the lift, “we have to contain the remaining francium as soon as possible, so it’s not exposed to air. The metal embedded in rock will be the most protected.”

      “Yes, sir!” Bev gave him a salute before grabbing the control lever and pulling it down.

      The entire lift groaned. The sound of rusted metal clanking against rusted metal filled the air. The elevator cage lurched. Before Thomas could warn Bev, she flew toward him and tackled him, pushing him out of the lift as its cables snapped. The platform plummeted down the shaft.

      Thomas covered his ears against the sound of the crash below. It shook him to think he had been seconds from the same fall. A cloud of dust rose from the shaft. Bev was outlined in the dust, her form trembling in his vision, as though her body could still rush with adrenaline. Her torso, arms, and head remained corporeal, which allowed her to push Thomas out, but the bottom half of her body turned translucent to avoid the weight of the falling metal cage. The ghost let out a low breath and fully materialized her body. She approached Thomas and helped him to his feet.

      “You okay?” she asked, checking him for any injuries.

      “I’m fine, thanks to you.” He nodded toward the empty coal car sitting on the tracks. “If we move that, we can take the tunnel down.”

      Bev rolled her eyes. “Yeah, that coal car is twice as big as an SUV. I may know how to hold form better, but I don’t have super strength.”

      “I do…at least temporarily.” Thomas reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small vial filled with a silvery, thick liquid. He didn’t have a proper name for it, simply referred to it as Herculeum, after the mythological Roman hero, Hercules. Besides tinkering with time in his laboratory, he had gotten good at creating and mixing alchemical potions. Chinonso had aided him in this concoction, being a fairly talented alchemist herself.

      Bev placed her hands on her hips. “Really? Is that stuff even safe?”

      He shrugged and opened the vial and drank the silvery liquid. It tasted awful, but it would give him immeasurable strength for the next twenty minutes. “Noah tested it out for me last week and didn’t die. Let’s get to work, Bevy. The clock is ticking.”

      “Yeah, well, Noah never permanently dies,” Bev muttered.

      The phantom popped her ethereal gum in her mouth as she followed him over to the red coal car. Thomas rolled up his sleeves and leaned into the massive cart, pushing it sideways in order to get it off the tracks and unblock the tunnel entrance. His arms quivered as he put all his strength into moving the cart. Bev yawned, feigning disinterest. The coal car skidded off the tracks and toppled over.

      “Shall we?” he asked, gesturing toward the dark tunnel entrance.

      Bev joined him. She eyed the dark tunnel, frowned, then smiled as if a thought occurred to her. He quirked an eyebrow at her when she solidified her right hand and extended it toward the tunnel. The phantom uttered an incantation in a low voice, and the tips of her fingers lit up. Several light fixtures along the tunnel pathway sparked to life and glowed softly

      “Where did you learn that?” he asked.

      She wore a smug look. “Lady taught me. She’s been training me in spellcasting. Now that Servi Mortis is running around trying to unleash hell, we’ll need all hands on deck—even mine. Wish I’d thought of it before blowing the entry lights. Oh, well.” Her hand went translucent again.

      He nodded in agreement. Bev was an important member of the Immortal Brotherhood, a fact he had always known. But the other members of the Brotherhood were taking her more seriously lately, too. As long as the so-called Servants of Death ran around trying to open doorways to the supernatural—some of them literal—the Brotherhood needed to be there to stop them and keep the world safe.

      The tunnel sloped downward, and they came to a crossroad. Two off-shoot tunnels stretched out before them. Thomas shoved his hand into his inner jacket pocket and pulled out the tablet. He cringed when the screen cracked slightly. He reminded himself that he still had ten minutes left before the Herculeum wore off.

      He held the device toward the left but didn't get a reading. He turned toward the tunnel to the right and the device beeped.

      “This is it,” he said, stepping into the new tunnel and following the quickening beeps.

      Bev flew ahead of him, lighting up the fixtures so they could see where they were going. “I can do fire too, if we need it!”

      Thomas chuckled as the digital target on his tablet screen pulsed red. “I doubt we’ll need it. And remember what I said about the francium. Let me handle it.”

      “Bloody hell…” Bev squeaked.

      “If you’re just going to complain—”

      He froze in his tracks.

      Bev silently glided backward and joined him at his side. Her green eyes widened, and her ghostly hand pointed ahead. Twenty feet across from them was a nest of sleeping vampires. The creatures looked the same as the one they had slain, with blue-grey skin and stained fangs peeking from beneath their top lips. Thomas counted about ten of them. Their backs and chests rose and fell in unison as they hibernated in a ghastly pile.

      He scanned the tablet screen and then looked at Bev in horror. She responded with a damn you, kind of look. It had become clear to her that the unearthed francium sat beneath the pile of vamps. The tablet let off a series of annoying beeps to confirm this, and Thomas nearly dropped it as he fumbled to mute the device. He hit the silent button and slipped it back into his pocket, but not before the sleeping vamps began to stir.

      One of them woke, its red eyes blinking and finding Thomas. The creature licked its lips as a gleam of hunger crossed its face. The awakened vamp shot out from the pile, running like a wild beast on all fours, straight for Thomas. Thomas’s heart sank to his stomach, but he stood his ground—he was still temporarily the strongest thing in this blasted coal mine.

      He pulled the garlic-soaked stake from his pocket and timed his strike just as the vamp reached him. The stake pierced the creature’s jaw. Thomas held onto the weapon, socking the creature in the gut. The sheer force of his enhanced strength sent the vamp flying backward. A sickening crunch reverberated throughout the tunnel as the monster hit a stone wall and fell to the ground in a crumpled heap.

      Bev uttered an incantation and red-orange flames formed around her hands. She grew one of the flames to the size of a basketball and launched it at three newly awakened vamps running toward them. Her fireball crashed into them, engulfing them and turning them into charred, smoking heaps. She winked at Thomas, clearly proud that she was indeed able to play with the fire spell Lady taught her.

      Three vampires broke from the group and stalked toward Bev. She flew to the right, putting some distance between herself and the creatures. She readied another fireball and aimed it at them. Thomas rushed to the left, toward a fallen wooden beam on the ground. He scooped it up and swung it at the remaining vamps. He slammed the beam into their bodies with a low thud, and the vamps went flying in different directions. One of them landed on the ground and didn’t get back up, but the remaining two sprang to their feet and charged him.

      Thomas poised himself to whack them with another swing of the beam, but his biceps and shoulders throbbed with pain. The beam in his hands might as well had been made from steel. The Herculeum had worn off. Just as the two vamps launched themselves at him, he dropped the beam and activated his emerald ring. He stepped backward, into a swirling portal of light and closed it just as the vamps landed where he stood only seconds before. He reappeared behind them from another teleportation portal and staked the closest one. It howled in pain before collapsing to the ground. Bev murmured the fire incantation again and sent a stream of flames toward the last vamp, lighting up the creature like a torch. The vamp screeched and dropped to its knees, finally falling to the ground when the red-orange flames consumed its upper body.

      Thomas’s heart pounded against his ribs and his hands trembled. He took a moment to survey the carnage. He never thought he’d take out an entire vampire nest, or even put himself in the position of doing so. But to get that francium and make it back to Pippa, he’d besiege the gates of hell itself.

      “So, where’s your precious francium?” Bev asked, approaching the nesting area with a grimace. Her form flickered as though the effort of the fight had taken much of her energy. He hoped she wouldn’t burn out soon—he needed her.

      Thomas took his tablet back out. “It’s beneath you.”

      He rushed over to the exact location indicated on the tablet’s digital map and began digging. He pushed aside dirt and small rocks until he found what looked like three lumps of coal.  The sensors in the tablet went crazy as it picked up the radioactive presence of francium in the chunks of minerals.

      “We should break one open,” Bev said with a touch of awe. “Just to make sure.”

      Thomas shook his head. “Believe me, girly, I’m as tempted as you are. This is extraordinary. But, once I open it and expose it to air, I’ll have only 22 minutes to make use of it.”

      Bev let out a low whistle. “You’re no fun. What if it explodes?”

      “It won’t explode. It’s not combustible with only air to aid it.” He carefully placed the three pieces of coal in an inner pocket of his jacket, specially warded to carry volatile and magical items. He eyed the burning corpses of the vampires Bev fried and coughed in the closed air of the mine. “At least, I’m pretty sure it won’t. Let’s go, Bev.”

      Though his hands shook from the Herculeum withdrawal, he felt a renewed sense of strength and energy. This was it—he finally had what he needed to make it back home. As he made his way back up the tunnel, toward the entrance, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt when he glanced at Bev. His plan was to go back to London in 1944 and bring Pippa here to the present, but what if he decided he wanted to stay there? What if he laid to rest this chapter of his life, of being an active member of the Immortal Brotherhood?

      He felt horrible even asking himself the questions. The feeling of guilt increased this morning when he sat across from Noah, his demon hunter best friend, in the breakfast nook. Bev was right to worry about his decision, not only because screwing around with time was no small matter, but also because she sensed what he had a hard time admitting to himself.

      Would he—could he—just retire? Was there such a future for him?

      Instead of gliding or floating, Bev walked purposefully alongside him. She was strangely quiet.

      “Thanks, Bevy,” he said in a low voice as they exited the building and headed into the parking lot. “For everything.”

      She nodded. “Going to take the francium back to the lab, then?”

      “Yes, and I do plan to tell Lady and the others, but…”

      “I understand. I won’t say anything until you do.”

      With a grateful
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