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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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      To Luke

      You’re a figment of my imagination, splatterings of ink on dead trees, and a collection of bytes in the electronic ether, but we’ve come a long way on this journey!
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      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

        	Le Mousquetaire - Ley Moos-keh-tare

      

      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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      Luke’s heart raced as the private jet took off from the small Parisian airport. The last time he’d attempted to board a private jet offered by a European packleader, he’d been tranquilized and kidnapped as he watched his friends fly away, helpless to aid him.

      Gripping the armrests, he thought he might rip them from the seat. Roxi did her best to soothe him as his foot tapped nervously on the airplane’s floor. He appreciated Roxi’s efforts. Though the only thing that worked was gravity pushing him back in his seat as the plane’s wheels left the ground. The jet climbing, he took his first deep breath. And once the relief settled in, he felt hollowed out.

      He did his best to push the tension away once they leveled out and were safely away from the airport, though he never could break entirely free from it. Next to him, Roxi slept, alternating between resting against the inner wall of the private jet and snuggling up on his shoulder. When she leaned on him, he turned his head and kissed the top of hers, her wild hair tickling his nose. She hadn’t had a professional haircut in a long time, according to her, but even when freshly styled, it still liked to fly away. The other bonus of her proximity was her scent. It tantalized and calmed him all at once.

      He’d spent months bringing down the three packleaders who’d betrayed him, exacting bloody vengeance and utterly destroying them. But saving Roxi and reversing Mithras’s compulsion ultimately was the most important to him.

      If the choice had been Roxi or vengeance, he’d have forsaken his own revenge for her life. Fortunately, he didn’t have to do either. Mathis had been taken down then cast out to try to survive; no doubt there were multiple bounties on his head from all those he’d betrayed in his hunt for power and wealth. Without his money and connections, he was useless to his vampire overlords. In fact, he was a loose end for them to tie up. Permanently.

      Heinrich Netzke, Cologne’s former alpha, had been turned over to his pack for trial and justice. Luke didn’t bother asking what that meant in the scheme of things. It wasn’t his business. Heidi, the new packleader, could manage her own affairs.

      His only regret was that he hadn’t been able to bring justice to Jan, the man who’d murdered his own father to gain control of the wealthy Flanders Pack, their control of Belgium and the south of the Netherlands, and the mighty ports in Antwerp and Rotterdam. Luke had helped orchestrate his fall, removing his wealth and leadership of the Pack, but he’d slipped through their fingers and escaped the justice everyone wanted to bring to the patricidal fuckhead.

      Luke felt for Pieter, who’d have to wait a bit longer before he could avenge his murdered father. Sometimes Pieter was hard to read. Mostly, he looked weary. Luke would have to get some private time with his Belgian friend for a heart-to-heart when they were both settled after their travels.

      With a stop in New York City to refuel, they still had a long day before they landed back home in Portland. Luke couldn’t wait to see his girlfriend Maggie—she’d been one of the first to depart after their conference in Paris—and his adopted child Gwen and bestow some well-earned scritches on his cat Alfred.

      His life before becoming involved with the North Portland Pack had been a lonely and tedious life with only his cat Alfred to keep him company. At first, he’d feared involving Pablo and Delilah in vampire hunting, but if he’d not given in, he’d probably have been dead multiple times over by now. He’d been reluctant at first, but they’d become so much more than allies of convenience.

      He turned in his seat and smiled at Pablo and Delilah. Pablo grinned and winked at him. Delilah nodded, the corners of her lips quirking up. They were family. And knowing them had helped him grow his family further.

      He would never have met Maggie. And even though the circumstances of their meeting were dark, he’d never have met Roxi. She’d have died alone in that prison under the arena or in one of their arenas fighting to entertain the soulless bloodsucking monsters.

      So many lives intersecting with his would have been irrevocably altered had he not taken the chance and made two new friends. Now, he loved and was loved. He had a girlfriend and, though they hadn’t discussed official terms, another budding relationship. He had friends, and he had a young teen he needed to guide to adulthood. He also had a weird dog whose presence locked in one of the high security cells of the arena was still a mystery.

      When they hit a patch of rough air, Roxi startled awake, her eyes wide. Her unfocused gaze flicked about as she clung tightly to Luke’s hand. When her breathing calmed, she looked a bit sheepish.

      “Sorry. I didn’t know where I was. I sometimes wake up and think I’m still in that cell under the arena,” she mumbled just loud enough for him to hear it.

      “That’s OK, Roxi. I still struggle with the memory of the arena, too. I haven’t had enough time to really unpack it with my therapist, not with the full half year we’ve had since getting out. It’s a lot.” Resting his hand on her cheek, he turned her head and kissed her.

      “I’m glad I can wake up next to you, even if it’s on this rinky-dink plane. It feels more secure to be near you. For so long, you were the only bright light. Now I have more to look forward to than seeing your face through a hole in the stone.”

      Luke chuckled. “Yeah. It’s a bit of an adjustment not being in that cell, but the last few weeks with you have been wonderful. It’s weird to say, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

      “Yeah. It’s the one good thing I can say about the arena—it brought me you.” Roxi kissed his cheek.

      “It might be more than just one positive. In all the years I’ve been doing this, I’ve never had a target to aim for. I’ve killed powerful elite vampires by the legion, but I’ve never had a true target to aim my gladius at. We’ve brought down some powerful associates of the vampires and spoked the wheel of their plans in Western Europe. We’ve got a whole bunch of financial intelligence we’ll need to sort through, but I think we have a real chance of doing something meaningful and potentially permanently disabling to the vampires.” Luke could feel his excitement building at the thought of maybe being able to end it all.

      Roxi looked scared and hopeful all at once. “Do…do you really think that’s possible? To, you know, end it? For real?”

      “I hope so, and for once, that hope might actually have some evidence to back and bolster it.” He squeezed Roxi’s hand.

      “I truly hope you’re right, Luke. There is nothing more I long for, well, other than being in your arms, but ending vampires would be a close second.”

      Luke chuckled at the sweet grin on her face. “Roxi, I love you.”

      She patted Luke on the cheek. “I know. Now let me out. I need to visit the loo.”

      He moved out and let her into the narrow walkway, then sat back down. He didn’t want to let himself fantasize about a world without vampires, so he forced his brain to lean into the other fantasies he had—home and friends and loved ones. He was still amazed at how domestic his desires had become. Spending time with Gwen talking music or teaching her to fight. Goofing with his friends down at the pub as they shared beers. Kissing a beautiful woman he adored. Sleeping late and being woken by an insistent cat. These had become the goalposts for a good life for him, the things he truly wanted.

      Sam squeezed his shoulder, interrupting his wool gathering. “Scoot.”

      He slid over into Roxi’s seat, letting Sam take his spot. “What can I do for you, Sam?”

      “Nothing specific. Just wanted to check in with you to see how you’re doing. You seemed pretty tense this morning.”

      “Yeah. I was having some real trouble keeping calm until we got off the ground. I almost had a panic attack. About the only thing that staved it off was Roxi’s presence. I was terrified something bad would happen.”

      Sam squeezed his forearm. “I bet. That was terrible last time. I don’t know if anyone told you about the flight back after they saw what happened, but it was a very unhappy crowd of people. A lot of anger and tears. I honestly had some concerns as well, even with an official alliance with Jean-Paul.”

      Luke nodded. “I’ll have to apologize to him if I seemed weird and unappreciative. I’m sure he’ll understand.”

      “Yeah. He seems like a genuinely good man. I’m glad to have met him. He’ll make a good ally.”

      “Plus, he has connections we don’t and can get us in contact with other key packs in Europe. Hopefully he can bring them into the cause, or if nothing else, at least assure their neutrality. We can’t afford to be fighting big, rich packs and vampires. He’s working on a side project for me.”

      “Oh?” Sam asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Luke grinned mischievously. “Just a little surprise in case we need some bigger firepower. The vampires seem to be upping the ante on us.”

      “You’re not wrong there.” Sam shook her head before smiling. “We can talk politics later. How are you and Roxi doing?”

      Luke nodded and grinned. “We’re doing well, I think. We’re talking about a future together.”

      Sam chuckled. “Do you remember the first time we flew to Europe together? When we flew to Belgium?”

      “Yeah…” Luke squinted his eyes at Sam, unsure where she was going with the conversation.

      “Remember when I asked if you were going to look for someone to date besides Maggie, since you had the option as a person in a poly relationship?” Sam grinned mischievously, her eyes twinkling with mirth.

      “Yeah. I do remember that now that you mention it.”

      “Well, it seems you are ready for a second relationship.”

      Luke chuckled. “I guess so.”

      “How do you feel about it?”

      “Good but confused. A little anxious.” Luke laughed at himself. “I’ve used ‘confused’ to describe myself so many times since meeting you all and having Gwen move in, then dating Maggie. Seems like the perpetual state of being with my personal life.”

      Sam smiled brightly. “It’s good, though, right?”

      “Yeah. It is. I’m having positive thoughts about the future, and all my fantasies are terribly domestic and simple.”

      “Luke Irontree, I think you’re becoming a real boy!”

      “Ha! I’m still a puppet. Haven’t managed to cut those divine strings yet. But I can handle feeling more real, more attached to a life of meaning beyond the end of my sword.”

      “It’s a powerful incentive to have meaningful things to fight for, to protect. I know you’ve been working your whole life to protect humanity, but billions of people are abstract. Maggie and Roxi and Gwen, those are all very tangible and real entities.”

      “And you, Delilah, and Pablo, and the rest of the crew. But you’re right. I feel more integrated into humanity instead of just being an outside observer. I would have never thought it was possible to get to this place, not as old and outside of humanity as I’ve been, but here I am.”

      Sam nodded. “Here you are. I’m so proud of you, Luke. I don’t mean this to sound condescending, but you’ve come such a long way since that first time we met. You were such a sad, lonely person. As much as you tried to pretend to be ‘normal,’ you couldn’t hide the pain in your eyes.”

      Luke sighed and shook his head. “Sometimes I feel like a stray puppy Pablo brought home.”

      Sam chuckled, patting Luke’s knee. “Yeah, he kind of adopted you, but I’m glad he did. You’re a wonderful friend and a good man. My life is better for having met you.”

      “I feel the same about you, too.” He leaned over and kissed Sam’s forehead.

      “So, got any big⁠—”

      Sam’s question was interrupted by one of the pilots activating the intercom. “Sorry to disturb you, folks. But we’re getting some troubling news coming in. We don’t have much information yet, but it looks like a plane just crashed near JFK in New York. We’re being diverted to an airfield in Maine. I’ll let you know more when we can.”

      “Oh, my.” Sam held her hands in front of her mouth.

      Luke couldn’t find the words and only nodded.

      “Um, I see Roxi coming. I’ll let her have her seat back.” Sam stood up, looking unsteady and unnaturally pale after hearing the tragic news.

      Roxi sat down and wrapped her arms around Luke. Feeling the tremble in her body, he pulled her in tightly with one arm while he stroked her hair with his other hand.

      “Did…did they say a plane crashed? It was hard to hear in the water closet.”

      “Yeah. Outside New York near JFK International. Are you OK?”

      “I…I don’t like flying, even at the best of times.”

      Luke squeezed her, kissing her forehead. “That’s OK. It’s understandable.”

      Holding her in his arms, he hummed the melody to the Gaulish lullaby she liked him to sing to her when she felt down. The simple sound seemed to calm her as she clung to him. He didn’t know how long they were supposed to be in the air or how much time had passed since taking off, but landing couldn’t come soon enough.

      Behind him, the level of noise picked up as people discussed the snippet of news the pilot had given them. Luke wanted to tell them to be quiet as their speculation, loud enough for Roxi with her supernatural ears to hear, caused her to tremble more. He thought he heard her sniffle. It was confirmed when she rubbed her cheeks with her sleeve. A tear fell onto his arm, running down and falling onto his pants.

      “Luke, please don’t stop humming. If you could sing, it would be better, so I’d have something to concentrate on besides…”

      “Sure.” Luke kissed the top of her head and started at the beginning of the song, this time with the words.

      By now, Roxi had heard it so many times, she knew the melody as well as Luke. It didn’t take her long, not as a trained singer. It had been a skill she’d developed as part of her role as an assassin and spy for her father, the Parthian king’s general, and for the Parthian Empire. It had also provided a valuable skill to allow her to move through society when women weren’t granted much in the way of freedoms. Access to places where people drank allowed her to hunt where vampires preyed.

      To focus her mind and distract it from her fear of flying, a fear exacerbated by the news of a plane crash, she played with the simple melody as she hummed along, adding more complex rhythms and tones. While she embellished the song, she made sure her voice enhanced the lyrics Luke sang to her instead of overwhelming them. As he worked his way through the melody, the conversation behind them quieted as people clued in to the music being performed for an audience of two. Yet, Luke didn’t mind them eavesdropping on their private moment. It had caused them to quiet their speculation, which would help Roxi’s anxiety some, he hoped.

      He wished she’d told him she was afraid of flying—not that he could have done much about it. The announcement of the tragedy had clearly upset her coping mechanisms, letting the fear push past her point of tolerance.

      The next time the pilot broke in over the intercom, his voice carried a tremble. “Folks, um, we’ve just gotten word of another commercial jetliner going down. This one in the air over the Atlantic. We still don’t know much. We’ll be increasing our airspeed to get you on the ground as soon as possible without burning too much fuel. Uh, please buckle up, we’re about to head into some rough air. I’ll give you an update as soon as we know more.”

      The second announcement stunned the cabin into silence. The only sounds Luke heard were seatbelts being buckled and someone maneuvering Brutus into his harness.

      Roxi shook in Luke’s arms, her breath shallow and ragged. One commercial flight going down was exceedingly rare. Two within minutes of each other was virtually unheard of. Whatever it was, he hoped it wasn’t something interfering with plane electronics or some other environmental disaster that was affecting planes. He wished he knew which way the second plane had been going—west like them, or east.

      It didn’t matter; there was little he could do about it. He just hoped they’d get on the ground before anything else happened. Once they were safe from gravity’s retribution, they could plan the next stage of their trip home. He sighed, wondering why nothing he was involved in ever seemed to go off without a hitch. Pushing that thought out of his head, he resumed his humming, starting with one of his favorite Parthian melodies.
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      The rest of the flight had been filled with news of several tragedies, reports of more planes going down and the terror it caused. By unspoken agreement, no one talked about it, only looking at watches or phones when the pilots gave a new ETA for their landing in Maine.

      Taking Luke and Roxi’s examples, people joined them in songs, waiting their turn to sing. Many picked tunes from their childhood. If Luke or Roxi knew it, they’d join along. When Sam broke out an old Japanese lullaby, Luke joined in, singing in harmony with her. When Ahmed picked up an Arabic tune, Roxi provided a melody to accompany it. Occasionally, someone would take up something more modern and well known, and several people would join in, the song often getting loud as people tried to sing along like they were out for karaoke.

      As they joined together in song, hoping to distract each other, they provided comfort and touch. Friends held friends’ hands or hugged each other, some snuggling into each other to feel the warmth and love of a close companion and family member, of pack. The singing seemed to help Roxi as her body ceased trembling, only returning to it whenever a new announcement was made, though less intensely.

      Song had been their refuge while they were trapped in their cells, waiting to die for the amusement of their tormentors and captors. Now, it became the glue that bonded everyone on the plane together as they worked to quell the fear they all felt, hoping they’d make it back to earth the slow way.

      Luke imagined a few people were even praying to whatever deity they worshiped. He cast a prayer to Selene. After his words left his mind and entered the ether, he felt her hand upon him and her blessing lightened a bit of the fear he felt, though it couldn’t quell it entirely. He hoped Roxi availed herself of the goddess’s of the moon’s kindness now that she’d a devotee. They both needed the goddess’s love and affection, needed her kind guidance as they struggled against a Herculean task—beyond Herculean. Without her, they were two powerful beings adrift. With her, they felt loved and appreciated as they fought to protect humanity from the threat the vampires represented.

      When the wheels touched down, they were all jolted in their seats at the impact. Luke exhaled a long, hard breath. Soon, a few laughs broke the silence followed by a ragged cheer as they all celebrated surviving, even if they didn’t know what they were surviving. As soon as the plane slowed, people jumped on their phones, making calls to loved ones or to see what extra news they could get since the pilots had been parsimonious with the news after the first few announcements.

      “Anyone find any information?” Sam asked.

      “I think I found an article with some leaked information from the FAA. Um…” Jung-sook scrolled through her phone, reading the article. “According to this, some passengers went berserk, attacking the plane. Like ripping people apart, then broke into the cockpits.”

      “Is this just one flight?” Luke asked, a horrible hypothesis idea dawning in his head.

      “No,” Jung-sook replied.

      “Oh, my god,” Rhonda said. “So far, at least according to this source, thirty-four planes have gone down worldwide.”

      “Where are the flights originating from?” Sam asked.

      “All over,” Rhonda replied. “The US, Europe, Japan, China, Russia, South Africa, Australia. No one can determine a pattern. It’s a variety of airlines. About the only common denominator is that they’re all larger planes on longer flights.”

      Luke nodded to himself. Sam, who’d been watching Luke’s face, called for silence.

      Once everyone shut up, she looked at Luke. “You have an idea, don’t you?”

      Nodding, Luke licked his lips. “Vampires.”

      Some of his friends gave him skeptical looks in return.

      Pablo narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure, buddy? It could be any number of things.”

      “Look, I know. I’m the guy who sees vampires as the origin of most issues⁠—”

      Rhonda interrupted Luke. “Would vampires kill themselves like that? They seem pretty attached to their lives.”

      “Baby vampires would.”

      Pablo, probably remembering the nursery room he’d helped Luke blow up in Wapato, blanched.

      “If they put people about to turn onto flights, then they changed during the flight, it would work. That could be why they wanted longer flights to take out a bit of the variability.” He looked around at the faces of his friends. “Most of you haven’t seen a vampire nursery. A newly turned vampire has no control, just blood lust. They don’t just drink, they destroy. They feed on the horror of their actions as much as on the blood of their victims.”

      “But those vamps we killed… Didn’t they back off when you set them on fire?” Pablo asked, horror and hope in his eyes.

      “That was immediate pain—action and reaction. But you put a baby vamp in a plane, and there’s no control. A tightly contained space stuffed with tasty humans and no escape? They’d go into a frenzy. They’d probably keep tearing flesh until the moment the plane hit the ground.”

      Looking at his friends, he saw horror on their faces. They’d seen what vampires did to humans, but really didn’t know what a baby vamp could do. He kind of wanted to keep it that way. No one should have that in their memories.

      “Why, though?” Sam asked.

      Luke shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Roxi lifted her head and looked around the plane. “It could be anything. Maybe the bosses got bored and wanted some entertainment. Maybe something big is on the horizon. Maybe there’s some power play within the ranks of the vampire elites. It’s too early to tell at this point.”

      Sam stood up. “It’ll have to be one more bullet point we add to the list of things to investigate. Right now, though, we need to figure out what we’re going to do next. There’s no way they’re going to let this plane take off. Flights will be grounded worldwide.”

      “I just hope we can get the weaponry offboarded without any officious types looking too deeply. That would be monumentally bad timing,” Luke said.

      They all turned to the front of the jet when the door separating the cabin and the cockpit opened. “Didn’t mean to overhear, but”—he tapped his ear—“wolf ears. Your friend is right. All flight traffic is grounded. I’ve got a message into Jean-Paul to see if he’s got any contacts here with the local wolves. If you have any, it might be best if you reach out as well.”

      “I’m on it. I’ll give Holly a call.” Sam dug into her pockets for her phone.

      Luke turned to the pilot and offered his hand. “I’m Luke.”

      “Vincent,” the pilot replied. “I’m going to head back up to the cockpit and see if Jean-Paul has gotten back to us.”

      “Right. We’ll knock on the door if we hear anything from our end.”

      Vincent nodded and ducked back into the cockpit, shutting the door behind him.

      “Sam?” Luke asked.

      “Sorry, having trouble getting through. The lines are busy.”

      “I imagine everyone’s flooding the system,” Rhonda said. “It was the same on 9/11.”

      Several people nodded, remembering what it had been like then.

      Sam held up her hand. “Everyone quiet. It’s ringing.”

      Luke sat back down, tired of hunching over in the short space.

      “Hey, Holly. Yeah. We’ve landed, and the pilots say we’re grounded. Do you have any connections with the local wolf packs? We’re at a small airport near Portland, Maine.”

      Everyone waited for Sam’s response.

      “OK, love you, Holly. I’ll be waiting but might want to email as well. Lines seem to be a bit squiffy. Talk to you soon.” Sam stuffed her phone back in her pocket.

      Vincent stepped out of the cockpit. “Good news. We’re at an airport where the local pack has employees. We shouldn’t have any problem offloading your gear. They’re sending some trucks and vans and have offered sanctuary until you sort out what’s happening next.”

      “Excellent,” Luke said. “Our packleader is currently making some calls as well. How long until we’re able to deplane?”

      Vincent shrugged. “I don’t know. The airport is still waiting for guidance from the FAA, but if they’re grounding everyone, I imagine they’ll want to get people away from airports pretty quickly until they know what’s going on. I’ll let you know as soon as I make contact with the local pack. I’ll go dig up some more snacks and drinks for you all. Please, use the restroom and get comfortable; we could be here for a while.”

      It was after midnight before they deboarded the plane. After a stressful flight and a long wait on the tarmac, heads drooped with tiredness, though Luke thought everyone bore up well. They’d all gone through hard times together fighting vampires and had become accustomed to the stress. This was just one more event to add to the tally. The local pack settled them into a cheap motel for the night since they’d not had time to come up with better arrangements on short notice. A few other planes, including regional jets, had been sent to the small airport, flooding local accommodations.

      Luke and Roxi were given the room with one queen bed, but the rest paired up to share the double-queen-bed rooms so they could get four to a room. Brutus curled up in the corner of Luke and Roxi’s room. Luke was unwilling to let the mysterious dog out of his sight. Despite not getting a proper dinner, Luke fell into bed and was asleep almost before the light went out.

      It felt like too few hours later when his alarm went off at nine a.m. He and Roxi quickly showered and changed, waiting for the vans to pick them up and take them to a pack property for a catered breakfast. A few people had woken earlier and ventured out for coffee but didn’t bring one back for Luke—a fact he found rude. If you’re going to bring treats, bring enough for the entire legion.

      When they arrived at their destination, a multi-storied old brick building near the central downtown area of Portland, they were escorted in by a few polite folks who were probably members of the local pack. The scent of coffee was the best greeting Luke could have hoped for. As soon as he had a cup in hand, he was ready to face the day as a member of the North Portland Pack Council.

      He found Sam, who was talking to a tall, stocky White woman with short brunette hair. She wore a flannel shirt over jeans and boots.

      “Ah, Erin. This is Luke. Luke, Erin. She’s the packleader here in Portland.”

      Erin offered her hand and a friendly grin. “So, you’re the one who’s been kicking the vampire ant hill the last few years?”

      Luke was taken aback and paused before jolting himself back into the conversation. “I didn’t think I’d developed any kind of reputation here in the states. I’ve kept my presence pretty quiet.”

      Erin snorted. “You blew up a jail and sank a freighter. Then had a pitched battle at a famous ski lodge. If you call that quiet, I’d hate to hear what your version of noisy is.”

      Sam laughed, patting Luke’s back. “She’s got you there.”

      Luke smiled politely, unsure how to take Erin’s jocularity. Roxi wandered up and stopped next to him, providing a helpful distraction.

      “Erin, this is Roxi. Roxi, Erin is the local packleader.”

      They shook hands.

      “She’s not a wolf either.” Erin looked her up and down.

      Luke shook his head. “No, she’s more like me. She’s a vampire hunter.”

      “Ah, that’s good. We can talk about that when you’ve been fed, but we might want to use your services since you’re in the neighborhood.” She swiveled her head over to the wall where the caterers were filling chafing dishes. “Looks like breakfast is ready. Also, we set up a little food and water station for your pooch. There are plenty of pack pets that come through here.” She stepped back and raised her voice. “Food’s ready! Everyone line up.”

      His stomach grumbling loudly, Luke nodded politely at Erin—letting Brutus wander to the bowls on the floor—and headed toward the table, getting a spot near the front of the line. He found a table and sat down to dig into his hot food. As others in his leadership group dished up their food, they joined Luke. He was glad they’d sent home a large part of their contingent a few days earlier, or the local pack would have trouble accommodating them while they were stuck here. Luke went back for seconds, as did several of the werewolves. When they were finished, Erin invited Luke up to a conference room to talk. Luke brought Sam, Pablo, Delilah, Roxi, and Simone with him, leaving Jung-sook and Ahmed in charge of the rest of the wolves.

      They were joined by a tall Latino man who Erin introduced as Alejandro, the pack’s second.

      “I want to start off officially welcoming you as our guests for your stay,” Erin said. “We’ll get you all housed so we can move you out of that fleabag motel. If you don’t mind, we have a couple bed and breakfasts we can set you up in. It’s off season, so we’ll just need to open them since we only operate them on the weekends this time of year.” She turned to Luke. “So, you’re the Centurion Immortal. I’ve heard a bit about you.”

      Luke raised an eyebrow. “That’s a nickname I don’t usually hear in the states.”

      “I have some pack connections in Europe, so I’ve heard rumors about you before, but Jean-Paul filled me in. He’s a good friend.”

      Sam cleared her throat. “You mentioned something about vampires?”

      “Yeah. We’ve been noticing more in town recently. In the past, we’ve usually just confronted them and asked them to leave.”

      “But…something’s changed?” Luke asked.

      Erin nodded. “Yeah. They’ve stopped responding. The last time we cornered one, he told us we had the option to leave or be considered part of their herd.”

      “That’s quite bold,” Pablo said.

      “Right?” Erin shook her head. “My people didn’t do anything because the orders were to just deliver the message, but the vamps haven’t really made an appearance since, or at least let us catch one.”

      “Any strange disappearances among the non-pack locals?” Luke asked.

      Alejandro nodded. “Yeah. There have been a few. Also, there’s been a rise in what the papers are calling ‘delinquency.’ People getting drunk and sleeping in the streets. I mean, we’re a brewery town, but it’s been a bit more lately, and it’s a bad time of year to sleep outside if you’re unprepared. You could die of hypothermia pretty easily.”

      Luke rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “Let me guess. The people interviewed are reporting not having drank that much, but can’t remember anything?”

      Alejandro nodded. “Exactly.”

      Luke looked around the table, seeing several people nodding with knowing expressions on their faces. “Well, that’s definitely vampires, and if they’ve declared you open as prey, it’s just a matter of time before one of your pack is taken.”

      Erin exchanged a look with Alejandro, something passing between them.

      “Someone already has, haven’t they?” Luke looked between the packleader and her second.

      Erin inhaled then exhaled sharply. “Yeah. A young couple. They were out late on a date and didn’t show up to work the next day.”

      Alejandro held up his hand to forestall any questions. “And before you ask the litany of questions, we’ve already checked with their families to see if maybe they got a wild hair and took off, but there’s nothing missing and no signs of elopement or running away. Their suitcases and all their possessions are undisturbed.”

      “Any witnesses?” Pablo asked.

      Alejandro held up his hand and wobbled it side to side. “The server at the restaurant said they paid and left. We canvased the neighborhood and routes between their houses and the restaurant and found a homeless woman who thought she saw a group of people following them, but she couldn’t be sure if they actually were following or were just a group heading in the same direction.”

      “We were able to get a bit of a scent trail, but it dead ended. We’ve been stymied since,” Erin said.

      “Yeah, we’ve even reported them missing to the local cops, though that’ll probably go nowhere,” Alejandro added.

      Luke nodded along, then looked around the table at his leadership team. “We’ll see what we can do. Give us tonight to rest, then tomorrow night, we’ll see if we can track down your missing pack members.”

      Erin relaxed, sighing in relief. “Let’s get you situated, then we can figure out what all you’ll need.”
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      Luke had hoped to be home in Portland, Oregon before he jumped back into the vampire business. He needed some real time off. A week or two so he could move through life without the adrenaline of the fight pumping through his veins, but he’d have to wait a while longer. Despite his mental and physical exhaustion, he did what he always did—shoved it into the background so he could keep at it. Once he found a spare moment, he’d call home and see if he could talk with Gwen and Maggie. It would have to do until he could actually return home.

      They split up the teams, mixing three of Luke’s people to one of Erin’s. She’d wanted to keep their initial involvement small and confined to the leadership team and a few select packmates so they could learn about the process while not being a burden to Luke and his trained hunters.

      Luke brought Sam and Pablo along with Erin, while Roxi paired with Delilah, Simone, and Alejandro. They also put out two more teams. The plan was to stay in close contact and converge if they needed to. Erin volunteered to drive, pulling up to the bed-and-breakfast in a Toyota minivan.

      Pulling the sliding door open, Luke sat in the back. “Ow!” He pushed off the seat and pulled a pile of Legos out from under his butt. He showed them to Erin. “Yours?”

      “Sorry, those are my daughter’s. She must have left them there.” She took them from Luke and dumped them into a compartment in the center console.

      “No worries. Just a bit surprising. I’ve heard how much Legos hurt, but never experienced it until right then.”

      “No kids?” Erin asked.

      “None of my own. Though I have a young teen living with me.”

      “Adopted?”

      Luke smiled warmly, nodding. “She was a runaway from a bad pack and ended up in Portland. We stumbled upon her when we were trying to track down some vampires.”

      Pablo laughed. “She basically adopted Luke. She didn’t trust werewolves after her pack situation, so she kept turning to Luke for protection. They decided to make it official.”

      “Where’s she at?” Erin asked as she made a turn and looked for a place to park.

      “Back in Portland. My girlfriend and her partner have been watching her while I was away.”

      “Your girlfriend’s partner?” She raised an eyebrow.

      Sam chuckled. “Luke’s a very modern man. He’s in a poly relationship.”

      Erin laughed, then squinted at Luke. “The modern ancient man. Are the rumors really true? About you being a Roman centurion?”

      Luke nodded. She hadn’t seen him get dressed. He’d just piled into her minivan.

      “Go ahead and show her, buddy,” Pablo said.

      Luke unzipped his hoodie, revealing the armor. Reaching over his shoulder, he grabbed the handle of his gladius and pulled it up a bit, so the blade was partially visible.

      “Well, isn’t that something?” Erin stared, then shook her head, turning the car off. “This is our starting point. We’ll sweep up through town, and that will put us in the center of the teams. We should have the wind blowing in our faces.”

      Luke nodded. “Good. That’ll help the wolves track better.”

      “How do you track?” Erin asked.

      “He can sense vampires,” Pablo supplied. “It’s like a sixth sense for him.”

      “Pretty much,” Luke said, nodding.

      Once the four of them slid out of the Toyota, the fifth person in the van moved into the driver’s seat and buckled up, ready to follow and pick them up at a moment’s notice. Pablo let Brutus out and grabbed the duffel bag containing a couple shotguns from the trunk area of the van, then slammed the hatch shut.

      “What’s in the bag?” Erin asked.

      “Twelve gauge shotguns,” Sam said, grinning mischievously at Erin. “Just a little something if we run into a few more vampires than we’d like.

      Luke elaborated, while bending over to scoop up Brutus’s leash. “The shells are custom made and contain silver shot and wood. They’ll kill a wolf if the shot is right, so don’t stand in the way thinking you’ll be able to shed off some buckshot. At best, these’ll hurt like hell. At worst…”

      Sam pulled a backpack off and opened it. She pulled out a handful of stakes and handed them to Pablo and Erin, then grabbed a few more to drop in her coat pockets.

      “Doesn’t he need a stake?” Erin asked, pointing to Luke.

      Pablo chuckled. “Nah, his swords will do the job far more efficiency than these stakes.”

      Erin looked at the coat pockets and stakes. “What do you all do when it’s too hot to wear coats?”

      “Sweat,” Luke replied.

      “Luke, did you get a chance to do an inventory on the shotgun shells?” Sam asked.

      “Yeah. We’re getting really thin.” Luke zipped up his hoodie.

      “We might have to make some more,” Pablo said.

      “Hey, Erin, do you have anyone in the pack who goes hunting that might pack their own ammo?” Sam slung the backpack over her shoulders.

      “Honey, it’s Maine. A lot of us hunt and fish. I’ll put the word out. You’ll just need to supply your own packing material. We don’t really keep a cache of silver kicking around for some reason.”

      Luke chuckled. “Fair enough. Wouldn't be the first time we’ve had to improvise. Might have to hit some thrift shops or pawn shops to see if we can pick up some silver antiques.”

      With the weapons distributed and hidden, they started down their designated path. Erin peppered them with questions, probably due to nerves. It wasn’t often one got to hunt vampires with seasoned pros.

      “If we’re going to talk, we should probably change the topic to something more mundane or keep our volume to a whisper. Fangers have good hearing, and even though I don’t feel any nearby, we don’t want to alert them that they’re being hunted.” Luke stuffed his hands into the pockets of his hoodie to hide his fidgeting.

      “Sorry, just anxious, I guess. This is a whole lot of new for me,” Erin replied.

      Sam patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. We all start somewhere.”

      Instead of vampire-related questions, Erin filled them in on Portland and what they were seeing. None of them had ever visited the other Portland. Erin was proud of her city, pointing out her favorite restaurants, bars, and breweries.

      “Hey, Luke. If we get a chance, I’d like to check out a few of the breweries. I’ve heard amazing things about Allagash,” Pablo said.

      “You know I like drinking beer.” Turning to Erin, he said, “Pablo owns a brewery in Portland. It’ll be work research.”

      “I can hook you up with a tour. One of our packmembers works at the brewery.”

      Sam held up her hand, pushing her nose into the air as she sniffed. “Hey, Luke, do you feel anything?” she asked quietly. “I think I caught a whiff of stank.”

      A wisp of cigarette smoke drifted down to Luke. He thought he felt a twinge at the edge of his range. Next to him, Brutus growled quietly, deep in his throat.

      Luke waved them in, so they were all practically nose to nose. “I think so, Sam. It’s faint. Sounds like Brutus is picking it up, too.”

      “I think I found the scent, too. I almost didn’t notice it with the cigarette smoke,” Pablo whispered, sniffing.

      Sam nodded. “I think the smoker is our fanger. I got the scents at the same time. I just thought it was particularly cheap tobacco, but I couldn’t shake the underlying aroma. Are you getting a direction we can aim for, Luke?”

      “Vaguely ahead and to the right.”

      Erin stepped to the edge of the sidewalk and looked, then waved everyone after her as she crossed to the other sidewalk.

      Luke narrowed his eyes and rubbed his chin through his beard. Keeping his voice low, he said, “Yeah, it feels a bit closer. Let’s keep going straight, and we can adjust as we go. Someone let the other teams know. Check with the team to the right to see if they’re picking it up as well.”

      “Got it,” Pablo said, pulling his phone out. “The right team is also getting it and wants to know if they should stay, converge, or split to do both.”

      “Stay on course, but we can adjust later. Don’t go past it, though.” Luke stopped and held up a hand. The vamp was getting closer. The calmness that always descended when he was on the hunt settled on him as the time to fight drew near. “It’s shifted directions. I think it’s coming back toward us now. Still holding off to the right. Let the other team know. Who’s on the right team?”

      “That’s Roxi, Ahmed, and Jung-sook.”

      “I thought Roxi was with Delilah and Simone.”

      “Since Delilah can sense them as well, they decided to put her on one of the other teams so we could keep the teams mixed.”

      Luke nodded. “Hmmm, it stopped moving. Let’s stay on course, and we’ll triangulate with Roxi’s team. Keep the chatter to a minimum or whisper. We’re a ways out, but let’s not risk it.”

      After another block, they stopped to assess the location again.

      “Are you doing OK, Erin?” Sam asked.

      “I think so. It’s all very exciting and scary. I’m hunting vampires with real vampire hunters,” she whispered, chuckling nervously.

      Luke turned and gave a half-smile. “You’re doing great, Erin. I know you’re typically the one in charge, but if we have to engage, step back and let us handle it and listen for instructions. Remember, its heart is the kill button.”

      “Or rip off the head. That’s always a personal favorite,” Pablo added, a wide grin on his face.

      “Or rip the head off.” Luke winked at Pablo. “Plus, you can chuck it at another vampire.”

      “For some reason, that always seems to distract them.” Pablo shrugged. “Don’t know why…”

      Sam shook her head and chuckled. “I wonder.”

      “Is it always like this? With the banter?” Erin asked.

      “Yeah. Though we don’t let Luke banter much. He’s not that great at it.”

      Luke shrugged. “I can’t be good at everything.”

      “So, what’s the word?” Sam asked, getting them back on task.

      “Still not moving. I think maybe the next a block ahead. Have Roxi go two blocks up and cut across. We’ll go across and meet in the middle.”

      Pablo nodded and pulled out his phone to relay the orders. After Pablo sent the instructions, they moseyed over to the next block, allowing Roxi, Ahmed, and Jung-sook time to get the extra block ahead. When they thought they’d waited long enough, they picked up their pace.

      “It’s straight ahead,” Luke said, gesturing with his head to follow him. “Do you know what’s coming up, Erin?”

      She ran her hand through her short hair. “This is mostly mixed-use neighborhoods. I think an apartment building.”

      “You picking up more than one?” Sam asked.

      “I think it’s only one. You still getting the smell of cigarettes?”

      Sam stuck her nose up in the air. “I don’t think so.”

      Luke strolled ahead. The trees along the street obscured their view, but Erin’s local knowledge proved true as an apartment building loomed over them once they cleared the block.

      “I see our team up ahead,” Pablo said.

      Luke nodded. They met up in the middle of the next block.

      “What do you think, Roxi?” Luke asked.

      “He’s above us.” She looked up.

      “Right.”

      “Do we try to get into the apartment building?” Ahmed asked.

      “I’m not sure. We may want to let him go and see if we can follow him somewhere more useful. Maybe wherever they’re keeping our young couple.” Luke looked around to see what they thought.

      “It’s not really our standard procedure, but novelty might be nice.” Jung-sook shrugged.

      “Or we could take his phone off his corpse and let Jamaal crack it and check out its location data,” Sam replied.

      “Would a dead vampire alert the rest?” Erin asked.

      “All good thoughts,” Luke said. “I’m inclined to go with Sam’s option. We could stand here all night waiting for it to come out, then we’d have no guarantee of even being able to follow it.” The decision made, Luke shifted into command mode. “Let’s circle the building and find the exits. I want two on the front door and two on the back. If we need to hold more ingress points, we can worry about that then.”

      They found a third entrance and set up a team there. Since two of the doors were within eyesight of each other, he left Pablo and Sam, along with Brutus, to cover one, and Ahmed and Jung-sook took the other. He wanted both of the local wolves with him to observe. He and Roxi could handle anything they’d find with a single vampire.

      Someone exiting the building at a fortuitous time let them in without having to resort to more covert methods. Since the feeling was coming from above them, they entered the nearest elevator, pushing the buttons for every floor so they could check each. While they ascended, Luke took a minute to look Roxi over. They’d pushed all the buttons so that the elevator was forced to stop at each floor, though there weren’t many. It allowed them a moment to assess if they were on the right level.

      “I like the coat.” Luke checked out Roxi’s stylish knee-length trench coat.

      “Yeah, I picked it up in Paris and haven’t had a chance to wear it.” She lifted the hem, revealing the bronze edging of the bottom of her scale mail then the silver of the scales. “Covers my armor and looks good.”

      Plucking at his hoodie, he shrugged. “It’s cuter than my hoodie, but then I don’t feel bad when one of my crappy hoodies gets ruined.”

      “It didn’t cost much. I got it at one of those cheap fashion places.”

      “Oh, that’s good. I lost a few too many good hoodies before I bought these in bulk.” Luke hoped the mundane conversation would help settle the nerves of their guests.

      Erin seemed even paler than normal, while Alejandro fidgeted excessively, unable to stand still. He almost looked like a kid who needed to use the bathroom.

      “Erin, Alejandro. When we get to the right floor, stay behind us. Vampires have claws as well as fangs, so avoid grappling. As a wolf, you can take a fair bit of damage, but a swipe at your throats or eyes could cause some pretty bad injuries or kill you. Roxi and I are equipped to deal with vampires and have killed thousands over the centuries. Let us take care of this pest and show you what the process is like.” He looked to Roxi, squeezing her hand. “Let’s be careful and get the phone before it gets covered in goo. I don’t want to lose the reason we’re here. When we get to the floor, avoid talk of anything supernatural. There’s probably enough background noise from other apartments, but let’s be careful in case this fanger is sharper-eared than most. Once we’re off the elevator, find the fire exit first in case we need to escape or follow.”

      “Of course, dōšagīh.” Roxi smiled. The elevator stopped on the fourth floor, and the door opened. “Alright. This is the one. The sense feels a bit more level.”

      “Yeah.” Luke reached out and caught the door before it could close.

      The four of them stepped off and let the door close behind them.

      Fortunately, the exit was clearly marked with lighted signs and arrows. With a safe exit found, they homed in on the vamp’s location. When they found what felt like the right apartment, Luke stepped out of the way, pulling his gladius from its sheath on his back. Roxi drew her sword and stood in front of the door. Erin and Alejandro waited on the other side of the door so that the only person visible through the peephole would be the deadly and heavily armed woman.

      Roxi knocked. When no one came to the door, she knocked again. Luke heard a faint metal click.

      “Gun,” he mouthed to Roxi.

      She caught it out of the corner of her eye and gave the faintest of nods. Luke waved Erin and Alejandro further back. The sound of the chain sliding in its frame was far louder. Luke kept his breathing shallow and steady, trying to control the tension in his body. It was ready to uncoil and strike. The door opened a crack. Roxi turned her head, and her face went slack.

      “Come in, pretty,” the vamp said, his voice oily and seductive. “I love it when they deliver.”

      The door opened wider, and Roxi stepped in, hiding her blade behind her leg as she entered the room.

      “What the hell?” the vamp said.

      A moment later, the gun clattered to the ground accompanied by a short scream. Luke stepped into the room, waving his observers in with him. Alejandro pulled the door shut behind him. On the ground, the vampire lay on his back, Roxi’s rudis sticking out of his chest. Luke smiled, impressed at her efficiency. She’d sliced his gun-holding hand off, then stabbed him through the heart, all while only getting a small yell. Luke picked up the hand and pried the gun from its grip, pocketing it.

      Erin, her face pale and a bit green, raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Sorry, standard procedure is to pick up all weapons we find on the vampires. They’re usually pretty good quality, and it helps outfit our armory. I’d recommend it, especially if your personal weapons are all registered. Not sure what the gun laws are here, but it’s best to have less traceable options if you’re going to be fighting vampires. By taking them from the vampires, you can get some impressive hardware.”

      Roxi smiled at Erin and Alejandro. “You might want to step back. As dumb as this one was, it’s likely to be a young vampire. You wouldn’t want to mess up your shoes.”

      Luke took a step back. The Maine wolves followed Luke's example and stepped back as well. Roxi knelt next to the vampire and wrapped her hands around the hilt of her rudis, placing her forehead on the pommel. She whispered the words of the incantation that activated the rudis Mithras had given her and sent a white light sliding down the hilt into the vamp’s body and back up again until it disappeared into her head.

      “Hold off on pulling the rudis, Roxi. Search his pockets. Grab his wallet and his phone and any keys you may find.” Luke turned to the two werewolves. “Looks like the kitchen is right there and the restroom over there. If you’re going to throw up, don’t do it on the floor; we don’t want to clean it up. Also, try to keep the smell of the vampire in mind, so you can log that in your mental catalog of scents.”

      Both of them looked a little green around the gills. Stepping back so he wasn’t in their way in case they needed to dash to a safe place to throw up, he nodded to Roxi. She stood and pulled the rudis from the vamp’s chest, hopped back. The vampire started its decomposition process, sinking in on itself as it lost cohesion, then collapsing into a spreading pile of goo. Luke was surprised when Erin stood still, watching, while Alejandro bolted for the kitchen and vomited in the sink. Roxi moved around the spreading puddle to stand next to Luke. Once Alejandro finished, he rinsed out the sink.

      “Wipe your prints off anything you’ve touched.” Luke turned to Roxi. “Find what we were looking for?”

      “Yes. He had all three on him, though it wouldn’t hurt to sweep the apartment quickly.” Roxi searched the living room before checking out the bedroom and bathroom.

      Alejandro rejoined them, though he avoided looking at the pile of goo. Remembering a conversation he’d had with Pablo not long after they’d first met, Luke stepped into the kitchen and, with his hands covered, opened the cabinet under the sink and got lucky, finding a box of kitchen garbage bags. Luke snagged two and walked out into the room with the dead vampire.

      Opening the bag, he used it to pick up the goo soiled shirt of the vampire and pulled it inside the bag. Then he sealed up the bag and dumped it into the other bag to add a bit of security. Roxi raised an eyebrow but didn’t ask.

      Once Luke and Roxi had everything they needed, Luke grabbed the doorknob with his hoodie sleeve and held it open for everyone. He followed them out, shutting the door behind him. As his phone buzzed in his pocket, he held up his hand.

      “Looks like we need to head down the stairs. Cops are coming up the front way.” Luke pointed toward the stairs and took off at a brisk walk. “Someone must have called in a check about the scream. We’ll hold up at the bottom to make sure it’s clear.”

      Luke kept his hands inside his sleeves. His three companions followed his example, only touching things with cloth covered hands to avoid laying down fingerprints. They took the stairs quickly without raising a din in the echo-y concrete cinder block stairwell. When they arrived at the bottom, the temperature dropped as the poorly sealed outside door let in a gust. He pulled out his phone to text, receiving the all-clear from Sam.

      Luke held the door open, then shut it quietly, joining Sam and Pablo. Brutus wagged his tail at the sight of Luke, though he remained silent. Without a word, their group walked away from the flashing red and blue lights parked out front and back onto the shadowy side streets. They used the cover of the trees to get away from the cops in case they swept the area, though he doubted they would unless they kicked in the apartment door.

      Once they made it a few blocks away, they rejoined Jung-sook and Ahmed under a giant, leafless tree. The night breeze created a creaky clacking sound as branches moved against each other. Out of the corner is his eye, Luke checked out Erin and her second. Alejandro was pale but less green than earlier. Erin looked concerned, a wrinkle running down the center of her forehead.

      “Anything from the other teams?” Luke asked.

      “Nothing. No contacts,” Sam replied.

      Luke thought about it for a moment, looking at the troubled faces of Erin and Alejandro. “Let’s call it for the night. We found one and got what we were looking for.”

      It was a start. They’d had a relatively easy hunt with a safe and successful conclusion. Their hosts got a firsthand look at what the process was like right down to a decaying vampire. They’d have questions, but those could wait for tomorrow after they had a night to sit. They walked a few more blocks before splitting up into their original groups to return to their vehicles. Erin called their driver.

      When they settled into the bed-and-breakfast, Luke and Roxi assisted each other out of their armor, then Luke helped her clean her sword, taking care of the steel one while she cleaned the rudis. When they finished, Luke stuffed the garbage bag with the soiled shirt into the room’s mini fridge.

      “Why did you grab that shirt?” Roxi asked, finally.

      Luke chuckled, scratching behind Brutus’s ear. “A while ago, we were trying to find a vamp so we could collect his clothes to train some others on the scent. We couldn’t find a single one for weeks. I figured I’d get ahead of that problem in case we needed it.”

      “Good thinking.” Roxi checked the time, then smiled at Luke. “It’s still early. Want to find a movie and snuggle in bed?”

      Nodding, he leaned over and kissed her. “That sounds perfect.”
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      After breakfast, Alejandro and a local wolf Luke hadn’t met picked them up and took them back to the large brick building where they’d had breakfast on their first day. Alejandro explained it was the pack’s building, and they used it as a community center and meeting hall. When they arrived, he escorted them upstairs.

      Erin was waiting with full pots of coffee. Once everyone was situated, Erin took the spot at the head of the table and leaned forward with her elbows resting on the wood. The troubled look she’d worn since last night hadn’t lessened much, if any.

      “Last night, that was something,” she said. “It was so fast and casual…”

      “Between us, Roxi and I have almost thirty-nine hundred years of vampire hunting experience. It doesn’t usually go that smoothly. We caught a newer vampire off guard and made him pay for it.”

      “How do you know how old it was?” Alejandro asked.

      “It turned to sludge when it died,” Roxi replied.

      Nodding, Luke looked at Erin. “I don’t have exact ages, because I’ve only been able to make an educated guess based on accents and language, so it could be off for a number of reasons, but the transition point seems to be around a hundred or so years old. If they’re younger, they turn into that nasty goo you saw and smelled last night. Older, they turn into a dusty powder. It’s like they become desiccated over time and are only held together by the magic of their kind.”

      “Are there any good vampires?” Erin asked.

      Luke shook his head. “No.” He sat back in his chair and stared above Erin’s head for a moment. “How much do you know about vampires? How they were created? How a person is turned into a vampire?”

      Erin shrugged. “Nothing really concrete… Just what you see in movies or read in books, so nothing real, I guess.”

      “I’m going to ask for a suspension of disbelief. What I’m about to tell you is a combination of very ancient history and personally witnessed events. The things I didn’t see were witnessed by one I trust who was there at the beginnings of it all.”

      Erin’s mouth hung open, her eyes wide in shock. “There’s someone older than you?” She blushed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude about your age.”

      Luke chuckled. “I’m not offended by it. To my knowledge, I’m the oldest living human. Roxi is a few years younger than me. I’m including werewolves in this as well, since they still have the piece that makes them fundamentally human—the soul.”

      He took a drink of his coffee, gathering his thoughts. “There may be vampires older than I am. They’ve been around a lot longer than I have, but the reason I don’t include them is that they aren’t human any longer
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