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      A cool breeze blew in off the Scheldt River as Luke picked an empty sidewalk table at Cafe Batavier. He stripped off the light-weight jacket and settled it over the back of his chair. Facing the MAS Museum, he watched the wind ripple the surface of the square inlet pond surrounding the complex.

      A black-clad server approached him, greeting him in crisp, neutral Dutch. “Hello, sir. Would you like something to drink?”

      “I’ll take the Boon Mariage Parfait Geuze, please,” Luke replied.

      “Very good.” The server hustled back to the bar to get Luke’s drink.

      It had been a long time since he’d conversed in Flemish Dutch, and centuries since he’d been forced to learn the language as it supplanted the Gallic Celtic language he’d grown up with. He’d had to relearn the local language several times over the centuries, first the Germanic Frankish language, then the earlier version of French and Dutch as the languages evolved. Instead of adapting with the locals, his long absences from the land of his birth, necessitated by his vocation, meant he had to pick up the newest versions whenever he spent extended time in the lowlands.

      These days, he rarely visited Belgium. Portland, Oregon was his home, but he still liked to check on his properties in Belgium and visit the land where he’d spent so much of his life. As he stared out over the water, not focusing on anything, he let the soft spring sun warm his face, but even the pleasant weather couldn’t quite drive off the melancholy he usually felt after returning to the land of his birth. At least Antwerp was a ways from the trenches of West Flanders where he’d spent too much time during World War I.

      After the server returned, he unwound the cage and popped the cork, then filled the glass with a lightly hazy golden beer that capped off with a thick beige head.

      “Please enjoy,” the server said.

      “Thank you.” Luke relaxed into his chair, took a sip of the funky, tart beer, and sighed in satisfaction. He zoned out, watching the people enjoy a sunny but cool late spring afternoon. It felt good to appreciate the mundane tableau of drinking a beer at a café and watching the world go by—no urgency or life or death decisions, just being.

      After a while, a well-dressed white man with a slightly tanned complexion sat down at the table next to his.

      “Enjoying your stay in Antwerp?” the gentleman asked in Flemish-accented English.

      “Hmmm, excuse me?” Luke replied in English. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.”

      The man wore a crisp white and red graph check button-down shirt tucked into bright blue pants. He looked a little older than Luke, who appeared to be in his late thirties or early forties. When the server returned, the man ordered an Orval while Luke asked for another bottle of the Boon.

      The man leaned a little closer, a pleasant smile on his face. “Enjoying your stay in Antwerp?”

      Luke nodded, feigning a polite smile. “Yes. It’s been a while since my last visit, but it’s a lovely city. I was just people watching and enjoying the view.”

      “How about the beer?” the man asked.

      “It’s one of my favorites.” Luke was getting annoyed by the interruption.

      “I can’t get used to the sours. Not my glass of beer, I guess.” He shook his head as if he were sad about not liking the particular style of beer. “Ah, excellent!”

      The server placed an Orval in front of the man and poured Luke’s Boon. The stranger sipped his beer and joined Luke in people watching; the square was getting a fair bit of foot traffic on the pleasant day. Luke hoped he’d finished talking. He wasn’t typically antisocial, but he was in the mood for solitude. Then again… He absentmindedly took a drink of his beer while mused over the last few years and decades. Solitude seemed to be his constant for over a century now.

      “Are you here on business or holiday?” the man asked.

      “I’m just enjoying a beer on vacation,” Luke replied, lifting his glass to demonstrate. Apparently, the stranger wasn’t done chatting. Luke tried to stave off an eye roll or any other outward signs of annoyance.

      “Mind if I join you?” The man smiled and gestured toward an empty seat at Luke’s table.

      Luke thought about the question for a moment. Maybe doing something to break out of his rut wouldn’t be a bad thing. Maybe a few minutes of idle conversation would do him a bit of good. He pushed the seat out with his foot. It’d been a long time since he’d had a simple conversation, and the man didn’t seem interested in minding his own business. The stranger stood up and took the seat.

      “American?” The man grabbed a coaster for his Orval.

      “Currently. Originally, I was born not far from Brussels.”

      The man’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Ah, Belgian? Your American accent is very clean. How long has it been since you left Belgium?”

      “It’s been a while.” “A while” was a wild understatement. He’d first left Belgium when he was eighteen, some nineteen hundred years ago—a young man marching to his first campaign as a Roman legionnaire. “I return periodically to attend to some of my interests. How about you? From Antwerp?”

      “Originally, Brussels, but we moved to Antwerpen when I was a teen. Antwerpen is home, though.” He extended a hand to Luke. “Jan.”

      Luke shook his hand. “Luke.” He was warming to Jan’s open manner and calm demeanor. Though, he couldn’t entirely dismiss his usual suspicious nature and trust the man entirely, but the conversation would end, and he’d never see the man again. And if he did see him again, he’d cross that bridge when it happened.

      “May I buy you another round?” Jan held up his nearly empty glass and gave it a little shake to emphasize his point.

      Luke shrugged and smiled. “Sure, why not? I’m not driving anywhere.”

      Jan waved the server over and ordered. After they chatted companionably for a while, nearly finishing their beers, Jan looked at his watch and raised his hand to signal for the check. “It is time I depart. Thank you for the conversation.”

      The server returned with the check, and Jan paid him before Luke could grab his wallet.

      “As thanks for letting me join you.” Jan passed the check back to the server, knocking his cell phone to the ground. “Ah, looks like I got lucky. Not a scratch.” He stood and offered his hand again. “Luke, it was a pleasure. Welcome home to Belgium.”

      Jan turned and walked toward the center of town.

      Once again by himself, Luke sighed and returned to his drink, loneliness filling the space vacated by the brief conversation. But when the late afternoon sun no longer warmed him and the breeze turned too chilly for his taste, he grabbed his jacket and slipped it on.

      Something heavy in his pocket pulled his attention. He hadn’t put anything in the jacket’s pockets. Reaching in, he pulled out a cell phone he’d never seen before. Text messages flashed on the screen,

      Greetings, Mr. Irontree. I apologize for the subterfuge at the café.
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