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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 GUIDE & AUTHOR’S NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      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

        	Ọ̀ṣọ́ọ̀sì - Oh-shoo-shee

      

      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 and a depiction of a kidnapping.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The black Volvo tore down the windy, narrow coastal road, the driver pressing the souped-up engine for all it was worth. The weight of the car pushed the suspension side to side as it leaned around corners. At least the roads were dry, the fall rains taking a brief night or two’s break. Each peek to the rear revealed a pack of cars burning south down Highway 101 in pursuit of the Volvo.

      Luke and his crew hoped to stay ahead, making it to the Astoria-Megler Bridge and back into Oregon. They needed to get to their nearest allies, the Coast Pack. If they could make it across the Columbia River, through Astoria, and a bit further south, they could divert the chase pack onto private land where a brutal response awaited any vampires stupid enough to mess with the pack’s friends.

      “They’re gaining, Luke!” Delilah said, watching the lead car slowly close the distance.

      “I know,” Luke said. “This isn’t as easy as it looks.” He focused on the road ahead, eyes squinting in concentration as he planned his lines around the corners to keep the heavy vehicle from spilling too much speed. Every mile per hour mattered.

      “We’re not going to make it to the bridge…” Pablo said.

      “I know. If we were using your truck, we’d have more muscle.” He loosened his grip on the wheel, his knuckles gripping too tightly. There was a lot of road ahead of them, and he didn’t want to tire out his hands.

      One of the pursuit cars tried to pull into the lane running the other direction, but its steering wheel was quickly yanked to avoid the oncoming delivery truck. As soon as the truck passed, the car tried again to make its way around their Volvo. With a bit of a straightaway to work with, Luke pushed the speed as hard as he could with the old car. Even with all the upgrades Jorge had implemented, it wasn’t a thoroughbred vehicle like some of the luxury sedans and sport cars trailing him. Fortunately, another car in the oncoming lane forced the vampire attempting to pass to return to its lane.

      Luke snorted and laughed when another car, pulling up to take the place of the one that’d darted into the oncoming lane, swerved off the road, flying off the edge and down into a thick Doug Fir tree. One down, but still enough to cause a lot of mischief. Giving the chase cars a quick look, Luke thought they might be opening a bit of space between each other to avoid another such mishap.

      “How far are is it to the Astoria Bridge?” Luke asked, his voice tight with the strain of keeping the Volvo on the road.

      “About seven miles,” Delilah replied, anxiety lacing her voice.

      Luke eased the Volvo into the center of the road as they approached the Chinook River Bridge, effectively cutting off any attempts to move around them. As they rocketed over the short bridge and returned to regular highway, Luke swerved slowly back and forth, taking advantage of a lack of headlights coming at them. One of the pursuit cars tried to use the left shoulder to move around him, sending up clouds of dirt and rocks, but it tipped and rolled over when one of its wheels caught in the ditch. It slammed into a tree trunk.

      “Another one bites the dust.” Luke smirked.

      “Luke… We warned you about bad quipping,” Sam said, shaking her head.

      “Come on, you’ve got to let him have that one. There was dust and everything,” Pablo said.

      Delilah turned to Pablo, shaking her head in disappointment. “I hardly think you’re a neutral advocate, Pablo.”

      “I calls ‘em like I sees ‘em. That was a funny pun. Punny, if you will.” He reached up and patted Luke’s shoulder.

      “If I had a newspaper and it was safe to do so, I’d roll it up and swat Luke on the nose for that one.” Delilah pantomimed rolling up paper.

      Pablo shrugged. “Sorry, buddy, I tried.”

      Luke grunted, concentrating on swerving the Volvo back and forth over the middle line, the tires occasionally hitting the rumble strip augmenting the yellow paint and vibrating the car. Since they had the entire road but only a skimpy portion of the shoulder, the vampires took advantage and flared out, trying to find an open gap. Every time one tried to make a move, Luke would yank the wheel over to cut off the pursuer. One got close enough that Luke rubbed bumpers with it before the pursuers jammed on the brakes.

      They were lucky it was as late as it was, and most of the sparsely populated Long Beach Peninsula was in bed asleep. That didn’t mean there still weren’t other cars on the road, like the one pulling around the corner into the oncoming lane. Luke kept barreling down the center of the road, the driver blaring their horn at Luke. The vampire cars weren’t as brave as Luke and pulled into the right lane. Luke stayed put until the last moment, bouncing over the rumble strip as the car whizzed by.

      As they rounded the corner, Luke crept back into the middle, slowly adding more speed until the road straightened. Then, he put everything the Volvo had left onto the road. After a bit, the Volvo vibrated oddly as it flew down the road.

      “I’m not liking this shimmy. I gotta back it down some or we’re going off the road. We can’t get to the bridge if we’re dead in a ditch.” Luke slowed down until the Volvo stabilized.

      “Luke, slow it down some more. You got a curve, then a town… Chinook,” Delilah instructed.

      Luke nodded and followed her instructions. So far, their luck had held, and the road stayed free of traffic. Seeing the approaching town, he grumbled. The road widened, adding thicker shoulders as they breached the town limits of Chinook. The sidewalks weren’t making him feel any better.

      Luke returned to his swerving pattern, but this time a few of the cars chasing flared out wide. “Fuck.”

      “Luke, they’re uh…on the sidewalks.” Pablo’s voice rose, a sign of his growing anxiety.

      Giving up on the swerve in favor of speed, Luke pushed the gas back down, aiming straight down the road. The shimmy returned, this time adding a weird knocking.

      Luke gripped the wheel, his knuckles white. “Come on, baby, keep it together.”

      Everyone kept quiet, letting Luke concentrate.

      “Oh no…” Sam said. “We just passed a parked cop.”

      “Hopefully, the car’s just parked and empty… And no, lights are on,” Pablo added.

      “Nothing we can do about it now,” Luke said. “They’ll be behind the fangers.”

      The high-pitched oscillation of the siren filtered through the engine’s increasingly loud noises. Scanning his peripherals to check the cars on the sidewalks, a slight sense of relief washed over him as he saw them fall back. Turns out a car half on, half off the sidewalk wasn’t going to be a real speed demon, even if driven by one.

      Delilah looked at her phone, expanding the image on the screen. “Once we get out of town, the road is looking narrow without a lot of passing opportunities. There’s a tunnel, then we’re running by the water.”

      “Cop still back there?” Luke asked.

      “Yeah. Still there,” Sam replied.

      “Almost out of town.” Luke pulled back into the right line. “Car coming.”

      The tension ratcheted up as everyone checked the cars behind him. This time, the vampires didn’t tuck back in behind them.

      “Come on, move over.” Luke’s eyes flicked up to the rearview mirror. “Damn it.” The car honked at them, then held it down. His eyes drifted back to the oncoming car—still moving toward them.

      “Luke…” Delilah said, the edges of panic seeping into her voice.

      “I’ve got it,” he bit out as he yanked the steering wheel to put the Volvo back into their own lane.

      The oncoming car screeched to a halt and swerved off the road into someone’s yard. The vampire cars didn’t let up. They’d have likely plowed headfirst into the oncoming car.

      “At least they didn’t crash,” Sam said.

      Now that the extra space evaporated as the sidewalks and wider shoulders disappeared in the rearview mirror along with the town of Chinook, they were on the last stretch, assuming they could reach the Astoria-Megler Bridge and make it out of Astoria. And that was becoming a bigger assumption by the mile as the Volvo picked up new sounds, knocks, and rattles. The poor old beast wasn’t meant to be pushed so hard for this long, even with the upgrades.

      Luke did his best to mix in aggressive driving to box out any cars trying to get around him and using any straightaway to scrape all the speed he could from the struggling engine. When the tunnel came up, Luke hogged the middle of the road. When they blasted out of the tunnel, he resumed swerving. The only worrying moments were when they drove over a section with a middle turn lane.

      A pair of cars—a white Suburu WRX and noisy, souped up Honda Civic—tried to flank him and pass on both sides.

      “Hold on,” Luke called.

      He hit the brakes just enough to drop them back so the nose of the Volvo was lined up with the rear end of the two smaller cars. Before the vamps could adjust, he pulled the wheel hard to the right, slamming into the rear quarter panel of the Subaru. Its driver wasn’t expecting it and overcompensated, spinning into the boulders that served as a guardrail along the right side of the highway above the mouth of the Columbia River. Luke managed to evade the Suburu’s demise, only taking a scrape and bump from its front bumper as he passed.

      Before the Civic to his left could do anything, Luke used his momentum to plow into the rear of the Honda. The driver jammed on his brakes, the car’s tires screaming in agony as the car went sideways. Luke eased his speed back, disconnecting from the fanger’s car. The tires bit into the ground and the momentum took the Civic onto its side and into a roll, spraying destroyed parts as it tumbled off the road into a ditch. As soon as the road was clear again, Luke accelerated. The Astoria-Megler Bridge was just visible in the near distance. Luke focused on the road while his crew focused on the bridge—a long metal and asphalt runway to freedom.

      “Almost there…” Luke mumbled. “Alright, get ready!”

      Luke swung the Volvo to the left side of the road and braked, hitting the turn onto the Astoria-Megler Bridge with the best line possible to keep speed. As soon as he entered the bridge, the Volvo’s line carried them over to the left oncoming lane.

      “Luke…headlights.”

      “I see them.” Luke waited until the car had settled from the long, wide turn and eased back into their lane. “Fuck!”

      The oncoming car pulled into their lane, coming head on. Two sets of headlights bore down on them.

      “Why are we slowing down?” Delilah asked.

      “Shit, shit, shit… I’m losing the car,” Luke said.

      A loud thunk shook the car as the rattle turned into screeching metal. The smoke and stench of burning oil and grinding metal filled the cabin. The Volvo had reached the end of its range, slowing as it bled its power out onto the Astoria-Megler Bridge.

      “Get your guns ready!” Luke cried, yanking the wheel and using the last of the car’s momentum to bring the car broadside to both lanes, effectively blocking the bridge.

      “Hold on!”

      The last thing Luke saw before the car slammed into his Volvo was the feral face of a vampire, fangs extended in a grim smile of destruction. Sam screamed behind Luke. A second car plowed into the other side of the Volvo, sending it spinning between the two cars in a grim ballet of screeching metal and shattering glass. A third car plowed into the Volvo, followed by a fourth. Horns, stuck in a rigor mortis, blared without the hand of a driver. An engine sputtered. Another revved but had nothing to apply power to. Flames licked at the crumpled hood of one of the vampire’s cars. Wedged between four destroyed cars, Luke’s poor Volvo looked like it’d gone through a car crusher.

      As the cabin of Luke’s Volvo filled with smoke, cutting down on visibility, Luke’s throat felt raw as he tried to blink the burning sensation from his eyes. Two vampires, shocked by their impacts, stirred in the crumpled cabins of their cars. One kicked out the shattered glass of the windshield and crawled onto the wreck of Luke’s Volvo.

      “What the fuck!” The vampire stared into the Volvo, his eyes wide with shock.

      Guns opened fire on the vampire from inside the wounded Volvo, splattering the vampire into a pile of goo that temporarily tamed the flames before igniting them further. So far, the fire remained on the outside of the car, but it was only a matter of time before the flames found ingress.

      Gun fire poured out of the Volvo from all directions as more cars stopped on both sides of the collision, vampires scrambling out armed and angry.

      As one, the fangers opened fire on the five car pileup without regard for what car they hit—or whether they took out Luke and his friends or one of the vampires who’d finally brought the car chase to a spectacular end. A couple vampires pulled grenades from their pockets, pulled the pins, and lobbed them over their friends to land and roll into the heap of twisted steel that lay across the Astoria-Megler Bridge.

      “Down!” a vampire yelled.

      A few seconds later, the grenades went off, sending shock waves of steel, glass, and shrapnel everywhere. A few vampires, unlucky to take wounds, groaned and crawled back toward their cars, cursing the idiots who hadn’t waited for the crowds to clear before throwing the grenades.

      “Everyone back!” boomed a voice.

      The vampires scrambled to their feet, helping those near them, and hid behind their cars. Two vampires pulled out rocket-propelled grenades from the back of a truck, took aim, and fired them into the burning hulk that was the Volvo 240DL wagon. When the rockets hit and exploded, the shock wave knocked vampires onto their asses and shattered a few of their windows.

      The twisted corpse of the Volvo burned along with the four bodies inside.
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      “It’s dead.” Luke shook his head, the corner of his eyes burning as the video feeds cut out after several explosions.

      “Are you crying?” Delilah asked.

      Luke nodded, lowering his head into his hands.

      “We good here, Luke?” Owen asked, standing at the helm of his PT-boat.

      “Yeah. Get us out of here. I don’t want to watch it burn,” Luke replied.

      Pablo squeezed Luke’s shoulder while Sam wrapped her arms around him, giving him a hug.

      “It gave its life so that we could survive and plan bigger things,” Sam said, affecting a comforting voice.

      “I know. It was my idea, but it still hurts. That beat up old Volvo was a piece of me. My constant companion for a couple decades.” Luke sighed and looked up, giving the burning wreck in the distance a last glance before Owen brought the boat all the way around and back out of the mouth of the Columbia River. “I’m going below.”

      Luke stood, disentangling himself from the elaborate cockpit they’d created, and went below deck, opening the second officer’s cabin and sliding into the bunk. He wasn’t tired, not after the adrenaline-fueled mayhem of controlling his car via remote control. They’d set up a driver’s seat with a steering wheel, pedals, and remote gun controls as well as monitors with forward views and mirror views so he could properly guide his Volvo toward its Viking funeral.

      “Luke?” Pablo called. “Sorry to bother you, but Owen wants to know if he can turn the running lights back on.”

      Luke rubbed his hand over his eyes. “He’s in charge of getting us back to port safely. He can make those decisions.”

      “Sure thing, buddy.”

      In the distance, he heard another explosion. Wiping the tears from his cheeks, he sighed and covered his eyes with his hoodie-covered forearm.

      Someone knocked gently on the cabin door. “Luke?” a soft, English-Farsi accent asked. “May I join you?”

      Luke’s desire to be alone warred with his desire to have Roxi nearby. “Please.”

      Roxi poked her head in, her black hair wild from the wind of the Pacific Ocean and Columbia Bar. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course.” He rolled to his side and made room for her.

      Roxi sat on the bed and laid down next to Luke. He smiled, her messy hair tickling his face. Resting his hand on her waist, he pulled her in tighter, not that there was much spare space in the tiny bunk of the motor torpedo boat. They’d stripped down any of the more distinct features on the deck and added a few things to make the boat look a little more like a fishing vessel. Even though they were operating at night, it was a long trip, and the sun would be up by the time they made it back to Owen’s dock.

      “Will you be alright, Luke?”

      He laughed, though it sounded harsh in his own ear. “Yeah. It was just a lot of emotion. That car was my only companion for a long time, until Alfie showed up. It was a large part of my life.”

      “I’m sorry, Luke.” Roxi reached back and rubbed his thigh.

      They lay in silence for a while, enjoying the warmth of each other’s bodies after being on the chilly, windy deck. As he inhaled, the scent of her spicy and floral aroma tantalized his senses. He cleared his throat, looking for a distraction.

      “Roxi, how are you doing? It’s been a couple months now.” He rubbed his hand over her waist and hip.

      “Has it?” She sighed. “I still have trouble with time. It’s like after two thousand years, a year and a half in isolation erased my ability to understand time, look at clocks, or have a body clock.” She chuckled, though it sounded more like exasperation than joviality. “I’m still struggling, Luke. How about you?”

      “Same. My nightmares are back. Well, more frequently than before.”

      “Did you have nightmares while you were there?” Roxi rolled her head so her ear was closer to him.

      “Sort of. Not really. Most of the time I felt too numb, forced myself to be numb.” He scanned his eyes over the tiny cabin, trying to find something to focus on. “I almost feel more comfortable in this cabin than I do outside on the deck under the open sky.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean. It’s too open, too much. Can I tell you something?”

      Luke nodded, then added, “Yes,” since she probably couldn’t see the motion even if she could feel it.

      “When I first moved into your guest room, I made a little nest in the closet and slid the door closed so I could sleep. I know the room’s not too much bigger than my cell was, but the window… It’s a lot with the outside pouring in.”

      He laughed. Feeling Roxi stiffen under his hand, he squeezed gently. “I’m not laughing at you. Just was thinking what a household full of trauma we are. When Gwen first moved in, she slept on the floor in a corner so she’d have walls to protect her. I used to wake her up with my night terrors.” He sighed. “I slept on the floor for the first week after I got home. The bed was too soft.”

      “How’d you manage beds until you got back to your house?” Roxi asked.

      “I slept poorly. Fortunately, either Maggie didn’t notice or didn’t say anything. I can’t imagine I was a good bed companion.” He tried to adjust his shoulder, but there wasn’t enough room. “Can we sit up?”

      “Sure.” Roxi rolled out of the bunk and stood out of the way as best as she could in the confined space.

      Luke swung his legs over the edge of the bed and propped up a couple pillows against the hull, then patted the spot next to him. She sat down, wiggling her bottom to get settled. Once she stilled, Luke slid his hand under hers and gripped it.

      Exhaling, Roxi slouched and rested her head on his shoulder. “How are things with you and Maggie? If you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Well. She’s very understanding. It’s been a little awkward to get our rhythm back, but it’s happening.” He chuckled and smiled. “She’s being very deliberate with helping me get back to some sense of normality.”

      “I’m glad she’s taking good care of you.”

      Luke thought she sounded wistful. Beyond him and Gwen, she rarely interacted with anyone, and even then, it was mostly his leadership team of Delilah, Pablo, and Sam.

      “If you need something, I’m here for you, Roxi. We’ve gone through too much together for me to abandon you now that we’ve made it out alive.” He squeezed her hand and kissed the top of her head, pushing through her bushy hair.

      “I know. I just didn’t want to burden you too much with all that’s happened.”

      “I’m strong enough to help you share the burden. If we waited for people to be whole and strong to help us, we’d have to wait a long time.”

      She snorted. “You’re kind of smart sometimes. I guess…”

      When she paused, Luke gave her time, but when she didn’t finish her statement, he reached across his body and tipped her chin up, kissing her forehead. “Roxi, you can tell me whatever you need to, like we used to when we were, well, you know.”

      Roxi returned her head to Luke’s shoulder, working so she could be closer physically. “I know. I’m just having trouble being vulnerable outside. Although I tell myself you’re still the same kind man, I’m just… Everything’s different. Before I was captured, I was a wary person. Being in there didn’t help that. But when I got to know you, and we grew close, I learned I could trust another person on a level I’d never been able to before. When those other hunters turned on us… That’s how I’ve lived my life for a long time, expecting my allies of convenience to turn on me if the circumstances were right. It’s happened a few times. Too many times.”

      Resting her other hand on his knee, she rubbed it up his leg and back down. He cleared his throat, feeling uncomfortable with the touch yet craving it. He forced his muscles to unclench and accepted the gesture.

      “I know I can trust you, Luke, but it’s hard to change old patterns reinforced by new”—she lifted her hand from Luke’s thigh and gestured around them—“shite.”

      “I understand, believe me. Every day is a struggle to break out of my old self-destructive loneliness habits. Some days I just feel like I’m drowning and barely keeping my head above water, but then I remember I have hands I can reach out to lift me up. Sometimes that’s enough, but most of the time I reach out and make contact. I’m never sorry I did.”

      “Thank you.” Roxi sighed and stood up. “I think I’m going to go out on the deck and try to look at the night sky.”

      “Hopefully, you’ll find a friendly star. If you see the moon, Selene will always listen to you,” Luke said.

      At the sound of scratching on the door, Luke moved his gaze from Roxi to the door.

      “Want me to shoo him away?” Roxi asked.

      “No. He’ll just keep at it and scratch up Owen’s boat.”

      Roxi nodded and gave Luke a soft, closed lip smile before she opened the door, letting the giant mangy wolf-dog into the cabin, then shut the door quietly as she went to search for peace in the night sky.

      The animal had emerged from one of the other cells down in the special prisoners’ section of the arena that Roxi and Luke had been sequestered in. He had no idea who or what it was or why it had been kept imprisoned there. According to Maggie, the creature had helped heal him somehow after the dark entity nearly ripped him apart, body and soul, during their escape.

      When they returned with him to Portland, they shaved off what fur he had and bathed him. Once he started eating regular food, he filled out some, and his fur started regrowing, though it was still pretty short. He’d be a shaggy behemoth when he returned to full health. Not knowing what to do with him, Luke had brought him home to keep an eye on him. Plus, once Gwen saw him, she insisted that she’d help take care of him and refused to let him go elsewhere. She’d even picked a name that seemed to fit him well enough.

      Luke scratched his ears when the beast laid his head next to his legs. “How you doing, Brutus? Enjoying the salt air?”

      The only response Luke got was a brief loll of the tongue before he curled up on the floor at Luke’s feet. The dog—that was the easiest creature to identify him as—always seemed to shove its way into going wherever Luke did. And since he wasn’t sure he trusted the animal to be left with anyone else, when Brutus blocked the door, demanding to go on the mission, he got to ride in the back.

      “Well, Brutus. That looks like a good idea. I’m tired of being awake.” Luke sighed and stretched out on the bed, trying not to think about his Volvo and the grief its loss was causing. “Maybe things will look brighter on the other side.”
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        * * *

      

      Luke opened the door, tossed his backpack on the couch, and made way for the dog. Brutus shuffled through the door and headed to the water bowl for a drink. Luke scooped up Alfred from the floor. The cat burst into purrs, kneading Luke’s shoulder. He stepped out of the way as Roxi passed, stopping to give the giant orange tabby a scratch between the ears before she headed to the guest room.

      She’d been staying in the guest room for a couple months now. He should probably start thinking about it as hers, though that was a fraught choice as well. Staring at the closed door separating them, he didn’t know what he wanted—or, more accurately—was unwilling to admit to what he wanted. That he wanted her. He shook his head and set Alfie down, following the cat into the laundry room to feed him.

      When he reemerged into the kitchen, he found Roxi at the fridge. “Want a water too, Luke?”

      “Yeah, I’m a bit parched.” Luke pulled out a chair and sat at the table.

      Roxi set the can down, then sat across from him. “When are you picking up the kid?”

      “Tomorrow. Maggie dropped her off at Amiata’s on the way out of town with Zel. Gwen and Olivia are having a sleep over.” Luke cracked the can open and took a drink, enjoying the burn of the fizz in the back of his throat.

      “What are Maggie and Zel up to?”

      “Getting out of town for a vacation. It’s been intense times for them since I’ve come into Maggie’s life. Heading up to Victoria, B.C. for a week.” Luke reached down to scratch Alfie’s head. Luke’s eyes followed the orange cat as he walked over to Roxi.

      “What do you say we go do something tonight?” She made room for the orange tabby as he jumped into her lap.

      They’d stayed a day out at the coast after docking, guests of Lauren and Owen and the Coast Pack. He’d needed a day’s rest after the sad death of his trusty Volvo. Plus, Lauren had set him up with her stylist to dye his long hair black as part of his disguise now that he was dead. He felt rested and eager to be out of the house, ready to distract himself from losing his old metal friend.

      Luke smiled and nodded. “Yeah, that sounds great, actually. I need to get out and do something. Mind if I freshen up first? I need to shave off this beard to complete my disguise.”

      Roxi gave him a half grin. “I’m curious to see what you have hidden under there. I’ve only ever seen you with the burly beard. You look very rakish.”

      He chuckled. “Last I checked, it was just my face under there, but I guess things could have changed.” He paused for a drink of his water. “I could do with a shower and a fresh change of clothes. Also, can we stop by and talk to Jamaal? He said he had some news for me.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll go shower and change too.” She set the cat on the floor and took her water with her to the guest room.

      Luke caught himself watching the sway of her hips as she walked out of the room. Sighing at himself, he shook his head, took a drink of water, and headed to his room to shower and dress. He emerged from his room clean shaved and wearing a purple button-down shirt with tiny polka dots and dark wash jeans—all in an effort to look nothing like the hoodie-wearing, now dead vampire slayer.

      When Roxi emerged from the guest room, Luke escorted her to the rental sedan he’d procured until he could figure what he wanted as his new slayerwagon. He had no idea what he wanted. It felt too soon to think of a replacement for his Volvo, as if it really was the death of a loved one. The banal neutrality of the plastic and metal rental inspired no feelings, and right now, that’s the best he could hope for.
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      They parked in front of the pack’s community house, where they kept a small clinic and offices for the pack’s council members. Coding in the lock, Luke held the door for Roxi and followed her in. When he reached Jamaal’s office, he knocked.

      The tall, skinny Black man with long locs let them in, offering a couple chairs for them to sit in. “It’s good to see you, Roxi. How are you?”

      “Tolerably well. You?” Roxi replied.

      “About the same. Luke, how about you?” Jamaal was likely more wary about asking Luke. Jamaal had set up the electronics package that allowed them to control the Volvo remotely from Owen’s boat.

      “I’m doing OK. Your set up worked perfectly. The range was right for what we needed.” He sighed forlornly. “The Volvo handled beautifully.”

      “I’m sorry about the loss of your car, but I’m glad the operation went off well. I like the new look. I did a double take when you walked in.” With his elbows resting on the arms of his office chair, he steepled his fingers.

      Luke adjusted his seat and tried to relax. “You said you had news for us?”

      “Yeah. You’ll be happy to know that the back door I created in the Flanders Pack’s computer system is still there and usable. I’ve been siphoning small amounts of money from their accounts for a couple days now.”

      Luke’s eyebrows shot up, the news brightening his day. “Well done, Jamaal. That news does make me happy.”

      “Won’t they notice a drain?” Roxi asked.

      “We’re not taking much, at least compared to the main totals on their accounts. I mean, to you and me, we’re taking some serious change, but it’s well within the normal flux of their active accounts. Plus, I’ve got a worm in their system that’s hiding the numbers I’m pulling out.”

      “Where’s the money going?” Luke asked. He hadn’t expected for Jamaal to get back into their system so quickly. Jamaal had planned on the operation, taking at least a few weeks of steady work from him and Hersch to get in and establish their presence in the Flanders Pack’s computers.

      “It’s bouncing around for a bit as I try to hide its movement, but it’ll be landing in some secure accounts Holly and I set up.” Jamaal rested his hands on the back of his head, a well-deserved cocky grin on his face.

      Luke smiled, nodding at their small victory against Jan and his pack. “Does Pieter know?”

      “Yup. He’s been helping me as much as he can. He’s taking me out to a fancy dinner to celebrate.”

      “Very good.” Luke’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “If we want to, can we strip the accounts bare?”

      Jamaal raised a single eyebrow. “Yeah, we can probably hit most of them, but they’ll notice that pretty quick when the banks start calling them.”

      As an evil grin spread across Luke’s face, he chuckled then started laughing, the edges of it touching on hysterical. Roxi and Jamaal looked at him weirdly, like he’d lost his mind. He couldn’t help it after the last two years. It was almost like he was reclaiming some of the control he’d lost over his life at the hands of the Flanders and Luxembourg Packs. With a call to Jamaal, he could bring down the entire financial structure of the Flanders Pack and probably anyone else closely linked to them.

      Once Luke’s laughter calmed down, he exhaled, trying to get himself under control. “Sorry about that. I’m a little giddy to have a victory after so many steady defeats. It feels good. Thank you, Jamaal. I really needed this.”

      Jamaal nodded, his locs shaking with the motion. “It’s what I do. I’m stoked I could brighten your day.”

      “If that’s all you’ve got for me, I think we’ll head out and leave you to your work.” Luke couldn’t help but smile.

      “Nothing more from me. I’ll keep you in the loop on everything. You give me the word, and I’ll pull their money out so hard it’ll break their back.” Jamaal gave them an evil grin.

      “That’s kind of the idea.” Luke stood up and shook Jamaal’s hand. “Do you have more work for the day?”

      “Glad to be of service. Nothing more for me. Gonna head out and pick up some drinks and snacks. It’s DnD night with my crew. You’re always welcome to join us. The only catch is you can’t be a sword and board warrior. You’ll have to roll something that isn’t your day job.”

      Luke grinned and winked at him. “I guess Paladin is out, too.”

      “Ha! Though after robbing the Flanders Pack, I don’t think you’re too lawfully aligned anymore.”

      Luke snorted. “No, and that’s assuming we ignore all the other shady shit I do in the name of vampire hunting.”

      Jamaal laughed. “Well, if you decide to join us, we’ll figure something else out. You kids have a good night.” Jamaal opened the door and waved.

      “You too, Jamaal.” Roxi leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for the good news.”

      As they walked out of the pack’s house, Luke’s steps felt light with just a touch of carefree, at least for the moment. The cloud of his bad mood lifted, and he noticed Roxi’s outfit for the first time since they’d left. She wore a pair of tight jeans that hugged the curves that’d had been filling in since she’d been getting regular healthy meals and exercise to get back into hunting shape. The chocolate brown blouse with three-quarter length sleeves fit snuggly around her waist. It was a simple outfit, but Roxi looked amazing in it.

      Roxi turned around, a pleasant smile on her face. “Are you coming?”

      He couldn’t help grabbing Roxi’s hand and pulling her in for a hug.

      Roxi laughed at the exuberant hug. “You’re feeling awfully chipper.”

      “I guess I am. I didn’t realize how much I needed a win. I know it's Jamaal and Hersch’s work, but everyone is always telling me it’s a team effort in the pack, so I’m going to enjoy the feeling of the pack having a little success. I know the feeling will be gone before too long, but I need to savor it now.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek.

      With a wary intensity in her eyes, Roxi placed a palm on each cheek and pulled his face in but aimed for his lips. At first the kiss was more friendly, then it became more. He wasn’t sure who pushed back in after the initial brush of their lips, but soon they were kissing deeply and passionately. When they parted, Roxi gave him a knowing smile and a couple pats on the cheek before she turned around and strode to the rental car.

      Luke took a moment to breathe deeply and calm his racing mind and nerves. The thoughts and feelings he’d been having about Roxi once he’d returned home crashing around his head like a kitten with catnip fueled zoomies. Shaking his head, he walked around the car and climbed in.

      Luke cleared his throat, opened his mouth to speak, closed it when his brain stalled, then went with an easy option. “You know. We never decided what to do tonight.”

      She grabbed his phone, put in an address on the map app, then put the phone back in the cradle. “I’d like to go here for dinner if that’s alright.”

      Not looking at the name attached to the address, Luke nodded, wanting to let Roxi take him on her journey tonight. He started the car and pulled out into traffic. Twenty minutes later, he parked in front of Quaintrelle. Although they didn’t have reservations, they took a couple seats at the bar. After a sharing a bottle of wine and an amazing meal, they headed to the next stop on Roxi’s improvised itinerary, a movie at the Laurelhurst. She hadn’t planned what movie, just picking the one with the next start time. It turned out to be a silly comedy. After a couple hours of laughing, Luke felt good—the best he’d felt since before leaving for Belgium two years ago. Roxi grabbed his hand as they walked back to the rental car, walking slowly as she made periodic contact with his body.

      As Luke pulled out onto Northeast 28th, Roxi searched through the radio for some music, settling on a rock station. Luke wasn’t paying attention as he worried about driving. Reveling in his good mood and increasingly bold thoughts about Roxi, his eyes flicked down to the radio when Roxi reached out to turn up the music. He pulled his eyes away from her long fingers and strong hand, forcing his eyes back onto the road.

      With the volume louder as he sought to focus his mind elsewhere, he finally tuned into the plaintive voice of Don McLean as he wound up the intensity of the opening of “American Pie.” By the time the first minute passed, Luke started mouthing the chorus silently as he bobbed his head along.

      “…soul,” Luke whispered.

      “…slow,” Roxi sang just above a whisper.

      Soon, they both sang the full lyrics to themselves, until they hit the chorus again. Their voices grew steadily until they were singing along with each other, finding the harmony they always settled into when they’d sang or made music in their cells—something they hadn’t done since the pack freed them.

      Luke swayed in his seat, singing and trying to make himself sound as good as possible with Roxi. Sliding her hand over, Roxi rubbed her hand up and down his thigh as she sang, her lovely voice filling the car and making Luke’s heart ache. As the car drove into the night, their voices rose to embrace and buoy each other.

      When Luke pulled on to Lombard Street, he reached down and twined his fingers with hers, giving a squeeze. With each line sang, they both got more into it, losing the last of the reserve they’d been residing in since returning to Portland. They’d been so free when they only had the other to rely upon. Luke missed the intimacy of their relationship and the closeness they’d forged at the sword point of their enemies. He didn’t realize how important that link had become until he escaped their captivity. A nearly invisible wall had gone up, separating them.

      In her guest room, Roxi had only been fifteen feet from Luke in his room, but it might as well have been on the other side of the moon. He was afraid that the link they’d forged might have been severed, but now, with her hand in his and a song on their lips, he found the pieces he’d been missing.

      It had been a relationship forged out of stress, loneliness, and necessity. Over the months they’d been able to communicate through their freed stone, they’d become intimately entwined with each other, unable to really see it through the trauma of the situation. Then, the singing had begun as Roxi explored the music of her youth, graciously sharing it with Luke as she sang for a sense of needed nostalgia and continuity. When he’d joined her, eventually sharing songs of his youth, their musical games had kept them both grounded and sane as the harmony of their voices bound them together in a way Luke had been unable to understand until it had gone missing. Music had saved their mortal souls.

      Now, singing together—their voices not seeking to dominate each other, but trying to compliment and lift up—all the walls and distance melted away. For the first time in months, Luke felt truly connected to the woman he was having increasingly complex and confusing thoughts about.

      As Luke pulled into his driveway, they still hadn’t reached the end of the song, so Luke put the car in park and without missing a beat, they continued singing as if they were still rolling down the road, still giving it their all.

      “…this’ll be the day that I die…”

      When they sang the last line, Luke turned the ignition off and stepped out of the car, unlocking the door. Neither of them spoke about it; they just stepped into the house.

      “Luke, I’d like a glass of whiskey please,” Roxi said, walking to the TV stand. She turned on the sound system. “I’ll put on some music.”

      Luke let his eyes wander over her legs and up, admiring her form as she leaned over the console. “Any preference?”

      “Give me something robust. Neat, please.” Roxi didn’t look up, reaching over to light a large multi wick candle on the end of the console. After the flames danced to life, she focused on her phone as she looked through her music app.

      Luke stepped into the dining room and looked over the bottles of whiskey sitting on his bar. When he saw the Dickel’s Bottled in Bond, he grabbed it and a couple of glasses, pouring a couple fingers into one. He took a sip, letting the big flavor bolster him. Leaning against the bar, he snorted when his eyes fell on Brutus sprawled on the giant dog bed, Alfred draped over the giant barrel of the dog’s chest. He took another drink. Happy the whiskey would match Roxi’s request, he poured some into her glass and brought it into the living room, setting it down by her hand as he walked toward the big bay window.

      Roxi hadn’t started the music yet, still undecided about something.

      Luke stared out the window between the branches of his Japanese Maple at the stars and moon above.

      “…IiIIiIiIiiiiiIii want someone badly…”

      The opening line of Jeff Buckley’s “I Want Someone Badly” sent chills up his spine and caused tingles to race over his scalp. He took a sip of whiskey and turned around, nearly choking at what he saw. He swallowed, his stomach flopping, and cleared his throat lightly as Roxi, back still too him, swayed her hips to the beat, wearing nothing but her chocolate brown button-down shirt with red lacy underpants peeking out from under the tail of her shirt. Luke, his mouth suddenly dry, licked his lips, unable to take his eyes off Roxi’s swaying hips and shapely bare legs. She reached over and picked up her glass, lifting it to her lips. She hung her head, her back rounded with her other hand resting on the top of the console.

      Unsure of how long he stood there watching the sinuous movement of her body, he gave his head a little shake and took a sip, letting the burn of the whiskey trickling down his throat integrate the thrill and danger running through his body as he stared at her. She picked up her glass again, took a sip, then turned around. Her eyes smoldered with a barely controlled fire he had glimpsed off and on all night when she wasn’t as careful to keep the flames banked.

      She kept the sway in her hips as she strode toward him seductively, still working with the rhythm of the song as she reached up and unbuttoned the shirt until only one plastic disk above her navel was the last thing keeping the shirt even somewhat closed. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from hers as she pulled him in with their undeniable gravity. With her free hand, she slid it up and under the hem of Luke’s shirt to rest on his waist. Her palm burned against his skin. As she swayed, Luke joined her with the guidance of her hand until they danced to Jeff Buckley’s bewitching voice.

      Staring into Luke’s eyes, she lifted the glass to her lips and tossed the rest of the whiskey back and set the glass down. She reached up and caressed the back of Luke’s neck, pulling his head down as she tipped her lips up, her eyelids hanging heavy with desire. When Luke’s lips touched Roxi’s, sparks exploded in his head, sending waves of longing crashing through his body. His breath caught as she teased his mouth open with her tongue, the spicy taste of the whiskey on her breath and tongue making him dizzy.

      When the kiss ended, they still swayed in time. Placing his palm on the soft skin of her hip, he ran his hand up and under the side of her shirt until it rested on her waist. Pulling her body into his, he bowed his neck to bring his lips down to hers, initiating a kiss, pouring his passion and want into it as Roxi responded, her grip tightening on his side, her nails lightly pressing into his skin. Luke raised his head reluctantly as the song ended and transitioned into another Jeff Buckley song, this time “Forget Her.”

      Luke swallowed, taking a surreptitious deep breath, and downed the rest of his whiskey before exhaling quietly. Roxi took his empty glass and set it next to hers. He let his hand rest at his side. Staring intensely into his eyes, she ran her hand over his shirt, up his stomach and over his chest, then around his neck until she wound her fingers in the hair at the base of his skull. Virtually no space separated them as their bodies harmonized into the slow dance. Luke itched to touch Roxi with his other hand so he brought it up to her cheek, cupping it in his strong hand, his palm a mix of soft and rough. He rubbed his thumb over the line of her strong cheekbone while he gazed into the deep pools of her dark brown eyes, mesmerized by the heat, longing, and vulnerability.

      As the song intensified after the light and stirring bridge, Luke guided her lips to his as Buckley’s voice soared into the climax of the song. There were no barriers in Luke’s heart as he poured his desire and need through his lips into Roxi. She met him need for need, her fingers winding through his hair as she gripped tightly, pulling as they devoured each other.

      When they broke the kiss, they both breathed heavily. He couldn’t tell whose hands were trembling—hers or his, both most likely—as his body vibrated. He kissed the tip of her prominent nose then rested his forehead against hers, their breath mingling as they breathed each other in. Somehow, their bodies hadn’t lost the slow, seductive rhythm as they moved together.

      “Roxi…” Luke wetting his lips to stall, he closed his eyes, squeezing them shut for a second, then opened them enough to see her face. “I need you, badly.”

      Stepping back, but leaving her hand on his waist as they swayed together, Roxi twitched the fingers on her other hand and freed the last button
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