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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

        	Selene - Sehl-lee-nee

        	Jan — Yeahn

        	Ndiaye — En-Dee-eye-ay (French Pronunciation) or Nj-eye (Senegalese Pronunciation)

      

      Latin Words: Latin words are used for effect and to add to the “flavor” of the story, not to reflect Latin grammar, declensions, or conjugations.
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      Contents: This book contains some gore and body horror. There is also gun and sword violence. There are also scenes of child endangerment and a depiction of a kidnapping.
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      Luke raised his hand, signaling for the team to stop. Pulling a short tube with a ninety-degree bend at each end from his belt, he crouch-walked to the end of the immaculately trimmed hedge. He extended the tube, flipped the caps off both sides, and lifted it so the top, with its bend, poked slightly above the flat top of the hedge.

      Looking into the other end of the periscope, he swept it back and forth for a minute, then issued a series of hand signals to the team…—two guards moving counterclockwise. Two guards moving clockwise. Three to the left. Three to the right. Two hold here.

      Collecting agreement from his friends, he nodded and looked back into the periscope. When the two teams of two guards passed in front of the house and walked away from each other on their patrols, he capped the periscope and contracted the tube, putting it away.

      He inhaled deeply. Letting his breath out slowly, he settled his nerves. Even after over nineteen-hundred-years of fighting and operations, he still felt the nerves and anxiety before making the plunge into imminent violence. He wrapped his hand around the hilt of his wooden rudis and pulled it from its scabbard.

      Delicate lines of silver filigree danced up the wooden blade, ending at the point. A silver-iron alloy cutting edge ran up both sides of the blade. Behind him, people pulled out various implements ranging from classic stakes to knife blades carved from wood and affixed to a bayonet-style handle. Judging his crew ready, he stood and jogged toward the left side of the house, ensuring his footfalls were measured and quiet to avoid alerting their quarry.

      He didn’t have to look to know Delilah and Pablo were behind him, ready for action. In the year since they’d met, he’d come to trust them more than anyone in at least a few centuries. They’d become his left and right arms. Sam, the fourth member of his inner circle and as dear to him as the sister he’d never had, led her team of Jung-sook and Rhonda to the right.

      When they reached the corner of the house, Luke halted and looked around the corner. The guards were about halfway down the side. Holding up his hand, he counted down, folding a finger for each number. Three. Two. One.

      Pablo hurled a large rock over the guards, where it landed with a thunk. As they bent over to inspect it, Luke dashed around the corner, using all his supernatural speed. The guards approached the back corner then turned, finally realizing someone was behind them. The guards’ eyes flew open, wide as saucers, as three armed people sprinted toward them. They brought up the barrels of their sub-machine guns, but before they could pull back the hammers to rack a bullet, Luke shoved the barrel away and sank the rudis into the vamp’s chest. He yanked it out, destroying the vampire and sending it splattering to the ground in a pool of goo. Delilah, following closely behind Luke, kicked the barrel of the other vamp’s gun aside and finished with a stake to the heart. The second vampire joined the first to soak into the mossy ground.

      Delilah and Pablo quickly scooped the straps of the guns from the ground and slung them around their backs. It’d become standard practice to recover all guns and quality weapons so they could be added to the pack’s growing arsenal. Vampires had expensive tastes, and the pack was quickly gaining a top-shelf weapon collection.

      He peeked around the corner; Sam poked her head out. They gave each other a thumbs up.

      Luke turned to Pablo. “Can you give the signal to the rest of the team?”

      Pablo jogged back to the other corner, returning a few moments later. “All good.”

      Luke nodded and swept around the corner, keeping his shoulder near the wall. Ducking under the rail along the deck, he crept toward the elegant French doors. When Luke reached them, he peered in, but a sheer white curtain trapped between the glass and the plywood blocked his view.

      “What’s the plan?” Sam whispered, standing on the other side of the door. She pantomimed pumping a shotgun and tilted her head in question.

      Luke inspected the top of the door, then the bottom. Next, he checked the edges. Nodding, he handed his rudis to Delilah, then held his hands out to Sam. She tossed the shotgun over. Catching it, Luke slipped the safety on. With the butt toward the door, he busted out the glass, clearing any clinging shards out of the way. Finished, he tossed the shotgun back to Sam.

      Everyone prepared to move in case they needed to defend Luke or attack. Cautious of any lingering glass, he reached through and pulled the pin down, unlocking the top of the door from the frame. He pulled the pin at the bottom next, then reached through the middle and unlocked the door.

      Delilah handed Luke his rudis, and he stowed it in its scabbard. With her help, he removed the Winchester M12 shotgun from around his back. He checked in to make sure everyone was ready. He hated going in blind, but there were few options, and they needed to clear this house. Laying his shoulder against the plywood, he pulled back and slammed his body into it. The plywood buckled, and Luke tumbled to the floor, tangling in the curtain and pulling it down with him. The sound of shells pumped into shotgun firing chambers followed his calamitous crash.

      “Luke, duck!” Sam yelled.

      Luke pulled his legs and arms in and made himself as small as possible as his friends leapt over him. The room filled with shotguns discharging and the indistinguishable yells of the combatants. Fighting the curtain, he shoved it away and scrambled off the busted plywood. He saw Delilah and Pablo disappear into a room while Sam, Jung-sook, and Rhonda swept upstairs, leaving Luke alone in the dining room with broken glass and plywood.

      Someone outside rang the doorbell. Luke strode up to the peep hole and peered through, seeing Ahmed and Charlie, the new trans man who’d joined the core team after Archie’s death at the battle of Mt. Hood. Lifting the crossbar from the front door, Luke tossed it aside, letting the rest of his team in.

      “Welcome,” Luke said with a sweeping bow.

      “Clear,” Pablo called, walking out of the room he and Delilah had just swept through. Delilah followed him out, grabbed the doorknob of the next room, and pulled it open, letting Pablo sweep in before following.

      “Sam and the rest of the gang are upstairs.” Shotgun blasts punctuated Luke’s words. He gestured with his head toward an unopened door under the stairs and grabbed the knob.

      Luke pulled it open, revealing a closet. He shoved some coats aside with the barrel of his M12. The closet was probably just a closet based on the architectural cues, but better thorough than dead. He shut the door and opened the door next to it, revealing stairs. Ahmed swept down them; Charlie followed, flipping on the light switch.

      About ready to follow, Luke stopped when his phone vibrated in his pocket. Only a handful of people had his number and could override his do not disturb setting, and none of them would call while he was out with his team unless it was an emergency. He pulled out his phone. Pieter. The phone stopped, then started again.

      “Hmm.” Luke answered the phone. “Hey, Pieter. What’s going on?”

      “Hello, Luke. Is this a good time to talk? If you’re not in the middle of anything…”

      Shotgun blasts erupted from the basement, along with shouting.

      The commotion pulled his attention away from Pieter. “I’ll call you back when we’re done here.”

      “Alright, thank you.” Pieter hung up.

      Luke stowed his phone, his eyebrows narrowing in curiosity. Calls from Pieter had been sporadic and vague, and now he called when he knew Luke would likely be out hunting. He pushed back his rising anxiety. One worry at a time.

      He pumped a shell into the firing chamber and poked his head into the stairwell down to the basement. “Coming down!”

      “Understood,” Ahmed yelled.

      Luke moved cautiously, sweeping his barrel around, looking for fangers. A few more blasts flashed in the basement. A wall of shelves stood to his right; he moved left and followed the sound of more shotgun blasts.

      “Clear,” Ahmed called. “Coming out.”

      “All clear,” Luke replied.

      Ahmed exited the room they’d just swept. “It’s messy in there.”

      Luke looked over the tipped metal shelving, cans of paint and other household supplies scattered around. Ahmed and Charlie must have yanked the shelves out of the way to reveal the room behind it. “It’s a mess out here.”

      Ahmed chuckled. “Didn’t feel like stacking it neatly.”

      “Hey, Ahmed, Luke, come here,” Charlie called.

      Luke followed Ahmed into the hidden room they’d found. Charlie was pulling back the molding from the far corner of the room.

      “You don’t usually see molding running from floor to ceiling in a corner that’s attached to a hinge,” Ahmed said.

      “You do not,” Luke replied.

      Charlie looked back at Luke and Ahmed. “There’s a handle here.”

      Luke nodded and raised his shotgun. Ahmed shoved shells into his magazine, then reloaded. Charlie pushed his hand into a hole hidden by a flap and pulled. The latch clicked. Charlie pulled back, and the wall swung out, folding from the middle. When the door was open, they saw the outline of shelves. Luke pulled a flashlight from a pouch on his belt and shined it in. Next to Luke, Ahmed whistled appreciatively.

      “Looks like there’s a switch over there.” Luke shined the light toward a switch just visible past the secret door.

      Charlie turned it on.

      Shelf after shelf of high-powered weaponry stood before them.

      “Holy shit,” Charlie said.

      “Ahmed, head upstairs and call in the backup. I want to clear this room out immediately. Take a handful with you,” Luke said. He slung his shotgun over his shoulder and grabbed an armful of guns before following Charlie and Ahmed upstairs.

      Sam, Jung-sook, Pablo, Delilah, and Rhonda were downstairs.

      “All clear upstairs,” Sam said. “We snagged a few laptops while we were there.”

      “Nice. Pablo, Delilah, you’re on guard duty up here. Everyone else downstairs. We found an arsenal. I want it.” Luke turned to Sam. “Check with our lookouts to see if Portland’s finest are headed this way.”

      “Luke?” Rhonda said.

      Luke turned toward her. “Yeah, Rhonda?”

      “I saw suitcases upstairs,” She replied.

      “Nice. Go get them, please.” Luke smiled. The vampire arsenal would make a nice addition to the pack’s weapons store. He liked the idea of letting the fangers pay for their own destruction.

      Rhonda nodded and ran upstairs.

      “No cops yet.” Sam shoved her phone back into her pocket.

      When their backup team arrived, they systematically stripped the arsenal room, checking for any tracking devices or bugs. By the time they were done, the bed of Pablo’s pickup was significantly heavier and the pack far better armed. With everyone loaded up, they rolled out.

      Luke, sitting in the back of Pablo’s truck, leaned forward. “Mind cutting the radio? I need to make a call.”

      Delilah turned the radio off.

      Luke dialed Pieter’s number and waited for him to answer. “Hey Pieter, what’s going on?”

      “My father needs to arrange a time to speak with you. We’re sending a secure satphone by courier. They’ll be arriving on the usual ride. If you can arrange a pickup, that would be appreciated.”

      “You OK, Pieter?” Luke asked.

      Pieter sighed. “Let’s just say it’s imperative you take my father’s call tomorrow.”

      Luke’s brows furrowed. The tension in Pieter’s voice, coupled with the secretive plans, spiked Luke’s anxiety. He simultaneously needed to know what was happening in Belgium, yet dreaded the arrival of the courier. “You know I will. How will we recognize your courier? Is it going to be you or your brother?”

      “No. I don’t want to say more, but when you arrange the pickup, hold up a sign that says ‘Rubenson.’ Our courier will look for that sign.”

      “Consider it done,” Luke replied.

      “Thank you. Until tomorrow?” Pieter asked.

      “Until tomorrow,” Luke replied.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Luke met Maggie for a brunch date while Pablo and Sam set up the pack guest house in case the courier needed a place to stay. With an official message coming in from the pack leader of one of Europe’s most wealthy and powerful packs, Holly wanted to show all the proper courtesies as the North Portland packleader, especially since Pieter had done so much to help the pack the previous winter.

      “Maggie.” Luke let Maggie pull him in for a hug as they kissed each other on the cheek.

      “Luke.”

      They sat down and ordered coffees while they looked over the menu.

      “How did it go last night?” Maggie asked.

      “Pretty good. No injuries. Very interesting ending though.” Luke smirked, thinking about the cache of expensive weapons they’d picked up from the vampires.

      Maggie raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      Luke looked around at the packed tables near them. “I’ll fill you in later on that side of the deal.”

      Maggie nodded, smiling.

      Luke loved Maggie’s smile—the way the corners of her mouth tipped up, the line of her lips, but most of all the gentle sparkle in her eyes. While they drank too much coffee and enjoyed their brunch, they chatted about unimportant things for the purpose of hearing each other’s voice. It had been too long since they’d had quality time together, and Luke, being honest with himself, missed her.

      He and his team had been extremely busy hitting nest after nest once the feds pulled out of Portland after their investigation. Luke and the pack spent the months sweeping their tracking teams through Portland, documenting every whiff of vampire smell the werewolves could pick up with their sensitive and now well-trained noses. The vampires, in disarray after Cassius’s death and the loss of so many vampires at all power levels, were keeping a low profile. Luke and his teams would strike when the opportunity arose, but kills had been few and far between as both sides avoided the FBI and the DOJ.

      Luke checked his watch; he still had a couple hours before the courier would be on site at the pack’s guest house.

      “Have to get going?” Maggie asked.

      “Not for a bit. Would you like to join me for a walk? Assuming you don’t have to get back to the clinic. I want some more Maggie time.” He smiled warmly, trying to convey his high regard for her through his eyes.

      “I’d like that. I’m off today.” Maggie stood, offering her hand.

      They walked out of the brunch place and took a right, following the sidewalk up to a park. Holding hands, they enjoyed the late summer warmth and strolled through the park filled with roses in bloom until they found a shady bench. The other nice thing about Maggie: they could sit together without the need for talking. Even after living for nearly two-thousand years, Luke had never really developed an appreciation for small talk, although he could do it if he had to. Maggie never asked it of him, not caring for it either.

      When it was time to depart, Luke walked Maggie back to her car, collecting several kisses along the way, then hopped into his Volvo and drove to the pack’s guest house. After parking out front, he punched in the door code and let himself in to start coffee for their jet-lagged guest. While he waited, he pulled up a book on his phone’s reader app and relaxed in a comfortable armchair in the living room.

      When he heard people on the porch followed by a code being punched in, he closed his book and stood up. An umber-skinned Black girl of about ten or eleven years old ran through the door chattering in Dutch. Behind her, a tall, elegant Black woman with onyx skin followed, her hair styled in a series of braids. Delilah and Pablo followed them in.

      “Amiata van den Bergh?” Luke said.

      “Mr. Irontree, it is a pleasure to see you again.” She extended her hand.

      Luke nodded and shook her hand. The girl, surprised to see Luke after so long, stood behind her mother, suddenly quiet and shy.

      “And you remember my daughter, Olivia Adelisa.” Amiata gently moved Olivia Adelisa forward.

      “Of course I do.” Luke switched to Dutch. “Hello, Olivia Adelisa. Welcome to Portland.”

      “Hello, Mr. Irontree. I speak English now,” Olivia Adelisa said with heavily accented English.

      “Yes, you do.” Luke smiled at the kid before turning to Amiata. “I’m surprised to see you. Are you my courier?”

      “Indeed.” She set a briefcase down on the coffee table and rotated the dials next to the latches to unlock it. When the top opened, she pulled out a satellite phone and handed it to Luke. “Pieter is going to call in”—she checked her watch—“forty-seven minutes.”

      Luke nodded, his heart rate picking up at the imminence of the call. “I have coffee ready in the kitchen. I’m not sure if there’s anything here for your daughter. I didn’t anticipate needing refreshments for a child.”

      “We have some flavored sparkling water in the fridge,” Pablo said. “We have snacks as well.”

      “That’ll do for now,” Amiata said. “Thank you. We’ll need to get some food into her after, though. Pieter tells me you own a brewery and restaurant.

      “And we would love to host you for lunch,” Pablo replied. “I’ll run into the kitchen and get something for Olivia.”

      Amiata smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Sandoval.”

      “Please. Call me Pablo.”

      “Do you mind if I turn the TV on for her?” Luke gestured toward Olivia. “So she has something to do while we talk.”

      “Not at all, Luke.”

      Luke turned on the TV and grabbed the remote, finding We Bare Bears. “My niece Gwendolyn is about your age. She is very fond of this show. I enjoy it myself on occasion.”

      “OK. Thank you,” the girl said, shuffling nervously from foot to foot.

      Luke handed her the remote as Pablo returned and set a can of water and some cookies down for her. The adults headed into the kitchen.

      “Is everyone here?” Amiata asked.

      “We’re just waiting on Sam. She should be here any minute,” Luke replied.

      Amiata nodded and turned to Luke, raising an eyebrow. “Did you say you have a niece?”

      “She’s my ward. We use the uncle-niece relationship for simplification and official paperwork.”

      “I did not know that.” Amiata pushed her lips out, nodding.

      “When you and I first became acquainted, Gwen and I hadn’t met yet. That was before I got involved with the North Portland Pack. Gwen has been living with me for over six months now—a year in mid-autumn.”

      Amiata nodded.

      He was giving Amiata a brief rundown of what had happened since he freed her from the vampire queen of Wallonia—The Mistress—when Sam walked into the house and joined them in the kitchen.

      Luke stood up to introduce everyone. “Amiata van den Bergh, this is Samantha Wakamatsu—member of the pack council of the North Portland Pack and wife of the packleader. Sam, this is Amiata, the wife of the packleader of Belgium and southern Netherlands. The child in the other room is her daughter, Olivia Adelisa.”

      “Welcome to Portland!” Sam said, a broad smile on her face as she reached out to shake Amiata’s hand.

      “Thank you for hosting me. It is much appreciated,” Amiata replied, checking her watch. “Our call should come in shortly.”

      A few moments later, the phone rang.

      Holding his breath in anticipation, Luke answered it and set it to speakerphone. “Hello. This is Luke. You’re on speakerphone.”

      “Hello, Luke! This is Pieter. Good to hear from you, my friend. Who all is there?”

      “Besides Amiata, Delilah, Pablo, and Sam are all here,” Luke replied.

      “Good, good,” Pieter replied.

      Luke leaned closer to the satphone. “Are we waiting on your father?”

      “No. He’s currently detained elsewhere and asked me to take care of this.”

      “Hey, Waffleboy!” Pablo grinned broadly.

      “Pablo, my friend! It’s good to hear from you.”

      “You too. What can we do for you?” Pablo asked.

      “It’s, uh…a bit of a sticky situation.” Pieter sighed. “I’ll just get right to it. I think we’re in need of your services again.”

      Luke rubbed his chin. “Does this have anything to do with you being recalled last spring? And your long silence?”

      “Yes. The vampires have been amassing along our southern border and taking chunks of our territory. They are rallying around a vampire known as Le Mousquetaire. I hate to admit it, but we’re being out maneuvered. It’s like…” He paused. “Damn it. Amiata, you’re going to have to fill them in on some of the details.”

      “Even with a satphone?” Amiata asked.

      “I hate this paranoia, but it’s too important to let bullheadedness create more problems. Luke, my father is asking you personally for your aid.”

      Luke made eye contact with Amiata. Her furrowed brow and pursed lips relayed much without her saying it.

      “OK, Pieter. Let me talk with Amiata and get the details. I’ll call you back.”

      “Thank you, Luke.” Pieter hung up.

      Pieter’s inability to give any details out of a fear of the information falling on the wrong ears turned up the tension in the room, everyone palpably looking on edge.

      “Another round of coffee?” Sam asked.

      “Please,” Amiata replied. “And a sparkling water would be nice.”

      Sam topped up everyone’s coffees, pulled out several cans of sparkling water, and set them down before fetching glasses in case anyone wanted one for their water.

      Amiata cleared her throat. “What Pieter didn’t want to say, even over a secure satphone, was that we fear Le Mousquetaire is getting information from within the pack. My husband and Pieter and Jan are having trouble dealing with treachery within what they view as their family. They feel deeply betrayed.”

      “Do you have any idea how close to the inner circle the leak may be?” Luke asked.

      Amiata made a disgusted noise. “Close. Too close. The vampires have been given secret locations of our facilities in the south along the border. They’ve murdered too many of our packmates.”

      “And how does your husband think I can help?” Luke asked.

      “Well, he and his sons are hoping you will fly to Belgium to help them sniff out the traitor and counter ‘Le Mousquetaire,’” Amiata replied.

      Pablo whistled. “That’s not a small ask.”

      Amiata leaned on the table. “No, it’s not. Especially after the year you’ve had here.”

      “What’s our timeline looking like?” Luke asked.

      “I guess that depends on you. If you’re able to come to Belgium, they won’t hold you there if you need to return home. They understand you have responsibilities here.” Amiata intensified her gaze, silently pleading with Luke.

      Luke looked around the room at his friends. “Amiata, can you give us a few minutes to discuss this?”

      Amiata nodded and stood. “Of course. I’ll go watch some television with Olivia.” She shut the door behind her and turned up the TV when she got to the couch to give them a semblance of privacy. Although, if she chose to, she could probably hear them with her enhanced wolf hearing.

      “You wanted to reach out to the Belgian pack,” Sam said. “This might be an excellent opportunity to forge a more solid alliance.”

      “It would be a good show of force against the vampires if they see you’re not isolated to just one city,” Pablo said.

      Delilah pulled up a chair and sat. “That’s all important, but Portland still has a lot of vampires.”

      Luke sat back in his chair, hands on top of his head as he looked around the table at his friends, contemplating what they’d just said. “But we’re not seeing anything intense or coordinated. I don’t think we’d want to take the whole trained crew, just a handful of people, maybe a few more.”

      Pablo took a drink from his coffee. “Who are you thinking?”

      “I want the four of us, of course,” Luke replied.

      “Who’s going to be in charge while we’re gone?” Delilah asked.

      “I have full faith in Ahmed, Jung-sook, and Rhonda to maintain what we’re doing and organize any strikes. They’re very competent. And if things go sideways, we’re a half-day’s flight away.”

      Sam nodded along with Luke’s assessment. “I’d put Jung-sook in charge, with Ahmed and Rhonda as her lieutenants. Her military background will help her lead, and she’s earned the respect of everyone on the teams. Do you want to stick to just us four?”

      “No, I think we need a few more people, just in case.” Luke turned to Sam. “I’d like to take Jamaal for tech support.”

      Sam nodded. “Jamaal would be an excellent choice. Hersh can handle things here since he’s trained up, and it’s been quiet. It’ll be a good opportunity for him to strike out on his own. Who else do you think would be an asset?”

      “I’m not sure. We can figure that out later. We’ll want to get more details on the situation so we can make those kinds of decisions. Let’s get Amiata back in here.” Luke stood up, opened the door, and called her in.

      “I think we’re decided, Amiata.”

      “You’ll help us?”

      Luke nodded.

      Amiata visibly relaxed, before tensing again. “I have one more request on behalf of my pack. My husband requests sanctuary for me and my daughter in Portland until things clear up in Belgium.”

      Luke looked to Sam.

      “You’re part of the council, too, Luke,” Sam said.

      “There are three of us here. Do we need to take this to Holly or the full council?” Luke asked.

      “You’re on the pack council?” Amiata asked. “A human? Very unusual.”

      “We figured it was best since he’s been leading our people against the vampires,” Sam replied.

      “And he’s proven that he cares about the pack and its interests,” Pablo added. “I think between the three of us, we can make that decision.”

      Luke, Pablo, and Sam exchanged looks and nods.

      Sam spoke up first. Even though Pablo was officially the number two in the pack, Sam often spoke on behalf of Holly when she wasn’t around. “You and your daughter are welcome to stay with us as long as you need to.”

      “Thank you on behalf of the Flanders Pack and on behalf of myself and my daughter.” Amiata once again relaxed.

      “For now, this will be your home. It’s the pack guest house,” Sam added.

      “In case the pack needs the house, Amiata and Olivia Adelisa can stay in my house,” Luke said. “I’ll be sure to leave a key with Holly. Shit. I’m going to need to find a place for Gwen to stay. She’s about to start school.” The ramifications of his decision hit him. He’d be leaving Gwen behind, and most likely Maggie too.

      “I’m sure if you ask Maggie, she and Zel will look after her,” Sam said.

      “I know, but I hate leaning on her all the time to help with Gwen. I just feel like I'm not doing a good job as a parent since I’m gone all the time.”

      “Gwennie understands,” Delilah said. “Besides, she’s an independent kid.”

      “I know, but she shouldn’t have to be. She’s only twelve.” Luke frowned.

      “I don’t think you could get her to go anywhere else. She’s pretty attached to you,” Sam said.

      Luke nodded. “I’d hate for her to go. I just wish…”

      Pablo reached over and patted his shoulder. “I know, buddy.”

      Sam, with a reassuring smile, reached over the table and grasped Luke’s forearm. “She’s the pack’s kid too. When we brought you both into the pack, we took responsibility for you both. We all love Gwen, and we’ll make sure she’s taken care of while you’re out of town.”

      “Thanks. I really do appreciate all you do for us, even if I’m still unused to having people who I can rely on. I guess we’ll all have to make arrangements if we’re going out of town.” He turned to Amiata. “How much about the situation do you know?”

      “I don’t get a lot of the details. It’s not my area. I’m not a fighter or a leader, not in that way. My primary concern is protecting my daughter. We were targeted once. Her father and I don’t want her to experience that again.”

      “I can understand that,” Luke said.

      “We’ll take good care of you. There are plenty of pack kids about her age, so she can have friends and work on her English too,” Sam said. “We’ll hold a little welcome dinner for you and introduce you around.”

      “That’s really kind of you,” Amiata replied.

      “Now we just have to figure out logistics,” Luke mused. “It’s going to be a real pain to smuggle weapons into Belgium.”

      “That actually shouldn’t be an issue. The pack will send a private plane to take you all over. You’ll be able to pack what you need without worrying about airport security in Belgium.”

      Luke turned toward Sam and Pablo. “Does the pack have anyone in place at the Portland airport who can help us move our weapons past security?”

      Sam shook her head. “No. But, I’ll talk with the Beaverton Pack. They have people installed at the Hillsboro Airport. It’s probably better to fly a private jet into Hillsboro than PDX. I’m assuming you have security covered on your end, Amiata?”

      “Yes. We control the airport you’ll be flying into,” Amiata replied.

      Pablo smiled. “Sweet! Private jet. I could get used to being an international wolf of mystery.”
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      Luke sat quietly in his seat, watching a movie on his laptop. Pablo and Delilah had fallen asleep. Jamaal’s nose was in a book. Tanika and Will, the other additions to the team for this mission, were watching movies in the back of the plane. Luke never could sleep on a plane. Even after nearly two-thousand years, he still enjoyed travel. The journey was exciting, even if the actual travel part wasn’t that great.

      When he checked his phone, they still had several hours left of their flight. Even though he’d spent as much time with Gwen and Maggie before his departure, he missed them both already. Since he had his phone in his hand and a Wi-Fi connection, he sent a text to Gwen to say hello and one to Maggie as well.

      “Mind if I join you?” Sam asked, standing in the aisle.

      “Not at all,” Luke replied, smiling at the message Maggie had sent back.

      “Texting with Maggie?”

      “How did you know?” Luke asked.

      “The look on your face. You always get the same silly look on your face when you’re texting her.”

      “I’m silly?”

      “It’s very sweet. I like seeing that kind of look on your face. I’m glad everything is working so well for you and Maggie. She seems to make you happy. How are you doing with the polyamorous nature of things?”

      Luke tucked his phone back into his pocket. “Good. I like Zel. They seem to like me. I think they gave me their blessing at the big celebration up at the farm.”

      Eyebrows raised, Sam quirked her head to the side. “Oh?”

      “They took me aside and told me they think I’m a good person, and they’re choosing to trust me.” Luke paused, thinking about the conversation with Zel. “They asked me to be gentle with Maggie’s heart.”

      Sam reached over and took Luke’s hand in hers, patting the back of it. “Zel is protective of Maggie. They have a deep relationship. I can always see the hurt in Zel when someone leaves Maggie. All Zel wants is for whoever Maggie dates to love Maggie in the way they feel Maggie deserves to be loved. It’s good that Zel is on your team.”

      Luke nodded. “I think I’m falling in love with her, Sam.”

      Sam leaned her head on Luke’s shoulder. “That’s sweet. She’s good for you, and I think you’re good for her.”

      They sat there quietly, looking at the movie and captions, but Luke wasn’t paying much attention to it, thinking about Maggie and what Sam had said about her. He’d meant what he said—he was falling in love with her.

      Sam broke the silence. “Have you thought about dating someone else? I mean besides Maggie, since it’s an available option to you.”

      “I don’t think so. I’ve thought about it, but I don’t have the time or emotional energy for it. I feel bad enough not being able to see Maggie as often as we’d like, since most of my duties are at night. I couldn’t do that to another person. Besides…” Luke left it hanging there.

      “Besides, it would be too hard to find someone understanding of your unique place in the world?”

      Luke chuckled. “Yeah. You could say that. There’s no way a relationship with a non-supernatural would ever work, not without serious ethical issues on my part. I couldn’t maintain the elaborate web of lies to maintain the secrecy of our world, and I won’t do that to someone.”

      “You’re a good man, Luke. I can understand your position. It almost means your entire dating pool is restricted to werewolves. I mean, things could be worse. Werewolves are fun, zesty people.” Sam winked.

      Chuckling, Luke shook his head. “I’m not really interested. I don’t have the emotional energy to seek that kind of relationship. One zesty wolf is enough for my happiness for the time being.”

      “Maggie is a lucky woman to have someone like you in her life. I consider myself lucky to claim you as a friend,” Sam said.

      “I feel fortunate to have you both in my life. You’re a very dear friend, Sayumi.”

      Sam chuckled. “That’s an old name. Only Holly uses it.”

      “Pablo told me.”

      “Pablo is a blabbermouth.” Seeing Luke’s concern, Sam added, “But we’ve become close enough that you may have my name.”

      After the private jet landed in New York to refuel, their next destination was Flanders International Airport, a small airport near Kortrijk and Wevelgem in West Flanders. Controlled by the pack, it allowed them to skip the busy airport outside Brussels and all the dangers of inquisitive eyes. When they arrived, Pieter and Jan van den Bergh met them.

      “How was the flight?” Pieter said, shaking Luke’s hand.

      “Good. Much nicer than riding coach all the way,” Luke replied.

      Pieter chuckled. “You remember my brother?”

      “Jan, it’s good to see you again.”

      Jan nodded. “Mr. Irontree. It’s a pleasure, although I could wish for better circumstances. I hope you won’t find it rude to skip introductions until later. I want to get on the way before anyone knows you’re here.”

      “Yeah. Let’s not give away the element of surprise.” Luke, tucking in behind Pieter and Jan, motioned for his friends to follow him into a warehouse near the hangar where the Bombardier had been stowed.

      Luke only stopped to grab the large plastic travel case he used for his gear. Sliding the handle out, he towed it behind him.

      “We’ll move the rest of your baggage,” Jan said.

      “Sorry, this always travels with me. There’s no replacing what’s in here.” Luke patted the case.

      “Ah. Of course.” Jan turned and led the way.

      When they cleared the door of the warehouse, a fleet of identical SUVs and several unmarked box trucks greeted them. Luke, Delilah, Pablo, and Sam loaded into Pieter’s SUV, while Jamaal and the rest climbed into Jan’s vehicle. When the doors shut, all the SUVs pulled out of the warehouse and made their way to the roadway exiting the airport. Periodically, one by one, an SUV would peel off and disappear down a different road. Eventually, it was just the two SUVs with Luke’s crew—until the one driven by Jan disappeared down a side road.

      “Um, where’d everyone else go, Waffleboy?” Pablo asked.

      Pieter cleared his throat. “Sorry for the overabundance of caution, but part of the reason you’re here is because we don’t know who we can trust internally. We’ve done what we can to keep your visit off the books, routing everything through little-used channels only the family knows. We’re hoping to give you some time on the ground uninterrupted so you can get a jump on our leak and help us plan a response to Le Mousquetaire.”

      Luke nodded. “I see. It’s probably for the best. Since we’re on the ground, where are we headed?”

      “Father wants to prepare a proper welcome for you and thought dinner at ‘t Hommelhof would be an ideal way to welcome a bunch of beer-loving Portlanders to Belgium. He’s booked the restaurant for the evening and is having Chef Stefaan prepare a special menu with beer and wine pairings. But first, I’ll drop you off at the St. Bernardus Bed and Breakfast. You’ll be the only guests. We’ve already swept the rooms for any bugs.”

      Luke turned and smiled at Sam, Delilah, and Pablo. “We’re in for a treat. It’s been a while since I’ve dined at ‘t Hommelhof, but it’s always exceptional.”

      “Good beer and food? And on Waffleboy’s tab? This international werewolf of mystery stuff is pretty all right.” Pablo put his hands behind his head and relaxed.

      Delilah elbowed him in the ribs, knocking the wind from his sails.

      As they drove through roads and villages of West Flanders, Luke stared out the window, saying very little.

      “Dude, there are a lot of war cemeteries and memorials,” Pablo said.

      “Yeah. Yeah, there are.” Luke’s response was curt and clipped.

      Pablo grunted as Delilah elbowed him again, this time harder. “Sorry, Luke. I didn’t think…”

      Luke took a deep breath and held it for a moment before letting it out. “It’s OK, Pablo. It always takes me a little time to adjust once I return home.”

      “Do you still consider Belgium home?” Sam asked.

      Luke thought about it for a minute. “I guess so, in part. Portland is also my home, but I was born here. I’ve spent a lot of time here over the centuries. It’s centrally located but still kind of a backwoods, at least in the eyes of the surrounding countries. It’s a good place to hide without being out of the way.” He stared out the windows, squinting into the distance. “We’re getting close to Ieper. I spent the first year of the war here in the muck and blood of the trenches.”

      He sighed and pulled out his phone, patching it into the SUV’s sound system to play Jeff Buckley’s cover of “Lost Highway.”

      Pablo leaned forward and squeezed his shoulder. Sam reached up from her side and patted his other shoulder, and Delilah slid forward and rubbed his arm.

      He smiled sadly. His friends were good people, and their simple gestures went a long way in assuaging the rising pain of past traumas. “I love this land. I’ve watched it grow and change over two thousand years, but it’s seen a lot of my pain too. Over the centuries, I’ve gotten used to being back here. After a long absence, I just need a little time to put everything back into perspective. When we arrive at our rooms, let’s freshen up then meet downstairs for some cold beers, and I’ll welcome you to the country of my birth. It’s too bad it’s not spring, or I’d take you all to the Hallerbos and we could find a patch of bluebells to lie in and watch the clouds sweep by overhead.” Luke turned his head away from his friend and returned to staring out the window.

      “Bluebells?” Delilah asked.

      Sam whispered to Delilah, “I’ll explain when we get to the B&B. Let’s let Luke have some time to himself.”
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      After a shower, Luke dressed in a pair of designer jeans and a black button-down shirt. The shower helped clear away the long day of travel and the encroaching fatigue as well as the melancholy threatening to settle over him. Normally, he’d seek solitude until he could manage his tempestuous emotions, but his friends were waiting downstairs. That option felt better than being alone.

      Pablo had beat Luke downstairs and had already poured himself a beer from the fridge. He sat in a chair scrolling through his phone. Luke pulled open the beer fridge and smiled, taking out a St. Bernardus Wit. He popped the top off the bottle and poured it into the bulbous bowl of a branded stemmed glass. He took the seat next to Pablo. The first sniff of the beer drew a contented smile to Luke’s lips. After his first sip, he released a happy sigh.

      “Good beer?” Pablo asked, not looking up.

      “One of my favorites. It feels good to be back here, especially with my friends. I hope we get some quiet moments so I can show you around.”

      “I’d like that. Do you really still consider Belgium home?”

      “I guess, in some part it always will be. So much of my history is here and my blood, but Portland is also my home, but it’s more the people that make it home—you, Sam, Delilah, Gwen.”

      Pablo looked up, an eyebrow raised slyly. “And Maggie?”

      “Yes. Maggie too. I’m glad you all are here with me, it makes being here feel less lonely, but I feel incomplete without Gwen and Maggie here too. I don’t know if I thanked you, but I’m glad you helped Maggie cut through my obliviousness.” Luke smiled warmly at his best friend.

      Pablo laughed, raising his glass. “Here’s to me and Maggie!”

      Luke tapped his glass against Pablo’s and took a drink.

      “You boys celebrating already?” Sam asked, entering the room.

      Luke set his glass down on the small table next to his chair. Crossing the room to Sam, he pulled her into a hug and kissed her forehead. Sam wore a wrap dress with teal and black diagonal stripes. Her black hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

      “How are you feeling, Luke?” Sam asked.

      “Better.”

      “Good,” Sam replied, a bright smile dazzling her face.

      Nodding, Luke grabbed an empty glass. “Can I get you a beer?”

      “Sure. I’ll take something light.”

      Luke poured a Wit for her.

      “I’ll take one of those too, please,” Delilah said, joining them.

      Luke grabbed another bottle and opened it for Delilah, then walked over and grabbed his glass. “I’m glad you are all here with me. In the year we’ve been working together, you’ve become my trusted comrades and my dear friends. I just wanted to thank you. For everything.” He raised his glass.

      Everyone clinked their glasses against Luke’s.

      “You’re feeling introspective today,” Delilah said.

      “I guess so. It’s being back in a place so full of memories. It’s one of the reasons I moved to Portland; it was a clean place until recently. A memory-free place. I could hide and be no one.” Luke turned to Pablo, nodding his head in respect. “Then I met Pablo”—he nodded at Delilah—“and Delilah, and you both refused to leave me alone. Eventually you made me your friend. Then I got to know you, Sam.

      “You’ve all meant so much to me and have become my favorite people. I couldn’t imagine being here without you and doing this by myself. It would feel like I was missing important pieces of myself. I feel grateful for your friendship and support. I just wanted to let you know, before we sink too deep into our mission here, or I become overwhelmed by the weight of memory.”

      Pablo pulled Luke into a one-armed hug. “You know I love you, buddy. I’ll always be there with you, if I can.”

      Delilah hugged him on the other side, not saying anything. She’d been unnaturally quiet since she’d returned from Virginia after visiting her grandmother. Luke wasn’t sure if something had happened on her trip east, or if she was still dealing with the emotional aftermath of finally carrying out her revenge against Cassius. Her whole life had been firmly fixed on one goal. Her life in Portland had happened by accident as she become involved with Luke and Pablo, and through him, the North Portland Pack.

      Now, she had a job building a martial arts center to teach the pack’s children and help Luke and Sam train the patrol teams to deal with Portland’s vampire infestation. She had friends, people who cared about her—even someone she’d been dating for a brief time. At the end of her quest for vengeance, she’d decided to start a new life in Portland with her new friends and as a member of the North Portland Pack.

      The four friends sat down as the rest of the team gathered in the sitting room of the bed-and-breakfast. Jamaal joined the foursome, joking with Pablo, the two playing off each other’s sense of humor. Soon, even Luke was laughing, setting aside his thoughtful mood, giving into the joy of camaraderie, and living in the moment. When Pieter and Jan arrived to take them to dinner, Luke felt content and at peace, at least as much as he ever felt and probably more than he’d known in a long time.
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      When they arrived at ‘t Hommelhof, the parking lot was uncharacteristically empty save for a few poorly disguised tourists whose gazes were a bit too sharp and attentive. Some wore Adidas track suits, one or two wore suits, while a few others wore picture tees and ball caps.

      “Your security could use some lessons on looking more natural,” Pablo said to Pieter.

      “Sometimes looking like security is just as useful,” Pieter replied. “We’re a series of Black SUVs with NATO decals on the door and Americans in the back. To everyone around here, it’s just a group of dignitaries making a trip out to the country from Brussels to one of our more renowned restaurants.”

      “And are they secure? Have you screened them?” Delilah asked, taking the pointed questions.

      “These are some of our most trusted and longest-serving pack members. The family has trusted them with our lives on many occasions. Some are cousins or nephews and nieces. Others have married into the family. This is our righteous core. They’ve swept the restaurant for any bugs, and the restaurant has allowed us to install basic sound proofing in the room we’ll be dining in. Short of being in a concrete bunker, we should be fine for basic discussions. Since we’re almost there, I have a few instructions. You are the American dignitaries, no names until we’re in the room, and let my people open doors for you.”

      Pieter parked and turned off the engine. He stepped out of the SUV as the other doors were opened from the outside, letting Luke, Delilah, Pablo, and Sam slide out. The other SUV received the same treatment.

      Pieter stepped next to Luke and leaned in close, whispering, “Do you sense any vampires?”

      Luke’s eyes twitched around, inspecting the buildings and looking for hidden nooks. “Nothing since we’ve arrived.”

      “Good.” Pieter gestured toward the restaurant. A couple of the pack’s security personnel opened the door. Pieter led the way in, stopping next to the chef.

      “My friends, please allow me to introduce Chef Stefaan who will be our host this evening and has prepared a special menu featuring some of Belgium’s finest local products.”

      “Welcome to ‘t Hommelhof,” the chef said. “I hope you enjoy our menu as much as we enjoyed creating it for you.”

      Luke stepped up and shook Stefaan’s hand and spoke in Flemish Dutch. “Thank you for having us this evening and for preparing a special menu. It has been too long since I’ve dined here, and I’m glad I have the opportunity to once again taste your fine cuisine.”

      Pablo leaned over to Jamaal. “Now he’s just showing off.”

      Delilah snorted.

      In the same language, Stefaan replied, “You speak excellent Flemish for an American. Do all your party speak it so well?”

      “Just me, although they have a host of other talents,” Luke said, nodding his thanks.

      Pieter led Luke toward the room in the back while everyone shook the chef’s hand before following Luke and Pieter. When Pieter’s father, also named Pieter, saw Luke, he walked across the room, placing his hands on Luke’s shoulders and pulling him into a hug and a greeting kiss on the cheek.

      “It is so good to see you again, my friend, although it seems like it can never be under better circumstances,” Pieter van den Bergh the elder said.

      Luke nodded respectfully. “It’s the way of things for people like us. It is good to see you again.”

      “Would you care to join me for a drink?”

      “Of course.”

      Pieter the elder grabbed a full glass with “Boon” scrawled on the side and handed it to Luke. “The Mariage Parfait Geuze Boon. I believe you’re a fan?”

      “Your younger son has an excellent memory,” Luke replied.

      “I requested some be brought in for the dinner.”

      One by one, Luke’s friends joined them in the room as servers handed out glasses of the same beer. Pablo wandered over, looking at his glass thoughtfully, and took another sip.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever had a beer quite like this,” Pablo mused.

      Luke chuckled. “I don’t think you have the time, space, or set up to brew lambic.”

      Pieter the elder looked confused.

      Luke put his arm around Pablo’s shoulder. “My friend here is a brewer and owns a brewpub back home.”

      Once everyone had a glass, the servers left the room, Jan shutting the doors behind them. Bolsters at the top, bottom, and sides of the door helped sound proof the room. Jan pressed his ear to the door, his werewolf hearing allowing him to listen easily. After a moment, he looked at his father and nodded.

      Pieter the elder, face stern, nodded. “Thank you for coming, Luke, and for putting up with all the subterfuge. If I had my preference, I’d host you in one of the finest restaurants in Antwerp.”

      Luke smiled. “It’s no problem, but I’m not sure you could have done much better than ‘t Hommelhof. It’s one of my favorites.”

      Pieter leaned over closer to Luke. “Ah, mine too if I’m being truthful. I hope your friends enjoy it as much as you do.”

      “They’re an easy-going bunch. I’m sure they’ll be satisfied. Please, let me introduce you.” Luke turned to his friends. “This is Pieter van den Bergh the elder, our host and leader of the Flanders Pack. Pieter, these are my friends and comrades.” Luke chuckled and smiled at Pablo as he concentrated on the sour beer in his glass. “Pablo is the second of North Portland Pack and is currently figuring out if he can start making spontaneously fermented beers in Portland.”

      Pieter laughed and nodded.

      “Sam is the wife of the packleader and a senior council member. Jamaal is another member of the pack council.”

      Jamaal nodded politely.

      “This is Delilah. She’s the other human in the group and a fierce fighter and dear friend. She’s also a student of art and aficionado of the Flemish masters.”

      Pieter’s eyebrows moved up as he made an appreciative sound. “If we have time, I’d love to talk art with you.”

      Delilah blushed and stammered, “I’d…I’d r-r-really like that, sir.”

      Luke introduced the rest of the crew. When he was finished, Pieter the younger introduced the Flanders Pack members in attendance for the dinner.

      While they waited for the first course, Belgians and Portlanders mingled, getting to know the people they’d just been introduced to. Though they were meeting under less-than-ideal circumstances, both sides put it aside to enjoy meeting their new allies. Luke stepped back and watched the room, spying Delilah also standing out of the way. He grabbed a bottle and topped off his beer before strolling over to his friend to lean against the wall next to her.

      “Two years ago, did you think you’d be in Belgium about to have dinner with three of the Flemish masters because you’re here to help kill some vampires?” Luke asked.

      Delilah laughed. “No part of that sentence would’ve ever crossed my mind in a million years. It’s fucking surreal.”

      “If you like the surrealists, we can try to find time to visit the Magritte Museum in Brussels.”

      She smirked and shook her head. “I suppose you used to pal around with René Magritte back in the day?”

      Luke chuckled. “No. I didn’t get in with the Belgian surrealists. I spent the twenties and thirties in Paris, then left for the US a few years after the Second World War ended. How are you doing, Delilah?”

      “Tired.”

      “Yeah. I hope they don’t plan on keeping us too late. I can keep going if I have to, but I’d like to tuck in and get a good night’s sleep.” Luke stifled a yawn.

      When a diffident knock on the door drew their attention, the van den Bergh’s directed everyone to sit down for the first course. The chef lead them through three immaculate courses featuring late summer and early fall fresh food sourced locally and prepared perfectly. Each course was paired with beer or wine, depending on the diners’ preferences. By the time they reached the dessert course, Luke and his friends were decidedly mellow, full of delicious food and drinks, and tired from their travels. After the dishes were cleared, they ordered digestifs and a round of coffees, Luke taking a decaf espresso. They notified the staff that if they needed anything further, they’d open the doors and request their presence.

      Pieter the elder stood, holding up a glass of expensive cognac. “I wish to thank you all for being here and raise a glass to our new friends from Oregon.”

      Everyone hoisted their glasses, touching them against the glasses of those around them.

      “I wish this dinner could have taken place during a time when we weren’t gathered for urgent business.” Pieter sighed. “No one likes to admit this, least of all me, but we have a leak in our pack, one that is betraying vital secrets to our enemies, the enemies of all decent people—human or wolf. This leak”—he said, his lip curled in disgust as if the word stunk—“is feeding our movements and details of our operations in the south to the new leader of the vampires trying to retake Wallonia, the one who calls himself Le Mousquetaire. Whether he was one of the elite soldiers of Louis XIV or Cardinal Richelieu is unknown, although rumor says he wields a period rapier and knows how to use it. We have lost many packmates to the vile hands of the vampires.”

      He took a swig of his cognac and exhaled loudly. “We’ve invited you here to help because we’ve exhausted our internal options short of interrogating every person in the pack one by one. It’s hard to investigate what the left hand is doing using the right hand…” Pieter sat down and ran his hand down his face. “We hope you can find what we haven’t been able to, but whatever happens, we will be eternally grateful to you and hope this is the start of a deep friendship between our packs.”

      The early air of conviviality disappeared, replaced by a general wariness as eyes narrowed and shoulders rose. Until then, everything had been basic logistics, easily solved. Now, with their feet on the ground, they’d need to get to the bottom of Pieter’s problem, one that could easily beset the North Portland Pack if the vampires got their way. Luke hoped they’d be up to the investigation—hoped he’d be able to help his friend and keep his packmates safe. They’d been successful so far, but after nearly dying and losing Archie, what would be the price this time?
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        * * *

      

      Sleepy and well fed, Luke and his crew returned to their vehicles. Pieter the younger and Jan jumped in the backs of the SUVs and grabbed two guards who hadn’t had anything to drink to function as the team’s chauffeurs. Jan and Pieter’s father were staying in the nearby town of Poperinge.

      They followed the packleader’s cars out of the parking lot and took a right while Pieter the elder and his escort proceeded straight down Douvieweg. After a couple hundred feet, Luke’s team turned onto Trappistenweg, the road that’d led back to the St. Bernardus Bed and Breakfast. A few minutes later, they were parked and standing around outside enjoying the warm night air.

      “Would you care to share a bottle of the Abt 12 with me before heading to bed?” Pablo asked Luke.

      “Sure, I think I’ve got room for a few more ounces of beer,” Luke replied.

      “Mind if I join you?” Jamaal asked.

      Luke stretched. “Not at all.”

      The sound of Pieter’s phone pulled Luke’s attention away from his friend.

      “Shit!” Pieter paced back and forth, then hung up. “We have to go. Father was ambushed.”

      Brow furrowing, Luke exhaled aggressively through his nose. “Fuck. So much for that beer. Give us a moment to gear up.”

      Pieter exchanged a look with Jan, then nodded. “Hurry.”

      “You heard the man,” Luke called, striding toward the entrance.

      Everyone jogged into the building and up to their rooms. Luke opened the lid on his travel case and pulled the top protective layer out. In a few moments, he wore his armor along with the tactical utility belt and straps for his weapons—gladius strapped to his left hip and his wooden rudis slung over the shoulder for a left-hand draw. He stared into the case for one moment, then made a decision. He reached in and grabbed a new sword with a black leather scabbard accented with silver. The small hilt guard featured a series of interconnected swirls resembling a stylized cloud.

      Luke was the last down the stairs, but only by a few seconds. “Delilah?”

      The tall Black woman stepped out from behind one of the SUVs, a Winchester M12 in her left hand. “Yes?”

      “I wanted to do this with a bit more ceremony, but you’ll have to give it a baptism in blood.” Luke held out the jian, laying it horizontal across both hands. “I had it custom made for you. There’s a bit of silver in the alloy as well as in the etching of the design.”

      Delilah reached out and took the hilt in her hand—Luke gripping the scabbard—and pulled the straight, double-edged short sword from its sheath. The light danced down the blade and the intricate engraving featuring a sun motif.

      Sam had wandered over and peaked around Delilah. “Oh, that’s gorgeous, Delilah.”

      Delilah, the words stripped from her, could only nod.

      “Y’all about ready?” Pablo called, shutting the back of the SUV he was loading.

      Delilah grabbed the scabbard and shoved the sword back into it. The crew piled into their vehicles, and they were soon on their way, speeding down the narrow country roads.

      “Right onto Kapellestraat,” Pieter called from the front passenger seat. “It’ll be the second left. Spaarpotweg.”

      “Understood,” replied their driver.

      Pieter turned to speak to the rest of the passengers. “We’re only a couple minutes out. Once we arrive, let’s sweep out. The drivers will stay with the vehicles to defend them. Father said they’d hold out as long as possible.”

      Pieter tried to contain his worry, but Luke had come to know him well during their time working together in Portland; he could hear the concern bordering on distress in his friend’s voice.

      Pablo, looking Luke over with his exposed armor, pointed at Luke’s chest. “Going for the shiny look tonight?”

      “I was trying to save an extra second or two by not looking for my hoodie. Besides, It’s dark out here and you all are going to have shotguns. Shiny seemed like a good idea. Let’s give Pieter my M12. I’ll sweep up the middle, y’all sweep out on either side.”

      “Right,” Pablo said.

      Pieter slid his phone into his pocket. “Jan and his team are going to go around and come at them from the other side.” He reached out and tapped the driver’s arm. “This will do. We’ll go the rest of the way on foot. Let us out and get the car turned around in case we have to move fast.”

      The SUV stopped, and the team jumped out, meeting at the back hatch to hand out the shotguns and ammo belts. Geared up, they shut the door and jogged up front, Pieter slapping the hood of the SUV to let the driver know they were off. The headlights shifted around as the driver followed his instructions to turn around.

      They looked down the road, surveying their surroundings.

      “That brush and those trees mask what’s further down the road and around those curves,” Luke said. He hated blind approaches.

      “There’s a faint glow down further. Maybe a house light or something,” Sam replied. “Pieter, do you know what’s up ahead?”

      Pieter shrugged. “Not really. There are a lot of farms around here. Maybe a farmhouse?”

      “You feeling any vampires, Luke?” Delilah asked.

      “Yeah, not
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