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When I was in high school, some girl decided she had a problem with my face and threatened to shoot me. I didn’t take that threat lightly, and since I was the slayer who maimed and murdered on the regular, I could’ve dragged her behind the building to kick her vagina up into her nose. 

But I didn’t. That wasn’t me. Her problem with my face had to have come from somewhere, just not the place I’d expected.

This girl, whose name shall remain nameless, kind of reminded me of Roseff, the vampire slayer who’d tortured Jacek. As I sat against the wall in Eddie’s room with Roseff’s book about his entire life that I’d stolen from the slayer Senate mansion four days ago spread out on my lap, I began to understand him. Sort of? I didn’t think I’d ever really know for sure what drove him to the kind of madness that made him kidnap Jacek and torture him just to figure out how he, a slayer, could become a vampire, but if I peeled back some layers, I could see glimpses of the man before all that. Even before he’d been chosen as the slayer. He’d been kind of like me, in some ways. Lost and fumbling, but also fiercely loyal to his family, especially his younger brother, Ronick, whose blood I was still finding in places it really shouldn’t be after the horrific mishap in the woodshed.

My point? People are complicated. My other point? The girl from high school thought I’d smiled at her boyfriend when really I probably was just grimacing from the stink in the girls’ bathroom or whatever. The only time I smiled in high school was on my very last day. My final point? Nothing is purely black and white, good and evil. 

Except Paul. He was 100 percent rotted evil, and not just because he wanted me dead.

“Slayer,” a seductive voice said softly from the doorway.

I looked up at Jacek who leaned against the frame with his arms crossed, his usual smile softened with worry as he glanced at the bed. He only wore navy sweatpants, so I took the opportunity to check out every ripple and curve of his muscles.

“Any change?” he asked.

Beside me, with at least one part of her brown doggy body touching mine at all times, Cleo whined as if in answer and blinked her droopy eyes at Jacek.

My gaze flicked to Eddie, just as it had at least a hundred times in the last hour. He lay stone-still on his bed, just a statued shell of one of my three favorite vampires. After a battle in the graveyard in which Paul had played my vamps like bowling pins, Eddie had been skewered in the chest with a shard of broken coffin. Nudging the bottom of his beautiful heart. Too close. So close that his body was in a state of limbo, between dead and really dead, between a wildly hot, brilliant librarian and a puddle of blood. 

And I didn’t know a damn thing to do for him. 

For this, Paul would pay with his life, his dick and balls, and whatever other appendage I decided to take issue with. 

I would make sure of it.

The pages in Roseff’s book crinkled as my fists tightened. I shook my head. “No change. And with...?” The rest of my question dangled in the air between us, since I still couldn’t believe who else we’d locked in the woodshed. 

Detective Appelt, who may very possibly be my dad, whom I’d never known. He had a framed photo of my mom on his desk at work, so if I connected the dots, they’d known each other. Either that or he was a creeper. I couldn’t exactly ask him about it now, because he was currently dealing with two puncture wounds in his neck, and the resulting lust for blood. 

Yep, that’s right. Maybe-dad had just become a newbie vampire, and I couldn’t bring myself to look in on him, let alone kill him even though that was my duty as the slayer. To say that I sucked at this whole thing was an understatement. Yet, once again, I had to remind myself that not everything was black and white, and not every problem could be solved with a stake.

Jacek, being Jacek, didn’t even have to guess who I was talking about. “I just took him some blood. No change, but I’m hoping the bloodlust will fade fast so he can actually carry on a conversation with you. Sometimes it passes quickly. It just depends.”

“Yeah, and then maybe we can do father-daughter things like...” I gave a half-ass shrug, too tired to contemplate what those things might be. Emotional rollercoasters wore me the fuck out.

“One thing at a time, Slayer,” he said gently. “No rush on that particular...issue.”

I nodded and looked away, not wanting him to see how close I was to the tipping point. Without him, Sawyer, and Eddie, the bottom of the issue barrel would’ve already started crashing toward me while I fell in headfirst.

Jacek pushed himself off the doorframe and moved closer, his muscular body flowing like grace personified. Cleo raised her nose from my foot and smiled at him. She had spectacular taste.

“Did you learn anything from Roseff’s shitty existence?” Jacek asked, and his voice had some serious bite to it. Any mention of his past, especially Roseff, was not his favorite thing.

“He liked to finger paint as a kid. He liked broccoli. He had a cat named Diesel.”

Cleo growled.

So did Jacek. “What a dick.”

I smoothed Cleo’s ears to settle her down while patting the spot on the other side of me for Jacek to sit. “What made him human doesn’t excuse what he did to you. So, yes. Big dick, and I mean that in the worst possible way.”

“For him, that’s the only way. I don’t care if he painted rainbows and unicorns. He will always be a sadistic son of a bitch.” He flashed a rare frown as he sat next to me on the floor, and I could feel his rage tremble the air briefly before he tamped it down. 

Sawyer appeared in the doorway, immediately shriveling the size of the room with his height and build. He wore a black T-shirt that hugged his chest in all the right places and accentuated his sun and moon tattoos winding up his arms and neck where they disappeared behind his black silky hair. His amber gaze fell on Eddie on the bed, mirroring the same worry I imagined filled my entire face, and then ticked to us. “You surprise me, Belle. I find it curious that you mentioned finger painting and pole size before any mention of what Roseff did to give Paul the runaround for as long as he did, even though it could very well save your life. But that’s not your focus.”

Jacek turned to me, a question in his orange-yellow eyes. “It should be.”

“Oh, it is, believe me. I’m just trying to understand Roseff, and how he became a monster to defeat a monster. Even though he didn’t.” I sighed. “And to understand people like my...dad. There’s a lot going on up here right now.” I tapped my head. “Very little of it makes sense, least of all what makes its way out of my mouth.”

“I’m not judging,” Sawyer said.

“I’m not, either, but I am in terms of Roseff’s...pole size,” Jacek said. “I think two hundred and fifty years of torture has earned me that much, at the very least.”

“Agreed.” I reached over and took Jacek’s hand, because he was going to need something to crush when I dropped some revelations on him. “So, about Roseff’s death...”

“What about it?” Jacek asked.

I took a breath, not sure how he would take this. “Well, according to his life story...it was Paul who killed him.”

Jacek blinked at me, and I hated that I was taking his revenge away from him for thinking he’d killed the man who’d tortured him all those years.

“Belle,” Sawyer said from the doorway, his brows drawn together, “I was there when it happened. Jacek killed Roseff.”

I squeezed Jacek’s hand. “Do you remember killing him?”

“Of course,” he said.

“Just like you remember almost killing me at the police station?” I frowned, hating that I had to go there and remind him.

Jacek screwed his eyes shut and leaned his head against the wall. “Shit.”

Sawyer sank down on the foot of the bed, careful not to jostle Eddie. “It was a protected underground chamber I found Jacek in. Paul was probably trying to find a way in all along to get to Roseff, and he strolled in right after me.”

“Then he literally strolled into me,” Jacek said. “He must not have known that I was going to kill Roseff anyway, and I was too driven with revenge to care or know that he was inside me.”

I shook my head. “Even then, Paul wasn’t strong enough to take slayers down by himself. I would like to think that lets me completely off the hook, but...probably not.”

Sawyer frowned. “He waited years and years for Roseff, after Roseff became a vampire. It’s like he waits until the slayer is worn down, or completely crazy in Roseff’s case.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Some of what I read about him I can’t tell if it’s the ramblings of a madman or what. The book talks about a lake of water Roseff discovered that he became obsessed with. Now, I’m all for lakes. Yay lakes, but if the Senate was around to write my book, there would be no mention of lakes. I’m a thousand percent positive about that.”

Jacek nudged my elbow with his, his eyes still squeezed shut. “Well, maybe that’s the problem, Slayer. You don’t give enough credit to lakes.”

I nodded. “I’ll add Lake Appreciation Day to my own personal calendar.”

“What else about this lake?” Sawyer asked, reaching for the book.

I made sure it was on the lake page and handed it to him. “I don’t know yet. I’ve skimmed through about 500 pages so far looking for mention of Paul. Their first couple of meetings together went down just like mine did, with lots of static and strolling. No bowling shirts that said Paul on them though.”

“Roseff called it the Lake of Truths,” Sawyer said. “Have you ever heard of it, Jacek?”

“Never.”

Taking care not to poke him with my Pebbles stake through my bun, I rested my head on Jacek’s shoulder. “I also didn’t read any mention of trapdoors or the Tunnel to Nowhere yet, which is weird. Maybe that’s a relatively new thing that Paul realized he wanted. But, get this, remember Night’s Fall?”

“The sword with occasional wings in our backyard that’s jumping around and electrifying everything it touches, you mean?” Jacek leaned his head against mine. “Never heard of it.”

“Guess who gave it to Roseff before he gave it to his brother Ronick?” I asked.

Sawyer pointed to his spot in the book and looked up, his golden eyes sharp. “The devil.”

I nodded, stroking Cleo’s ears, who’d fallen asleep again on my feet. “The one and only. How is it I get a marriage proposal to get out of the whole Paul situation, and Roseff gets an awesome bird/sword? It’s sexist is what it is. The devil is a sexist pig.”

“You forgot racist. He never did like vampires,” Jacek said.

Sawyer looked back to the book with a frown. “Why give Roseff Night’s Fall? What does the devil get out of that? With his marriage proposal to you, he would gain something—a beautiful wife—but what would he gain from a slayer like Roseff? Does it say?”

“No. It sounds like it was just a gift.” I blinked, a sudden realization working its way into my tired mind. “Like the gifts of money he sent me every month after I was chosen as the slayer.”

“Hmm.” Jacek pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Sounds like he was buttering you up to guilt you into marrying him with that money, so maybe giving Night’s Fall to Roseff would work in the same way. Eventually, but just not for marriage.”

“But for what?” Did Luc Morningstar, otherwise known as the devil, have shades of gray in him too? Was he more complex than just black or white? Man, we lived in strange times if that was the case.

Sawyer turned the page in the book. In his massive hands, it looked more like a children’s book than a gargantuan tome. “Maybe the devil wanted him to find this Lake of Truths?”

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “Or maybe it has something to do with why he tortured Jacek.”

Jacek lifted his head from mine and was silent for a moment. “I was in his dungeon so he could find out how to turn a slayer like him into a vampire. The torture was just a side gig for him, something he liked to do in his spare time.”

“He was a big dick,” I said, wrapping my arms around him.

He hugged me right back, and I took comfort in knowing that that horrific part of his life was long over.

Sawyer met my gaze. “There’s someone you can ask about Night’s Fall, and since Night’s Fall is good at finding things, maybe it could help you find this Lake of Truths.”

I hissed a breath through my suddenly clenched teeth because I knew we would get here eventually, to this point where I needed answers from one particular individual, and it might as well be now since I had to go patrol soon anyway. 

But that didn’t mean I had to like it.

“The devil,” Jacek supplied and squeezed my hand hard enough that I knew he didn’t like it either.

“Yep.” I unwrapped myself from both vampire and dog and stood.

Sawyer scowled as he stood, too, clearly just as unimpressed with the idea. “I’m sure Eddie has some books in his library about summoning a demon who can get a message to him, but we can’t be there when you do.”

“I know, I know.” I crossed to the doorway, ghosting my hand over Eddie’s feet as I went. Cleo followed, my constant shadow. “The magical totem pole.”

“We’re rats in his eyes, but you...” Sawyer’s face softened, from warrior to lover in one almost fatal heartbeat. “He knows you’re something special.”

Jacek winked. “True story.” 

I smiled. “It doesn’t change the fact that the devil’s a sexist pig. You guys have work to do anyway, so I’ll go dance with the devil, but...”

“We’ll keep an eye on the woodshed,” Sawyer promised.

Overwhelming gratitude welled up high enough to seal my throat. I nodded and blinked away as I left the room. One day soon I hoped to be able to slow down enough to catch my breath and explain to each of them how much they meant to me. There was no way I could do this alone without their constant, steadfast support, and not just surviving Paul. They were there for me mind, body, and soul, and had seeped into my existence so deeply that my heart hurt when they weren’t right next to me. 

Like right now as I made my way toward the demon section in Eddie’s library, and then just about lost it when my gaze found the book Eddie had been looking at when he said I smelled like entrails. Those were the days. I had to believe he would be okay again, or otherwise I would crumble into dust like some of the pages in these old, tattered books.

I quickly found one that described how to summon a demon, and then my dog, me, and my itchy feet hauled balls toward the front door and my waiting slayer supplies. Ready or not, it was definitely past time to start my patrol.

“You stay,” I told Cleo.

She lowered her head and stuck her butt up, giving me the full force of her droopy eyes. Even her cuteness wasn’t enough for me to take her with me, though.

Outside, Detective Appelt’s bloodlust-filled shouts echoed through the night. He wanted out of the woodshed in the backyard. He wanted to feed. It hurt to hear, but I was sure it was even worse for him. Thankfully—and Sawyer had filled me in on this detail—humans forgot about his noises as soon as they heard something else. It was just like seeing a vampire—as soon as you looked away, you forgot you’d seen one.

Anyway, to protect his reputation and so others wouldn’t look for him, I’d called the police station pretending to be a long-lost relative, told them there’d been a death in the family, and that he would be away for a couple weeks. At least some of it was true.

Sawyer waited for me by the side of the house and pointed over the fence. “I’m not so sure you should take Night’s Fall with you.”

A brisk, wintry wind loosened the strands from my bun and whipped them across my face as I turned to look. Bright light popped and fizzed over the length of the sword while it stabbed repeatedly into the witch’s ladder that had grown through the back of the woodshed to kill Roseff’s brother, Ronick. The witch’s ladder lay on top of the open dumpster, looking like nothing more than a pile of sharp needles and black wings. Its magic had died, likely because it had run out of juice or when I killed its maker, my former boss at The Bean Dream. I didn’t make it a habit of killing my bosses, but she’d needed to die. Really, a whole lot. Yes, I know my thoughts make me sound like a sociopath. 

Good thing I’m not crazy.

Good thing I don’t think I’m crazy.

I turned back to Sawyer, the wind stinging my eyes, and bundled myself further into my jacket. “Night’s Fall is going through an existential crisis since it doesn’t have an owner. The devil will sort this right out, but I should probably take it with me so he can do just that.”

With a nod, Sawyer unlatched the gate, retrieved the out-of-control sword, and then stuffed it into my duffel bag I had hanging from my shoulder. It leaped and bounced until I smashed the bag against my side.

“He’ll probably ask for something in return,” Sawyer said.

I sagged in the direction of the wind. I hadn’t considered that. “Well...would you like to marry him?” I said it as a joke obviously to help lighten my load, and the curl in Sawyer’s sexy lips showed that he took it as one. The wind through Sawyer’s silky black hair made him look even more like a supermodel, so anyone who didn’t want to put a ring on him was a fool in my eyes. Not like I would share him, but still.

Sawyer cradled my cheek in his palm, holding back my loose hair from my eyes, and roved his amber gaze across my face in a sweet caress. “He’s not really my type. I prefer slayers, it turns out, who are devastatingly smart and sexy and brave.”

“You’ll let me know when you find a slayer like that?” I smiled against his thumb, which grazed across my bottom lip.

“I already have.” He leaned in and kissed me, so deeply that it stirred fiery heat inside me despite his cool skin and the frigid temperature.

But damn my itchy feet, because they were already moving away from him toward the graveyard, despite my sudden urge to dig my heels into Sawyer’s ass while he pumped into me. That would come later. Now, only our fingers stayed connected as I reluctantly walked away, and then the distance between us grew too great. 

I left him behind and tucked myself deeper inside my leather jacket, cursing the bulk of a nice winter coat that would limit my movements. It was a jacket or nothing.

I searched between the iron bars surrounding the cemetery next door. A wintry fog crept over the ground and grew hazier, almost like black smoke, the closer I drew to the gate.

Since Paul had opened the trapdoor inside the Appelt mausoleum, I’d wanted to keep the lock on the gate fastened at all times. Paul and the company he used to keep before I killed them—namely, my boss and her boy toy—had zero reservations about killing innocents. I hated the thought of anyone else wandering someplace they shouldn’t, but keeping the lock fastened hadn’t seemed fair to the residents of Podunk City who might want to drop in and pay their respects to the dead. A locked lock never kept me out, after all. So I’d bought a new lock and had hired myself as the new cemetery grounds woman to keep an eye on things. I was out of work anyway, and I wasn’t exactly hirable since I’d killed my witch of an old boss, a phrase I’d never thought I’d hear myself think. 
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