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      If I were going to get sprayed with vampire blood, I preferred it happen at night, and not in the summer when the word “moist” was an everyday part of my vocabulary. Lucky for me, it was fall, the end of October to be exact, but not quite the dead lull of Halloween. Unlucky for me, I had blood trickling between my boobs right now.

      I flicked some of it to the vampire I’d just dispatched, who’d had the nerve to actually fight back. You would think, me being a slayer and all, and coming at you with the business end of a stake, you would just accept your fate and be okay with it. Some did. Most tried to run, but they never made it far.

      But this guy … Well, let’s just say I might’ve staked him more than once.

      A thick fog had rolled in about midnight and now clung wispy fingers to the headstones behind the iron fence. The fence I stood outside of. Yep, I hadn’t even made it inside the cemetery to do my duty, and I was already kind of done with tonight.

      Once the vampire’s body went poof and went to wherever it was dead vampires go, I eased the chain away from the lock on the gate and slipped inside the cemetery. The cemetery’s grounds man, Tim, and I had made a deal that he’d make it look like the gate was locked if I actually locked it when I was finished. Easiest deal I’d ever had to make. He hadn’t even asked me why, and judging from his age, I suspected I wasn’t the first slayer he’d made this deal with.

      I stuck to the rocky paths, aglow in the moonlight, my stake at the ready. More were stuffed at various points on my body, like down inside my boot, the inside pocket of my black leather jacket, and even one shoved horizontally through my messy bun like an odd fashion accessory. Or, I had to admit, like Pebbles from The Flintstones.

      I didn’t care what anyone said, my love of cartoons would last me well into my sixties or better. My childhood had been put on hold at age nine because I’d been chosen as the slayer. The old one had apparently died. That was a lot of pressure for my nine-year-old self. Even at close to twenty now, I was still embracing the childhood I’d never finished.

      Around the first bend in the path, a faint rustling sounded. The fog smothered it, almost carrying it off and swallowing it altogether, but I zeroed in on it. Rocks crunched under several footsteps. Whatever it was, it didn’t move stealthily. It was either a dinosaur or a newly risen vampire.

      Please be a dinosaur, please be a dinosaur …

      Just this once, I would love to be surprised. I wished the world would throw something else at me.

      Famous last words. That’s the last time I’ll ever wish for anything, thank you very much.

      Following the curved path with my stake held high, I found a man with red eyes, hovering two feet above the ground. Vampires don’t hover. They also don’t have red eyes. Vampire eyes were amber, as if the natural color had bled from them when life had drained away. These, though … These were demon eyes.

      Below him, a small pit of hellfire boiled, and I would bet my Animaniacs T-shirt that was where he’d just come from. No wonder his dark suit was smoking with the scent of brimstone.

      Without wasting a second on introductions, I hurled my stake at him. He plucked it out of the air and dropped it into the incinerator below him with all the nonchalance of ridding the world of a pesky fly.

      “You mother fucker,” I hissed. Multiple stakes or not, that one had been my favorite. My fingers had fit the grooves in the wood just right and everything.

      He arched an eyebrow and dropped lightly to his feet beside the pit. Hellfire glinted in his spiffy, shiny shoes. “Belle Harrison, I presume?”

      His velvet voice wrapped a chill around me and squeezed. That was the kind of voice meant to trick you into all sorts of wicked things, but it didn’t work on me.

      “Never heard of her,” I said.

      “Right.” He smirked but it twisted into a glower just before he lunged.

      I dodged to the side, arming myself with the stake in my bun. With him, I probably needed to pull out the big guns though. I just wished I knew what those big guns were. I’d never fought a demon before. Never seen one up close, either, and they weren’t pretty. His skin was ridged with what looked like lava boiling behind it and crisping it black in places.

      We circled one another, staring each other down and gauging the other’s weaknesses. Hopefully he didn’t see that I had hundreds of those.

      “What do you want?” I demanded.

      “The slayer,” he answered matter-of-factly. “Whether you’re Belle Harrison or not, you’re armed with stakes at night in a graveyard, so I’ll go out on a limb and say you are the slayer.”

      What could he need me for? Were there vampires in hell too? I’d never thought about asking them where they went after I killed them.

      “I don’t know who Belle is, but we all need a hobby, and walking around cemeteries at night just happens to be mine.” I shrugged.

      He stopped suddenly and sighed, the lava cracks in his face steaming. “You’re wasting my time, Belle Harrison. His Majesty has chosen you as his bride.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “I’m going to be honest with you, Belle Harrison.” He steepled his fingers in front of him and looked down his nose at me. A lock of black hair fell across one red eye. “He’s offering you a way out for what’s to come.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “There are dark things coming, darker than you’ve ever faced, and it will kill you. If you marry His Majesty, you won’t have to fight anymore.”

      Well, that didn’t sound ominous at all. “You mean I won’t have to be the slayer anymore?”

      He nodded. “Besides …” He stepped closer, pinning me under his gaze. “You kind of owe him.”

      A burst of heat flared out to my clenched fists. “I don’t owe anyone anything,” I said, my voice edged in steel.

      The demon shrugged. “Well, His Majesty is the one who’s been sending you monthly checks since you were nine.”

      My jaw dropped. “That’s him?”

      Since the golden letter had arrived informing me of my elevated slayer status, I’d been receiving checks on the first of the month signed Luc Morningstar. My stranger danger alarm had triggered because I didn’t know a Luc Morningstar, so I’d never cashed the checks, even though Mom and I could have used the money. We’d been broke but not desperate, and no amount of money could have saved her anyway. Her cancer didn’t care how much we did or didn’t have in the bank.

      “I believe he felt sorry for you for being chosen as the slayer at such a young age and wanted to help,” the demon said.

      I heaved a sigh, suddenly exhausted. “I’m not for sale. Tell him thanks but no thanks, but I’m not interested.”

      “He’s offering you a new life, Belle Harrison.”

      “Yeah, I heard you the first time, and the answer’s still the same. And can you just call me Belle?”

      His mouth twisted into a frown. “I’ll come back for you on Halloween, the night of your twentieth birthday.”

      Did this guy not know the meaning of the word no? “Dude. I’m not marrying your boss.”

      He arched an eyebrow. In a blur of smoke, he vanished into the hellfire pit, and it sewed itself back up behind him.

      I shook my head at where he’d disappeared. The nerve of him, thinking I would just drop everything to go marry a devil I’d never met. My world didn’t work like that. I had a duty, and as much as I sucked at it and resented it, I didn’t plan on giving up.

      Still, I had to wonder what he meant by dark things were coming. As in darker than a demon with the devil’s marriage proposal?

      He’d said he’d be back on my birthday, but how many other ways could I say no? Not with a stake through the heart, that was for sure. This whole situation sank an uneasy feeling into my gut that I wasn’t even offered a choice.

      “No,” I muttered. “It literally means one thing.”

      A tingle licked up my spine, and I shivered, a reminder that I probably wasn’t alone in the cemetery and that I was talking to myself like a crazy person.

      I turned, in no mood for another battle. “Look, can you just fall on my stake and …”

      It was them. Two vampires standing like male beauty pageant contestants. Except in my version, they were both winners. Tall, broad shoulders, flawless skin, and three pairs of amber eyes trained on me. Three, because there was a third vampire hovering in the fog near the gate. I could just make out his faint outline if I squinted. I’d seen the three of them before the last few months, but never this close and never as a threat.

      “Belle Harrison.” The one on the right said it with an undertone of a purr that trembled up my thighs. He wore a simple black T-shirt and jeans that hugged every curve of his impressive form. His eyes glinted in the moonlight and were outlined by lashes as dark as his short hair.

      The one on the left wore black-rimmed glasses with a button-up white shirt, its sleeves rolled to the elbows. His blond hair spiked in all directions as if he’d just speared his fingers through it. When he caught me looking, he prowled away a short distance and then back again, a wild animal caught in a cage.

      “Please.” I held up a hand to ward off the combined power of their hotness. “If I ever hear my full name again …well, I suppose it will be from that demon when he comes back on Halloween.”

      “Vampires and demons don’t mix, but …we could sense him,” Black T-shirt purred.

      “What do you mean you don’t mix?” I asked.

      The wild animal vamp stopped his pacing, gazing at me sideways through his tumble of blond hair. “They’ve erected demonic magic so we can’t go anywhere near them, because we’re beneath demons on the supernatural totem pole.”

      “Ah.” I was learning all kinds of things tonight.

      “If you don’t mind my asking, what did he want?” Black T-shirt asked.

      It wasn’t his business, but since I still needed to sort it out in my head, I figured there wasn’t any harm telling them. “Apparently the devil needs a bride, and I’ve been summoned for the job.” Honestly, I was getting tired of never being able to choose my own career path.

      “It’s not your night, is it?” A grin broke out on Black T-shirt’s face, effortless, so beautiful that I dropped my stakes.

      Nope. Never mind. I hadn’t been carrying one to begin with. My remaining ones were all tucked inside my clothes. Because this was how I usually faced off with vampires—defenseless. Geez, tonight really couldn’t get any better. And what was I doing engaging in conversation with them when I should’ve been stabbing them? It couldn’t be that they were hot personified. Couldn’t be.

      “You’re thinking about slicing and dicing us, aren’t you?” Black T-shirt gave me another one of those disarming grins that tightened and lit my body up all at once.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could feel the vamp hidden in the fog watching me, anticipating my eventual lunge for the stake in my boot.

      “That depends,” I said. “Were you thinking about biting me?”

      “Yes,” the vamp with the glasses growled, and he licked his lips as if for emphasis, eyeing me like a cheeseburger.

      If there was ever a time I wouldn’t mind being a piece of meat, it was right then, because the hunger in his orange-yellow gaze pooled a delicious heat between my thighs. Maybe, if I let him eat me, that would be where he’d start. In one of the very few books I’d found on the topic of vampires, it had said that some liked to bite during sex.

      Black T-shirt glared at Glasses. “What did I tell you, Eddie? Keep it to yourself.”

      “Fucking smell her, Jacek,” Glasses—Eddie—said.

      I was wrong. This night could get weirder. My stake was definitely coming out if they tried to sniff me.

      Jacek, the vamp in black, turned to me again. “Before you slay us, maybe we can help with your demon problem. We have a pretty extensive occult library back at the nest. Eddie here can show you around it.”

      I crossed my arms and quirked my eyebrows. “You want me to go to your nest with you.” Had I accidentally stamped my forehead with “idiot” instead of “go away”?

      “That’s what I’m saying, yes.” The way Jacek’s mouth tipped up at the end hinted at more than just library research on his mind.

      Yep. Idiot. Because God help me, I wanted to see what else was on his mind. What the hell was wrong with me? Had it really been that long since I’d gotten laid? Carry the one, minus the zero, and yes, it had been that long. The last time had been with my downstairs neighbor, and he’d been so clumsy that I couldn’t be sure we’d actually had sex. There had been a lot of sweat and panting, and it was all over way too soon. Scratch that. It was over before it had begun. Plus, he’d left me with terrible hickeys that no amount of makeup could cover and had marked me with a tramp stamp until they’d faded.

      Still, I knew zilch about demons, and the public library here didn’t even have Harry Potter because of some overzealous breeders who had a problem with good versus bad stories.

      “If I go with you, will there be minimal sniffing?” I asked.

      Jacek laughed, a pleasant sound that tripped up my heartbeat.

      “No way I can guarantee that,” Eddie growled and flicked the tip of his tongue to his upper lip.

      A heated flush crept over my chest, tightening my nipples into hard buds I could tell without looking were poking through my T-shirt.

      A low rumble sounded from one of the vamps. The one near the gate shifted ever so slightly in the fog.

      “If I go with you,” I said, “then I’ll flay you if you even breathe on me wrong.”

      Jacek shrugged, all smiles. “We’re dead so …there’s not a whole lot of breathing happening.”

      I sighed. “I’m going to pretend I meant that as an expression. I would appreciate if you pretended I meant that too.”

      He chuckled. “Sure. No problem. No breathing. No expressive breathing. Just a library. You can even take some of the books home with you to read through.”

      “Why would you want to help a slayer?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “What’s in it for you?”

      Jacek exchanged glances with Eddie. “Maybe you can repay us a favor at some point in time. Quid pro quo.”

      “Right. Quid pro quo.” It was crazy that I was even considering going to their nest with them, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t intrigued. I was armed with stakes. I could leave right after a little library research, and then go write my five-page economics paper I was so excited about. So excited I’d waited until the last possible minute to get started. One of Mom’s wishes was for me to graduate college, and even though she wasn’t here, I refused to let her down. Still, my sophomore year mostly online course load on top of my job at the coffee shop and slaying and training was killer. “How far do you live?”

      “We’re vampires,” Jacek said. “We live almost right next door to the cemetery.”

      “Of course you do.” I waved toward the gate. “Lead the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Eddie raced toward the gate, his movements only a blur. Jacek turned slowly, his seemingly permanent smile cupping his full lips.

      I followed, automatically trailing my gaze to his ass because I …needed to make sure it was still attached to the rest of him. Just doing my civic duty. Shaped to perfection, it flexed as his long strides ate up the distance. He moved so sensually through the fog like he did indeed own the night.

      But I wasn’t so enthralled with him that I didn’t keep my surroundings in mind. The third vamp didn’t budge as I drew near, but I still couldn’t really make him out through the fog, either.

      “And you are?” I asked.

      “Sawyer,” he said, his deep voice a seductive kiss. “I’ll follow you.”

      I narrowed my eyes but didn’t stop and challenge him to walk where I told him to. He seemed broody and mysterious, but I didn’t get a vibe rolling off of him that he wanted to hurt me. Quite the opposite really. From all three of them.

      As we neared the gate and I kept an eye on Jacek’s ass, Sawyer melted off my clothes from behind me. His footsteps were silent, but I could feel the heated power of his gaze, coiling all the way through to my belly button and then sinking lower. Just to mess with him, I put an extra wiggle in my hips while I walked.

      Once outside the gate, I locked it for real this time, and then Jacek started toward a large house on the other side of an empty lot. Almost next door, indeed.

      Two stories tall, the house had a wraparound porch with a swing near the front door. Dark bricks surrounded warmly lit windows, none of which were covered with heavy drapes to keep out the sun. This house didn’t scream vampire nest at all. It looked cozy and kind of perfect.

      Jacek held the door open for me, and I slid past, my heartbeat singing at our close proximity for those few seconds. It slowed to a dull roar as I took in the living room. It was tidy with minimal, modern furnishings, just a comfy-looking couch, coffee table, and TV with dark hardwood floors and a slow-turning ceiling fan above. The faint scent of lavender touched the air and mixed with something pleasant that I couldn’t name.

      I allowed myself to sag into the house’s warmth and inviting feel. It was how my old house used to feel when Mom was still alive, but this one seemed to heighten my senses into overdrive somehow.

      Eddie, already waiting by a staircase, took steps toward me like a predatory cat, the overhead light searching his messy blond hair. “A drink before you get started?”

      “No drinks. But I would like to use your bathroom to clean this blood off me, if that’s okay.” I was sure I looked like a hot mess with vampire blood splashed all over my face.

      “Down the hall and to the right.” Jacek smiled. “Help yourself.”

      One thing about these vampires—they knew what no meant and didn’t try to push me. Still, my natural wariness kept me on alert. This was a vampire nest, after all.

      They stood there waiting for my next move, and it was then that I realized Sawyer hadn’t come into the house with us. Or if he did, he’d already disappeared into another room. I hadn’t even seen what he looked like. Not that it mattered. But it kind of did. I was hyper curious about all three of them.

      I strode toward the bathroom, which turned out to be twice the size of the one in my apartment. A bathtub with clawed feet and jets inside sat along the far wall, and the sink was one of those with a fancy silver faucet that gushed a waterfall instead of the boring straight-down flow variety. The plush towels smelled like they’d been freshly washed and felt like heaven on my skin. I could live here, even just inside this bathroom, and be completely happy.

      Once I came out much cleaner, Eddie stood in the living room alone, waiting. His amber eyes widened behind his adorable glasses, and they dipped lower to the water splotches that clung my white T-shirt to my chest. His tongue poked from between his full lips, the sight coiling an ache deep between my legs. I sucked in a breath, feeling like he was already there, touching and tasting me.

      “This way,” he said and started upstairs.

      Once I blinked out of my horny haze, I followed. We entered a large circular room with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. And by floor-to-ceiling, I mean to the first floor, too. Wooden ladders on wheels leaned against several shelves, and I was suddenly reminded of Belle, my namesake, from Beauty and the Beast. Never mind the bathroom; I would just live with the books.

      A hole had been cut into the middle of the circular room, and a golden pole stretched from the ceiling to the ground floor. I supposed it was either for sliding down or pole dancing, depending on the vamps’ mood.

      Eddie led me around the pole to a section near the far wall and slapped his hand against the shelf. “Demons and devils. There are about five hundred twenty books about them here, but I can pull some out to get us started.” He touched his finger to his lips while he perused the titles.

      I tried not to stare at him, the soft way his lips caved under the pressure of his finger, the way his messy hair fell around his glasses, how his white button-up shirt had come untucked from his pants on one end. He had the whole wild bookish thing going better than anyone in the history of everyone.

      Instead of eye-fucking him anymore, I studied the books. Some were old and brittle, their cracked spines flaking onto the shelves themselves, while other books seemed to be so new they’d never been opened. All of them laced the air with a paper and ink smell I couldn’t get enough of. I breathed deep a few times, letting the scent soak into my lungs, before I remembered I should be researching, not hyperventilating.

      But there was another smell, too, like coffee and cinnamon. On a nearby wooden table sat a slice of apple pie bursting at the sides and a mug of coffee still spiraling steam.

      Eddie caught me salivating. “Help yourself.”

      “Is it …” I glanced back at him. “Did you roofie it?”

      “No. It’s just for your sustenance. You’re going to need it.” The way he said it, with a teasing lilt to his voice, his gaze locked on mine, and a devious twist on his mouth, unfurled a slight shudder from my heart to my stomach. He crossed to the table with an armload of books and then plopped himself down in a large red leather chair.

      I took the one next to him in front of the pie and coffee, dangling my black leather jacket over the back.

      He leaned away slightly and pulled a book across the table toward him. “We’ll probably want to start with this one.”

      “Does my smell bother you?” I asked.

      “Not in the way you think it does.” His orange-yellow gaze dipped to my lips as he slowly turned pages with his long, agile fingers. “Besides, you’ve already saturated the entire house.”

      I half smiled since I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “You make it sound like I marked my territory here.”

      His eyebrow twitched as he frowned down at the pages.

      “What is it that I smell like?” I asked, eyeing the pie and coffee. Was it worth the risk? My mouth watered. My stomach rumbled. Damn it, pie was like kryptonite. I took the fork and dug in.

      “Entrails,” Eddie muttered.

      I stopped the fork midair before I’d taken my first bite and stared at him. “I smell like entrails?” I tried to secretly sniff my armpit and pass it off as a shrug. “Still?”

      Eddie turned his book toward me so I could see a drawn image of a woman lying on a stone slab with her entrails sliding out. Shaking his head, he turned the page. “No, these are virgin entrails, not slayer entrails. I’m trying to see why the devil wants you for his bride.”

      “The demon said I owed the devil since he’s been sending me checks since I was nine years old. The demon also said that something dark is coming to kill me, and that the devil was offering me a way out of being the slayer so I wouldn’t have to. Any idea what that something dark might be?”

      Eddie gazed at me for a long moment with his eyebrows drawn together. “I’ve heard rumblings, but I don’t have any specifics.”

      “Hmm.” I sighed. Lots of things could be deemed “dark,” especially in my line of work. This was going to be a long night. “You can tell the difference between virgin and slayer entrails just by looking?”

      He shot me a smile. “I read the caption.”

      “Genius.” I leaned closer to peer at the book again. “What language is that?”

      “Italian.” He turned his head, his lips now inches from mine. His amber eyes darkened into pools of honeyed hunger. “The language of love.”

      My breaths hitching at his nearness, I sat back under his watchful gaze, memorizing the way he looked at me. The way it rushed my blood faster and thrummed a steady flutter in my lower belly. I pressed my thighs together and squirmed in the chair, the soft leather sliding over my body like a caress. Even those slight movements heightened the sensations coursing through me.

      His jaw muscles grinded as he seemed to force himself to look away, breaking only a fraction of the spell I was obviously under. And I hadn’t even tried the pie or coffee yet, so I couldn’t blame this feeling on that. What the hell was wrong with me? He was a vampire. I was a slayer. I should fire myself for letting him get to me this way, then rehire myself just to make sure I didn’t really like what he was doing to me, and then fire myself again.

      To distract myself, I dug into the pie. The cinnamon-apple and flaky, buttery crust exploded with flavor onto my tongue, and I moaned into bite after bite.

      Eddie turned a page. “You’re making it hard to concentrate.”

      “Did you make this?” I asked, pushing the empty plate away.

      “No. I’m the knowledge guy, not the apple pie guy.”

      “The knowledge guy …” I sipped the coffee, watching him over the rim of the mug. “But you seem so …dangerous.”

      His lips twitched. “Knowledge is dangerous when you know how to use it.”

      I grinned and leaned a little closer, a dare on the tip of my tongue. “And do you know how to use it?”

      He wrapped one foot around the leg of my chair and swiveled both our chairs around so we faced each other. It all happened so fast, I only had time to gasp and cling to the arms of the chair.

      “Take a guess,” he growled.

      “Yes?”

      He leaned in, his gaze pinned to my lips. “You wanted to know what you smell like?”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      “Like desire.” He moved one hand to the spot where my neck met my shoulder. His fingertips glided like ice across my hot skin, and I released a shuddery breath at the sensation. “Like hot, dripping desire mixed with sunshine.”

      “Wow.” I swallowed hard, barely keeping from flinging myself at him and ripping off all of his clothes. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” He sat back, his mouth twitching, and moved my chair back to the table with his foot.

      I blinked at the piles of books, my breaths heaving, all thoughts spiraling around the vampire beside me. He’d wound me up with just a touch. Imagine what he could do with his whole body. A low pulse started between my legs, humming need through my blood so loud, I was sure he could hear it.

      “Um, so.” I forced myself to focus on something, anything other than him, because I shouldn’t want to fuck a vampire’s brains out. Staking him like a pin cushion, yes. Riding him like a motorcycle, no.

      “So,” Eddie said, a smile in his voice, and fixed his chair as well.

      My gaze landed on one of the open books on the table that had a drawing of a lethal-looking knife on the page.

      “Seraph knife,” I read. “Used to kill demons.”

      Eddie nodded and raked both hands through his hair, spiking it up even more. God, he was hotter than sin. “I thought about that, but even if you killed the one coming for you, the devil would just send another. And another.”

      “Good point.” I glanced at my watch and gasped. Shit. It was nearly two o’clock in the morning, and that economics paper wasn’t going to write itself. “I have to go, but do you mind if I borrow a few of these?”

      He turned in his seat to face me, his dangerous, wild, brilliant vibe thrilling me from head to toe. “Only if you promise to return them tomorrow night.”

      So I did promise, because I didn’t want to lose my Eddie privileges.
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      My dreams were wild that night, blazing hot with naked flesh, sweat, and moans. It wasn’t just Eddie starring in them, either, but all three vampires, one right after the other. I woke panting with a throb between my legs ten minutes after my alarm was supposed to go off. Too late to do anything about it myself.

      But, like the badass I so badly needed to be, I’d already emailed my finished economics paper and whisked through the door of The Bean Dream right on time. Sylvia, my boss, glanced up from the customer on the other side of the counter and smiled. I waved as I skirted around to the back office to clock in.

      Humans didn’t know about the existence of vampires. That is, until they were bitten and then became one. If a human happened to see a vampire, they would forget about the vamp as soon as they looked away. That lack of knowledge also applied to me, the slayer, except humans didn’t forget about me when they looked away. Word was still out on whether that was a good or bad thing. I sometimes wanted to be forgotten about, by vampires, demons, devils, and humans, so I could just fade into the background and exist on my own terms.

      No can do if you happened to be me.

      My split-shift day went quickly, the customers’ orders keeping me busy between thoughts of the devil’s proposal, this darkness coming for me, and the three mystery vamps. With my stinky red apron folded over my arm so I could take it home and wash it, I walked outside, the crisp evening air filling my lungs. It tasted like fall and apple cider and reminded me of pumpkin carving with Mom.

      My heart pinched at the memory. Someday, I would be able to think about her without it hurting so much, but today was not that day.

      A sound like TV static hesitated my steps on the sidewalk. The street was practically empty since Podunk City liked to nestle down right at dusk. The first glimmers of starlight shone along a ribbon of cobalt blue, but it wasn’t quite dark enough for the vamps to come out and play.

      I jaywalked across the street to the empty lot where my car was parked, a 1999 burgundy Pontiac Phoenix, also known as my hoopty. Before I made it to the curb, the static sounded again, louder, and sharp enough to prickle through my skin to my bones. I stopped and looked around, my senses tingling.

      Was the demon fucking with me? Because it couldn’t be a vamp. Not yet. Which meant the stakes in the trunk of my hoopty would be worthless against the demon once again. Yet standing around like a dumbass wasn’t going to solve anything either. I leaped up on the curb, and my brisk steps carried me across the parking lot.

      “Lovely …”

      I stopped at the sound of the voice that came from everywhere and nowhere at once. It sounded as if someone had swallowed broken glass, and ancient. Not like the demon’s smooth-as-silk voice. Not at all.

      “Why, thank you,” I said, loud enough for the words to roll on the breeze. “Care to show yourself?”

      Across the street, the lights inside The Bean Dream went dark, and Sylvia stepped out, trying to juggle her keys, jacket, and purse. Aside from her, nothing else moved along the street.

      “Okay, then,” I muttered, and crossed toward my hoopty.

      No time to waste listening to weird, disembodied voices. I had a marriage proposal to thwart and a vamp nest to visit.
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      Despite my hoopty, I always chose to walk to the graveyard at night. Brand new vampires tended to flock there, to what should’ve been their final resting place. Since they were young and inexperienced, they were usually easy pickings. The older ones knew not to cross paths with the slayer except, of course, the three who lived next door. While I patrolled, I sniffed myself, trying to smell what had lured them to me. Did all vampires think I smelled like desire and sunshine, or just the ones I wanted to lick?

      After a few uneventful hours of patrolling, it was Jacek who answered the door of their house wearing his heart-stopping grin. He seemed to have forgotten his shirt, which did everyone with eyeballs a favor, really. The guy was ripped. His stacks of lean muscle moved like water as he crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe.

      “You came back.” The moonlight sparked in his amber eyes and glinted off his short dark hair.

      A blush heated my cheeks, which made me glad it was night, but he could probably hear the blood crashing underneath my skin. “I did.”

      “Did you find anything?”

      It took me a second to figure out he was referring to the stack of books, not his chest. It was an honest mistake given that I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the smooth expanse of skin.

      “There’s a lot about how to kill demons, but like Eddie said last night, the devil will just send more,” I said. “I didn’t find anything concrete about how to make the devil propose to someone else.”

      “That’s a shame.” Jacek shoved away from the doorframe and stood up tall. “Well, want to come in and see what else, uh, strikes your fancy? Is that a term people still use?”

      I chuckled. “Not for people with heartbeats.”

      He held the door open with a wide smile. “Well, I’m out of luck.”

      “I guess so,” I said, sliding past him. For a dead guy, he could sure tremble the air around him enough to make it hard to breathe.

      The living room had changed somewhat. The coffee table had been pushed against the TV, and the hardwood floor was covered with blue mats.

      Eddie rounded into the living room from what I guessed was the kitchen, and my heart took flight at the sight of him. He wore dark pants and a suit jacket, unbuttoned, over a white dress shirt, the top few buttons of which were undone. His messy blond hair had fallen over his glasses, and he shoved it back to peer at me with those disarming orange-yellow eyes of his.

      His sinful lips twitched as he pushed up his glasses. “Hello, Sunshine.”

      “Hi, Eddie. Uh …” Why was here I again? Not to undress them with my mind. “I brought the books back.”

      He nodded. “I appreciate that.”

      Jacek crossed to stand next to him, and my whole being tightened at the sight of his back. Long white stripes marred his skin, across his shoulders, and down his spine. Scars. Horrible ones. He looked like he’d been flayed open again and again. I sucked in a shaky breath, clenching and unclenching my fists, my nerves vibrating as I wondered who could do something so brutal to him.

      “I see you’re not covered in blood tonight,” he said, turning to face me again as he stood next to Eddie. “Easy night slaying?”

      Eddie stared at me through his glasses, likely reading every thought on my face before I blanked it.

      “Yeah, not too bad. And I knocked off a little early to do more research.” Of the Eddie and Jacek variety, but also the demon variety. I only had a few nights left before my birthday, after all, so I needed to get cracking on how not to become the devil’s bride.

      “Research. Right.” Jacek nodded as if he didn’t believe me, probably because he’d heard me eyeball fucking Eddie upstairs last night.

      “Looks like I caught you in the middle of …” I shook my head at the mats on the floor. “Gymnastics?”

      Jacek flashed that panty-dropping grin and crossed his arms. “Judo, actually. I teach a variety of martial arts to vampires a couple nights a week, sometimes here and sometimes not. A family of four just left before you came here.”

      “You …” My eyes bugged out of my head. “You teach martial arts to vampires?”

      “Yeah. It helps pay the bills. Eddie here works as an online law librarian.”

      A teacher and a librarian. That was so unexpected for some reason, even though it made total sense. It was also hot as hell. Men who used their brains were rare in Podunk City, but it had always been an instant turn-on of mine.

      “Eddie’s the brains of the operation.” Jacek looked at Eddie and rubbed his mouth like he wanted Eddie to do the same and get rid of some stray blood or something. Eddie took the bait and brought his hand to his jaw, but then realized it was all a joke when Jacek burst out laughing.

      Eddie rolled his eyes. “Jacek’s not that good at martial arts. He knows I could take him out if he gets too territorial.”

      Jacek threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, is that right? How many years do I have on you again? A hundred and sixty?”

      “Doesn’t matter, old man,” Eddie said. “I know ways I could take you out without breaking a sweat.”

      An image of the two of them sparring leaped into my head, shirtless obviously, the smell of testosterone thick in the air. I honestly didn’t know who would win in that fight since I’d never seen either one in action, but it would be quite a sight to see as long as no one really got hurt. An arm-wrestling match would work too. Or just standing around shirtless.

      Jacek crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes at Eddie. “I’ll bet you fifty dollars that you can’t even hit me.”

      Eddie shook his head, a pitying look on his face. “Do you not remember the last time you bet me and lost?”

      “That was to see who could bite into a waterbed filled with blood and drain it the fastest.” Jacek chuckled. “I don’t think anyone really won that bet.”

      I grinned at the playfulness between the two of them. I never knew vampires could be so lovable and …real. It kind of made me feel guilty about being a slayer, but I’d never met any quite like these two. I mean three …

      “Where’s Sawyer?” I asked. “Is he here?”

      “Yeah, he’s here.” Jacek walked barefoot over the blue mat, angling his back away from me. “He keeps to himself mostly.”

      Yet I’d felt him mentally undressing me from behind last night on the way here. Did he not want to see me or talk to me like these two? It made no sense, but I couldn’t help the twinge of hurt that gave me. I didn’t even know him. Not like I knew Jacek and Eddie, but still. I was getting to know them, and I liked them. It would be nice to get to know Sawyer too.

      “Ready?” Eddie jerked his head for me to follow him up the stairs, his citrine gaze like a hot caress against my skin.

      “Yep.”

      We started for the library upstairs again and seated ourselves at the table where a fresh stack of books waited, along with a steaming cup of coffee and another slice of pie. I was going to gain so many pounds with this devil proposal research, but I was strangely okay with that. Because pie.

      I laid my books down, scanning the titles of the new ones. “The Power of Dreams,” I read. “You think my dreams are important?”

      “Depends on what you dream about,” he said, pulling that one off the stack.

      I sealed my lips on a smile, my cheeks flaming. My dreams last night had been off the charts, starring three vampires in vibrant detail, but I didn’t think he needed to know about that.

      “Sunshine,” Eddie purred, and it sounded as though he was repeating it.

      “Huh?”

      “Your dreams. What are they about?”

      I licked my lips, and Eddie tracked the movement as if my mouth were his prey. Flashes of my dreams sparked in my head, lowering a powerful heat between my thighs. Skin, naked and hot, and biting with fangs, marking me as theirs, all three of them, and round after round of satisfying sex, so much that I thought I would burn up from the inside out. I gripped the armrests of the chair, trying to control my increasingly erratic breaths.

      “Just …you know …” I swallowed. “Normal stuff.”

      Eddie’s chest heaved against his suit jacket. A red preternatural glow ignited around his irises, and the twin points of fangs peeked from behind his full lips. “Sunshine,” he growled, “your desire smell is through the roof.”

      “Would you like to do something about that?” I blinked hard as soon as the words had flown out of my mouth, stunned at my own brazenness, but I meant every word. I shoved my chair back and around, then looped my foot around the leg of his chair, and just like he’d done last night, I scooted him out to face me.

      “Yes,” he said, his voice as sinful as any demon’s. “Yes, I would.” He dropped to his knees in front of me and nudged my thighs open as he drew closer, his gaze alight with fiery hunger. His fingertips curled over the waistband of my yoga pants and underwear. “Can you promise me something?”

      Raw need coursed through my body. I lifted my hips slightly and shifted toward him so my panties rubbed against my suddenly very wet folds. I pushed my lips together to stifle a moan while slick heat gathered at my center until it throbbed. “Anything.”

      “I need you to keep your hands on the armrests. No touching me. Can you do that for me, Sunshine?” He rolled the fabric of my yoga pants and panties down my thighs, my aching pussy now on full display, and I didn’t even care.

      “I promise.” I wanted him so much it shocked the air from my lungs and wetted the leather underneath my bare ass. To save time, I threw off my T-shirt and sports bra while he finishing ridding me of my pants until I sat there completely nude. His for the taking, and I sure hoped he would. Then, without question, I clasped my fingers around the armrests.

      His gaze traveled down the length of me, tightening and igniting everything inside me all over again.

      “Belle.” My name was an awed whisper and a sinful promise coming off his lips.

      I spread my legs wider in invitation, craving his touch as much as my next stuttered breath. With his heated gaze locked on mine, he ghosted his hands up my thighs, his fingertips barely touching. Then when his mouth was just inches from mine, he gripped my hips hard and hauled them to the edge of my seat. My back hit the headrest, knocking the wind out of me, but air didn’t seem to matter all that much when Eddie dipped his head between my knees.

      He pressed feather light kisses up my inner thigh. When he drew closer to my center, his kisses became harder with an intoxicating mix of tongue and fangs. My hips rolled toward him involuntarily. My blood stirred faster, spiking the throb in my pussy to almost painful. I moaned and gripped the arms of the chair to anchor myself to it while he kissed his way to my soaked center.

      He flicked his gaze to mine, his eyes like twin flames, ready to consume. His lips were so close to my folds that his next words vibrated inside me. “Do you taste as good as you smell?”

      “Please,” I begged. “Taste me and find out.”

      With a wicked grin, he gripped my hips tighter and flicked out his tongue. The first stroke along my slit nearly lifted me out of the chair. I cried out his name, but the rest of my words tangled up when his tongue stroked me, tasting me. He groaned, and the low rumble slid into me, too, plucking every nerve until they turned into livewires.

      My body buzzed under his expert touch. I’d never felt anything like this before—my craving or his worshipping. My hips rocked forward into his face to meet his tongue’s thrusts. I wanted to sink my hands into his wild, silky hair and twine them at the back of his head to hold him there for an eternity, but somehow I behaved myself.

      He freed one hand from my hips and dropped it below the edge of the chair where I couldn’t see. A zipper sounded, and I tried to lift my head from the back of the chair to see what he was packing between his legs. But then he slid two fingers inside of me, and my thoughts scrambled. While his hand worked inside me, he kissed his way to my clit and flicked it with his tongue so it swelled even more.

      I held to the armrests tighter, my hips bucking.

      “You’re so wet, Belle.” He slid his hand out and dipped it between his legs. “And you taste like a goddess.”

      He groaned as the muscles in one arm bunched and flexed, his mouth never leaving me, and it didn’t take a genius to know what he was doing to himself. I sat up as much as I could to watch him. His long, thick cock glistened with the wetness he’d taken from me. His fist slid along his shaft in quick pumps while his hips rode the air. What a fucking turn-on.

      “You can bite me, Eddie,” I said between pants.

      Something dangerous flickered behind his eyes when he glanced up at me. “Only after you come.”

      I was close, so close to tipping over the edge. Eddie seemed to feel it, too, because he lavished his attention on my clit, stroking and sucking it, building up my orgasm to explode to every part of my body.

      Seconds later, it did. My whole body clenched. Blood roared through my veins. Eddie tasted me through it while he continued to stroke himself. Then he pulled his head away from me, his fangs on display, and sank them into the inner part of my upper thigh. I cried out at the sensual shock as his teeth pierced my skin. My body still buzzed with the aftereffects of my orgasm, and his bite stretched it out longer.

      He moaned into my flesh, his tongue circling and sucking, while his hips slowed. A full-body shudder rolled through him. Just as I was starting to sag into my chair and see imaginary spots floating past with the blood loss, he pulled away. His lips were bloodstained, and his eyes were half shuttered behind his glasses.

      “You taste”—he licked his lips—“fucking awesome.”

      I shrugged, a goofy smile stuck to my mouth, too sated to focus on much of anything except him. “It’s the least we could do for vamps. You know, taste good before we kill them.”

      He stood, tucking everything back into his pants and straightening his glasses and hair, his smile as dangerous as the rest of him. “You’re going to kill me?”

      “I may have to make an exception,” I said. “Your tongue is too knowledgeable.”

      “So is my head.” He zipped up his pants and winked. “Both of them.”

      I snorted a laugh as I stood to pull up my yoga pants.

      He stopped me with a kiss. His mouth covered mine with a heady mix of his taste and mine. Somehow he touched every part of me with just his lips, simultaneously melting and hardening everything down to my toes.

      Dizzying minutes or weeks or years later, he pulled away. “Ready to get down to business with more research?”

      Funny, I thought we just had.
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      The next night, a cold drizzle coated everything with a fine layer of moisture that made everything slick, including my grip on my stake. My boots cracked only slightly over the gravel path, the ground too wet to roll loose stones under my feet. The night held quiet except for the occasional rattle of tree leaves overhead and a car passing in the distance. I swept my gaze around headstones, cherub and angel statues, and hedges as I went, searching for any sign of movement.

      And trying desperately to keep my head in the game. Last night with Eddie had electrified me. His lips, his tongue, the carnal way he looked at me … It had been a hard struggle to keep my mind on anything but him. Even now, his bite between my legs tingled, a not-so-subtle reminder of what I could have again in the next few hours. As if I could forget.

      I didn’t mind his no-touching rule, but I did wonder about it, as I did about the scars on Jacek’s back. Maybe someone from their pasts had caused these things, but I hated the thought of either of them being hurt physically, psychologically, or any –lly. True, I didn’t know them all that well, but I knew enough to know they didn’t deserve to suffer. They were too good. I knew that as well as my own name.

      Up ahead, something squeaked, low and long, muffled by the veil of mist. My heartbeat spiked and my ears perked. I slowed, trying to zero in on where the sound had come from. There was only one entrance to the cemetery, and that was behind me, not in front. The sound hadn’t come from a gate. A coffin opening in an unfilled grave? Maybe I was about to have company of the undead variety.

      Or maybe it was the mausoleum door flapping open in the slight breeze. The squat, stone structure sat tucked in the far corner of the cemetery, on the opposite side as the grounds man’s work shed. A large gnarled tree bent over it and tapped a few branches on the roof as if to see if anyone was home. Was there?

      I was about to find out.

      I crossed toward it on silent feet. The name Alpert was spelled out over the single door, and I nudged it open with my boot. Damp, stale air rolled from inside. Darkness had swallowed the space, so I dug for my cell in my pocket, keeping a tight grip on my stake with my other hand. Once the flashlight app glowed from my phone, I thrust it forward and followed the meager light inside. Steep stairs led downward, and I stepped carefully to avoid a face-plant. On the opposite wall, a large stained-glass window allowed only faint traces of moonlight through its complicated design. A steady knock echoed throughout the stone walls, making it hard to tell if it came from the tree branches on the rooftop or the inside of the stone coffin in the middle of the floor. The sound came from everywhere, making it hard to discern all other noises.

      I didn’t dare go too far down the stairs in case some vampire prankster slammed the door shut behind me, but from my viewpoint, there was nothing in here but death. Thankfully, not mine. I turned to leave.

      And ran straight into a mouthful of fangs.

      My blood thundering, I leaped back, caught off guard for a split second. Over the tree branches’ thumps, I hadn’t heard the vampire sneaking up behind me.

      She lunged at my throat. I adjusted my grip on the slick column of my stake, and she ran right into it, the sucker. That was bloody punny. I’ll stop now.

      She disintegrated into a pile of blood on the steps, and I stepped over what remained of her. As I shut the door firmly behind me, a prickle chased up my exposed back. I whirled around, my gaze jerking around the rest of the cemetery. A sigh that sounded almost like a low chuckle rattled through the breeze and slammed my heart into my ribs. The hair along my arms stood on end, and I had the distinct feeling that someone was watching me. Someone who vibrated with power. Waiting. Possibly the devil himself, but I didn’t smell brimstone. That didn’t necessarily mean anything, though.

      Regardless, I refused to be anyone’s play toy. Even so, my breaths hitched as I rounded every corner in the path, and my knuckles ached with the grip I kept around my stake because this didn’t feel right. At all.

      After two more rounds of the cemetery, I dispatched one more vampire, all the while feeling the power of a penetrating stare scraping up and down my body. Studying me? Searching for weaknesses? I had too many to count, but whatever it was didn’t need to know that.

      On my way out, I locked the gate and headed to what was becoming my second home to return another pile of Eddie’s books I’d borrowed.

      That same static noise I’d heard outside The Bean Dream buzzed though the air. It grew loud enough to scrape at the inside of my skull. I looked around just outside the cemetery gate, my fingers locked tight around a stake and wincing at the sound. There was no logical explanation for where it was coming from.

      “Lovely …night …” That same rusty, disembodied voice floated through the darkness.

      Unease seeped deep into my bones. This felt far out of my range of expertise, and I didn’t like it one bit. I got out of there fast.

      More than anything, I wanted the soothing balm of the house next door and its inhabitants. Who knew that a vampire nest could feel so much like home?

      The front door swung inward before I even knocked, and I practically liquefied inside, my stress and worries already peeling away. I shut the door firmly behind me, though, and locked it.

      Jacek stood in the living room just as he had last night—shirtless, thank goodness—and standing barefoot on the blue mat. Sweat glistened on his skin and dripped from his short dark hair. Eddie and Sawyer were nowhere to be seen.

      “How’s my favorite slayer tonight?” Jacek asked with his signature grin.

      “Oh, the usual,” I said, enjoying the view. “Trying not to become the devil’s bride and looking cute while I do so.”

      “We’ll figure out the former, and mission accomplished on the latter.” He winked, and my heart stuttered. But his good humor faded the longer he looked at me. “Are you all right? You look a little pale.”

      “Yeah, never better. I just …” I shrugged, trying to form words around what exactly had made me feel so unsettled at the cemetery. “I keep hearing these static noises and a voice, and …I don’t know … It doesn’t feel right.”

      Jacek frowned and crossed his arms, making his muscles flex. “Does this voice say anything in particular or …?”

      “‘Lovely night.’” The static noise came to me again, sort of like an echo from a great distance. I rubbed at my forehead as if to scour it and the memory away. “That’s it. It seems so silly now that I actually say it.” Yet it felt good to get it off my chest, too.

      He shook his head, not a trace of judgement on his face. “You’re the slayer. If it feels wrong, then it’s wrong.”

      I took a cleansing breath and nodded as I set down my duffel bag by the door. “You’re right. Which is why I came here, because it feels …right.” I smiled, and his answering grin could’ve rivaled the sun in its cheery brilliance.

      He waved me onto the mat. “I could show you some fighting moves really quick. If it feels right.”

      Did I dare pass up on an offer for free training from a guy who knew judo? Of course not. The experts who had trained me were myself, YouTube, and action movies. Podunk City didn’t have an official martial arts school.

      “It just so happens that it does feel right,” I said.

      His amber eyes lit up even more as he backed up onto the mats, and he curled his finger for me to follow. I did, although somewhat reluctantly. Even as the slayer, this was hardly a fair fight, even if it wasn’t technically real. Despite my slayer healing ability, I didn’t have time to nurse more wounds, and if I were being honest with myself, I wasn’t totally sure I could trust my body with shirtless Jacek within touching distance, especially with this house and its rightness heightening all of my senses. Not after last night with Eddie when I’d lost complete control and had loved every second of it.

      “Judging from the vampire blood you had all over you the night we met, I would suspect one fought back,” he said, widening his stance.

      “You would be right.” A sudden thought jolted me to a stop. “Was it someone you trained in judo?”

      He chuckled, and the sound immediately relaxed me. “The vampires I teach are old and smart enough to avoid the slayer. They fear you, and not just because you could stake them.”

      “If you say so,” I muttered and stepped onto the mat with him.

      “I bet you focus most of your fighting on the offensive, which is good since you’re the slayer, but it wouldn’t hurt to practice your defensive moves. There are two ways to block punches. Elbows up or bob and weave your head to throw your attacker off balance. Like this.” He showed me both, circling around me on the mat, then tapped his perfectly squared chin. “Try to punch me.”

      I’d rather not. He was too hot to punch. But I positioned my legs in a fighting stance and lifted my fists, anyway. He dodged every attempt, raising his elbows around his head so my knuckles cracked against them, or by bobbing and weaving his head. Frankly, it was embarrassing how much I sucked at this.

      “Now you try it.” He smashed his fists together and scowled, but his grin messed it up and only made me laugh. “Ready?”

      I blew out a breath and nodded. He threw punches, but I couldn’t tell if he was reining himself in like I was some delicate flower or not. I danced around him and mimicked his earlier movements, never once feeling the dig of his knuckles in my face.

      “Good. Now see if you can take me down,” he said, the dare lighting up his orange-yellow eyes.

      “Why?” I said between pants. “I can just throw a stake at you and be done with it.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Unless I bob and weave out of the way. Just see if you can take me.”

      Well, when he put it like that. I shook out my arms and stretched my neck, stalling because I knew I’d have to touch him with my whole body if I tried to take him down. As if sensing the direction of my thoughts, he smiled and stood there like a glistening-chested god. After blowing out a steadying breath, I lunged, faked right, then whipped to the left and around to the back of him to kick his feet out from underneath him. That was the plan anyway.

      Somehow, it was my feet that suddenly weren’t underneath me anymore, and then I went down. My back slapped the mat, funneling the air from my lungs, before another weight landed on top. Jacek’s body covered mine, his big, sexy grin just inches from my mouth. My chest shoved against his as my breaths grew faster, more ragged the longer his muscled form molded to mine. My blood seemed to gather at every place we touched, but especially at the apex of my thighs where his hips had nestled him close. I stared into his eyes, snared by the continuous twinkling there, still not quite sure how I’d wound up on the floor instead of him.

      “Well, hello there,” I said.

      “You’re broadcasting your moves about ten minutes before you actually do them.”

      He didn’t say it with judgement, but the hard truth behind his words crashed my back teeth together. I already knew I sucked. Now he did, too.

      I took his shoulders, flipped him off of me, and stood, averting my gaze to hide my shame. “I’ll try harder.”

      He took slow steps forward until he stood in front of me. Warmth, the kind that blooms from kindness, radiated out of his cool skin. He thumbed my chin and lifted my gaze to his. “I can help.”

      “Shouldn’t you be afraid that I’ll kill you if I get too good at this?”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “The night’s not over yet, Slayer.”

      “This is just …” I broke away from him and searched the living room for answers to all my questions. “So weird. You should be afraid of me. I shouldn’t have trouble killing vampires or demons or turning down the devil’s marriage proposal. I’m the slayer. I was chosen to be a badass, and I’m inside a vampire nest with vampires who …” Light me on fire, I wanted to say. In a good, let’s-all-strut-around-naked kind of way.

      “Belle?”

      “What?”

      “All things considered, you’re doing very well with no one helping you after all this time. Plus …” He took the bottom hem of my Spongebob T-shirt and rubbed the fabric between his thumb and forefinger. “Bob Sponge has been Employee of the Month a ton of times, so as far as role models go, you could do a lot worse.”

      I gave him a skeptical frown that was tinged with a smile. “It’s Spongebob, and how do you know he was Employee of the Month?”

      “I know things by accident sometimes, but I will never look at yellow sponges the same again.” His fingers at my shirt grazed the skin underneath, thrilling the blood through my veins faster. “Want me to show you how I took you down?”

      “Yes,” I said, amazed that the word didn’t shiver from my lips like the rest of me was.

      With his hands guiding my body, he showed me where to put my feet, how to position myself, how to move. Under his touch, I imagined myself having the same liquid grace he did as it ebbed and flowed between us.

      “Now, try it,” he ordered.

      “Shouldn’t I do a sneak attack? You’ll see it coming.”

      “Sneak attacks won’t work when you smell like you do.”

      “Like sunshine and …” Desire. Was I that obvious? All signs pointed to yes. I cleared my throat. “Okay. Well, pretend you can’t smell me.”

      He nodded as I stepped in close. Without overthinking it, I flew into action, mimicking his movements and grace. He smacked the mat hard.

      Boom, sucker. I’d done it. I fist-pumped the air, but then for the second time that night, he whipped my feet out from underneath me. My legs no longer supported me, and I went down on all fours, crouched over Jacek like a wild animal, my pelvis tucked into his.

      “Damn it,” I said, but it was surrounded with my laugh.

      He chuckled, too. “You’ll get better. You’ll see my sneak attacks coming.”

      Would I, though? Every single one of them? I hadn’t seen him or Eddie coming into my life, that was for sure.

      My knees bracketed his perfectly honed torso, and I enjoyed the thrill of him between my thighs a little too much. Eddie’s head had been there just last night, and I was starting to feel a little selfish. Not much. But a little. But it wouldn’t be fair to Eddie if I fucked his roommate.

      Because that was exactly what I was thinking about.

      Hey, we all had our vices. Mine just happened to have fangs.

      “You moved your body well.” Jacek brushed stray hairs off my forehead and behind my ear, his fingertips trailing through the strands and catching as if to hold me close.

      And close we were. Crouched as I was, my bottom lip almost skimmed his. My breasts, mostly contained in my sports bra and T-shirt, were crushed to his bare chest. Heat gathered between my spread legs, triggering a throb that drowned out my raging heartbeat.

      What was happening to me? Why couldn’t I just shut everything down inside me? Was it this house or the smoldering hot vampires who lived here? Because Eddie wasn’t enough. I wanted Jacek, too, so much that it boiled out all reason.

      Almost. I slid off of him, although reluctantly, as he gazed up at me from shuttered eyes.

      “Is Eddie here?” I asked, my voice trembling.

      Jacek stood, looking as graceful as rushing water and not at all pained from the scars on his back. “He’s out, said he had a book emergency. But he said he translated something you should see upstairs.”

      “Okay.”

      We stared at each other for several beats while I tried to find the will to tear myself from the room. He wasn’t making it any easier with the mischievous quirk of his mouth.

      “And Sawyer? I still haven’t had a proper conversation with him yet.”

      Jacek nodded. “Maybe you’ll see him on your way upstairs.”

      Even if that wasn’t meant to be a dismissal, I took it as one. I turned and trotted up the steps to the library, though I suppose I
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