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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.

      He hadn’t told Jan his last name. His anxiety spiked, paranoia stepping to the fore as he looked around the hall to make sure he was indeed alone.

      We have an important job for someone of your unique skill set and talents. Normally, we wouldn’t involve a stranger, but this matter is of some delicacy. Tomorrow, St Pauluskerk, noon.

      Thank you-J

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      They had him at a disadvantage, knowing more about him than he knew of them. He didn’t like not knowing who he was dealing with, especially if they seemed to have more information about him than he wanted them to. While he could walk away, leaving a potential enemy behind who knew who he was and how to track him down would be foolhardy at best. If it turned out they weren’t enemies, it was better to be cautious and alive than trusting and dead.

      A couple of blocks away from St Pauluskerk, Luke stopped to check if he was being followed. His cautious nature often tipped him over the line into hypervigilance. Fortunately, the day was cool, so he didn’t look out-of-place wearing his black hoodie with the hood bunched up around his neck to hide the pommel of his sword. He resisted the urge to wrap his fingers around the bone handle of the gladius to feel its comforting presence in his hand. He’d strapped the sword to his back for an over the right shoulder draw. Although a hoodie was standard wear for people of all ages in Portland, it marked him as a tourist in Belgium. He didn’t care if he blended in today.

      Forcing his hands into his pockets to affect a more casual look, he looked around the small square for anyone suspicious. Although he couldn’t spot anyone following him, that didn’t mean people weren’t watching from windows or roofs. He cast a quick glance around to the brick buildings, looking for anyone peeking out a window or spying from a roof. Finding nothing out of place, he almost wished he had. It would provide a known threat for his anxiety to focus on.

      He turned onto Korte Doornikstraat, spotting the entrance to the gardens next to St Pauluskerk. A couple of sizable men were milling about, trying too hard to look natural. Their stance and positioning gave away that they were likely professional bodyguards. The tension in their arms and shoulders spoke to their nervousness about today’s assignment and their yearning to bring a weapon to hand. He liked that enough of his reputation still circulated to cause professionals distress, though a nervous bodyguard increased the potential for mistakes.

      They spotted him, their eyes catching his before they went back to doing a poor job of looking nonchalant. He walked to the entrance and through the door unhindered. They were expecting him, after all.

      The small entryway opened into a narrow, enclosed garden. Luke stepped through the doors into St Pauluskerk’s garden and Calvarietuin. The church formed one wall, while old apartments and houses lined the others. Nothing but closed windows and curtains looked back at Luke as he swept the surrounds for observers.

      Behind him, the oak doors swung shut, pushed by a new pair of muscular individuals, this time a man and a woman. The two guards who’d shut the doors stood sentinel, their hands open and resting at their sides. Feeling trapped, Luke’s senses kicked into overdrive. His body was poised for action when he saw the man from the café step out from the shadows of one of the many statues. Jan looked relaxed, an innocuous smile gracing his face. He raised his hands placatingly to calm Luke and to show he was unarmed. Luke didn’t relax; his body was wound as tight as a spring, ready to unleash its deadly energy.

      Jan stopped a safe distance away, telegraphing a calm and composed demeanor. “Please, Mr. Irontree. I apologize for the circumstances of this meeting. These arrangements aren’t directed at you, but to keep other, less savory types away.”

      “It appears you have me at a disadvantage. Jan, right?” Luke forced his muscles to unwind, so he didn’t look quite so intense. He didn’t want the bodyguards to decide he was a threat.

      Jan chuckled. “Based on your reputation, I’m not entirely sure the advantage is mine.”

      “You appear to not only know my reputation, but my full name, which I didn’t give you.” Luke let a bit of annoyance seep into his voice.

      Jan nodded. “I’ve asked you here on behalf of my associate. I’m sure he can help illuminate the situation for you. As a sign of good faith, you can keep your weapon. Not that we could take it from you without a lot of pain, but that’s beside the point. He’s waiting for you at the bottom of the Calvarietuin.”

      Luke paused for a moment and stared at Jan with a clenched jaw before giving him a tight nod. Relaxing some, he turned and walked toward St Pauluskerk’s famed Calvarietuin. Stone statues rose from the greenery on his way to the structure at the back of the garden. The Calvarietuin appeared to have melted and sloughed off the side of the Gothic church like a layer cake left out in the sun. Next to the smooth stone of the St Pauluskerk’s Gothic exterior, the Calvarietuin looked out of place with its mix of rough stones, concrete, and mortar. On each layer of the structure, alcoves and recesses housed a series of statues and reliefs, rising to the top level, which depicted Jesus Christ on the cross. Luke stood outside the entrance to the lower level of the Calvarietuin, letting his eyes adjust. He could see a white man of medium height in a dark suit staring at the reliefs of damned souls burning in the flames of hell.

      Luke cleared his throat and shuffled his feet to announce his presence as he descended the few stairs into the recessed alcove. The man didn’t turn.

      “Ah, Mr. Irontree. Thank you for accepting our invitation.” The man’s voice, while low, was clear with a touch of gravel in it. He spoke English with a typical Flemish accent.

      “With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” Luke tried to maintain his calm, his annoyance growing with the continued mystery of his summoning.

      “You may call me Mr. van den Bergh, Pieter van den Bergh. Forgive me for not being a proper host; I’m not much in the mood for joviality right now.” Pieter sighed.

      The man turned around. His hair was a mix of gray and brown. The wrinkles on his forehead and around his eyes put him in his later forties. A bold, sharp nose jutted down and ended in a wide base above his cleanly shaven face. His hands were clenched tightly in front of him, the whiteness of his knuckles betraying his tension. “I will be brief. My daughter and wife have been kidnapped, and I need someone of your unique abilities to secure their freedom.”

      Luke narrowed his eyes. “I’m unsure why I’d be the best choice to affect their release. I think the police might be better suited to this task⁠—”

      “Mr. Irontree, we know who you are,” Mr. van den Bergh interrupted curtly. “This interference with my family is intolerable.” He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and released a bit of the tension in his hands. “There has long been a rumor in our community of one whom the monsters of the night fear, one mention of whom sends them scurrying into even darker holes. One who has gone by many names over the years, but who is always known as the Centurio Immortalis. Then when we heard you were moving through our territory, our investigators found the name you were currently using—Luke Irontree.”

      Luke nodded politely, begrudgingly acknowledging the discoveries. “You are very well informed, Mr. van den Bergh. I’m assuming the reason this isn’t a police matter has something to do with the aforementioned monsters?”

      Pieter nodded.

      “What prevents you from taking your family back?” Luke asked, raising his eyebrow in curiosity.

      “They will kill my daughter and my wife. The ransom is our territory. We hold sway over most of Flanders, while they control Wallonia. They wish to own all of Belgium. We give up our holdings, they give me back my wife and child. We do anything to counter them, and they kill them.” Pieter shook his head, grinding his teeth.

      “And you believe their threat?” Luke’s annoyance dissipated as Pieter’s distress drew him in.

      “Yes. Absolutely. Perhaps if the brothers were still in charge, we could figure out a solution. A while ago, a new master took control, or I guess I should say ‘mistress.’ She does not bluff. Since her arrival in the south of Belgium, they have consolidated their hold over the region. She sets her creatures to watch us at night, and her lesser minions to follow us in the daylight.” He spat the last sentence out, his disgust with the situation obvious.

      “How did you avoid alerting them to this meeting?” Luke asked. His vigilance ramped up at the mention of “creatures” and “night,” as Pieter hinted around who their shared nemesis was.

      Pieter snorted. “Their thralls are easy enough to evade without the direct guidance of their masters. If we don’t do it too often, they just blame the inadequacy of their servants for their failures.”

      Luke nodded, acknowledging the point. “Do you have more details on ‘the brothers’ and the ‘mistress’?”

      “The brothers I know well—Guillaume and Joseph Geefs.”

      “The sculptors?” Luke asked incredulously; his head jolted back as his eyebrows lifted toward his hairline.

      “You’ve heard of them?”

      Luke chuckled. “Their ‘sexy Satan’ statues were pretty popular on the internet a few months ago, but I was familiar with them already. I’ve seen both sculptures. I always stop at St. Paul’s when I’m in Liege to see Guillaume’s.” He shut his mouth and let himself think through the situation. If Pieter’s enemies were creatures of the night who couldn’t go out in the day with thralls handling their daylight business, then they were his enemies as well. For now, Pieter would fall under the enemy of my enemy situation. There was only one conclusion he could reach. “Give me all the details you have.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Irontree.” Mr. van den Bergh’s shoulders dropped as he unclasped his hands, letting them relax at his sides. “Thank you.”

      A man cleared his throat as he approached the entrance to the alcove.

      “Mr. Irontree, if you’ll follow me, please.” Jan beckoned him. “Let’s proceed inside. We have the use of the church for a few more minutes.”

      Inside St Pauluskerk, white pillars rose from the tiled floors to the white vaulted ceilings. Masterpieces from the Flemish Masters lined the walls. Another of Mr. van den Bergh’s associates handed Jan a folder.

      “Please, have a seat.” Jan gestured to a row of pews.

      Luke sat. Jan sat next to him and opened the folder across his lap. Momentarily distracted by the beauty of the church, Luke only returned his attention to Jan after a gentle touch to his forearm.

      “They’ve done a magnificent job with the reconstruction,” Luke commented. “I haven’t been inside since before the fire.”

      “The fire was in 1968,” said Jan, eyebrows raised.

      “I believe you’re right.” Luke turned his attention to the pile of documents on Jan’s lap, photos of two men catching his eye. “Well, they are flamboyant.” One brother was dressed in the habit à la Française like an 18th century dandy. His blue velvet coat was covered in intricate embroidery adorned with large pink roses and gold stitching. The pale pink waistcoat, likewise covered in embroidery, featured blue roses that matched the coat. He finished the ensemble with cream breeches, black leather boots, and a powdered wig. The other brother looked more like a Sex Pistols groupie with a black leather coat covered in spikes, ripped jeans, motorcycle boots, and a spiked mohawk.

      “Ah. They fancy themselves DJs. Guillaume,” Jan said, picking up the picture of the dandy, “calls himself Lord DJ Sang du Coeur.”

      Luke snorted and rolled his eyes. “Lord DJ Blood of the Heart?”

      “Yes.” He set Guillaume’s picture down and picked up the punk. “This would be Joseph, also known as DJ Spike Terrible.” Jan flipped the pictures over to the other side of the folder to reveal the next layer. “Here’s an all-access pass to the Blood Nights Festival, their annual EDM festival just outside of Liege. It starts the day after tomorrow. We’ve arranged everything for you—hotel, car, and train tickets. We even obtained plans for their mansion—that’s where we suspect Mr. van den Bergh’s family is being held. However, these blueprints are quite old and may not reflect any recent updates”—he peered down at some tiny print—“in the last century, at least. Sorry, that’s the best we could do. A lot of records disappeared or burned during the two World Wars.”

      “No, this will work.” The sound of a closing door drew Luke’s attention to a smaller man in a suit who’d just entered the church.

      Jan stood and walked over to meet him. The unknown man took an envelope from inside of his suit jacket and handed it to Jan before leaving.

      “Your papers.” Jan handed the envelope to Luke.

      He opened the envelope and pulled out a Belgian driver’s license, a Belgian passport, and a credit card that matched the names on the IDs. The quality of the work impressed him. He couldn’t tell they were fakes, and he’d owned many a set of fraudulent documents over the years. “These are excellent, and on such short notice.”

      Jan smiled. “We’ve acquired certain skills over the years. I apologize for not having American IDs available. We didn’t have enough time to find the proper materials.”

      “That’s OK. My French is good enough to pass. Do you have a photo of Mrs. van den Bergh and Miss van den Bergh?”

      Jan flipped through some more papers until he came to a couple photos. The first was of a strikingly beautiful woman with onyx skin wearing a red business suit. Her hair was parted down the middle and cascaded in tight curls that nearly reached her shoulders. “This is Amiata van den Bergh.”

      Next, he picked up a picture of an umber-skinned girl wearing a plaid school uniform. Her hair was styled in a pair of afro puffs, and a giant “happy kid” grin was plastered across her face. Jan smiled at the picture before handing it to Luke. “This is Olivia Adelisa. She’ll be nine in a couple months.” Jan fixed his gaze on Luke and poured pleading into his eyes. “Please, Mr. Irontree, bring them home safely. We’ll pay anything you ask.”

      “I’ll do everything in my power, but I won’t do this for money; I have plenty already. We can figure out what’ll work for a payment, but I promise the terms won’t be onerous.”

      “Thank you. Please, enjoy the paintings before you go. There are some true masterpieces here.” Jan handed Luke the folder, then turned and strode toward the exit.

      The growl of his stomach reminded him he’d been too anxious to eat lunch before his meeting. He could find something on the way back to his room, but wondered about Jan’s recommendations for one of Liege’s more famous products. “One last question, Jan. Any suggestions for a waffle shop in Liege?”

      Jan stopped, turned, and looked at Luke. His eyebrows were set in a slightly quizzical and confused expression before he chuckled to himself and grinned. “Une Gaufrette Saperlipopette. Your hotel is nearby; you’ll not need any other waffle shops while you’re in Liege.”
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      The taxi dropped Luke off at Antwerp’s famed Antwerpen-Centraal station. It loomed over the surrounding buildings. A mix of yellowish-tan, gray, and red stones, artfully interlaced with giant windows of various sizes and shapes, looked out over the city. Multiple spires and towers jutted up into the sky. A giant red-brown tiled dome dominated the center of the roof. Flourishes covered the structure from top to bottom, making the building simultaneously imposing and inviting. Gold stone-lined semi-circular windows at the bottom of the dome beckoned travelers off Keyserlei into the entrance and on to their next adventure.

      Luke walked into the building and under the massive dome before checking the schedule board to see which platform the next Inter City train to Brussels Central was departing from. He maneuvered his rolling carry-on bag on board and took his seat.

      After he ensured there were no immediate threats in the vicinity, he let the steady rhythm of the train clacking down the tracks lull his mind, allowing it to drift to thoughts about what he’d become involved in. Yet again, he was on his way to confront his enemies—his life’s purpose. For nearly two thousand years, he’d been hunting the creatures of the night and protecting humanity. Mr. Van den Bergh’s mission offered the opportunity to continue what was now a one-man war against the vampires. But before the thought could push him further toward the maudlin, he relaxed his mind and focused on the alternating interplay of city and field as the train cruised south toward his first destination.

      He switched trains in Brussels for the IC to Liege, arriving in the Walloon city just after 10 a.m. While the Antwerpen-Centraal station featured classic turn-of-the-20th-century architecture, the Liege station was less than ten years old and ultramodern, all glass with swooping lines, high, sharp arches, and curves.

      So far, he’d made it through three train stations without spotting anything or anyone suspicious. Though why would there be? He was one more morning commuter moving across the small country. That didn’t mean he didn’t check his surroundings regularly. Old habits died hard, so he wouldn’t. Shaking his head, he made his way to the car rental counter and presented the paperwork from the folder Jan had given him.

      “Let’s see, Romain Dubois…” the clerk muttered in French as his fingers clacked over his keyboard. “Ah, here we go, Mr. Dubois. Identification and credit card, please.”

      Luke hadn’t looked closely at the details on the ID they’d given him. Romain Dubois. Roman Wood. He smirked and shook his head. They were playing games with him, reminding him they knew more about him than he knew about them. The clerk handed his ID and credit card back, along with a key fob with a Mercedes logo.

      “Here you go, Mr. Dubois. Everything is already taken care of, per your reservation.” He pulled out a sheet of paper with a simple map. “Follow this line to the parking lot. Your car will be in the front row. Push the unlock button as you approach, and it’ll let you know which car it is. Is there anything else we can do for you, sir?”

      “Non, merci,” Luke replied in French.

      “Please enjoy your visit to Liege,” the clerk replied.

      It had been a while since Luke had last been to Liege, and then it had been for legitimate business reasons—checking up on some of his property—as opposed to rescuing a woman and child from his ancient enemies. He hunted these monsters because it was his lot in life and because multiple gods had charged him with the mission. He'd always been told not to get mixed up with gods. But now that he was, he planned to stay on their good side. When an opportunity to follow his life’s work presented itself, he’d take it, and if he got to do a little good beyond taking out some blood-sucking monsters, then even better. Saving an innocent mother and child went beyond “a little good.” Come hook or crook, he’d do it. He’d rescue them and end the existence of the creatures that had perpetrated this crime upon them.
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      Luke parked the black Mercedes E-class, checked into the boutique hotel, and settled into the suite Jan had procured for him. Once again, he’d spared no expense on his behalf, providing him with several clothing options. There was even a set of women’s and children’s clothes, presumably for Amiata and Olivia Adelisa to change into after he freed them. He decided the first order of business would be satisfying his craving for waffles. Then, on a full belly, he’d survey the mansion Jan had mentioned.

      Une Gaufrette Saperlipopette was just a few blocks away. On a street with several bakeries and patisseries, it was the only one with a line out the door. Luke queued up, the enticing aromas stoking his hunger into a blazing inferno. As he worked his way through the line, it became clear the stop catered to the locals. Names were called out, people picked up regular or called-in orders, and the four-person staff bustled about the tiny shop filling orders, refilling the shelves with the various baked goods and treats, and making more waffles. When his turn finally came up, he selected a classic Liege waffle covered in cinnamon and sugar, as well as a Brussels-style waffle filled with cherry preserves.

      After purchasing a latte at a neighboring coffee shop, he found a bench and sat down to enjoy his spoils. Before diving in, he chuckled quietly and shook his head at a banner advertising the EDM festival. He’d intended to save one for later, but once he’d finished the first, he couldn’t help himself and downed the other. Jan’s recommendation had done the trick perfectly; they were the best waffles he’d ever had. Satiated, he hit the shopping area and bought a pair of binoculars.

      Returning to his car, he drove up to the hills, parking several blocks uphill from the mansion where Amiata and Olivia Adelisa were likely hidden. Despite the trees, Luke found a solid angle that let him check out the mansion and surveil the grounds.

      Standing four stories tall, the stone mansion was well maintained. What wood was visible was freshly painted, and the roof looked new. The grounds were carefully manicured—flowers bloomed in neatly planted rows throughout the property. Luke mapped out this side of the building and everything he could see in a little notebook. When he finished, he returned to his car and found another spot to check out the building from a different angle.

      On the north side of the mansion, he finally found what he was looking for—a way to potentially sneak in his weapons. It would be tricky, but the rudiments of a plan were taking shape in his head. Nodding to himself, he felt a bit more confident now that things were falling into place. With a little luck and subterfuge, he could get inside the mansion and find the woman and her child. He finished mapping that side in his notebook and found a place to inspect the front of the building before he headed back to buy the rest of the necessary supplies.
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      Next to the weapons Luke never went anywhere without, he laid out his purchases in the trunk of the Mercedes where they’d be easier to hide from passing eyes. He wrapped his gladius and rudis—a wooden sword covered in ornate silver inlay—in a small blanket and placed them, along with two short coils of rope, into a duffel bag. Before slipping a pocketknife into the pocket of the generic gray worker's jumpsuit he wore, he peeked around the trunk of the car to make sure no one saw him handling the various blades.

      Without his weapons, he’d never be able to handle a house full of vicious vampires, and that would lead to his end and likely the hostages would be killed as a consequence. Satisfied he hadn’t been seen and that he had everything he needed, he locked the Mercedes and walked to the street overlooking the north side of the mansion.

      After checking to ensure the coast was clear, he jumped up and caught the bottom rung of the telephone pole maintenance ladder. He pulled himself up and shimmied the rest of the way to the top. Unzipping the duffel, Luke pulled out a rope coil. He clipped one end to a loop on the safety belt he wore, wrapped it around the pole, then clipped the loose end to the other side of the belt—the safety line providing some security as he worked. Taking a moment to check his surroundings, he swept the streets and nearby houses to ensure he remained unnoticed by the locals or any looky-loos on the street. With the neighborhood clear, he put the binoculars to his eyes and looked around the mansion’s grounds. The day guards were making a patrol around the mansion. Luke dropped the binoculars to his side in case any sunlight flared off the lenses. He watched the men stroll through the mansion’s grounds until they disappeared around the corner.

      Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out a pair of rubber kitchen gloves and put them on. Next, he grabbed the other coil of rope—this one coated in a thin layer of grease—and clipped one end to the duffel bag strap with a D-ring. He tossed the other end over the coated telephone line, caught it, and clipped it to the duffel's other D-ring, then stripped off the gloves and shoved them into a pocket.

      He checked the windows and the grounds of the mansion one last time to ensure he wasn’t being watched. With each second strapped to the top of the pole, his anxiety grew as he waited for someone, likely an enemy in the mansion, to spot him or discover what he was trying to do. Putting his weight on the safety line, he took several calming breaths and grabbed both sides of the duffel, then pulled back and flung it down the telephone line.

      Thanks to the greased rope and the steep downward angle of the phone line, the duffel bag slid down the line and landed with a muffled thud against the wall of the mansion, just above and to the right of a window. Heaving a sigh of relief, he pulled up the binoculars again and watched the windows around where the bag had landed. He wanted to make sure no one had noticed the sound of the bag hitting the wall. The windows appeared to have heavy blackout curtains on the inside. Chances were, anyone in those rooms would be asleep at this time of day. Vampires weren’t fond of sunlight.

      The beige duffel bag blended in with the tan stone, the shadows of the eaves further helping hide the bag from sight. Luke checked he had the right window—north side, third window from the west side, top floor—and wrote it down in his notepad. After he stashed his notebook, he risked waiting atop the pole until the daytime guards made another circuit. As they neared the where the telephone line crossed overhead, Luke held his breath, letting it out explosively as they passed under it and disappeared around the corner.

      Under the eve’s shadow, it had gone unnoticed. At night, the bag should be nearly invisible…he hoped. Now came the hard part. With his weapons planted, he was one step closer to rescuing Amiata and Olivia Adelisa; he just needed an invitation into the mansion. For that, he’d need to make a few more stops in Liege; he just hoped he’d be able to find what he needed before departing for the festival.
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      While not known as a high-end shopping destination, Luke found enough posh shops in Liege to gather everything he needed to portray the part of a wealthy man trying to stave off the encroaching specter of middle age. He had too much gray hair mixed in with his medium-length dark brown hair and a few too many wrinkles around his eyes to pass as a younger man. He’d spent the first twenty years of his adult life soldiering around Europe and the Middle East for the Roman Empire. Constant exposure to the sun and elements had weathered him by the time he stopped aging in his late thirties, thanks to the intervention of the deities who’d given him his mission. He looked like a mature, respectable man approaching middle age.

      The credit card Jan had provided worked nicely. Luke had been smart with his money and property over the centuries and had amassed considerable wealth, but he was happy not to spend it on things he really didn’t want for long-term use. He preferred understated styles that helped him blend in back home. Everything he’d purchased for this charade screamed, “I have money, and I want you to know it!”

      As he looked at himself in the mirror, he frowned. The flashy look—gaudy luxury items with clear brand signals—made him uncomfortable, but it could also be the normal jitters he felt before going into action. Though there was nothing normal about tonight’s plan. Normally, he sought to hide in the dark and take out his prey by surprise. Tonight, his mission forced him to use his least favorite kind of bait–himself. An involuntary shudder rippled through his body at the thought of being surrounded by his enemy without his weapons or his armor. But there was nothing he could do about it but march on. Straightening his back, he steeled himself to head out. Though it wasn’t his armor, the outfit would have to do. There was a time and a place for everything.

      The other clothes Jan had arranged, while appropriate for a teen or twenty-something attending an EDM festival, would not relay the message Luke needed. Vampires loved collecting wealthy and attractive patrons. Luke, when he cleaned up, was a handsome man who tended toward rugged. He’d trimmed his beard, giving it crisp lines that drew attention to his strong jaw. His hair, while not long enough for a ponytail, worked well enough for a bun on top of his head. Again, not something he’d normally wear, but it fit the character he was portraying.

      The taxi dropped Luke at the rendezvous point specified on the VIP All-Access Pass. An attractive woman in a short sparkly dress handed him a glass of Champagne and ushered him toward a group waiting for a limo to take them to the festival. Several other passengers whose clothing dripped with wealth and opulence—a mix of wealthy older men with attractive younger companions, two solo men, and three young women who were obviously friends—waited with Luke for one of the limos. Once the door to the first limo was opened, Luke, along with one of the couples and the three women, climbed into their car. The passengers chatted in French and German. Luke kept to himself, content to eavesdrop.

      He didn’t perk up until he heard the young German women talking about a potential after party where DJ Sang du Coeur and DJ Spike Terrible might make an appearance, according to an iron-clad rumor one of the women had heard from a friend who knew someone. The lead would probably go nowhere, but Luke focused on the details while trying not to look like he might be listening in. If the information turned out to be good, he could adjust his plan accordingly.

      The older man opened a bottle of Champagne and passed it around while the limo navigated the roads out of Liege and into the surrounding hills and countryside. Luke added a splash each time a bottle made its way to him, blending in without getting loaded while he was on the clock. He tried to relax, but he felt naked without the usual tools of his trade—tools he’d used for nearly two thousand years.

      He had to admit, his clothing was more relaxed and less confining than the steel armor. But heading into the middle of a vampire festival, he would have preferred the comfort of cold iron protecting his vitals. Fortunately, his companions seemed uninterested in the solo guy, so if he was overly awkward, it would go largely unnoticed.

      Luke was the last out of the car when they arrived. He walked to the reception desk and showed his pass.

      An older woman greeted him with a polite smile. “Excellent, Mr. Dubois. Please follow Antoinette. She’ll lead you to your table. Welcome and enjoy the festival.”

      An attractive younger woman with short black hair stepped forward. “This way, Mr. Dubois,” she said.

      Luke followed her to a tent on a low hill close to the stage. It was set off to the side, affording the lucky patrons inside a spectacular view of the main stage. She guided him to a round standing table with his name written in neat calligraphy on a card. The table was in a primo spot at the front of the VIP area. Jan had come through once again.

      “This is your table, Mr. Dubois. Your server will be by shortly to get you started. We’ve already established a tab with your card. If you decide to go out to general admission, just show your pass to get back in. Any questions?”

      “No, thank you. I think I’ve got it.”

      “Please enjoy and if you need anything, let one of us know!” she said, returning up the path to escort the next VIP to the tent.

      A server approached the table. Luke ordered a bottle of Dom Perignon with a few spare glasses, as well as a bottle of Spa sparkling water. If he was going to attract the right attention, he needed to appear hospitable. While he waited for the sun to set, Luke watched the act currently on stage, trying to distract himself from his own nervous energy. Although it wasn’t exactly his jam, the people packed in front of the stage seemed to enjoy the DJ’s more industrial feel. As the sun fell behind the hills to the west of the stage, the DJ wrapped up his set in time for Luke’s hyper vigilance to go into overdrive. With the sun down, the vampires would soon be up.

      He used the break to visit the restroom. When he returned to his table, a short, Desi woman, maybe five three, with long black hair and a brown complexion leaned against his table, watching the techs change over the stage. She was wearing a sleeveless jumpsuit in a black and white check pattern with full, billowy pant legs. Luke grabbed his Champagne and leaned up against the railing to watch the stage shift over.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to barge into your space,” the woman said.

      “No problem. There’s plenty of room. Would you like some Champagne? I also have sparkling water if you’d prefer.” Luke fixed a polite, welcoming smile on his face.

      She grinned, her eyes sparkling with mirth and mischief. “Champagne would be delightful.”

      Luke poured a fresh glass and handed it to her. “My name is Romain.”

      She gave him a friendly, open smile. “Desdemona. It’s a pleasure. Are you enjoying the festival?”

      “I only saw a bit of the last act. Industrial really isn’t my scene.” Luke shrugged. Though he wasn’t here to have fun, he’d play the part required of him, like he always did. “I mean, you’re not going to like every single act at a big festival like this, but it’s enjoyable to be here. It’s fun to watch people having a good time. How about you?”

      “I’m excited about the main act tonight.” She grinned broadly. “Lord DJ Sang du Coeur and Spike Terrible are going to perform together! It’s going to be epic. They almost never go on at the same time.”

      “Have you seen them before?” If she was a super fan, it could lead him to more information on the brothers. He’d need to keep her interested in him so he could delve for more information.

      “Oh, I go to nearly all their shows,” she said. “They’re geniuses.”

      Luke began to have some suspicions about Desdemona. She’d showed up when the sun was still up, but not all vampire servants were vitamin D deficient. Then again, she could just be a super fan, and his wariness could be running away with him. There were enough of those in the EDM community to account for her being a regular at the brothers’ shows.

      Luke leaned toward her, looking interested. “Are they on next?”

      “There’s one more act before their set. You don’t seem to know too much about what’s happening… Sorry, that was kind of rude.” She cringed, looking apologetic.

      Luke chuckled. “No, it’s true. I was in the area for business and saw Blood Nights was happening at the same time, so I bought a ticket. I enjoy EDM when I go to clubs but can’t say I’m a super knowledgeable about it.”

      She glowed with excitement. “Well, you will be after the brothers go on! Sang du Coeur and Spike are the best.”

      Desdemona might have slipped up; she’d revealed information that wasn’t part of Lord DJ Sang du Coeur and Spike Terrible’s official bios. According to official records and what intelligence Jan and his people had been able to pick up, they were just two DJs who often played shows and occasionally performed together. Though it was possible those among the superfan set could know details that Jan had missed.

      Luke’d read every scrap of the brief he’d been given and done his own research but didn’t feel comfortable pretending he knew a lot about them. His plan didn’t rely on it; he just had to look rich and interested. So far, it was working perfectly.

      Luke kept up the conversation, allowing Desdemona to gush about her fandom. He kept refilling their glasses, a little more in hers than his, then ordered another bottle as they settled in to watch the next act. He even let her drag him out to dance.

      It had been a long time since he’d danced with an attractive woman—almost forty years by his reckoning. He found Desdemona’s enthusiasm alluring and actually found himself enjoying his time dancing with her. Though, he had to remind himself he wasn’t here to flirt with pretty women which soured his enjoyment.

      “That was fun. Thanks for humoring me, Romain,” she said, a light sheen of sweat on her brow.

      “Ah, no problem. I had a good time.” Luke ordered another bottle of sparkling water and another bottle of Dom. Luke peppered her with questions about the music; she was eager to answer. He felt sure she would be a link to those he hunted. His intuition, finely honed after centuries of vampire hunting, told him to keep her there and interested. Desdemona would lead him to his prey. If anyone knew about the after party mentioned earlier, it would be a superfan like her.

      It wasn’t long before the current act finished their set and the MC announced Lord DJ Sang du Coeur and DJ Spike Terrible would be on next. The tent filled as people came in from the crowd.

      “Hey, I see some friends! Do you mind if they join us?” She waved at them, drawing their attention.

      “Not at all! There’s plenty of space and Champagne.” Luke flagged down his server and ordered another bottle. As the tent filled, Luke’s senses tingled. Not everyone entering the tent was human, including two of Desdemona’s friends. As they approached his table, the oppressive feeling that told him a vampire was near increased. If he paid attention to the ebbs and flow of the current of people moving about the tent, he could follow the feeling and triangulate each of the vampires in the tent.

      “Romain, this is Javier and Ciara,” she said, gesturing toward two of her friends.

      Javier was tall and lanky, with sandy brown hair and a light olive complexion. His half-lidded eyes, non-committal nod, and attire were all carefully calculated to portray a laid back “too cool for you” attitude. Ciara’s icy blue eyes, barely visible under her coppery red bangs, surveyed Luke with haughty disdain. As she moved through the tent, the motion and the slight breeze lifted the diaphanous blue cloth of her dress, giving it a life of its own as she flowed  through the crowd. Ignoring Luke, she stretched out her arm and rested her hand on the table, the slashes in her sleeves revealing pale skin that hadn’t been kissed by the sun in who knew how long.

      Luke poured several glasses of Champagne. Javier grabbed one and stepped out of the way. Ciara took another, deigning only to touch the stem with as little of her thumb and forefinger as possible. Two other people grabbed glasses and leaned into the table, continuing whatever conversation they’d been having. The table was getting crowded. He’d have to order some more Champagne. This time, when he smiled at everyone, it wasn’t something he feigned—his hunch had paid off.

      Luke leaned toward Desdemona and whispered into her ear. “Did I offend Ciara?”

      “No. She’s like that with everyone. Just keep the bubbles flowing and she’ll be fine.” She smiled at Luke, running her fingers over his forearm.

      He winked at her, leaning a little closer. She had the right friends, or in this case, the wrong friends. Although she didn’t generate the oppressive nudge in the back of his mind that vampires did—Ciara’s and Javier’s proximity pinged vampire loudly—she was definitely linked to them. Vampires didn’t have friendships with humans. They looked at humans as lower life forms only fit to be food, thralls, or future vampires.

      More vamps drifted in. Various humans, thralls, Luke guessed, introduced the newly arrived vamps to the other VIPs. The tent seemed to be fertile hunting grounds for new victims with access and means. Desdemona grabbed his arm.

      “They’re about to go on!” She turned and pushed through her friends to the front. “Make room! This is Romain’s table; he should get space at the rail.”

      They cleared space for him as he tucked in next to Desdemona. Lights dimmed, bringing the crowd to a hushed, anticipatory silence. All the lights on the stage went out, creating a black hole. As if the brothers were a heartbeat, two bass thumps interrupted the fragile silence, soft enough to leave the audience wondering if they’d actually heard them. The momentary silence dragged people to the edges of their proverbial seats. When it lingered long enough that it might have been a mass auditory hallucination, two more beats—slightly quicker, slightly louder—seeped into the darkness, piling fire onto the audience’s longing for the beat to drop.

      Desdemona was leaning forward over the rail, standing on her tiptoes. She clutched Luke’s arm, her nails nearly digging into his skin. Four beats in, the brothers owned the audience. Their reputation in the EDM community as showmen stoked everyone’s anticipation. Two more beats. The crowd thrummed with energy. Two more beats.

      The curtains opened. Two more beats. A single spotlight fell on a man—dressed in black and wearing a powdered wig—sitting at a blood red piano, his chin resting on his chest. Two beats. He sat motionless. Thump. Thump. The DJ’s left hand rose into the air, a frilly cuff slowly floating up, a ghostly mist. Thump; thump. The hand hovered, the cuff gently undulating in the breeze. Thump, thump. His head rose. Thum-thump. His hand floated down, his fingers curling in save for his forefinger. Thu-thump.

      The finger landed gently on a key. Heart beats started rolling in rhythm. A pinkie finger unwound from his palm and hit a second key. A massive bank of lights flashed to life in time with the second thump of each two and four. The DJ’s head began bobbing with the beat. His right hand drifted from his side and began working over the keys. A flurry of fresh sounds and lights swept over the crowd with each key he lovingly caressed. The crowd exploded, their noise drowning out the music briefly before settling into rhythmic dancing.

      Soon both hands flew over the piano’s keyboard like he was a virtuoso bringing a sonata to life. As his melodies and light display grew more complex, the crowd’s enthusiasm intensified. Nearly everyone in the VIP tent was getting into the groove—some danced, some jumped up and down, pulsing to the music, while some bobbed their heads along to the beat. Luke was getting into the scene while remaining aware of what was going on around him. He kept the Champagne flowing for his new friends and kept his head clear, only taking small sips periodically. The intensity of the music mixed with the tension of being so close to too many vampires to wind his body up. Whether to dance or attack, he was wound as tight as a coil, ready to spring.

      The tent filled up as more people, human and not, strolled in. Watching the crowd, Luke noticed two groups of humans—people like him, VIPs enjoying the luxuries their money could buy, and those who hovered around the non-humans moving about the tent. With the humans of the latter category, he picked up small tells—fetching things, giving overly respectful nods that bordered on the level of a bow, giving up prime spots to the non-humans—all body language indicating they were subservient.

      As Luke split his attention between the stage and the people around him, the patterns of the subservient humans took shape. One vamp would gesture toward a VIP, and the human—a thrall most likely—orbiting the creature would go make conversation and introductions with the VIP. As Desdemona fluttered back and forth between Javier, Ciara, and Luke, he saw he was also a mark being wooed by the human companions for their vampire masters. His plan was working. Relaxing somewhat, he turned back to the show, resuming the role of a wealthy VIP. He couldn’t relax entirely surrounded by his enemy, but at least his plan was working.

      Leaning close to Desdemona, he asked, “When is DJ Spike joining Sang?”

      “Probably soon. This is so awesome, right?”

      Luke nodded and watched the show, his body swaying with the music as Desdemona moved in time with him. DJ Sang wound back some of the intensity of his melodies and shifted into a simpler rhythm before blasting the crowd with a massive flash of light that left everyone temporarily blind. By the time Luke’s eyes recovered, he could just make out another silhouette on stage—this one holding a guitar. The crowd roared their approval as DJ Spike Terrible appeared before them.

      Spike Terrible slowly raised one hand into the air, a pick clenched between his finger and thumb. Plunging it down over the strings of his guitar, Spike let loose a banshee scream of a first chord that was all distortion and dissonance. Like Lord DJ Sang du Coeur before him, Spike Terrible began working his instrument, adjusting both the sound, electronic drum sounds, and the lights through a series of pedals laid out before him. Building melodies as complex as his brother’s, Spike blasted the audience with sound and light, working them into an ecstatic frenzy. Luke let the music wash over him. Losing himself to the rhythms, he fully leaned into Desdemona, letting her enthusiasm for the music infect him. He knew it would come to violence later when they took him back to the mansion to seal the deal, but for now he’d enjoy dancing with Desdemona, even if she was there to lure him into her masters’ web.

      The brothers were magnificent performers, trading the spotlight and cooperating to create amazing harmonies. They worked the audience for nearly two hours before ending the show, leaving the audience abuzz and satiated.

      As Luke and Desdemona wound down, she leaned into Luke and purred into his ear, “There’s going to be an after party at this mansion in town. Wanna come with me? Sang and Spike might make an appearance if we’re lucky…”
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      The limo ride back to Liege was filled with laughter and more drinking as everyone strove to keep the vibe going. Desdemona leaned into Luke, leaving no personal space, as she ran her hand back and forth over his inner thigh. He tried to enjoy the attention, to play the part, even though he knew this would only end badly.

      It had been too long since a woman had paid attention to him. Even though he knew she was luring him back to the mansion for her masters’ purposes, her touches spiked in him a longing for companionship he normally tried to keep suppressed.

      He hoped Desdemona would flee. She still had a chance to break free from the clutches of the fangers he hunted. If she ran and didn’t link up with any others, she might enjoy a life free from their terror. He found that he liked her and didn’t want to be the one to kill her if she were eventually turned.

      But for now, she was his ticket into the mansion and the eventual release of Amiata and Olivia Adelisa. Part of him felt bad about taking advantage of her, but he brushed it off by reminding himself that she was luring him back to be used by her masters.

      The limo came to a stop.

      “Romain, we’re here!” She grabbed Luke’s hand and pulled him out of the limo.

      They queued up at the entrance to the mansion as a burly security guard inspected everyone for weapons, searching purses and running metal detector wands over people. Luke dumped keys, wallet, and phone into the little tray they provided and let the man run the wand over him. Soon, he and Desdemona were walking up the path that led into the house. As soon as he cracked the door open, the sound of American hip-hop poured out the door.

      “Wu-Tang Clan! That probably means DJ Jazzy Jefe is spinning. He plays a lot of American rap, especially Wu-Tang.” She pulled him deeper into the mansion.

      “I love the Wu-Tang Clan,” Luke said, putting on a smile. “Wait, this doesn’t sound quite right.”

      Desdemona perked her ear to the side and listened carefully. “Ah, the dubstep remixes.”

      He looked around at the luxurious decor. Antique furnishings filled every conceivable space. Small tables displayed beautiful statues, while paintings covered the walls. He walked over to one of the statues and saw the name etched into the bottom—G. Geefs.

      “Guillaume Geefs? Impressive.” His eyebrows rose.

      “Are you a fan?” She bent over to look at the name.

      “Somewhat. I mostly know Guillaume from his sexy Satan statue. I always like to visit Le genie du mal whenever I’m in Liege,” he replied.

      “Yes, it’s beautiful. I’m not sure it’s really doing a good job of keeping people from temptation, though. I’ll get us a couple drinks.” She gave him a flirty wink and a finger wave before disappearing
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