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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

        	dōšagīh - doe-shah-GHEE

      

      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.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke stared at the sheet music on the piano’s desk, the notes blurring into blotches on the page. He’d hoped disappearing into music would allow him some respite from the torment of watching the woman he loved die.

      Roxi had come back to him, but if something didn’t change, she’d be leaving again, and this time there’d be no rescue for either of them. Taking in a deep breath, he let the weight of his forefinger depress the key, releasing the soft sound of a slightly out-of-tune note into the dim music room. He hadn’t pulled the heavy curtains back after wandering in, looking for a quiet place to avoid the activity of the rest of the cottage. His friends avoided venturing outside into the stinging mix of snow and sleet, preferring to cluster inside in noisy groups to enjoy the warmth and Luke’s booze.

      The room needed a good cleaning if he were to use the piano more. He’d have to find his tuning tools; it had been a long time since he’d tuned the poor instrument.

      “Luke?” Maggie’s soft voice sounded from behind him. She slid her hands over his shoulders, squeezing them. “Are you OK?”

      He didn’t answer, keeping his eyes on the sheet music. When she gave another affectionate squeeze, he slumped slightly, letting his head droop. “No.”

      “Still feeling weak from your encounter with the entity?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe? But that’s not it.” He swung his legs around so he faced the pretty blonde doctor. “I’ve watched everyone I’ve ever loved before die. I’m not sure I’m strong enough to go through it again, not like this.”

      Maggie stepped between his legs and pulled him into her, cradling his head against her chest as she stroked his hair. “You are one of the strongest persons I’ve ever met. You’ve gone through so much and come out on the other side. Wounded, definitely, but your humanity survived.” She pushed back and aimed his face toward hers before laying a kiss on his forehead. “I know this isn’t an easy thing to hear, but you’re strong enough. You’re going to have to be, for her…and for yourself. She has no one else in this world who cares about her as deeply as you do. No one she cares about as fully as she does you.”

      He sighed and nodded. “I know.” He stood up and folded Maggie into his arms. “I’m going to go check on her.”

      Maggie smiled sadly at him, caressing his cheek. He gave her hand a squeeze and departed the dusty music room to make his way up to his suite where Roxi rested. Careful to turn the doorknob quietly, he pushed the door open.

      A tall Black woman with a high-top fade turned her head toward the opening door. She closed the book she was reading and stood, joining Luke outside his suite.

      “How is she doing, Patrice?” he asked.

      “Doing alright, all things considered. I put a new bag on her IV. We talked for a while before she dozed off,” Patrice replied.

      “Thank you. I’ll keep her company for a while. Why don’t you take some time off?” He reached out and patted her shoulder.

      “Thanks, Luke. I think there’s a beer downstairs calling my name.” She lifted her book. “I just got to the juicy part, and I’m feeling a bit thirsty.”

      Luke chuckled and stepped quietly into the room. The chair creaked under him as he let it take his weight.

      “Hello, Luke,” Roxi said groggily, her eyes fluttering open.

      “Sorry for waking you up.”

      “That’s OK. I’d rather spend my time with you awake instead of haunting my own dreams. Besides, I need to visit the bathroom. If you’d help me get up…”

      Luke stood, pulled the blankets back, and helped her swing her legs off the bed and onto the floor. Then, he gently pulled her to standing. He kept a firm hold on her as she wobbled. When she felt steady enough, she patted Luke on the cheek and shuffled toward the bathroom, using the rolling IV stand as a third leg to help her move across the room.

      He watched her, glad to see her mobile but ready to move if she looked like she was about to lose her balance. He wanted to carry her everywhere to help save her strength, but he knew she needed to move on her own—both to keep her strength up and so she didn’t feel like a burden to others. Still, his heart ached for her.

      Once the door to the bathroom closed, he used the opportunity to freshen up the linens, grabbing a spare set of sheets and stripping the bed quickly. He dropped the last pillow into its case when the door opened. Roxi stood in the door frame, using it to hold herself up.

      “You’re a handy fellow to have around.” Roxi gave him a wan smile and shuffled to the bed.

      Luke moved out of her way so she could slide between the wall, chair, and the side of the bed she’d been using. Once she got her stand situated, she stuck her arms out toward Luke and pouted, a twinkle in her eye. He chuckled and shook his head. Kissing her pouty lower lip, he helped her back into the bed then spread the duvet over her.

      Patting the empty side of the bed next to her, she smiled wearily, her eyelids already drooping. He couldn’t imagine how exhausted she must be, yet she kept going. He’d give anything to take some of the burden from her, but with no solutions available, frustration and anger vied for dominance in his gut. But Roxi’s needs were paramount, so he kept them tightly contained. He pulled his T-shirt off, kicked off his slippers, and crawled under the duvet, lying flat on his back with his arm out so Roxi could roll over and snuggle into his side.

      “You smell nice,” Roxi said, rubbing her hand over his chest. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m alive. I’m glad to be here with you.” He kissed the top of her head, her messy black hair tickling his nose. “Maggie says you’re ready for some more solid food. They’re preparing a nice soup for dinner.”

      “I’d rather have something solid like a steak or maybe a piece of pie. Or maybe both? A cottage pie? Or a really spicy curry.” Roxi sighed. “Though I doubt your pretty doctor will let me have one of those. I guess soup will have to do for an upgrade over broth.”

      “I’ll run your request by her, though displaying an appetite is probably a good sign. Do you feel up for joining everyone in the solarium? It looks quite festive. Those who celebrate Christmas have decorated. It looks properly pagan with the tree and pine boughs.”

      Roxi chuckled. “I’m not a Northern European pagan, but it’ll have to do in the absence of anything else. Besides, as long as they have twinkle lights, it’ll make me happy. I do like twinkle lights.”

      “That they do.”

      “Good. I’m dying to get out of this room. I think an adventure downstairs will do nicely.” She snuggled in tightly, giving him a squeeze.

      He lay there quietly, stroking her wild hair. “Roxi. Can I ask you a question?”

      “You may.” Her voice had a dreamy quality to it.

      “Wh…where did you go when you left Portland?” He’d nearly asked, “where did you go when you left me?” but substituted Portland instead. He’d thought about nothing else since she’d left him that note after they’d let their burning attraction spill into reality.

      She didn’t answer, her breathing steady. He thought she might have fallen asleep until she took a deep breath.

      “Armenia.” She exhaled noisily. “I tried to go back to the mountain, back to where it all began.”

      A warm, wet drop fell on his chest. Lifting his head, he kissed the top of head and pulled her in tighter.

      “I hoped…”

      “That if you returned to the wanderer’s temple, he could help you? Heal you and fix your rudis?”

      She nodded. “I couldn’t find it. I found the right mountain. It’s indelibly seared into my memory. I’d visited a few times throughout the years. But I couldn’t find an entrance. I thought I’d found a path that wound up the side of the mountain, but at some point, a rockslide had sheared off most of it at its highest points. The entire side of the mountain was covered in rubble. Either the entrance was destroyed, or I was being denied entry.”

      “Is that why you headed to Halberg? To see if you could reach him via the shrine there?” An ember of anger rekindled in his chest as the feeling of Mithras turning his back on him flashed through his mind.

      “I tried to find a few of the old spots along the way but had no luck.”

      “Then you were hunted and ambushed by vampires.” He shook his head, pursing his lips as his jaw clenched.

      “I don’t remember much clearly. Just vague flashes of terror and brutal fighting. When I finally recognized you in that castle ruin, that was my brain’s first clear moment in a while.” She sighed forlornly. “At least I get to be myself and with you at the end.”

      Her words cut him deeply. He wanted to counter her and say she wouldn’t die, but that wasn’t a promise he could make. He couldn’t rob her of the comfort of accepting the logical conclusion of her current path. Forcing his jaw to unclench, he took a slow, deep breath and held it, letting it quietly slip from his lips, carrying his anger and frustration away.

      He needed to be present for her. Without a functioning rudis, there was no way for her to turn back the compulsion. And no amount of vitriol on his part could make the burnt and warped remnants of her old rudis functional. If he couldn’t stop her decline, he couldn’t deny her or himself the precious little time they had together. He cared for her, loved her too deeply to steal her peace and offer only anger in return. As her breathing steadied into the peaceful rhythm of slumber, he stroked her hair, soaking up her presence by his side. When she rolled over and off his arm, he slid out of bed and pulled the covers over her shoulders. Kissing his fingertips, he gently touched them against her cheek before dressing and slipping silently out of the room.

      He nodded at but didn’t speak to anyone he passed as he made his way to the bar by the entrance to his cottage. Flipping one switch on, he left the rest off so he could stew in the dim quiet of the empty, windowless room.

      Once he was behind the bar, he poured himself a glass of pils and grabbed a chair at one of the small tables in the back corner, brooding and sipping his beer. He wasn’t sure how long he sat there, but when he put glass to lips and came up empty, he stood to get another.

      As he refilled his glass, Pablo poked his head in the door. “Mind if I join you, buddy?”

      Luke thought about it for a moment, unsure if he wanted even his best friend to intrude upon his solitude. When he realized he did want Pablo’s company, he grabbed a second glass and filled it, sliding it over the bar toward Pablo. With a twitch of his head toward the table he’d just vacated, he retook his seat and waited for Pablo to get comfortable across from him.

      They sat in silence, drinking their beers until Pablo cleared his throat lightly. “So, the crew said you looked pretty pissed when you came downstairs. Anything you want to talk about?”

      Luke huffed, looking inward. The muscles of his face, neck, and shoulders were bunched up tight. He took a moment to run a breathing exercise and untense his body. He took another sip, then looked across the table, locking his gaze with the kind eyes of his friend.

      “I didn’t come across nearly two thousand years of pain and loneliness to give up on Roxi now that we’ve found each other.”

      Pablo reached across the table and gave Luke’s hand a squeeze. “I know. You’re not the type to give up. Whatever you need, I’m here for you.”

      “I know. You’re a true friend, Pablo. I just wish I knew what I needed to do.” He shook his head and frowned.

      “I mean, I don’t know much about your whole deal, but is begging your Mithras an option?”

      “We tried that before Roxi left Portland. We were ignored.” He narrowed his eyebrows. “I don’t even know if he heard us to ignore us.” He paused for a drink. “That’s why she left—to find the original temple where we were both given this mission, in the mountains of Armenia.”

      “I take it she didn’t have any luck?”

      Luke snorted. “No. She couldn’t find an entrance to the temple. Then she tried locating any of the old holy spots that had once been shrines and temples. That’s why she went to Saarbrücken. Either Mithras wasn’t interested in listening, or the vampires pursuing her didn’t allow her enough time to properly seek him out.”

      “Well, there are no vampires here and you have a temple across the yard…” Pablo gestured in the vague direction of the cliff that backed the property and held most Luke’s hidden infrastructure, including the temple.

      Luke pursed his lips, shook his head, then sighed. “Yeah. I think it’s time I pay my respects to the Wanderer.”

      Pablo leaned across the table, staring intensely into Luke’s eyes. “I don’t know what is between you and your god, but Roxi is worth it. You adore her, and she is smitten with you. You need to do whatever it takes to earn her life back.”

      Luke nodded, first tentatively, then more firmly. “Yeah. You’re right.” It had been a week since he’d rescued her. He didn’t know how much time she had left if he continued doing nothing. He drained the rest of the small glass of pils, then set it down firmly on the table, the clack of glass on wood sounding loud in the empty room.

      “What can I do to help?” Pablo asked.

      “Refill our beers while I find a pad and a pen. I need to make a list for Émile.” Luke stood up and wandered the first floor of the house, looking for anything to write on. Finally, he took a small whiteboard and marker off the wall in the kitchen and brought it back into the bar with him. Once he sat across from Pablo, he took a drink from the refilled beer and began writing a list of the supplies he’d need his caretaker to assemble. Only a few short days remained before the winter solstice, before the feast celebrating the birth of Mithras and the rebirth of the sun.
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      Maggie poked her head into Luke’s suite. “Luke, dear, Émile is here with Anne-Marie.”

      He poked the bookmark into his book and set it on the nightstand. After laying a gentle kiss on Roxi’s head, he slipped out of the room and into the waiting hug of Maggie.

      “How’s she doing?” she asked.

      “About the same. Exhausted. Resigned.” He shook his head and ran a hand through his untidy brown hair. “At least she’s here and safe. Mithras may have abandoned her, but at least he’s keeping the property protected.”

      “I’m sorry, Luke. Do you think your plan will work?” She slipped her hand into his as they descended the wide staircase.

      “I don’t know, Maggie. I just don’t know. It’s all untested long shots at this point. I hope going back to the basics will work. Old gods sometimes demand old rituals.” He chuckled bitterly. “Not like we can run a double-blind clinical trial. Not with a sample size of two.” He stopped on one of the landings and rested against the wall, taking both of Maggie’s hand in his. “I just feel so powerless. She deserves better than this, and I can’t do anything to help her. Rushing out to slay vampires would salve my anger, but it would get me no closer to helping heal Roxi.”

      Maggie’s brow furrowed as she drew her face into a pensive expression. “Luke, I’m going to ask you a tough question, but I think it needs to be asked.”

      He nodded, squeezing her hands.

      “Does she want to get better at this point? She seems at peace with the direction things are going. Is she tired of the fight? Is she ready to move on?”

      He stared into the calm pools of Maggie’s blue eyes, thinking about what he’d just been asked. “I don’t know anymore. This life is so hard, and it’s been rough for her for a while now. The compulsion is…wearying. I’ve gone through it enough times. Even with having the solution immediately at hand, it’s exhausting. I can’t imagine what it’s like to know the one thing that you can use to make it all go away is corrupted and beyond your reach. But I…I don’t want to lose her now that I’ve found her.”

      Maggie stepped forward and slid her arms around his waist, laying her head against his chest. “I know. I can see the struggle in your eyes. But make sure you check in with her, so she has a choice and say in the matter, OK?”

      He nodded and kissed her forehead. “I will.”

      “Luke,” Pablo called from the first floor. “Your caretaker is waiting.”

      “Go. I’ll go keep Roxi company in case she wakes up.”

      “I’ll be there in a moment,” he called down to Pablo. He smiled at Maggie. “Thank you. I’ll talk to her when she wakes up.”

      She turned and ascended the stairs. He watched her for a moment, then hurried down the last flight of stairs into the entry hallway. Émile, Anne-Marie, and Pablo stood in the entryway with their arms full of boxes.

      “Let’s put those in the bar. Is that everything?” Luke asked.

      “No, there are a few more boxes in the back of the car,” Émile replied.

      Luke helped them with the last boxes, stashing everything in the corner of the bar so they’d be out of the way until needed. When they finished, he thanked them before they departed. He went back inside with Pablo.

      “I appreciate the gesture. It is the gift-giving season and all, but you really shouldn’t have,” Pablo said.

      Luke chuckled. “Unfortunately, these aren’t presents for you, Pablo.”

      “Always breaking my heart, dude, always so cruel to your old pal Pablo.” He shook his head sadly and walked away, doing his best sad shuffle off on his way to get himself a beer.

      Luke wished he could join his friend but needed to check on Roxi and see if she was awake yet. “Don’t worry, you can have all the beer you want. As a gift from me.”

      “I guess it’ll have to do.”

      Luke waved and vaulted up the stairs.

      Maggie closed the door behind her as she left the suite. “Ah, I was just coming to get you. Roxi is awake.”

      Luke nodded, anxiety and dread warring for dominance in his stomach. He wanted Roxi to live, wanted her to choose to keep fighting, but he’d respect her wishes no matter how much they hurt. But that didn’t mean he wanted to rush into finding the definitive answer, not when he could live with the dream that his plan would work. She’d be free from the pain of the compulsion, even it was tied to a repaired rudis.

      “Thanks, Maggie.”

      She smiled kindly. He could see the concern and understanding in her eyes—he appreciated her generous soul. Taking a deep breath, he gripped the doorknob and twisted, releasing the breath as he stepped into his suite.

      “Hey, stranger. I woke up to a pretty blonde.” Roxi stretched and yawned.

      “Sorry. You’ll have to deal with this beat up old mug now,” Luke replied, taking his spot in the chair next to the bed.

      “It’s a good face, though. Lots of character.” Roxi reached out and patted his knee, her hand thin and bony after the ravages of her compulsion. She furrowed her brow, a wrinkle between her eyes running up her forehead. “You look worried.”

      He smiled softly and scooted the chair forward, taking her nearest hand in both of his. “Roxi, I need to ask you something important. Take your time if you need to think about it, if you need to.”

      She nodded, raising an eyebrow. “Alright.”

      “Tonight’s the winter solstice, and I have a plan. But I don’t want to enact it if you… If you don’t want me to.”

      “What’s got you so out of sorts, Luke?”

      “Do you want me to keep fighting? For you? To stay alive?”

      Roxi looked away for a minute, then returned her dark brown eyes to him. “I’m resigned to my lot, though I’m not sure I’m at peace with my impending death. But Luke, I don’t want to die.” She squeezed his hand weakly. “Not now that I’ve met you. I want to see this through to the end. Maybe before this all I would have succumbed to this destiny, but these months with you and your friends… It’s shown me what life can be again. It’s the closest I’ve felt to a family and a community in centuries. Luke, I see a light at the end of the tunnel, and you’re there. If you have a plan, I trust you.”

      He swallowed and blinked hard, trying to get his emotions in check. “I can’t make any guarantees. I don’t want to get your hopes up.”

      Chuckling weakly, she gave him a lopsided grin. “My hopes are always up when you’re by my side, and they’re always well-contained after nearly two thousand years of this existence. Do what you can. You have my support and my blessing.” She sighed. “I think I’m going to take another nap now.”

      “OK. I’ll be back in a bit with some soup, and I think I smelled bread baking when I was downstairs.”

      “Mmm, butter too?”

      “I didn’t smell any of that baking, but I’m sure I can find some to go with the bread.”

      She shook her head. “You’re a silly man.” Her eyes drifted shut.

      Standing, Luke pushed the chair against the wall and bent over to kiss Roxi’s forehead.

      She opened her eyes. “Luke, I want you to know that I love you.”

      Caressing her cheek, he smiled. “I love you, too, Roxi.”

      He slipped out of the room and made his way to the Solarium to grab a snack. The cooks were preparing a special meal for the winter solstice later, but they’d laid out meats, cheese, pickles, and breads for snacking, as well as other options to meet the various dietary needs of those assembled. On the way, he stopped in the bar and grabbed a glass of dubbel before heading into the solarium.

      The leadership team—Ahmed, Delilah, Jung-Sook, Maggie, Pablo, Sam, and Simone—were assembled around a table having a lively conversation that involved lots of broad gestures and laughter. Standing back for a few moments to watch them, Luke smiled at Pablo’s antics as he worked the table with one of his stories.

      Maggie caught Luke’s gaze and stood, walking over to slide an arm through his. “Did you have the talk with her?”

      “Aye. We keep fighting.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re both on the same page. It makes it easier for you.”

      He nodded. “It does, but if she wanted to stop fighting, I couldn’t subject her to it and keep going on my own. I couldn’t do that to her.”

      “That’s because you’re a good man, Lucius Silvanius Ferrata. And that’s one of the main reasons I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Why that silly grin on your face?”

      His cheeks flushed with heat, and he looked at the ground before making eye contact with Maggie. “Roxi just told me she loved me.”

      “I’m glad that you two have finally admitted the obvious. So how does it feel?”

      “To be loved by Roxi?”

      “Yes, but also by me.” She gestured toward the table. “And everyone else. How does it feel to be loved by so many people who care about you and want you to be happy?”

      He quietly watched as Sam started a loud story, apparently trying to top Pablo. It had been a very long time since he’d had so many people in his life he truly cared about, and there were even more back in Portland he could add to the tally.

      “Scary.”

      “Even now?” Maggie asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Especially now.” He set his beer down and pulled Maggie into a tight hug. “But I’ve committed to many things in my life that frightened me.”

      “Why is love so frightening?” She sounded more like she was probing as opposed to curious.

      “Opening myself to people has always taken the most courage, and it’s the thing I’ve failed at the most.” He sighed heavily. “I’m tired of failing.”

      Maggie pushed back enough so she could tip her head up and kiss him.

      “Get a room, you two!” Pablo called from the table.

      Pulling back, Maggie turned her head toward the table. “Hush, Pablo.”

      “I supposed we should go sit down,” Luke said.

      “Go get a snack. I’ll grab a chair for you.” Maggie returned to the table, adding another chair to it as everyone scooted around to make room.

      Once Luke fixed a plate, he grabbed his beer and took the empty chair. “Don’t mind me. Continue the conversation you were having. It looked entertaining.”

      “We were just telling stories about old friends, and Pablo and Sam had to get competitive about whose friend did the most outrageous stuff,” Jung-sook said by way of filling Luke in.

      “Was there a winner?” Luke asked.

      Delilah laughed. “When Sam and Pablo try to one up each other, we’re all the winners.”

      “That’s true.” Luke stuffed a bite into his mouth and leaned back in his chair as they went around the table talking about old friends.

      By the time they made it around to Luke, he’d finished his snack and was feeling decidedly content as he sipped his beer.

      Simone leaned on the table, looking at him. “Are you going to tell us a story, Luke?”

      He sat up and gazed around the table, his friends all staring back. “Let’s see… Have I ever told you about my friend Pisakar?”

      With the exception of Maggie who’d heard the full tale of meeting his first wife Marpesia, they shook their heads no.

      Luke exhaled and took a sip of his beer. “Pisakar was probably the best officer who ever served under me in the two hundred and thirty years I was in Rome’s legions.” Luke laid out the tale of how he met and recruited the man with highlights from his career up until he placed their legion in the way of the emperor’s son’s legions in an effort to rescue Luke from the boy’s grasp. “Whenever I think of the message he sent to Constantius, it always makes me smile. ‘Legatus Pisakar says that when he is finished with you, he’ll send condolences to your father and congratulations to your brothers. Your bones will lie where they fall.’”

      Delilah chuckled. “Damn, that’s cold.”

      Luke nodded. “Pisakar was a brilliant leader and a brutal fighter. I miss him.”

      Maggie squeezed his thigh under the table, smiling at him reassuringly. He appreciated her tenderness, knowing digging up the old story about his friend and the time he’d met his first wife would bring up old sorrows.

      Ahmed folded his arms across his chest. “See, you really need to write that series of memoirs.”

      “What’s this?” Sam asked.

      “When we were in Monaco, Ahmed and I suggested to Luke that he needed to write an autobiography,” Jung-sook said.

      “You totally need to do that, buddy. I’ve only heard a fraction of your stories, and I know I want to hear more,” Pablo added.

      Luke looked around at his friends, seeing eager faces and nods affirming their desire to learn more about Luke’s life. “Maybe. We’ll see how this all ends. Maybe Le Mousquetaire and the entity will relieve me of the burden of typing my fingers to nubs.” Staring at Pablo, he narrowed his eyes. “Not sure I’d be able to get an agent selling a story about an immortal man who hunts vampires as an autobiography.”

      That elicited several laughs from around the table.

      Pablo leaned forward, his eyes growing wide with excitement. “Even better! You sell it as urban fantasy. You know the genre. It would be the greatest joke played in all of literary history.”

      Delilah smirked at Pablo. “He’s right. That shit would probably sell like hotcakes, and no one would be any the wiser that they’re actually reading an autobiography with a true look at history.”

      Luke shook his head, a faint smile on his face. “While that would indeed be humorous, I’m not sure I’ll have time to commit my life to paper and ink.”

      “Why not?” Sam asked. “If we end this and you don’t have to hunt vampires all the time, what else do you have on your schedule?”

      “We’ll see.” Luke pulled out his phone to check the time. “I need to go prepare for tonight.” Luke nodded at his friends then stood and walked away.

      He didn’t really need to get set up quite yet, but the turn the conversation had taken made him uncomfortable. Locked in a seemingly eternal struggle against the vampires, he’d never really thought about a time after. Not anymore. It didn’t seem like a thing he’d ever achieve. A time after… Only in his earliest days of fighting what he then thought of as di inferi—before the word “vampire” came into the lexicon—had he entertained the idea of a life after hunting.

      Leaning over, he opened a large box and pulled out a wide, circular plate with tall walls around the edge and pedestal on the bottom.

      “It’s quite beautiful,” Maggie said softly.

      Luke jolted, surprised to hear someone behind him. “Sorry. Didn’t hear you.”

      “I’m sneaky.” She stepped in front of him. “What is it?”

      “It’s a special plate for the presentation of the food for the ceremony.”

      “Would you like some help unpacking everything and getting ready?”

      He smiled warmly. “Thank you.”

      “You know they were just teasing you, right?” she asked, opening another box.

      Luke pursed his lips and nodded. “I do, but I also think there’s enough of a thread of seriousness that it makes me uncomfortable.”

      Maggie reached out and squeezed his forearm. “It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to have a few things on your schedule. It doesn’t have to be concrete, but some goals might help you see a future beyond the life you’ve known for so long.”

      He looked down, focusing on unpacking boxes while he thought about what she’d said. “It’s been a protection mechanism. To think of a future was to think of a something unattainable. Something I couldn’t have. It was too painful, so I gave up on thinking about all my tomorrows.” He sighed. “Hope is a dangerous thing.”

      “It can be, but it’s also one of the most beautiful things.” She pulled a chair from under a table and sat down. “When I was in the camps, it was the only thing that kept me going. When someone gave up hope…” She paused to collect herself. “It kept me going. A tomorrow. And eventually it did come. I have a loving partner. A boyfriend I love. And a wonderful community that sustains me and gives me purpose. All of those things were born out of the ember of hope I kept kindled in my heart against impossible odds. Without that ember, I wouldn’t be here today.”

      Maggie pulled out another chair and placed it next to hers, patting it to encourage him to sit. He took her invitation, giving her a kiss on the cheek as he sat. Once he was settled, she took his hands.

      “That’s why you’re doing all this. Why you drove hours in the middle of the night to find her. Why you’re prepared to do something tonight you haven’t done in ages. Because deep down, you have hope. Hope you can save Roxi. Hope you can have a future together. I know right now you might not be comfortable thinking beyond making a better life while you hunt vampires. It’s a simple hope that doesn’t force you to stretch too far. It keeps you from opening yourself up to more hurt.”

      “It’ll have to do for now, but I’ll give it some thought.” He smiled and leaned forward for a kiss. “You always give me the best advice. Thank you for being patient with me. I’m sometimes a bit dense about such matters.”

      “You’re not dense. Let’s just say you have a pretty thick callus on your heart. You have armor to protect your body. The callus grew to protect your mental health.”

      He chuckled. “It didn’t do a very good job.”

      Maggie laid a hand on his cheek. “You came through all this, and you still care and love deeply. You still feel. It did pretty well, all things considered.”

      He nodded, letting her words sink in. After a few moments sitting in silence, he looked up. “Will you help me prepare for this evening?”

      “Of course.” Maggie looked at the watch on her wrist. “You should go check on Roxi.”

      Luke gave her hands a last squeeze then stood up, leaving her in the bar next to their pile of cardboard and the accoutrement for tonight’s attempt to save Roxi. She was the reason he was willing to go through with this. As Maggie had pointed out, he loved Roxi deeply, and he’d do anything for the ones he loved. Tonight was about her. Tonight, he faced the one who’d set this whole journey in motion.

      Tonight, he reminded Mithras of his duty to his hunters.
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      Luke stood stiffly while Maggie straightened the long black wool cloak the caretaker had commissioned. On the back in white embroidery, a Roman-style sun took up most of the space. Over his heart, he’d placed Selene’s moon. Though the sun of Mithras and Sol Invictus was prominent, the moon’s placement spoke to his true loyalties. Over the right breast, two crossed stakes balanced the moon.

      He’d deliberately kept the design simple for ease of construction on a short timeline. That, and he didn’t want it to look like the NASCAR robe of religious symbols. He was the Centurio Immortalis, Mithras’s Dux Belorum. He didn’t need a showy robe to demonstrate his position. He was power.

      Clad from top to bottom in high-quality replica Roman armor augmented by the few original pieces that hadn’t been stolen from him, he felt almost himself, though he wouldn’t feel entirely right until he took his armor back from Mathis. He skipped the helmet. Reaching down, he rested his left hand on the pommel of Roxi’s Parthian sword—the weapon she’d carried for nineteen hundred years. She’d asked him to wear it in her honor for tonight’s mission.

      Maggie, fishing carefully around his neck, pulled out the medallion Selene had given him to carry her magic and aid in his disguises. She set it visibly between the sides of his cloak, sitting over his armor-covered heart. “You don’t need to disguise yourself. You may as well display Selene’s gift.”

      He nodded, running his hand over his short hair. He’d been keeping his hair and beard shorter than his preferred length to aid his disguise as the Comte, per Selene’s instructions. “Am I all set?”

      “Yes. Everything is prepared in your Mithraeum. You’re all dressed.” She stepped back, taking in the full image of Luke as she looked him up and down. “You look magnificent.”

      “It seems like I’ve come full circle.” He looked down at his legs, bare from his knees down to his feet. “I should have had some trousers made. It’s cold outside.”

      Maggie chuckled. “You have lovely legs though. The tunic shows them off nicely.”

      “I’m glad you approve.” He reached out and took her hand. “Would you walk with me?”

      “Of course.”

      They stopped in the entry way so Luke could put on a pair of new caligae—he didn’t want the hobnails to damage the floor of his house. With his Roman military boots strapped on, he stepped outside and stopped, his jaw dropping. All of his friends had assembled in the yard, forming into two lines with a central walkway for Luke and Maggie to walk through. Everyone carried a lit candle. At the end of the line, blocking the walkway, stood the dark-haired and pale-skinned moon goddess Selene, a soft silvery glow surrounding her as she stood a foot taller than everyone else.

      Maggie squeezed his hand. “Why’d you stop?”

      “Why is everyone here?” he asked.

      “They’re here to support you. Your friends wanted to wish you luck. They like Roxi and know how much she means to you.” She tugged lightly on his arm.

      Out of the darkness, Brutus shuffled toward the goddess. He made a low friendly bark and wagged his tail before sticking his head under her hand. The goddess smiled down at the huge dog and scratched behind his ear and down his neck until she found a spot that set his leg to thumping. The dog was still a mystery, but one that didn’t trip his or Selene’s danger senses.

      Luke walked down the column, nodding at his friends as he passed. When they reached Selene, she smiled fondly at him before letting her face fall into an expression he was seeing more frequently—a mix of sadness and thinly veiled anger.

      “Thank you for coming tonight, My Mistress.” Luke bowed before the goddess.

      “We’ve been in this together for a long time, Lucius.”

      “That we have. Do you think he’ll relent and heal Roxi?”

      “For her sake and our mission’s sake, I hope so.” She clenched her jaw briefly as a wave of frustration passed over her face. “I’ve grown quite fond of her in the short time I’ve come to know her. And I feel she’s a key piece to ending this. Are you sure you don’t want me to join you this evening?”

      Luke shook his head. “No. This is between him and me. I don’t want to drag you into this.”

      “Very well.” She nodded gracefully. “May I at least accompany you to the border of the cave?”

      “Of course.”

      Selene took his hand. With Maggie on one side, Selene on the other, and Brutus following along, Luke strode across the yard toward the shed hiding the secret entrance to the cave he’d turned into a Mithraeum centuries ago. When they reached the door to the shed, he let go of Selene’s hand and turned to Maggie, giving her a kiss.

      “Thank you, Maggie,” he whispered.

      Maggie ran her hand over his cheek and left him with the goddess. Unlocking the door, he led Selene into the shed and punched the code in for the secret retracting wall. They walked through the rough tunnel, stopping at the entrance of the Mithraeum. Selene raised her hand, igniting the silver lamps inside the cave.

      Bending over, she laid a kiss on her forehead. “Go with my blessings, Lucius.”

      “Thank you, My Mistress.” Lucius placed his fist over his heart and bowed deeply.

      Turning, he strode confidently into the Mithraeum. The faint scent of paint lingered from the touch ups Anne-Marie had done in preparation for tonight. A small table stood before the bull scene. On it was the large wooden plate he’d unboxed earlier. A wooden dome covered it.

      Once he stood in front of the bull scene of the altar, he pulled Roxi’s sword from its scabbard and dropped to one knee, resting the tip of the sword on the stone floor. Wrapping both fists around the handle, he bowed his neck and rested his forehead on the pommel of the sword.

      “I greet you, Lord Mithras, on this the eve before your birth into the new year.”

      With no one else and nothing but stone surrounding him, his words echoed faintly. It had been a long time since he’d held the feast celebrating the rebirth of the sun and the birth of Mithras—at least a century, but probably over two centuries ago. And even then, it had been more a formality than serious devotion. It had felt too hollow then—or he had felt too hollow—and he’d decided not to bother the next year or the following until it became years of spiritual neglect.

      He tried to keep his annoyance and anger buried deeply, wanting to find pieces of the wonder he’d once felt in the presence of the god that had so radically changed the course of his life. His devotion had been strong when he first accepted his mission and formed his legion of vampire hunters. The intensity of his fervor had energized his recruits.

      Now, he felt little for the god who’d set him on this mission save for anger and loathing. All of that, he packed away in a deep dark walled-off spot inside himself. Burying his feelings in the dark recesses of his psyche was something he was exceptionally good at.

      “May your strength blossom in the new year and guide my hand to fulfill your mission.” He stood up and sheathed Roxi’s sword.

      He walked to the back corner of the Mithraeum where a small brazier contained a tiny flame—not enough to provide warmth or fill the room with smoke, just enough to provide fire. Reaching next to it, he picked up a plain metal incense burner with a chain attached to it. He opened the lid to make sure the incense was inside. Satisfied, he picked up a set of tongs, plucked a small ember, and set it carefully inside the burner. After a moment, the incense caught and smoldered.

      They’d found some cherry wood to burn, and it added its fragrance to the pungent blend of scents from the incense. Remembering the ceremony his wife Marpesia shared with him in their little hideaway, he wished he could drop a few nuggets of cannabis into the burner.

      A faint trail of smoke and scent followed him to the table with the large wooden plate. He removed the dome and set it aside carefully. A large piece of grilled beef sat in the center, its juices creating a small pool around it. Along the edge, on a small stand to elevate it, stood a mini loaf of bread. A crock of butter and another of honey stood sentinel by the loaf’s side.

      Reaching under the table, he pulled out two crystal wine glasses and set them on the table, one on the north side facing the bull scene and the other on the southern side. He retrieved a decanter of dark red wine. He’d had Émile find something special from his cellar for tonight, not wanting to appear cheap to the god Luke needed to heal Roxi. After he poured two glasses, he set the decanter to the side.

      With the incense burner back in his hand, he spun the plate on its rotating base, sending it slowly revolving clockwise. The action was smooth and hardly lost any speed as it spun. He’d need to relay his compliments through Émile to the craftsman who’d produced such a fine piece on short notice.

      He walked around the table counterclockwise, giving a gentle swing to shake more smoke from the burner at each of the cardinal points of the compass. The first pass around the table was dedicated to Mithras, whose birth the feast celebrated. The second honored Sol Invictus, whose rebirth signaled the renewal of the sun’s covenant to return to prominence. The last time around the table, he held Selene in his heart, thanking her for her guidance and the centuries of devotion she’d shown him.

      While the plate still rotated slowly, shedding speed as it neared the point it would return to stillness unless Luke gave it another spin, he hung the incense burner from an iron hook affixed to the wall near the bull scene. He paused, closing his eyes, and reached out, hoping to feel the approach of Mithras. Nothing.

      He tucked away his frustrations and returned to the table. He picked up the glass and ran it under his nose. The wine smelled positively decadent. He took a sip and set the glass down. Next, he took the loaf and tore it in half—setting the larger half toward the north side of the plate—then ripped off a small chunk, dragging it through the butter before dipping it into the honey. He popped it into his mouth and savored the mix of relished butter and sweet honey. Last, he pulled his dagger from his belt and carved a piece from the beef, revealing the red and pink inner portion. The meat was cooked perfectly. He chewed and swallowed the bite of meat.

      At the sound of a small whine from just outside the entrance to the Mithraeum, Luke smiled and cut off another piece of meat, carrying it to the giant dog laying on his side. He looked up, his tail thumping on the ground as Luke approached.

      “Here you go, Brutus.” Luke made sure the dog saw the piece of beef before he dropped it. With a speed that belied his size, Brutus snatched the morsel out of the air and chewed it noisily, his tail beating harder. Luke bent over and gave him a quick scratch behind the ears.

      Now, he waited. He grabbed his glass of wine, took a seat on the nearest bench, and sipped it, trying to keep his mind in the right frame. Working to keep his anger with Mithras contained and out of sight was proving to be one of the more challenging tasks he’d undertaken in a while, but for Roxi, he’d do it.

      He’d do anything to bring her back from the edge of death; he just hoped he didn’t have to go as far as he was willing to go. Some bridges shouldn’t be crossed and burned behind him. But if he had to, he’d kindle an inferno without a second thought.

      When he finished his glass, he refilled it and set it on the table. He spun the plate counterclockwise this time. Taking down the burner, he repeated the sequence he’d performed earlier, save for this time he walked clockwise.

      He pushed out his awareness, hoping to feel the powerful presence of the god, but he felt nothing. Taking a moment, he breathed to calm himself before he let slip his emotions. Once he felt under control, he pulled the lid off the burner to check on the incense. He grabbed a few more nuggets and dropped them in to keep it burning.

      This time, he dropped to the ground and sat cross-legged, keeping the table between himself and the altar. He could never quite get the hang of the full lotus position, rather settling for the easier option. He tried to slip into a deep mediation but couldn’t get beyond a calming breathing rhythm. After a while, the cold stone become too much for his ass and legs.

      Standing, he nearly fell, his legs going numb as pins and needles washed over his lower half. Once he revived the sensation in his legs, he repeated the circuit around the table, reversing the directions again.

      He repeated the ceremony several times throughout the night, sometimes drinking and eating some of the food, other times sitting on a bench to calm his mind and return it to a place of respectful welcome.

      The only nod to modern technology in the cave was his phone, which he left just outside the entrance to the Mithraeum. When the alarm sounded, he turned it off and made another circuit around the table at the moment of the solstice. After he returned the incense burner to the hook, he stood on the south side of the table and watched the altar, waiting and wondering.

      The sun chariot of Sol Invictus and Selene’s moon chariot briefly flared to life with gold and silver flashes of light, respectively, before returning to their previous states of paint on stone with only the faintest of glows remaining. Yet the figure in the center remained motionless and devoid of life.

      As Luke stared at the stone carving of Mithras, his anger and frustration grew. When the vibrations of his teeth grinding resounded through his head, he forced his jaw open to unclench the muscles.

      “Joyous tidings on the occasions of the anniversary of your birth, Father of Fathers.” He had trouble keeping sarcasm out of his voice.

      Still, nothing.

      Turning his back to the altar, he stretched his arms out to his sides gesturing toward the empty benches. “Behold! The bounty of your followers, all gathered in one place to pay homage to you.”

      He strode to the back of the cave and turned around, once again raising his arms. “Down through thousands of years, all your true followers have gathered to pay their respects. This is it. Empty benches. And me.”

      Stalking forward, he stopped in front of the altar and pointed violently, nearly touching the image of the god. “Your other follower, one who is more devoted than I, sought you out in her time of need, and you ignored her. Now she lays not far from here, dying. Abandoned by the god she served loyally for so long. I may not have been as devoted, but together we’ve kept your mission alive. And now, with an end in sight, you have abandoned us and failed in your duty to protect your remaining adherents.”

      He hung his head for a moment before looking up again. “She traveled halfway around the world to pay her respects and to renew her covenant with you. When you failed to give her entrance to the cave
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