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      To Me

      You and I have come a long way together, Luke.

      I put down over a million words in this adventure on the way to finishing my first series. It’s not to say there won’t be other Luke Irontree adventures someday, but this one is done.
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      The Centurion Immortal returns to the land of his birth, but he never suspected he’d be drawn into a supernatural turf war.

      A vacation in Belgium is the perfect way for an incognito immortal to get in touch with his roots. Former Roman Legionnaire and vampire slayer Luke Irontree is pulled into a supernatural feud when he’s offered a job he can’t refuse—rescue an innocent woman and child from his ancient enemies. When he goes undercover at an EDM festival, he has everything under control. But when his prey find out he’s more than a simple tourist, things take a turn for the deadly.

      Suddenly up to his neck in vampires, Luke must play a lethal game of cat and mouse in which his survival is the prize. Can he escape the trap set for him while rescuing the people caught in the middle? Or will the blood of his immortal life trickle down a rusty grate in a basement in Liege?
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            PRONUNCIATION GUIDE & AUTHOR’S NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      Pronunciation: Latin names and words are mentioned throughout the book and are intended to be read with the classical Latin pronunciation. For instance, “c” is always pronounced hard, like a “k.” “U” is always a short “oo” sound. “V” typically sounds like a “w.” If you wish to go deeper, here's a link from Loyola University of Chicago.

      
        
          	
        Lucius – Loo-kih-oos
      

      	
        Silvanius – Sihl-wahn-ih-oos
      

      	
        Ferrata – Fehr-rah-tah
      

      	
        Jung-sook — Yoong-sook
      

      	
        Jan - Yeahn
      

      	
        Roxiustanta - Roks-see-oo-stahn-nah
      

      	
        Surena - Ser-rehn-nah
      

      	
        Selene - Sehl-lee-nee
      

      	
        Eusebius - Yoo-see-bee-oos
      

      

      

      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,  sword violence, and death.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke sat on his mount of silver, staring out over the smoldering ashes of his captured fortress. Resting his elbow on his knee and his chin on his fist, he watched his friends and packmates disassembling the vampire’s base, salvaging everything worth taking. Even through his fugue, he appreciated the pack’s waste not, want not ethics.

      They’d defeated the vampires yet again, but at what cost? Pablo, his best friend, was in a coma. Pieter had severe burns. Misha had died saving Pieter and the rest of his tank crew. Delilah had taken a slash to the side that was an inch from killing her.

      He couldn’t get the images out of his head.

      Pablo trapped under a massive pile of rubble. The burnt stench of Pieter’s flesh. Delilah’s screams as her trembling hands tried to stem the bleeding and Simone’s sobs as she pressed rags to the wound. They still hadn’t recovered Misha’s body from the tank.

      A shift in the wind swirled a haze of smoke and ash around him. The only concession he made was squinting and narrowing his nostrils. Out of the corner of his eye, the blackened, smoldering husk of the Sherman tank mocked him and his grief. The armor meant to protect his friends had nearly been their death, trapping them inside the burning steel oven. The shifting breeze brought wafts of burning oil tainted air.

      He’d hoped to avoid anything like the hellish battles of World War I and II, but this battle had been a weird combination of modern mechanized war and an old-fashioned fort siege. They’d pulled it off, but there were too many injured and too many dead. He was still waiting for the final tally from Maggie and her medical team.

      Her primary goal had been to stabilize the worst of the injured so their enhanced werewolf healing could take over. Once they were in a relatively stable condition, they could be moved back to Portland for more advanced medical treatment.

      He hated everything about what had happened and how the battle had ended. His fury burned brightly in his chest like a glob of molten lead. Wishing he could pluck it from his chest and quench it on a vampire, he instead held it tight to his bosom, protecting it and nurturing it.

      Using it on some random fanger would be a waste of a hatred so pure and intense. The dark entity. The god of the vampires. Saubarag. Luke would quench his towering wrath in the god’s body. From now on, vamps were an incidental target. From now on, he’d tear through anything, vampire or werewolf, standing in his way to destroy his true target. He couldn’t keep snipping off pieces of the snake’s tail. It was time to lop off its head.

      Saubarag must die.

      A small piece of Luke at the back of his mind wondered at the hubris of killing a deity, but humanity had killed plenty of gods. History books and museums were littered with their ideological remains. He just planned to take a more direct and personal role in the killing of this god.

      Luke wanted to watch the light fade out of Saubarag’s eyes then spit on his corpse when he finished. He’d come through nearly two thousand years of pain and vampire-killing drudgery to this point. He’d earned the right to meet the one who’d unleashed this bloodsucking hell on earth and end him with his own hand.

      A pair of werewolves emerged from a nearby tunnel, a body on a stretcher held between them. As they spied Luke and his dark visage, they swung wide around him on the way to their destination. Judging by the sheet over its face, they’d recovered another body and were taking it to their temporary morgue.

      Grinding his teeth, he stared at the covered corpse until the stretcher bearers disappeared from view. Shaking his head, he looked west, checking to see where Sol Invictus was on his journey across the sky. It wouldn’t be long now before the god and his sun chariot would disappear for the day. Then, he could begin his search for the dark god of the vampires.

      He wasn’t sure how long he stared at the horizon, ignoring everything around himself as he fixated on his losses, but the scent of coffee roused him from his stupor. Someone had brought him coffee and a plate of food, setting it on a nearby crate of silver. He hadn’t even noticed their presence, let alone heard them if they’d attempted to talk to him.

      “Luke, dōšagīh, it’s time.” Roxi reached out, taking his hand in hers.

      He nodded, picking up his tray. “I’ll be ready shortly.”

      She smiled sadly, then sat next to him, resting her head against his left shoulder. He mechanically scooped the food into his mouth until the spoon scraped against an empty plate. Taking a swig of coffee, he grimaced. It was still a touch too hot to be drinkable, but at least light scalding was a feeling other than the dark maelstrom of emotions spinning in his gut.

      “Just set the tray aside, someone will be along to collect it,” Roxi said, standing up. She gingerly stepped down the pyramid of crates to the ground, waiting for Luke to follow.

      Grabbing his sword and rudis, he followed her, stopping to clip them onto his belt. He pulled the rudis, its silver inlay and cutting edge catching the first rays of the moon’s light. He stared at the shimmer, then looked up, trying to locate the moon, his mistress, the moon goddess Selene.

      “She’s ready for us, Luke.”

      As if she were eavesdropping, and she probably was, Luke felt the goddess’s presence infuse his inner being. For a moment, a bit of the worry and tension loosened, though he clutched his rage close. Without welcoming her fully in, there was only so much she could do to lighten his mood. And he wasn’t ready to let her see the ball of hatred he’d been nursing close to his breast. The bit of ease he’d gained from her was enough to let him straighten his spine and nod at Roxi.

      Heaving a sigh, he turned and stalked around his mountain of silver, heading toward the tunnel entrance where a line of chained vampires was being forced from their underground hiding place. Some of the vampires, fearing Luke’s retribution or the sun’s, had hidden in an out-of-the-way bunker. Luke’s people had found them while they were dormant for the day and chained them with shackles, like the ones they used to render a werewolf’s powers inert.

      They shuffled forward, dispirited and staring at the ground. Sam had a crew of their packmates functioning as prison guards, shoving them forward if necessary with a butt of a shotgun. There was enough anti-vamp ordnance assembled to turn every vampire into a smudge in the dirt if he ordered it.

      Luke stopped and waited, his feet spread wide and his rudis held behind his back with both hands. He glared at the vampires, the muscles in his face tight with anger as he clenched his jaw.

      “Halt!” Sam called, stepping forward. “They’re ready for you, Luke.”

      He nodded, and she moved up next to him, flanking him on his left while Roxi flanked him to the right. Taking a step forward, he brought his rudis around and pointed at a vampire near the front. “You, step forward.”

      Rhonda shoved the vampire forward with her shotgun since the vamp was too busy searching the dirt and pebbles for an escape route to realize it’d been picked by Luke.

      “Look at me, fanger,” Luke said, his voice deadly calm. The vampire, despite its trepidation, slowly raised its head and eyes. “Do you know who I am?”

      The vampire nodded shakily, its breath hissing in and out in short bursts. Though the vampire didn’t need to breathe to exist, the autonomic terror-response had taken over.

      “Say it,” Luke ordered.

      “The slayer…” the vamp whispered.

      “Say it loud enough for your little friends to hear.”

      “The slayer. The demon… The wood-fanged demon. The Centurion Immortal…”

      Luke nodded curtly. “Good. I’m glad we don’t have to play games. You know who I am. You know I have no mercy for your kind. You have seen my works.” He raised both of his arms and gestured around at the ruined and still smoldering fort. “Look upon them and despair.”

      The vampire lowered his eyes.

      “Look!” Luke barked.

      Its body trembling, the vamp lifted its head slowly, almost against its will as it responded to the authority in Luke’s voice and looked around. A swirl of ashes spun over the ground and into the vampire’s face as it drifted by.

      Luke chuckled humorlessly. “That’s likely one of your leader’s remains you’re coated in. Unless you want to join them, I’m going to give you one chance to talk, one chance to live.”

      “Li…live?” The vamp’s voice trembled, though a small thread of hope wound its way through the word, sparking a light in its eyes. “How…how do I know you’re not lying?”

      Luke took a step forward and lowered his head, staring into the vampire’s eyes. “You don’t, but right now you’re not in a position to worry about it, are you?”

      Luke’s proximity made the fanger’s body quiver, but it managed to shake its head.

      “Shut up,” a nearby vampire hissed. “Say nothing.”

      Luke’s eyes flicked to Rhonda then the offending vampire. She noisily chambered a round and shoved the barrel of her Winchester M12 into the back of the blabbermouth. The vampire didn’t seem cowed but did shut its mouth, glaring daggers at Luke and the fanger he’d selected.

      A feral grin spread across Luke’s face. “If you value your immortal existence, you’ll ignore your friend. They don’t have your best interest at heart. Now I’m going to ask you a simple question. Answer truthfully, and I’ll let you go so you can find the deepest darkest hole to hide in where I maybe won’t find you someday. Do we understand each other?”

      The vampire nodded almost eagerly.

      “Shut. Up,” the other vampire hissed.

      Rhonda poked hard with the shotgun. But instead of pushing back against it or shutting up, the vampire lurched forward, leaping into the air toward the potential traitor. The vamp had enough chain to let it get its hands on the traitor’s chin and the back of its skull. With a lighting fast twist and a sickening crunch, it ripped the traitor’s head off. Before gravity reclaimed it, Rhonda fired.

      The vamp hit the ground screaming and writhing. Rhonda had missed the heart, but still filled the vamp with wood and silver. A slight sting wound its way from Luke’s arm to his brain. Glancing down, he saw a bit of splinter sticking from a small dab of blood. Picking it out, he flicked it away and looked at Rhonda. She shrugged sheepishly, mouthing “sorry” at him. He gave her a faint nod.

      Pointing his rudis at the now beheaded corpse of his potential informant, he formed the incantation in his head and squinted at the body. Light wound its way down the wood and silver blade and connected the tip to the body with a dancing thread of pure golden light. A moment later, the thread grew fat and a globule of light slithered up the thread until it hit the tip of the rudis. The wood sword flared brighter until the golden glow disappeared into his arm. The headless vamp dissolved into a pool of reddish-black goo.

      The small wound on his arm disappeared, leaving a drop of blood. He swiped it carefully onto the tip of his finger and held it up. He could practically feel the hungry stares from the fangers as they looked at the smear of red on his forefinger. After a moment, he popped the finger in his mouth, licking the drop from his finger. Someone in the fanger crowd groaned lightly. Snorting quietly, Luke stifled a chuckle.

      He was sure many a vamp dreamed of draining him of his blood. None of them knew his blood was toxic to their kind. No vampire that had ever fed on him had lived long enough to spread the word.

      Once the blood was gone, the vampires returned their attention to their comrade rolling and groaning on the ground. Roxi could have it later. Leaving it alive and in agony would let the others know what awaited them if they didn’t cooperate or tried to stop their friends from cooperating. Luke looked around the crowd. All but one lowered their eyes, their gazes flicking back and forth from the vampire on the ground and the dirt in front of them. He marked the one who stared back, venom in its eyes. No baby vamp would have the guts to fix that gaze on him in this situation and maintain the vitriol.

      “Who is going to be brave enough to answer my question and earn their freedom?” He looked around the crowd, but no one seemed to be interested in volunteering. So, he raised his rudis, nearly everyone flinched away from the gesture, and pointed toward another vamp near the front. “You.”

      Ahmed shoved the selected vampire forward.

      “You know the deal. Are you willing to earn your—whatever you call this stolen existence—back?”

      “Fuck you, butcher,” the vampire spat out.

      Luke shoved the rudis through the air and yanked back, this time without even thinking about the incantation. The vampire exploded into a shower of goo, splattering him, Roxi, Sam, and the nearby vampires. A surge of energy ran through him, lightening his physical exhaustion. Next to him, Sam groaned, wiping vampire corpse from her face and arms and cursing under her breath. On the other side, Roxi stood still and glared at the vampires, her rudis in her hand, dangling by her leg.

      “As you can see, I have no qualms about ending you on the spot. If you’ve ever had any doubts about my willingness to drain you of your essence and leave your remains where they fall, get rid of them now.”

      “We’re your prisoners. Don’t we have rights?” the staring vampire spat out.

      “Rights?” Luke barked a harsh laugh. “What rights do you give your victims? What rights have you afforded me? You held me captive and forced me to fight for your amusement. You’re not signatories to the Geneva Convention. This isn’t a formally declared war. I’ll shove this blade into any one of you”—Luke raised the rudis in his hand and yanked the life from another nearby vampire, sending its dusty remains drifting on a gust of wind—“any fucking time I want. Don’t speak to me of rights, just answer my fucking question and maybe you’ll earn your right to scurry away.”

      The vampire’s eyes opened wide, and it gulped, visibly paling in the dim moonlight.

      “Do we understand each other?” Luke asked.

      The vampire nodded vigorously.

      “What about the rest of you? Are we clear on your rights and what I think of them?” Luke stared back over a crowd of eager bobble heads. “I don’t care who gives me the information I want. I just want it. And the quicker someone gives it to me, the better the chances are I won’t end you. Got it?”

      They all nodded back, most of them looking up, though not meeting Luke's eye, for the first time since being dragged from their hole.

      “I want the dark entity. Your god. Saubarag.”

      Several of the vampires flinched, others returned their gaze to the dirt. Luke gave them a few moments, but no one spoke up.

      He reached out with his rudis and angrily yanked the stolen life essence from the body of another vampire into his. It slapped to the ground, adding to the pool created by the other young vampire. “We’re not starting off very well.”

      “You don’t know him…” one of the vamps muttered. “He’ll destroy us.”

      Picking the vampire next to the one who’d just spoken up, Luke drained it, splattering the speaker in a shower of explosive goo. He didn’t know why some of them exploded but was glad for the timely assistance. Coated in the remains of his former comrade, it trembled uncontrollably, and its eyes bulged.

      “Saubarag”—the fangers twitched again at the mention of the name—“may destroy you at some date in the future. But I will destroy you right here and right now. You are currently alive only at my forbearance. I don’t care if I have to kill every one of you. I’ll just go find some more fangers. Eventually, someone will tell me what I need. But it won’t do you any good. You’ll be dust in the wind.” He pointed to the growing pool of muddy, bloody vamp remains. “Or a shitty slick of mud.” He spat into it.

      The vampires looked at each other furtively, wondering who would be the first to betray their god. Hoping to encourage them and remind them of their stakes, he slapped the flat of his rudis into the palm of his other hand over and over. Each time the wood hit skin, the vampires flinched.

      “You have one minute to make a decision before I start killing,” Luke said, nodding toward Sam. Out of the corner of his eye, she set the timer on her phone.

      He continued slapping his rudis into his palm while staring coldly at the vamps assembled in front of him. Deciding not to wait, he targeted the fanger next to the one who’d spoken up and yanked its essence. It puffed out and blew all over the vamp who was already coated in the sludge of its neighbor. The combination made for a nasty, dust-coated mess.

      “You said we had a minute!” it protested.

      “Pray I don’t alter the deal any further,” Luke replied, his voice deadly quiet.

      “I don’t know where the Dark Lord is. I swear. But I know who does…” The vampire broke, its spine curling in a slump.

      “You better talk fast.” Next to him, Sam’s phone alarm went off.

      “The Emperor knows. Find him and he can tell you where to find…” It rolled its hand, afraid to mention Saubarag.

      “The emperor?” Luke hitched an eyebrow up.

      “Constantius. He has a house outside of Bend on the Deschutes River.” The words tumbled from the vampire’s mouth almost faster than it could form them.

      Luke narrowed his eyes, a sneer spreading across his face. “Tacky decor? White carpet and towels?”

      The fanger nodded its head so hard Luke thought it might fall off and roll away.

      “We burned that place to the ground weeks ago. You better give me something I don’t already know in a hurry, or you’ve reached the end of your immortality.” Luke pointed the rudis at the vamp, twitching the tip of it side-to-side crisply. “Tick tock. Tick tock. Tick. Tock. Your time is running out…”

      “That’s all I know! Please, I swear!”

      “I believe you,” Luke replied.

      “You d⁠—”

      Luke angrily yanked his sword back, and a glob of golden light connected the vamp to the wood sword, and then the vampire poofed out and blew away in the evening breeze. Some of the vamps jumped away, one falling after tripping on the chains shackling it. Others squeaked and moaned in fear. Only one vampire, in the back row, stood stock still.

      It slowly raised its head, staring back at Luke. “Eusebius. That’s who you want.”
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      Eusebius. Constantine the Great’s Christian zealot. The likely orchestrator of Luke’s exile from the Roman Empire. Eusebius. Constantius’s lapdog.

      “Eusebius?” Luke said quietly, but he was sure the vampire could hear him.

      It gave a firm nod.

      “Constantius’s lapdog?”

      The fanger snorted. “Eusebius plays the part, but he’s Constantius’s sire. ‘The Emperor’”—the vampire sneered—“gets to play the important man, but the power resides with Eusebius, and Eusebius reports to the Dark Lord.”

      “How do I find Eusebius?”

      “That, I don’t know. But if you’ve stayed true to your past practices, you probably have the answer in your possession. Did you take the computers from Constantius’s house before you burned it down?”

      Luke nodded.

      “You’ll likely find his address somewhere in one of them.”

      “They’ll kill you for this betrayal,” another fanger hissed.

      Luke snatched its life force away. That seemed to catch the vamp willing to speak off guard, as it flinched away from the fanger who’d just threatened it.

      “Continue,” Luke commanded.

      “There are lists of properties and assets. Constantius kept them, as do a few higher ups. They include properties and hiding spaces. It’s not a full directory of all vampiredom, but you should be able to find what you need there.”

      “Do you have a password?”

      “No. I’m not important enough for that. I’ve given you all I know of use. And no one here knows anything more than I do. They’re all fairly low-level newer vampires.”

      Luke swept his gaze over the remaining vampires. None of them had the steel to speak up. Most of them slouched to look as small as possible, several shaking in fear. He couldn’t sense any vampire of real power. The fanger was probably right.

      “Is this true? If anyone has any tips on Eusebius, speak up now.” Luke hoped someone would have something, but all he saw was shaking heads. He turned his head toward Sam. “Document them and add them to our registry.”

      “Right.” She pulled out her phone and moved close enough where she could get a good photograph of each individual vampire.

      When she finished, Luke placed his hands behind his back, the rudis dangling casually between a couple fingers. “You’re the first vampires I’ve ever set free. This is your one shot at mercy. Spread the word. I want Eusebius.” Sam nudged him on the shoulder, shoving a phone at him. It was on with its phone number displayed on the screen. “If you have any tips, you can call this number.” Luke read off the burner phone’s number. “But if I ever see you again, you will be the first to die.”

      “What should we do with them?” Sam asked.

      “March them out the gate and a few hundred yards from the camp, then cut them loose. I want them to spread the word about what happened here. The vampires’ night is over. I’m coming, and I’m taking them all down.” He turned back to the vampires. “You better run, and I mean run fast! Run and hide in whatever hole you can find. Run until you’re as far away from me as you can run, then run some more. Do you understand me?”

      The vampires nodded eagerly.

      “If anyone of these blood sucking bastards so much as looks over their shoulder, you’re free to open fire.”

      “Got it,” Sam replied. “Get them marching toward the gate.”

      Rhonda nodded, shoving the nearest vampire to get it moving. Luke didn’t need to watch the chain gang shuffle away, though the jingling of their chains serenaded him as he stalked across the fort’s yard toward the gap in the wall they’d destroyed during their siege. Roxi jogged to catch up, matching his purposeful stride.

      She waited until they were outside the fort before breaking the silence. “Luke…” She paused. “What’s going on? How are you doing that? I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.” He walked for another dozen paces before stopping and turning to face Roxi. “I just began chanting the incantation in my head during the melee after we had to abandon our tank. Then I stabbed a vamp in heart as it tried to attack me. The power slammed through the blade into me. It happened again a few times until I pointed at one running away and then I saw the line of light connecting it to me just before it exploded.”

      “And it transfers the power to you?”

      Luke nodded. “Completely.”

      “You have to be practically vibrating with the energy right now.” She gently ran her hand down his shoulder.

      He gave a half-hearted one-shouldered shrug. “I guess.”

      Roxi pulled him into a tight embrace, cradling the back of his head with a hand. “I know you’re hurting, dōšagīh. I am, too.” She kissed him softly on the cheek. “We’re all here for you.”

      Laying his head on her shoulder, he nodded and drew in a deep shuddering breath. “I’m so angry, Roxi. I feel like I want to destroy everything around me.”

      “I can understand that. When was the last time you felt this angry? I mean good and burning rage filled anger?” She stroked his neck soothingly.

      “I don’t know. Decades. Maybe centuries,” he mumbled into her neck.

      “You’ve been numb for so long. I know. I’ve felt it, too, until we met. But I think there’s been an undercurrent of anger slowly building up over that time, and now that you’ve come out of your numbness, you can feel it, and it’s found a target.”

      “Saubarag.”

      “Right.” She pushed back a little and cupped his cheeks, kissing him gently. “Anger can be a powerful tool. Keep it focused and remind yourself to let it go once it’s been spent upon its target. Alright?”

      He nodded weakly. “I’m just afraid it’ll fill me up and consume everything good I’ve found lately.”

      “I know. But I don’t think it will. You’re too good of a person, too good of a soul for it to best you. You’re too strong. Remember who you are. Remember the soft and gentle man who I love and who Maggie loves. Focus on your friends and the connections you’ve made. Keep the inferno of your anger ready and targeted. If you keep your goal in mind, it will serve its purpose then you can let it go.”

      “I guess.”

      “Do you trust me?” Roxi asked softly, running a thumb over his cheek.

      “With everything I am and ever will be.” The words were softly spoken but laced with steel and surety. He trusted her with his everything. They’d struggled across two millennia to be together. He’d threatened a god to save her. He knew without a doubt she’d do the same if it came to it.

      “Good.” She pulled him into another kiss, this one a bit more serious than the earlier one. “Now where are we heading?”

      “I want to see Pablo.”

      Roxi nodded, grabbing his hand. Together, they strolled under the moonlight, saying nothing, toward the medical facilities set up in the shadow of the fort’s northern wall. The shade it provided against the brutal daytime summer sun of Oregon’s high desert helped protect the wounded. It could still be hot in the tent, but at least it helped some, especially if there was a breeze blowing through the large tent.

      Maggie walked out from the tent and met them out of earshot of anyone with supernatural hearing. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You too, Maggie. Do you mind if I head into the tent and say hi to a few people?” Roxi asked.

      “Not at all. Visitors are always good for the injured. They could use their spirits raised.”

      Roxi nodded, squeezed Maggie’s shoulder on the way by, and left them to have some privacy.

      “How is he?” Luke asked.

      “The same. Still unconscious.”

      He slumped.

      Maggie took his hand, squeezing it. “That’s good though. His vitals are strong. The breaks are set and healing. Now all we can do is wait and hope.”

      He nodded. He knew she wasn’t just spinning a lie to soothe him. She’d never do that. His friend was alive, at least.

      “Ready to go in?” Maggie asked, a look of supreme kindness on her face.

      He could only nod, not trusting his mouth to make any noises other than utterances of pain. She led him in by the hand. As he approached, Roxi’s laugh drifted out of the tent along with the laughs of several other people. The sound chiseled away a bit of the dark mood encasing him.

      They stopped by a section cordoned off by clear plastic sheeting. The burn ward. Only Katya remained inside. She’d tried to stay in the tank to free Misha, even escaping the grasp of her rescuers once to climb back in the burning hulk of the Sherman tank.

      “How is she?” Luke murmured.

      “Holding steady. We’re keeping her unconscious for now so her body can work. I think she’ll pull through.”

      “Good.” He sighed, shaking his head. She’d wake to a world where her partner was gone, dead to help a pack they barely knew. After that, Luke dug deep to find his “commander’s” face so he could walk the tent, talking with the wounded. He was glad most of his people were werewolves. Otherwise, the tent would have been far fuller.

      Most of the light injuries had already healed. Those with more serious ones were among the ambulatory wounded. They didn’t need to be in the hospital tent and could heal elsewhere while they awaited any final corrective work that would likely have to be postponed until everyone returned to Portland.

      Pulling up a chair, Luke sat next to Roxi by Pieter’s bed. “How are you doing?”

      Pieter held up his gauze wrapped hands. “Can’t say I’m a fan of my new mittens, but Doc assures me I’ll be able to take them off soon. I got off light.” He sighed and slumped a little, his eyes flicking towards the section of the tent where Pablo was cordoned off. He straightened back up, plastering a smile on his face that did little to push away the pain in his eyes. “I’ll be able to help out before too long.”

      Maggie, who stood next to Luke, squeezed his shoulder. “Just being cautious. Infections are unlikely, but I’d like to give the skin more time to heal before you go out and try to do work.”

      It was probably a good idea to force Pieter to stay confined because he would insist on doing whatever he could to help out. Though a task would help him keep his mind off Pablo. Even if his hands weren’t ready, he’d find a suitable job for Pieter to distract him from his troubles.

      He reached out and squeezed Pieter’s knee. “I’ll find you something to do—with Maggie’s clearance, of course.”

      Luke felt for Tony. Both of his partners had been injured. Though he longed to be here with Pablo and Pieter, he was one of the few wolves left in charge of Portland while most of the pack and their allies were making war in the high desert of eastern Oregon.

      Pieter shrugged. “Whatever you say. I’m good at following doctor’s orders.”

      Luke managed a half a smile for his dear friend before standing up to work his way down the line of cots, exchanging pleasantries and heaping praise on those who’d been hurt in their cause.

      Stopping next to Tutyr’s bed, Luke nodded at him.

      The god smiled up at Luke through his bushy, unkempt beard. “Hello.”

      “How are you feeling?” Luke asked, sinking into a chair next to Tutyr.

      “Good. Be up in no time.”

      Maggie chuckled politely. “As soon as you can stay awake for more than an hour, we’ll discuss it.”

      Tutyr sighed, slumping in his bed, and stared toward his feet. “Very tired. Would like to curl up with Alfie.”

      Luke thought he understood. The god had spent most of his time with Luke and the Portland pack as a giant dog who Gwen had named Brutus. His preferred bed was an extra-large dog pillow they’d bought for him, which he shared with Luke’s orange tabby cat Alfie.

      “We’ll let you get back to resting,” Luke said, standing.

      Tutyr nodded and wiggled so he was laying down. A few moments later, his breathing leveled out, and he drifted into another round of exhausted sleep.

      Luke only had one more patient in the main room to visit. Sitting next to Simone, he laid his arm around her shoulders and gave her a hug, kissing her temple. Delilah, a light sheen of sweat covering her face, rested with her eyes closed, a furrow running down the middle of her brow. No doubt, she was probably judging something Luke had done. The thought brought a moment of lightness before the darkness crashed back in. He’d even take her stern scoldings if it meant she didn’t have to suffer the pain of her wound.

      “How is she?” he asked.

      “In pain, so Maggie keeps her under. Though, she’s healing much faster than a human would, thankfully.” Simone reached out and ran her knuckles gently down Delilah’s cheek.

      “Ọ̀ṣọ́ọ̀sì?” Luke asked.

      “Yes. He is taking care of his hunter. I don’t know how. You have your wooden sword, but she’s never explained how her connection to the god works.” She exhaled, a note of exasperation coloring it.

      Nodding, he stood up and bent over Delilah’s bed, kissing her forehead before whispering, “Get well soon. I need you to keep me on the right path.”

      After he visited the last patient, Luke stood in the doorway of the tent, staring out into the blank brownness of the dry landscape.

      “Are you ready to see Pablo?” Roxi asked softly, holding his hand.

      “No,” Luke whispered, shifting his eyes to the ground in front of him. “But I guess we should.”

      She kissed his cheek and led him to Pablo’s bed. He looked like he slept peacefully. The bruising could easily be mistaken for the shadows of the dim tent. Next to Pablo’s head, Maggie set down a folding chair, gave Luke a sympathetic smile, then departed to make the rounds.

      He stared at the chair for a minute, then slumped into it, staring at the floor between him and Pablo’s bed. Sighing, he reached over and grasped his friend’s hand, careful not to disturb the IV providing fluids. Not sure what he could say, he just sat holding Pablo’s hand gently.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, shaking his head. “I should have never wandered into your pub all those years ago. I should have…” He choked up, his eyes burning with unshed tears.

      His head falling forward, he carefully pressed the back of Pablo’s hand to his forehead, the tears now flowing. In the background of his mind, he heard a curtain being drawn. The light dimmed a bit as someone gave him the illusion of privacy. Behind him, Roxi rubbed her hand over his back soothingly.

      Once he cried himself out, Roxi stuffed some tissue into his free hand. Setting down Pablo’s hand gently, Luke blew his nose and dried his eyes and cheeks, stashing the tissue in his pocket.

      “I’m sorry. You’re one of the best friends I’ve ever had. I know it’s inadequate, but I’ll make the bastard who did this to you pay. I’ll make sure he can’t do this to anyone else. I’ll make sure you wake up to a world that’s less dangerous.” He stopped, holding his breath for a moment, until the burn in his eyes lessened. “Please come back. Tony and Pieter need you. The pack needs you. I…I need you.”

      He reached out and squeezed Pablo’s shoulder, then leaned over and laid a kiss on his forehead before standing up. He turned, but before he could decide where to go, Roxi pulled him into a fierce hug, rubbing the back of his neck softly.

      “It’s not your fault, dōšagīh. But you are right about one thing. We’ll remove the entity responsible from the world so it can’t harm any more innocents and people brave enough to stand up and fight it. That’s a promise we can make.”

      They stood there for a while, just holding each other until someone cleared their throat from outside the little secluded area by Pablo.

      “Luke, Sam said she needs you back inside the fort,” Patrice said quietly.

      Roxi turned her head. “Let her know we’ll be along shortly.”

      “Will do.” Patrice moved away to deliver their message.

      “Are you ready to deal with people?” Roxi asked.

      “I will be in a moment.” He gave Roxi a final squeeze, then stepped out from behind the curtain blocking them from view.

      Maggie waved him over. He nodded and joined her, his head down as he stared at the floor. Taking his hand, she led him out of the main tent to a smaller tent.

      “You can go clean up if you need to,” Maggie whispered, kissing his cheek.

      He stepped into the small tent with its sinks and sanitized water and turned on a faucet. The cold water felt good on his flushed skin. After he’d patted his face down with a nearby towel, he stepped out and found Roxi waiting for him.

      “Maggie had something to do in the tent.” She raised an eyebrow questioningly as she appraised him.

      “I think I’m ready now. I just needed a moment to wash my face and pull myself together.” He wasn’t truly ready, but he knew he had to do what was expected of him. And he still had a job to do, no matter how much pain he was in. Smiling softly, he turned toward the nearest entrance into their captured fort. Roxi fell in next to him. He didn’t feel the need to talk to her, but her presence soothed him, nonetheless.

      Once they stepped out of the shadows and into the moon and artificially lit central courtyard, they had to dodge the hive of activity. The armored vehicles had arrived to take the captured silver to Portland. The mountain of silver-stuffed crates he’d sat on earlier was much diminished as the pack loaded them with haste.

      He grabbed a passing packmate. “Where’s Sam?”

      “Um…” She looked around, then stopped, pointing. “She’s over by the main entrance.”

      “Thanks.” He picked up his pace, weaving through people as they carried their captured prizes to staging areas.

      “Hey, Luke!” Sam called, waving once she spotted him.

      He waited until he stood next to her. “Looks like the silver trucks arrived.”

      “Yup. Also, the big rig is ready to load up with all our goodies.” Seeing his eyes dart around, she added, “It’s parked outside. Figured we’d get the silver out of the way before moving it in. Just not that much space after we blew up a lot of the ground.”

      “What about the medical evac?” Roxi asked.

      “They’re here, too. Though, they’re parked out by the med tent.”

      Luke rubbed a hand through his dirty hair. “Anything else we’re waiting on?”

      “No. I think we’ve got everything cleaned out of their storage. All the vehicles we have in motion are here.”

      Luke’s eyes drifted to the piles they’d assembled. “Do we have enough capacity?”

      “I think so. Holly says she’s got a backup plan if we don’t, but we’ll have to wait until we’re loaded to see if we need another truck and trailer.”

      “We’ll want to be careful not to overload them. We don’t want to have any issues when we pass through any of the weigh stations. I don’t know how we’d explain the heavy armaments and hundreds of guns.”

      Roxi snorted. “We’d look like gun runners, that’s for sure.”

      Sam chuckled. “Technically, we are gun runners.”

      “When do you think we can finish the evacuation?” Luke asked.

      “I think a couple hours should do it. How do you want to handle the vehicles?”

      Luke scratched his beard. He couldn’t wait until they returned home so he could take a shower. “I’m not sure if one giant caravan is a good idea.”

      “We don’t have a lot of options. There isn’t a wide variety of roads out here. That leaves only a few options,” Sam said.

      “I guess you’re right.” He stopped and looked around the compound, counting up the vehicles. “Let’s split it into two groups. We’ll send one north to I-84 and the other will take back roads toward Bend. We’ll want to ensure we have enough protection for both groups.”

      Sam arched her back backwards, stretching through a yawn. “We should be good on that. We have all four of the road runners ready to go. That’ll give us two per caravan, plus we’ll ensure every vehicle has at least one armed person for protection.”

      “I don’t want to sound overly confident, but we should be able to make it back to Portland safely. I don’t know how much of a response they can mount at this point.” Roxi gestured around the yard. “We took out a huge number of their people and captured a lot of vehicles. As long as we don’t dillydally, we’ll be home and tucked in bed before they can get around to a counterattack.”

      “You’re probably right, but it’s better to be cautious,” Luke replied, looking at Sam. “Anything else we need to decide at the moment?”

      “Nope. Let’s get everyone their assignments,” Sam said.

      They split up and organized the various parts of their evacuation caravans, ensuring there were enough people to drive their new vehicles and to crew all the defensive needs. Once they’d finished a couple hours later, they gathered near the exit. Luke was about to speak when he saw Owen jogging toward him.

      “You get everything finished up?” Sam called.

      Owen stopped, wiping a hand across his sweaty brow. “We’re wired up. Give the word, and this place will become a crater.”

      “Good,” Luke said vehemently. The sooner he could exact his vengeance on this fort and all it had taken from him, the better. Maybe it would provide a bit of salve for his gaping psychic wounds.

      Owen held up the remote. “Do you want to do the honors?”

      Luke shook his head. “No, you can have it. I just want it done.”

      Raising an eyebrow, Owen shrugged, tucking the remote in his pocket. “I’ll go in the last car out of here then and blow it sky high once we’re far enough away.

      Luke nodded as Rhonda jogged up.

      Panting, she took a moment to catch her breath. “We’re loaded up. Maggie has all the patients out, and her medical tent is down and loaded.”

      “Right,” Sam said. “I’ll go check with the last couple of task captains. Y’all wait here so I don’t have to go looking for you.” Without waiting for an answer, she jogged off.

      Not in the mood to talk, he stared distractedly into the distance while Owen, Rhonda, and Roxi chatted.

      A few minutes later, Sam returned. “Alright, everyone is reporting finished. We can load up and get out of here.”

      “Good. You and Rhonda will lead the first caravan. Roxi, Owen and I will take the second caravan. Owen, you’ll ride in the tail road runner. Roxi and I will take the lead road runner.”

      “Right,” Owen said, nodding. “Who’s going to drive?”

      “Patrice is with the medical caravan,” Rhonda said.

      Mary waved as she approached. “I can drive if you need me. I’m pretty good behind a wheel if we need to do any evasive driving.”

      “Thanks, Mary. That would be great.” Sam looked back and forth between Mary and Owen, smirking. “As long as you two can keep your minds on the job.”

      Owen rolled his eyes. “I think we can manage, but thanks for your concern. I’ll ensure it’s duly registered.”

      Mary slid up next to him, stealing a quick kiss. “I just need a route and a navigator.”

      “You’ll have someone,” Sam replied. “I think that covers it. I’ll get everyone to their vehicles, if you give the final go ahead, Luke.”

      He nodded. “Let’s get out of here. I’m tired of looking at this shithole.”

      Nudging a rock out of his way, he turned and headed toward their temporary motor pool. The sooner he saw this place disappear in his rearview mirror, the better. He needed to get home so he could attempt to mend the wounds this place had caused, and the first step was distance.
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      Luke rode in the back of their road runner, his mind drifting as Roxi and Connor talked in the front seat. Connor had volunteered to drive since Roxi wasn’t ready for serious driving on American roads, and Luke couldn’t muster the concentration, though he’d be ready to fight if called upon. He would always rally to protect his people.

      At first, the monotonous nighttime landscape of sagebrush and dirt lulled his mind as they moved north. He found his eyes drifting towards the moon, slightly less full than it had been on the night of their attack. The goddess, though busy with her own tasks and the increasing worship of the werewolves, no doubt kept an eye on him. She’d taken a special interest in him over nineteen-hundred-years ago and had always done right by him, even when there was little she could actually do.

      Her support had helped him in the impossible task of protecting humans from the bloodthirsty bumps in the night, allowing him the modicum of success he’d achieved. When he’d set out from his home in the forests of Belgian Gaul as a seventeen-year-old, he never thought he’d get mixed up with the gods. Yet here he was, one goddess watching over him while another god lived with him.

      Brutus, back in his dog form, rested his head on Luke’s lap as he dozed. Too tired to focus on it and simply not wanting to at the moment, he’d deal with the revelation of the dog’s identity later. The fact that an ancient god had functioned as his oversized pet for a couple years was too much on an exhausted mind and a bruised spirit.

      Even the occasional tiny town did little to draw him out of his head until they hit Burns, Oregon, where they’d be heading north toward John Day and Pendleton before turning west on I-84 for their final run to Portland.

      Something tugged at his awareness—something dark and hungry. At first, he thought it was his mood coupled with his own hunger. It had been quite a while since he’d eaten his rations that evening. By the time he found something to stuff in his mouth, the feeling had disappeared in the rearview mirror. Shrugging, he returned to his lackadaisical stare, looking out the window but seeing little but a blur of passing high desert.

      He barely noticed when the town of John Day came and went. But when they hit Pendleton, the same feeling came over him, though a bit stronger. He didn’t think he was hungry, and the darkness didn’t fit his foul mood. It felt like it was coming from outside of him, from something…distant. Though, a tiny piece inside him reached out as if like sought like.

      His mind snapped to alertness. The hunger felt fresh and raw…and searching, as if it was hunting. Twisting around, he looked to see if he could spot the vampires. As strongly as the sensation hit him, they must be near. But as they moved through Pendleton, the feeling diminished, then reappeared but coming from the other side. No matter where he looked, he couldn’t find the source.

      “You alright back there, dōšagīh?” Roxi asked.

      He grunted, shrugging in response. When Roxi searched his face, he gave her an expression that encapsulated his confusion. Seeming to understand, she smiled softly and nodded, returning her attention to the road ahead of them.

      Once they passed Pendleton, he returned to his thousand-yard stare until the next town of size. Once again, the sense of hunger washed over him. He looked around but came up with nothing as they passed a few cars with humans in them. After the sensation went away, he settled back in, though he thought he caught Roxi’s concerned stare in the rearview mirror. Yawning, Brutus settled his head back onto Luke’s lap. Luke absentmindedly scratched behind the dog’s ears.

      He’d hoped to get some sleep on the way back to Portland, assuming there was no call to fight, but every time they drove through the increasingly large towns as they neared Portland, the overwhelming hunger washed over him. The later into the night they drove, the hunger would sometimes feel dulled and mostly satisfied, yet it never receded entirely.

      By the time they approached Troutdale on the outskirts of Portland, Luke’s irritation overwhelmed him as he shifted in his seat and fidgeted. Brutus, annoyed with his restless pillow, found another position to sleep in, though he cast a miffed eye at Luke periodically, accompanying it with a huff.

      Once they hit Portland, the feeling became too intense to ignore as he worried at the skin of his thumb with the nail on his forefinger. Finally, the sticky, slick sensation warned him he’d drawn blood. As his eyes flicked about, his breathing grew shallow. The lights along I-84 seemed to blink in and out harshly as his eyelids twitched, trying to manage the light levels.

      Although the omnipresent feeling of hunger pulsed up and down in strength, it never entirely went away. He couldn’t escape it. After a while, he feared he would never escape it, but he sighed in relief after they pulled off I-5 at the Rosa Parks exit and pulled into the North Portland Pack’s territory. By the time they pulled off on Luke’s street, the sensation was almost gone. Though, he couldn’t be sure if some small part still sought him out or if it was the shadow of too much stimulation lingering.

      “Luke, we’re home,” Roxi said, turning in the passenger seat.

      He shook his head, finally recognizing the house they were parked in front of. “Don’t we need to take care of the car?”

      “Connor will stash it in the garage.”

      “But—”

      “Luke. Grab Brutus and take him inside. I’ll be along shortly.” Roxi’s voice was firm and crisp.

      He responded to the natural authority in it and exited the car with the dog, who indicated he wanted a brief walk. Tired and loopy, Luke snorted then chuckled. “The jig is up. I’m not entirely invested in picking up your poop anymore. You can use the toilet like the rest of us.”

      Brutus huffed then squatted on the lawn. Luke shook his head, grumbling about perfidious gods.

      Luke folded his arms across his chest. “Be careful I don’t make an appointment with the vet to get you snipped.”

      Brutus growled, scratching grass over his mess. Luke perked up once Connor pulled away, the high-powered engine rumbling down the street.

      Roxi stopped next to Luke. “He couldn’t wait to use the toilet?”

      Luke shrugged. “I guess not. I threatened to take him to the vet to get him snipped, but he didn’t think much of that idea.”

      Now that they were home and the constant sensation of a dark hunger no longer plagued him, his shoulders slumped in exhaustion. Sliding the key into the lock, he pushed the door open to the sound of a cat’s meow. Alfred trotted toward them, winding his way through Brutus’s legs before stopping just out of reach from Luke. The cat raised his nose and sniffed at Luke, his ears back a little.

      Luke moved into the living room and scooped up the cat who tensed for a moment before relaxing. “What’s up with you, buddy?”

      Roxi waved Brutus through the door to go find his kibble bowl. At the sound of kibble rolling around in a metal bowl, Alfie wiggled and Luke set him down so he could go join his friend for breakfast.

      Before Roxi could open her mouth, he peeled off his hoodie and headed toward the bathroom. “I need a shower.”

      He needed a few minutes to clear his mind before Roxi asked him what was going on now that he was home. After he stripped down, he turned the water on as hot as he could stand it. He had too much grime, blood, smoke, and grit permeating his being. Letting the hot water cascade over his head, he tried to find his center but couldn’t home in on it after an utterly discombobulating night. Something had changed. Something was wrong. Yet, he couldn’t figure out what. Once his inability to pinpoint it grew into frustration, he soaped up and scrubbed his body until his skin tingled.

      When he emerged from the bathroom, Roxi lay across the bed in nothing but a robe, her hair wet from the shower she’d taken in the other bathroom. She patted the bed, a concerned smile doing little to counter the dark rings under her eyes. They both needed a lot of sleep.

      “What’s going on, dōšagīh? I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you this…disconcerted.”

      Luke laid down next to her, resting his head on her shoulder. She enfolded him in her warm embrace and stroked his damp hair, humming one of the soft melodies she knew would sooth him.

      He inhaled slowly until his ribs stretched the muscles of his chest, then exhaled explosively. “I don’t know. I’m so exhausted, Roxi. I just have nothing left to give at the moment.”

      She squeezed him, kissing the top of his head. “Alright. Let’s get some sleep and talk about it when we’re more coherent.”

      Groaning, he rolled off the bed, tossed his robe aside and crawled under the blanket. Roxi joined him a moment later, spooning him, pressing her nude body against his. The skin-to-skin contact lulled him to sleep.
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      Luke woke up, groggy and sore. The vague recollections of nightmares haunted his awareness around the periphery. Rolling over, his arm searching for Roxi, he found nothing but disturbed sheets and a cool patch of mattress.

      Shaking his head, he swung his feet off the bed, sitting up. A faint scratching on the door was followed by a familiar meow. Groaning, Luke stood up and pulled out a T-shirt and a pair of pajama bottoms. Once he emerged from the bedroom, he scooped up Alfie and scratched the cat’s ears as he purred aggressively. The scent of coffee drew him toward the kitchen.

      Roxi, wearing short shorts and a ratty T-shirt, reached into the cupboard for a coffee cup. “Good morning, dōšagīh.”

      Luke gently set his old furry man down so he could take the cup of coffee. Sitting at the table, he inhaled the dark, roasty aroma, a smile curving his lips.

      “I have some food being delivered,” Roxi said, sitting across from him.

      They sat there in companionable silence as they drank their coffee and waited for their food. This, more than anything, provided Luke with a sense of rightness that helped fill a bit of his spiritual well. Nearby, Brutus noisily crunched his bowl of kibbles while Alfie wound his way through Luke’s legs, accepting the occasional scritch whenever Luke dangled his hand within range.

      Roxi waited until after they’d finished breakfast before readdressing last night’s car ride home. “How did you sleep?”

      A dark cloud passed over Luke’s eyes. “Like shit.” He sighed. “I had nightmares all night. Dark, weird ones.” He tried to focus in on the details but they slipped away like sand through fingers. “They’re just a lingering sense of…wrongness.”

      “I’m sorry.” She reached across and squeezed his hand, then rubbed her thumb over the back of his hand. “Do you think it had anything to do with your…fidgetiness on the way home?”

      “I don’t know.” He slumped, his brow furrowing as he tried to put his thoughts in order.

      “What was going on? You were so… I don’t know how to describe it. ‘Out of sorts’ doesn’t seem strong enough.”

      He looked at the table in front of Roxi. “It was like…” Shaking his head, he sighed. “Like I could sense vampires but more. I could feel their hunger. At first, I thought it was my own hunger after not eating much. But there was a darkness to it that felt unwholesome. Then, as it got later into the night, there was a satisfied, almost satiated tone to the hunger, but it never went away. The hunger… It was all-consuming. When we hit Portland, it was overwhelming. I thought I was going to crawl out of my skin. It wasn’t until we were deep into North Portland that it finally went away.”

      Roxi’s brow furrowed, and her eyes looked troubled. “Do you think it has anything to do with your…” She rolled her wrist, needing a physical gesture to help her find her thoughts. “Well, let’s say your sudden increase in abilities?”

      He thought about it for a few minutes. “Maybe. I don’t know. It could be. So much has happened in the last few days, and I definitely haven’t had time to sort it out.”

      “That’s understandable. I mean… You drained vampires without actually sticking them.” She shook her head. “I’ve been doing this for as long as you, and when I saw you do it for the first time…” She shivered, her black, curly hair vibrating around her beautiful face. “It made every hair on my body stand on end.”

      “When it first happened during the fight, I was too busy trying to survive to think about it. I just kept using it because it worked, and it was keeping me alive. Then when we questioned the vampires… I was too tired and angry to think about it. I just used it to get what I needed at the time.”

      Roxi nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe that was part of it… The drive home, that is. That was a lot of vampires you drained and incorporated. Maybe it was too much. Like drinking too many coffees.”

      Luke tilted his head to the side, contemplating it for a moment. “Maybe. Maybe it tuned me into the vampires too much. I looked for them whenever I felt them, but it was just civilians going about their lives. They had to be running around in the cities hunting and feeding. Maybe I overdosed on vampires.”

      Roxi chuckled. “I didn’t think that was possible, though neither of us seem to drain a lot of them at once. Usually just enough to heal our wounds and keep going.”

      “It’s not always easy to get a downed vamp when everyone is staking them. We haven’t tried taking captives before.” He snorted, shaking his head. “The team is very good about putting them down quickly.”

      “Maybe it’s time for a change in strategy. If what you felt was authentic, then this city is still full of vampires.”

      “We’ve kept too many people busy with too many tasks outside the city, and the vampires have reestablished a foothold in Portland.” He sighed.

      Roxi reached across the table and took his hand in hers. “We’re not going to win this war clearing out a neighborhood at a time. I’m sure that base had plenty of time to disgorge a new army of bloodthirsty monsters before we shut it down.”

      “No,” Luke said, clenching his jaw. “We’re not going to win this war that way. I’m tired of fighting a losing rearguard action.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “I want to turn this city upside down and shake it until we get what we want.”

      “And what do we want?”

      “Saubarag.”
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