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      The Centurion Immortal returns to the land of his birth, but he never suspected he’d be drawn into a supernatural turf war.

      A vacation in Belgium is the perfect way for an incognito immortal to get in touch with his roots. Former Roman Legionnaire and vampire slayer Luke Irontree is pulled into a supernatural feud when he’s offered a job he can’t refuse—rescue an innocent woman and child from his ancient enemies. When he goes undercover at an EDM festival, he has everything under control. But when his prey find out he’s more than a simple tourist, things take a turn for the deadly.

      Suddenly up to his neck in vampires, Luke must play a lethal game of cat and mouse in which his survival is the prize. Can he escape the trap set for him while rescuing the people caught in the middle? Or will the blood of his immortal life trickle down a rusty grate in a basement in Liege?
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      Pronunciation: Latin names and words are mentioned throughout the book and are intended to be read with the classical Latin pronunciation. For instance, “c” is always pronounced hard, like a “k.” “U” is always a short “oo” sound. “V” typically sounds like a “w.” If you wish to go deeper, here's a link from Loyola University of Chicago.

      
        	Lucius – Loo-kih-oos

        	Silvanius – Sihl-wahn-ih-oos

        	Ferrata – Fehr-rah-tah

        	Jung-sook — Yoong-sook

        	Jan - Yeahn

        	Roxiustanta - Roks-see-oo-stahn-nah

        	Surena - Ser-rehn-nah

        	Selene - Sehl-lee-nee

        	Le Mousquetaire - Ley Moos-keh-tare

      

      Latin Words: Latin words are used for effect and to add to the “flavor” of the story, not to reflect Latin grammar, declensions, or conjugations.
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      Contents: This book contains some gore and body horror. There is also gun and sword violence. There are also scenes of child endangerment and a description of a kidnapping.
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      Luke stared out over Luxembourg City, the small city’s lights eclipsing the stars above on the clear night. He stood in the eye of a hurricane after their tumultuous exit from Belgium and before their next leap into action to get back home to Portland. At the sound of the balcony door, Luke turned and smiled at the curvy blond woman opening it. She wore a shawl against the cool, fall air.

      “Mind if I join you?” Maggie asked, a light Polish accent coloring her voice.

      “Of course not.” He swept his hand toward the chair next to him. “Can’t see the stars, but the city’s quite nice at night, especially from here.”

      Maggie scooted the chair closer to Luke’s and sat, taking his hand in hers. “What’s got you so troubled?”

      Luke took a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “I’m not sure what to do next, Maggie. My friend was killed by his son. His other son is buried in grief. He’s lost his home, and I’ve been denied the land of my birth and the ability to travel to my sanctuary. The pack I’d been helping is now my enemy, and they have several of my properties under their control and the income that goes with them.”

      He rubbed a hand over his eyes. “We’re in the territory of a pack with dubious loyalties, and we have to travel through another pack’s territory to get to an airport when we have no assurances of their loyalty.” He looked into Maggie’s eyes, his brow furrowed as his anxiety opened a pit in his stomach. “I feel trapped, Maggie. Trapped with no safe escape for the people I’m responsible for.”

      Maggie leaned her head on his shoulder, bringing his hand up to her lips for a kiss against his knuckles. “I know, Luke. We’re in a tough place. We’ll figure this out together. We’ll get the children to their new homes safely. We’ll get back to Portland. Then we can figure out what to do as a pack and as a family.”

      Luke kissed the top of her head. “Thank you for listening to me complain.”

      “I wouldn’t call it complaining. It’s a stark recitation of facts.” Lifting her head, she looked into his eyes and caressed his cheek. “Besides, you should be able to complain to someone you care about and who cares about you. You can complain to your…” She hesitated for a moment. “Your girlfriend.”

      A surge of warmth filled him, bringing a smile to his face. “Are you asking me to be your boyfriend?”

      Maggie nodded, her eyes twinkling. “I love you, Luke.”

      “I love you too, Maggie. I want to have an official status with you.” Luke leaned into Maggie and kissed her, running his hand through her silky hair. When he pulled back, mischief sparkled in Luke’s eyes. “Although, I’m not sure a nineteen-hundred-year-old man qualifies as a boy.”

      Maggie laughed, patting Luke on the cheek. “I left my girlhood a long time ago in another century and another country, but I’ll still be your girlfriend.”

      “And I’ll be your very old boyfriend,” Luke replied. “We feel very modern and contemporary.”

      They settled back into their chairs and enjoyed the sounds of the city below. When it grew too chilly, they retired to their bed to continue enjoying each other’s company and an early night’s sleep. Despite his best efforts, sleep didn’t come easily, nor was it restful when he found it. Nightmares he couldn’t remember plagued his dreams, leaving him fuzzy-headed and bleary-eyed in the morning.

      At one point, he rolled over and found an empty spot where Maggie should have been. Jolting up in the bed, he tried to clear his head enough to figure out where she was. Once he heard her voice in the other room and the jingle of plates, he relaxed and slumped into his pillow. Maggie peeked into the bedroom after the hotel suite’s door clicked shut, probably behind the person bringing room service.

      Maggie moved around the bed to Luke’s side and bent over to kiss his forehead. “Breakfast is here, as well as fresh coffee.”

      Rubbing his eyes, he sat back up and swung his legs out of bed. Maggie handed him a robe and left to set up their breakfast. When he sat next to her, he pulled the filled coffee cup over and raised it to his nose, inhaling deeply of the steamy dark aromas. He was nearly finished with his breakfast and halfway through a second cup when someone knocked at the door.

      Laying her hand on his forearm, Maggie smiled and stood up. “I’ll see who it is.” After peeking through the peephole, she turned back to him. “It’s Pablo and Sam.”

      “Well, if they’re both here, I doubt it’s entirely a social call,” Luke said.

      Maggie nodded and opened the door, stepping out of the way for them.

      “Morning, Luke! We come bearing gifts,” Pablo said.

      “Good morning, Maggie. I trust you had a pleasant evening.” Sam winked at Maggie. “We have another pot of coffee.”

      Luke raised his coffee cup to salute his friends. “Morning, you two. I just killed this pot, so your timing is excellent. I’m afraid we don’t have much left in the way of food.”

      “No worries, buddy. We already ate. Heidi’s been showing us around a bit.” Seeing the puzzled look on Luke’s face, Pablo elaborated. “She knows the city since she comes here regularly on pack business.”

      “Ah. That explains it. What brings you two here this morning?” Luke asked.

      Sam grabbed an unused cup, filled it with coffee, and added some cream to it. “Heidi says the local alpha wants to meet with us.”

      “I guess we should, though I’d rather get everyone moving toward Portland. Every day’s delay is another opportunity for something else to go wrong, and we’re quickly running out of resources and allies. Speaking of allies, how is Pieter doing?” Luke blew over his coffee before taking a sip.

      “No one has seen him. As far as I can tell, he hasn’t left his room since we arrived two days ago,” Pablo replied.

      “Are you sure he’s still in his room?” Luke asked, his eyebrows furrowing.

      Pablo frowned. “He’s told me to go away a few times, so he was there when I checked, but beyond that, he’s said nothing.”

      “I think he was only holding it together until we got everyone to safety,” Sam said. “The need to get our non-combatants and children evacuated superseded his need to grieve. Now that we’re all reasonably safe, his pain has taken over.”

      Luke nodded. “Yeah. He’s effectively lost both his father and his brother in the most brutal way possible. I suppose I should go check in on him. When does… I guess I don’t know the packleader’s name.”

      “Mathis Heinen,” Sam supplied. “As far as time, he’s invited us to dinner and cocktails. Heidi says we should dress up. I think she was a little concerned our American informality might inform our choice of dress.”

      “Hmm, I should make sure my shirt and sport coat are not too wrinkly. I don’t have anything besides my best jeans to go with them, though.” Luke pursed his lips and as his eyes narrowed.

      “Good thing you didn’t put your luggage in the truck,” Sam said.

      Luke snorted. “Yeah. Carrying all that across the forests and hills of the Ardennes would not have been fun.”

      Pablo laughed. “Don’t worry about what you wear, dude. You can get away with whatever. You are who you are. You could probably show up in your birthday suit, and it would be fine. Apparently, you’re a bit of a celebrity among the European packs.”

      “I have nothing appropriate to wear,” Maggie said, looking worried.

      Sam leaned toward Maggie, patting the back of her hand. “Heidi offered to take us shopping. We’ll find you something, then get you all dolled up.”

      “I just want to look nice if I’m going to represent the pack and be Luke’s date.” Maggie reached over and squeezed Luke’s hand.

      He squeezed back, smiling fondly. “You always look lovely, Maggie.”

      “He’s such a nice man,” Sam said, smiling at Luke. “He’s come a long way since he washed up in Portland at the pack’s doorstep.”

      “Ha ha.” Luke shook his head. “I’d better get dressed so I can go see Pieter.”

      Maggie followed him in to grab some things before heading to take a shower. Before she left the bedroom, she pulled Luke into a hug and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Good luck with Pieter.”

      “Good luck with finding something to wear,” Luke replied.

      Maggie disappeared and left him to finish dressing. When he was done, he gave Sam a quick hug, then waved Pablo after him.

      “Let’s go see Pieter. He could use some friends,” Luke said.

      “Later, Sam,” Pablo said, before raising his voice to speak toward the bathroom door. “See you, Maggie!”

      Pablo and Luke headed to the elevator and waited for it to reach their floor.

      “So, you and Maggie are going as an official couple?” Pablo asked.

      “Hmm?”

      “She said she would be your date,” Pablo said.

      “We are dating. Why wouldn’t I want to go with my girlfriend?” Luke replied, slyly slipping in his status change.

      “Wait… I’ve never heard either of you say boyfriend or girlfriend. Are you two official now?” Pablo waggled his eyebrows at Luke, stepping into the elevator.

      “Yeah. We made it official last night.”

      Pablo grinned. “Congratulations, buddy! You finally asked her.”

      Luke’s cheeks flushed as he looked down at the elevator floor.

      Pablo reached out and pushed the button for Pieter’s floor. “She asked you, didn’t she?”

      “Yeah.”

      Chuckling, he patted Luke’s shoulders. “Good for her. You two make a good couple. I’m glad I told her to make her pass at you hard and to just be obvious.”

      “Me too,” Luke said. “I love her, Pablo.”

      “Wow. The big ‘L’ word? Have you told her that?”

      Luke chuckled. “Yeah. I did.”

      “After she said it first?” Pablo teased.

      “No. I said it first. I couldn’t not tell her anymore. It’s been so intense. I needed to let her know my feelings in case something happens.” Luke shuffled nervously.

      Pablo pulled him in for a one-armed hug as the elevator dinged and opened. “I’m proud of you, buddy. Sam was right. You really have come a long way.”

      “Yeah. It’s been one hell of a year, that’s for sure.” Luke knocked on Pieter’s door. “Pieter, it’s Luke. Let us in.”

      “Go away,” Pieter called back.

      “Come on, dude. We’re your friends, and we care about you. Let us in, please?” Pablo added.

      Pieter sighed heavily. “Fine.”

      A few moments later, Pieter let them in. He looked terrible—dark stubble on his face, eyes red, and disheveled hair. He wore a pair of boxers and had pulled a robe over his shoulders, though he hadn’t closed it. He flopped onto the edge of the bed, letting his head sink into his hands.

      Luke sat next to Pieter and put his arm around Pieter’s shoulders. “We all care about you. We’ll be here for you. You don’t have to go through this alone.”

      Something in Luke’s words broke a dam inside Pieter. He leaned into Luke’s shoulder, tears falling from his eyes—first slowly but heavier as he let go of the emotions he’d been trying to hold at bay and failing. As Pieter cried like a broken-hearted child, Pablo sat on his other side and held his hand. They let Pieter cry as he wept for his murdered father and the brother who’d pulled the trigger. When he finally calmed, Pablo fetched him some tissue and water.

      Taking a deep breath, Pieter sighed. “I miss my papa.”

      Luke squeezed Pieter’s shoulder. “He was a good man. Have I ever told you about the first time I met him?”

      “No,” Pieter replied.

      “You probably don’t remember. You were a squalling little toddler at the time…” Luke regaled Pieter with the story of how Luke commissioned a painting from Pieter’s father, Pieter Bruegel the Elder, back when the artists were all in their original life spans.

      Pablo, using his ability to meld with people, coaxed stories about Pieter’s father from him until they were laughing at some of the stories he told. Luke and Pablo worked to bring Pieter back into the world of the living. They couldn’t make his grief disappear—it was too fresh and raw—but they helped him back into the light a little bit. After a while, they ordered room service, then went back to their respective rooms to get ready for tonight’s dinner.
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      Luke joined Pieter, Pablo, and Jamaal in the hotel bar for drinks while they waited for Maggie, Sam, Delilah, and Simone to come down for their ride to dinner with the Luxembourg packleader. Delilah and Simone were the first down the stairs. Delilah wore a simple black suit with a white shirt.

      Simone, who’d shown up with virtually nothing when she joined their band of misfits, had gone with Sam and Maggie to get a dress for herself. The young woman with onyx black skin looked stunning in an egg yolk yellow dress accented with a rich blue that dropped to just below mid-thigh. Luke stood and hugged both of them.

      A few minutes later, Sam stepped out of the elevator. Luke caught a flash of blond hair behind her. When Sam stepped aside, Luke gasped. She wore a silvery sapphire blue dress with a sweetheart neckline, midnight blue velvet accenting the waist and hem. Five-petaled flowers in the same midnight blue velvet covered the sheer outer layer, with the same material forming three-quarter length sleeves and a wide bateau neckline, teasing her collar bones. Strappy heels and a silver shawl accompanied the dress.

      Maggie stopped in front of him, her hands clasped in front of her. “What do you think?”

      “You look stunning,” Luke said, taking her hands and leaning in to kiss her cheek.

      “You’re looking very handsome yourself,” Maggie replied.

      Luke smiled, giving her his flirty eyes. “When we get back to Portland, I think I owe you some fancy date nights.”

      “You don’t owe me expensive dates,” Maggie replied, smiling softly.

      “I know, but I still want to take you on some. We can afford to treat ourselves. Besides, you’ll need an excuse to wear that dress again. You’re absolutely lovely.”

      Maggie blushed, her pale cheeks taking a pink hue

      Luke wore dark wash designer jeans with a black shirt and a sport jacket. Jamaal and Pablo were similarly dressed, going for Portland sharp. Pieter wore a suit, as did Heidi. Everyone gathered near Luke and Maggie, talking among themselves and complimenting each other on how nice they looked.

      “This is a good-looking crew,” Pablo said.

      “Yeah. We scrub up pretty good.” Sam slipped her arm through Pablo’s. Nodding toward the exit and a couple men walking in dressed as drivers, Sam cleared her throat to get everyone’s attention. “I think our rides are here.”

      Luke’s chest tightened slightly. Without his weapons and armor, he felt naked. They were putting a lot of faith in a man they’d never met, but they had little choice. It’s not like they could arrive packing their usual heavy arsenal.

      Heidi strode toward the drivers to check, then waved Luke and his friends after her and the drivers. Together, they headed toward the exit.

      “Do you need to take care of the drinks?” Maggie asked.

      “No. We put them on the rooms, so we’re good.” Luke held out his arm for Maggie to take, then led her after their friends.

      The drivers held the doors open on the high-end SUVs, taking three to a vehicle. After Maggie slid in, Luke walked around to the other side, while Pieter took the front passenger seat. Once the three SUVs were loaded, they took off into Luxembourg’s capital. He tried to relax but couldn’t get his body to untense, not as they drove into the unknown, a small group without their weapons. A few minutes later, the drivers pulled up in front of an elegant-looking bistro, parked in front, and let everyone out.
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      Luke had been designated as the group’s spokesperson by Pablo and Sam since he was their war leader and the celebrity du jour. The Luxembourg packleader was a history enthusiast, according to Heidi, particularly that of Rome. Luxembourg’s land had been a part of the empire for four hundred and fifty years after Caesar conquered the local Celtic tribes.

      Offering his arm to Maggie, Luke escorted her into the bistro, his eyes flicking around, looking for any signs of danger. A group of werewolves were gathered inside, their leader standing in front of them. Heidi stepped forward and embraced the robust man of medium height with gray mixed into his well-coiffed brown hair. They exchanged kisses on the cheek before Heidi turned and gestured to Luke.

      “Mathis, I have the honor of presenting Luke Irontree, the Centurion Immortal. Luke, this is Mathis Heinen, packleader of Luxembourg,” Heidi said.

      Luke took Mathis’s offered hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for your pack’s hospitality.” He turned to his friends. “These are my friends and packmates.”

      Mathis raised his eyebrows at Luke’s use of the term “packmates.”

      Luke continued, “Sam Wakamatsu is a council member and the wife of the packleader.”

      Sam exchanged a friendly kiss on the cheek, leaning into the European style of greeting.

      “Pablo Sandoval is the pack’s second,” Luke said.

      Pablo shook Mathis’s hand.

      “This is Delilah Johnson, the pack’s combat instructor, and Simone Ndiaye, a new member of our pack.” They’d thought it best to keep her identity simple to keep her out of the center of attention. “This is Jamaal Burton. He’s on the pack council. And last but not least, this is Dr. Maggie Rabinowitz; she’s on the pack council and is in charge of the pack’s medical team. She’s also my girlfriend.”

      “Doctor.” Mathis nodded and embraced Maggie, kissing her on the cheeks.

      “It’s a pleasure, Mr. Heinen,” Maggie replied.

      “And you know Pieter van den Bergh,” Luke said.

      “Yes, Pieter. I’m sorry to hear about your father. He was a titan of a man. His influence was felt by us all,” Mathis said, taking Pieter’s hand and kissing him on the cheeks in greeting.

      Pieter clenched his jaw and nodded. “It’s certainly a tragedy. The European packs lost a good man and a good leader.”

      Mathis gestured around the restaurant. “We’re safe to speak freely. We own the restaurant, and the employees are pack.”

      Luke nodded, then listened, trying to file the names away as Mathis introduced the various people from his pack, finishing with his wife, Gabriela. With everything else going on in Luke’s head, he did his best to keep his anxiety in check at being surrounded by new people who could be potential friends or enemies.

      After the introductions were made, the Luxembourg pack stepped forward and ushered Luke and his friends to various tables, as each of them had been assigned a Portland counterpart. Luke and Maggie joined Mathis and Gabriela at a table in the center of the room. Luke sat to the right of Mathis while Maggie sat to Luke’s right, Gabriela sitting across from Luke.

      When everyone was seated, servers circulated about the room with bottles of champagne and filled their glasses. Not waiting until the servers finished, Mathis stood.

      “I’d like to welcome our new friends from Portland.” He raised his glass and looked at Luke. “If you’ll indulge me, I’d like to greet the illustrious Centurion Immortal properly in the language of his birth.” Mathis switched from English to Latin. “It is with great honor that we welcome a servant of the great Roman Empire to our territory. New friends bring new bonds and new bonds bring prosperity to all involved. Such honors are rare in life and should be seized upon when they present themselves. Enjoy the food and the drink and be at ease. May the gods be propitious!”

      Everyone raised their champagne glasses and clinked the glasses of the folks they shared tables with. Luke, being a dutiful guest, tapped Mathis’s glass first then Gabriela’s before giving Maggie a flirty smile and touching her glass. Luke took a sip of the champagne, admiring its fine quality.

      “Thank you for the welcome and the speech. The champagne is excellent,” Luke said. “Your Latin is also quite good.”

      “Thank you for saying so and being gracious enough to forgive my pronunciation. I was taught by Catholic priests when I was young and it was the church’s Latin I learned, not classical.”

      “Either way, you’re quite a skilled linguist. Although there’s one small correction—Latin wasn’t the tongue of my birth. It was my second language. I spoke a Belgic dialect of the Gaulish tongue spoken throughout Gaul. I was born not far from here, a bit south of where Brussels is. My father actually did business with local Treveri Celts after he mustered out of the legions.” Luke gave Mathis a courteous nod.

      “That is utterly fascinating. I didn’t realize you were a local boy,” Gabriela said, turning to Maggie. “And judging by your accent, you’re originally from eastern Europe, Czechia?”

      “Poland, actually, though I haven’t been back since I left in the forties.” Maggie paused for a moment, thinking. “I guess I’ve lived most of my life away from the land of my birth.”

      “Do you still have family in Poland?” Gabriela asked.

      Luke slid his hand under the table, grasping Maggie’s hand as it trembled slightly. She set her glass of champagne down and placed the other hand under the table as well.

      “No. I don’t have any family left in Poland. The Nazis were very thorough about that,” Maggie said, her voice small as she looked down at the table.

      “Oh. I’m…I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…” Gabriela stuttered.

      “It’s OK, Gabby, dear. We’re all living with too much historical baggage here. It’s the burden of being who we are.” Mathis smiled unctuously.

      Luke nodded politely, though the gesture felt forced. Maggie slid her other hand over his, gripping it tightly while he squeezed her other hand.

      Leaning over, he whispered into her ear, “Do you need to step outside for a minute?”

      Maggie shook her head and smiled softly. Luke returned the smile and leaned into kiss her cheek, then sat back in his chair. But he still kept Maggie’s hand in his.

      Deciding to find safer ground to tread, Gabriela cleared her throat before taking a sip of her champagne. “How long have you two been together?”

      “About six months,” Luke replied.

      “I always find it odd when people of our age use the terms ‘boyfriend’ and ‘girlfriend,’” Mathis said, then dismissed it with a wave of his hand.

      “We live in the world.” Luke shrugged. “We have to adapt to the times to blend in.”

      “The champagne is lovely,” Maggie said, taking a sip.

      “Thank you. My sommelier will be pleased to hear it was well received. I don’t remember the label offhand, but he sources it from one of the grower houses. I hope you find the rest of the selections this evening as pleasing.” Mathis leaned back, appearing happy to have his bistro’s wares complimented.

      “I love your dress, Maggie,” Gabriela said. “Did you bring it with you from Portland?”

      Maggie smiled and shook her head. “No. Heidi took us shopping today. When I flew from home, I didn’t anticipate needing a cocktail dress. Fortunately, Heidi knows some lovely boutiques around town.”

      “We’re not a large city, but we’re not without our luxuries.” Gabriela reached over and patted Maggie’s hand.

      “Being a banking hub doesn’t hurt,” Luke said. “People with money need something to spend it on.”

      “Indeed. Banking has been good to our pack,” Mathis said.

      As the servers made a rotation through the room, they refilled glasses while leaving menu cards in front of everyone. A few minutes later, the head chef stepped out of the kitchen to discuss the menu with everyone, describing the various dishes he’d prepared for the pack’s guests. Each of the three courses had three tempting options, to followed by desserts and digestifs.

      Luke and Mathis filled the space with idle conversation as they got to know each other. Once Mathis grew more comfortable with Luke, he peppered him with questions about the Roman Empire and the people Luke had met and known. Mathis delighted in the interaction as if Luke was there to entertain him with anecdotes of his life. He tried not to show his annoyance, needing the good will of Mathis while they took sanctuary in his territory.

      Throughout the evening, Maggie helped keep him grounded with a gentle hand on his thigh under the table. They were two private and serious people, introverts in the modern parlance, and understood each other’s needs when it came to space and conversation. Luke didn’t want to share his life so openly with people who were strangers with unknown loyalties. He felt like a circus animal performing for the amusement of his host. For Maggie, Luke would tell the woman anything about his life she wanted to know, but for Mathis, it was a struggle.

      In between courses, Luke excused himself to get a breath of fresh air, taking his glass of excellent red wine with him as he stepped outside onto the patio the bistro currently wasn’t using. Maggie followed him out, taking his hand and leaning her head on his shoulder.

      “How you holding up?” Maggie asked.

      Luke huffed. “Fine, I guess. I’m not really in the mood to be Wikipedia for all his questions about Rome, but what choice do we have? If I thought it would get us out of here safely, I’d perform all the answers to his questions in burlesque.”

      Maggie laughed, the bright pure sound bringing a smile to his face. “I’d love to see that. Should I suggest it?”

      Luke pulled Maggie in front of him, bent down, and kissed her. “Don’t you dare, Magdalena.”

      “Don’t worry. He seems too stuffy for a good burlesque show. I’m sure you’ll be safe continuing as you are.”

      Luke smiled broadly before leaning down for another kiss. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m doing alright. Gabriela is working very hard to keep the conversation between us as surface as possible, which is fine, though I’m not really much for small talk.” She reached up and pushed a lazy curl off Luke’s forehead. “Your hair’s getting a little long. Your curls are starting to show.”

      “Unfortunately, we didn’t think to invite my stylist with us. Perhaps next time.” Luke smirked.

      Chuckling, Maggie gave Luke one last kiss. “I like it. You look very handsome.”

      “You look beautiful under the moonlight. It makes your hair look like silver,” Luke said.

      “Ah, you’re just trying to flirt with me,” Maggie teased.

      Luke raised an eyebrow. “Is it working?”

      “Very much so. We should probably go back inside before our hosts think we don’t care for their conversation,” Maggie suggested.

      Luke held his arm out. “Shall we?”

      Maggie took it and walked with him into the bistro. While they waited for the dessert course, Mathis broke out some high-end Armagnac and presented it to Luke and Maggie. Luke complimented the quality, although he’d have preferred to take it out on the porch at the pack’s farmhouse and curl up with Maggie under a blanket. He was quickly running out of mental energy to deal with the strangers, especially one who was so aggressively keeping Luke engaged, constantly peppering him with questions from his past. Luke finally perked up when Mathis offered to talk about a topic Luke was most keen to broach.

      “After dessert, I’d like to speak with you and the Portland pack council, along with Heidi and Pieter. I think we may have a solution to your problem that’ll make your life easier,” Mathis said, raising his glass toward Luke.

      “That’s something I would be very interested in hearing.” He tapped his glass against Mathis’s, sending up the gentle ring of quality crystal.

      When the desserts were served, Luke tried to savor the excellent Tarte au Citron, stopping himself from rushing through it. Mathis was taking his time with his dessert, so Luke rushing probably wouldn’t encourage him to speed up for his impatient guest. Luke’s patience was rewarded when Mathis cleared everyone from the room except for his second and Luke’s people.

      “Thank you for joining me for dinner. It’s been most excellent to have you in my city and my restaurant.” Mathis raised his glass. “Now on to the meat of the matter. I’ve been in contact with the packleader of Köln, and we’ve come up with a solution to your problem. We’ll be able to move you and the children to Portland along with all your gear without having to leave Luxembourg City.”

      “That sounds almost too good to be true. What did you have in mind?” Luke asked.

      “Together, the Rhein Pack and the Luxembourg Pack have acquired two private jets for you to use. You’ll be able to fly from the airport here,” Mathis replied.

      “Not to be blunt, but how much will that cost us?” Luke asked.

      “Nothing to your pack. Consider it a gift in thanks for the opportunity to meet a legend.” Mathis smiled and gave Luke a magnanimous nod.

      Luke squinted, skeptical. “What’s Köln’s angle in this? I haven’t met their packleader.”

      “Well, since we’re being blunt, this is also out of past friendship for Pieter and his father.” He turned his gaze to Pieter. “We’re hoping that with such a convenient option, you’ll choose to avail yourself of it and join your friends in the United States. It’ll put you out of reach of your brother, and frankly”—Mathis turned back to Luke—“both of our packs are eager to avoid the chaos that follows the Centurion Immortal. The easiest solution is to ensure an easy exit from our territories. That seems well worth the cost of two private jets.”

      “Fair enough.” Luke took a sip of his brandy. “When would the planes be ready to depart?”

      “We can have them ready to go by the day after tomorrow,” Mathis replied, turning to Heidi. “Heinrich said he’ll have a courier bring the passports you needed by tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Might we have a few moments to discuss it in private?” Luke asked.

      Mathis nodded and stood. “We’ll step outside.” He gestured for his second to follow. Heidi, after looking around the room, stood and joined Mathis and his second, following them outside. Once the door closed, Luke turned to his friends.

      “What do you think?” Luke asked.

      Sam took the seat vacated by Gabriela. “It’s convenient and solves all our problems. I’ll have to get everyone moved from Cologne, but that’s a simple train ride.”

      Luke looked from person to person, then rubbed his hand over his face. He’d shaved since his beard was in an early awkward stage of its regrowth. “I may be overly paranoid, but doesn’t it seem too convenient? Private jets aren’t cheap.”

      “They’re pennies compared to war in their territories, even shadow wars. Flying us out of here as quickly as they can is a cheap option and the logical one,” Sam replied. “Pieter, you know both of the packs in question. What do you think?”

      “I trust Heidi, and my father trusts…trusted Heinrich, the Köln packleader. Mathis?” Pieter shrugged. “His word is usually good, especially when money is on the line. And Sam is right, you are a pretty expensive liability to have in his territory when he has no interest in your cause, especially with what happened to my…with Belgium.”

      “I think we need to take the chance, buddy. This gets us home and all of our gear with us,” Pablo said.

      Luke nodded and looked at his friends, getting reassuring looks and nods from everyone. Maggie took his hand and squeezed it, adding her nod to everyone else’s.

      Luke fixed an earnest gaze on his Belgian friend. “Pieter, will you be going with us? I think I can speak for everyone that you’re more than welcome to join us in Portland.”

      “You can stay in our guest room,” Pablo offered. “Tony won’t mind.”

      “It seems I have little choice in the matter if I want to keep the peace here and avoid the wrath of Jan. Looks like Portland it is.” Pieter didn’t seem excited about it.

      Luke knew Pieter liked Portland, but it wasn’t his home. He’d been denied his home by his brother. Luke could sympathize with Pieter in part. He didn’t want to withdraw from the place of his birth in ignominious defeat.

      “Alright. We leave the day after tomorrow,” Luke said, trying to reassure himself it was the right move.
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      Luke woke early and anxious. They were on the home stretch of their evacuation from Belgium. Once they boarded the private jets and took off, they’d be winging their way back to the United States and the relative safety of their home turf, but a lot could happen between waking up and buckling into a plane seat. Luke thought he’d slide out of bed and get some coffee, but Maggie threw an arm over him, stopping him from leaving.

      “Nuh uh,” Maggie said groggily. “Stay here. Snuggle me.”

      Luke couldn’t deny the request. He rolled over as Maggie adjusted so her back was to him. When he laid his arm across her waist, she scooched back into him so she could be the little spoon.

      “Mmm, that’s better.” Maggie reached over her shoulder and patted Luke’s cheek. “Everything is packed and ready. The world can wait for a little longer without you there to worry about it.”

      Luke snorted. “But what if the world can’t manage without me there to be anxious?”

      She ran her hand up Luke’s thigh. “Well, I guess I’ll have to find a way to distract you.”

      Maggie rolled over and pulled Luke into a serious kiss, causing his heartbeat to pick up as warmth spread through his body.

      When they pulled back, Luke smiled at Maggie, moving a strand of hair from her forehead to behind her ear. “I think I might be persuadable…”

      “You’re incorrigible.” She rolled out of bed. “I’ll be right back,” she said, disappearing to use the restroom.

      Luke followed her out to take his turn. When he returned to the bedroom, Maggie was stretched out naked, lying on her side with her head propped up on her hand. With her other hand, she patted the bed next to her.

      “I seem to have lost my pajamas, and it’s kind of chilly. Can you think of any ways to keep me warm?” Maggie asked, her eyes burning seductively.

      “I can think of a few ways…” Luke strode toward the end of bed and pushed down his shorts, crawling into bed with the woman he loved.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Luke watched as Maggie and her team got the kids situated in the vehicles Mathis had sent to transport them. Luke, Pablo, Sam, Pieter, Delilah, and Simone loaded their gear into the back of a box van. Pablo had volunteered to ride with the driver to assuage Luke’s fear their equipment might get lost en route. As was usual, Luke’s personal gear was stowed in the back of the vehicle he’d be riding in.

      When the children were situated, the adults loaded up, mixing Maggie’s caretakers with Luke’s team. He wanted to make sure each vehicle had someone that could fight. After the last person buckled in, Luke climbed into the front passenger seat in the lead SUV and pulled his seatbelt into place.

      Nodding to the driver, he pointed forward. “Let’s go.”

      The driver started the car and put it in drive, pulling out into traffic with his caravan behind him.

      “How long is the drive?” Luke asked.

      “Ten, fifteen minutes top. It’s not far,” the driver replied.

      Luke watched the scenery change from Luxembourg City’s Haute Ville old town as the driver wound his way through streets that were really just residential roads. In a few minutes, they’d left the houses behind and drove by buildings that looked like they belonged to businesses. As the driver predicted, they approached the airport about fifteen minutes after they left. It was a small city in a small country, and the airport matched.

      The driver pulled up in front of a guarded gate, rolled his window down, flashed an ID badge, and was waved through. The rest of their caravan followed without stopping. They were expected. Turning, the driver aimed the SUV toward a series of hangars for smaller planes, passing them by as they drove toward the end of the row. Once they passed the last one, Luke saw the two jets parked and ready to load. Almost there.

      When they parked between the last hangar and the jets, Mathis stepped out from one of the buildings and waved at Luke as he stepped out of the SUV. “Good afternoon, Luke!”

      Luke closed the distance between them and shook Mathis’s hand. “Good afternoon. Everything ready to go?”

      “It will be as soon as you load all your people and equipment.”

      “Excellent.” Luke turned to watch as everyone exited their vehicles.

      “I do have one favor to ask you before we conclude our business today,” Mathis said.

      Luke suspected there’d be more than originally agreed upon during their after-dinner conversation. “And what would that be?”

      “It’s a small favor. I’d like to see your sword and armor. I mean, that’s always been part of the rumors surrounding your existence—that you still fight in Roman armor and wield a gladius.” Mathis seemed as eager as a child getting a special treat.

      “That’s doable.” Luke walked to the rear of the SUV he’d arrived in and leaned into its back.

      Someone’s suitcase was still next to his gear case. Quietly, he slid the zipper open on the suitcase, then opened the latches on his custom-made case. Careful to not draw attention, he grabbed the handle of the wooden rudis with its silver cutting edge and intricate silver filigree. Pulling it out, he shoved it through the small hole unzipped in the suitcase, then zipped it shut. He’d show the man his sword and armor, but the rudis was too personal, too important.

      He picked up his case and walked away from the SUV, setting it on the ground between himself and Mathis. He opened the top, letting the sun reflect off the polished steel of his lorica segmentata.

      “It’s beautiful.” Mathis practically drooled.

      Not wanting the covetous man to reach in and grab it, he pulled it out and held it up.

      “It’s exquisite. Is it really as old as they say it is?” Mathis asked.

      Luke shrugged. “I have no idea how old they say it is, but my father commissioned its construction before I enlisted when I was seventeen.”

      “May I see the gladius?”

      Luke carefully tucked the armor back into its spot, then lifted the panel that covered the gladius and the rudis. He reached in and pulled the gladius out quickly, shutting the panel before anyone could notice the empty slot and wonder what was absent. Luke held it in front of him, hilt in one hand and blade laid across the open palm of his other hand. Mathis reached out to touch the blade.

      “Careful. It has silver in the steel alloy,” Luke said.

      Mathis yanked his hand back. “This is a Mainz classification of gladius, correct?”

      “It is. It wasn’t long before the legions started using mostly the Pompey class, but these were popular when my father had the finest blacksmith in Belgica forge it.”

      “I’ve never seen one in better condition.” Mathis looked at the weapon from different angles, moving his head around as if it were on a swivel.

      “Usually they’re in pretty bad shape by the time they make it to a museum. Then again, this one has been maintained for over nineteen-hundred years.”

      “Luke?” Maggie called.

      Luke turned to see what Maggie needed. “Yes?”

      “Everyone’s on board. All the rest of the gear and luggage has been stowed in the cargo holds. They’ve closed them up, though.”

      Luke nodded, watching Maggie walk toward him. “We can just throw this in the cabin.”

      “OK.”

      “I’ll be along in a second, Maggie.” Luke leaned over and kissed her on the cheek and forced a smile on his face.

      “See you in a minute.” Maggie hesitated as she turned, casting another look over her shoulder at Luke as she walked away.

      Luke watched her walk away, longing in his eyes. As her foot hit the first step, the hangar doors opened, accompanied by the sound of dozens of feet pounding over the tarmac. At the noise, Maggie turned.

      “Luke!” Maggie screamed, pointing behind him.

      Someone stepped out of the plane, wrapped an arm around Maggie, then shoved a pistol into her temple. Luke sighed and shook his head, turning around.

      At the look of venom Luke gave Mathis, the packleader backed away, letting his goons step between their leader and the man with a deadly silver blade. Luke didn’t bother counting the number of automatic gun barrels pointed at him. It was more than enough to fill Luke full of bullets before he could close the distance between himself and the man who’d betrayed them.

      “I take it this was all a set up? The jets, everything?” Luke asked.

      “No. Your friends will soon be departing for the States and their home, as promised. I just never said you’d be going with them.” With the line of guns separating Luke from Mathis, he looked much more confident, his hands clasped behind his back as he stood tall, though he still fell a few inches short of Luke’s six feet.

      As if to answer Luke’s accusation, the first jet throttled up and headed toward the runway.

      “We’re going to need you to put your sword down,” Mathis instructed.

      “Remove the gun from Maggie’s head. As soon as I hear the jet rolling away, I’ll set it down.”

      “Luke… no…” Maggie called.

      Luke could hear the tears in her voice. He blinked back the burning in his eyes.

      “I’m a gentleman,” Mathis said magnanimously, nodding in concession, then barked out some orders in Lëtzebuergesch.

      When the door sealed shut on the jet, the air fled from Luke’s lungs as his shoulders slumped and his head dipped. Taking a few steadying breaths, he listened for the sound of the jet throttling up. When the jet engines roared their power, he raised his head and squared his shoulders, then bent over and set the sword on the case.

      “Now take two steps back.” Mathis barked more orders in Lëtzebuergesch.

      Luke understood most of what Mathis said since Luxembourg’s language was historically a dialect of German, and Luke still remembered all the various forms of German he’d learned over the centuries. The goons with machine guns took a few steps forward, so they flanked Luke’s gear case on both sides. Mathis, like he was on an afternoon stroll, sauntered forward and picked up the gladius by the handle. Giving himself some space, he swung the blade around, lunging into a few clumsy thrusts.

      Since he could do nothing, Luke turned around and watched the jet with Maggie on it taxi away. He should have said he loved her one last time before she returned to the plane, but thoughts of getting her back onto the plane safely had dominated his mind. The ground crew loading the jets must have had guns hidden on the carts used to move his team’s gear and luggage. Focusing entirely on watching the jet taxi to the runway, Luke ignored everything else, vaguely hearing Mathis speaking behind him.

      He didn’t turn around until the wheels had left the ground. “I’m sorry if you said anything important. I was ignoring you.”

      Anger swept over Mathis’s face as the feigned joviality disappeared.

      “Now that you have me, what are you going to do with me?” Luke asked.

      “I don’t actually have you. I’m merely a middleman. A broker, if you will. I’m fulfilling a client’s requisition.” Mathis held the sword in his right hand.

      “And who might this client be?” Luke asked. Feigning nonchalance, Luke clasped his hands behind his back.

      “It’s an old friend of yours,” Mathis replied.

      “I killed the last old friend I had last spring. I have no more old friends, only dead enemies.” Luke stared at Mathis, blinking slowly and menacingly.

      “Look at you. You’re positively dripping with malice.” Mathis looked gleeful. “Oh, how you must frighten the vampires and make them scurry about. You are indeed a delight.”

      “Is Le Mousquetaire the fanger pulling your strings?” Luke asked.

      “‘Fanger’? I don’t know… Oh. I understand.” Mathis opened his mouth and rubbed his finger over the point of one of his canine teeth before continuing, “No, you’re too important for a low-level general like Le Mousquetaire to arrange and handle.” He tapped his chin with his forefinger from his unoccupied hand. “I think we’ll leave it as a surprise for you.”

      Luke rolled his eyes and shrugged. “I hate this rigmarole where you try to be clever. You’ve already got one over on me and betrayed me and my friends; why rub it in? Don’t you watch movies? This is step one in your own death at the hands of a vengeful victim of your machinations. How many villains brag and live to see the end of the story?”

      “Oh, Mr. Irontree. Only the ones who get away with it, but then, there’s no hero to survive and tell of their tale of dealing the villain’s comeuppance. There’s just sweet victory.” Mathis brought his hand from behind his back and pointed an odd-looking gun at Luke. Smiling smugly, he pulled the trigger.

      Luke recoiled as the dart hit him in the upper chest near his shoulder. When he looked down, a tranquilizer dart looked back at him.

      Mathis smirked. “Sleep well, Centurion Immortal. It may be the last good rest you get.”

      Luke reached down to pull the dart, but Mathis shook his head and lifted the gun to point the barrel at Luke.

      “Leave it.” Mathis turned to one of his goons. “Why isn’t he going down?”

      The man shrugged. “Maybe he needs more?”

      Luke shook his head. “It doesn’t work instantly when it goes through the muscles. It takes a few minutes to take effect. Didn’t you do your research?” Luke sighed. “Now you’ve wasted your line, and we have to stand around awkwardly, like a pack of assholes.” He sat on the tarmac and laid down, anger coursing through his veins.

      “What are you doing?” Mathis asked.

      “I don’t feel like falling and hitting my head. You’ll just have to make your goons pick me up after I pass out.” Luke stared up at the clouds drifting across the blue sky. He didn’t think any of his friends on the planes had ever been a pilot, so they were in for a long ride with the ability to do nothing, otherwise they’d jeopardize crashing the plane. They had to get the children, split up between the two jets, to safety.

      He felt bad for his friends. They’d pushed this plan and now were helpless hostages in jets quickly climbing to cruising altitudes. He hoped they’d be OK and figure out a way to come after him. Yawning, he felt the tranquilizer taking effect.

      He owed Mathis and the Cologne packleader. Thoughts of vengeance would be his only companion wherever he was headed. As the world around him grew dim, he thought about the beautiful face of Maggie and her kind eyes. Then, the tranquilizer dragged him into unconsciousness.
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      Garbled conversation filtered through Luke’s hazy brain as he cracked his eyes open. Although the light wasn’t intense, it still stabbed into his eyes. Once they adjusted, he tried to see where he was. Without moving his head too much—he didn’t want to alert his captors that he was awake—he could see a rounded ceiling, like the inside of a jet. Still disoriented from the tranquilizer, he didn’t feel entirely flat. Maybe he was in a deep recline.

      He pushed forward, testing to see if he was restrained. Yup. The straps held him firmly in place, chest, legs, and arms. Even his head was strapped down. He couldn’t move, even if he wanted to. Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he could see an IV line in his arm, running up to disappear above and behind him.

      “Master, I think he’s awake,” someone said in French. They were somewhere in front of him.

      “Give him another dose. We can’t have him waking until after he’s safely stowed away,” replied someone else in a thick, raspy voice. It might have sounded familiar if Luke’s brain wasn’t still hazy from the drugs they’d been pumping into him. The second speaker wasn’t a native French speaker, their words heavily accented, but not in a way Luke could determine.

      Someone wearing nondescript black clothes and a mask stepped into Luke’s view, holding a syringe. Luke tried to pull away from the seat, but the straps were too tight and too strong.

      “Don’t worry. The needle won’t need to go in your arm. Your IV has a port,” the person with the syringe said.

      A few moments later, Luke’s world faded back to black.
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      Luke groaned, consciousness drifting toward him. Wrinkling his nose, he coughed at the smell of piss and shit. He rolled over, no longer restrained, and felt the cold hard stone of the floor he’d been left on. The move left his head swimming. After it stopped, he returned to his back. He couldn’t tell if he’d hit his head at some point or if it was the effect of whatever they’d been pumping into his veins to keep him sedated and unconscious while they transported him to whatever hellhole he currently was in.

      He could stretch all the way out, though his foot did bump into something solid—probably a wall. He tried to lay patiently, letting his body work to process the drugs from his system. At some point, he dozed off, the drugs still sedating his body. It was an easy solution that would hopefully solve problems—the drugs and his dizziness.

      When he woke again, he was able to raise his head and look around the room. Three of the walls were featureless gray stone while the fourth’s monotony was broken up by a solid wooden door with a small wooden flap door near the bottom. On the ground in front of the door, a metal tray and a metal cup sat. At least he wasn’t in an oubliette.

      Pushing himself into a sitting position, he took a minute to let his head stop spinning. Once the fog cleared some, he wondered where the light was coming from and looked up. A single bulb dangled through a hole just big enough for a wire to fit through. The light was dim, but it was better than nothing. Not trusting his body enough to stand, he crawled the few feet to the tray and cup.

      Starting with the cup, he picked it up and sniffed it, then dipped a finger into it and brought it to his mouth—clean water. He took a tentative sip. The water seemed fine, so he took a bigger drink but forced himself to set it aside so he didn’t chug it all down. The tray was divided into three sections, like a cafeteria tray. A grain porridge filled the largest section, with maybe a few small chunks of meat or fat scattered about in it. In the other sections, there was some mush that looked like it might have started its life as a vegetable of some kind and a slice of bread. Under the slice of bread, a spoon lay hidden. At least they weren’t going to starve him.

      He picked up the spoon and scooped a tiny amount of the porridge onto the tip of the spoon and brought it up to his nose. He didn’t smell anything untoward or rotten about the food. His only observation was that it seemed kind of bland, but better bland than poisoned or spoiled. He put the food into his mouth and squished around on his tongue to see if he noticed something he might have missed with the smell. Nothing wrong with the food, just boring.

      Next, he took the spoon and stirred around in the porridge to see if there was anything hidden within. It was clean, same with the vegetable mash. Whoever his captors were, they wanted him alive and decently fed for now. He’d been in worse situations and escaped, so he slowly consumed the food and water, taking his time to make sure his stomach didn’t rebel when mixed with whatever they’d used to keep him unconscious. When he was finished, and since there was no one to see his bad manners, he picked up the tray and licked it clean. Every calorie was critical when he had no control over when his next meal would come, so he ensured he left nothing on the tray. Finished, he returned the tray and spoon to the spot where he’d found them.

      Leaning against the wall with the remaining half of his water, he looked around to see if he could spot something he might have missed earlier. In the far corner, there was a bucket and
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DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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