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CHAPTER ONE
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“What’s a sweet thing like you doing here all alone?”

I looked at the inebriated man disturbing my peace. Other than the rotund beer belly, he was rather gangly, with a scruffy smattering of facial hair, and a roadmap of busted capillaries spread out over his nose.

“Don’t,” I said as he started to slide onto the barstool next to where I sat. I’d seen him down enough alcohol to know he was going to be a problem. 

“I’m just trying to be friendly,” he said, a hint of offense in his tone.

“So’s the lady,” Gruff, the bartender and owner of the establishment, said as he planted his large, barrel-chested body in front of us. “Trust me, you don’t want her to have to get forceful.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” the man said as he reached out to cup my chin. “I like it when women get a little force—”

I grabbed his wrist as I stood, twisted his arm behind his back, and slammed his head down on the bar before I let him fall to the floor. Blood spilled from the gash I’d just inflicted over his right eyebrow. 

“Yeah, she doesn’t like when overzealous dudes try to touch her,” an amused voice said from behind me just before my dragon-shifter friend-slash-bodyguard appeared at my side. “I don’t either.” 

“I have this handled, Daniel.” 

“I see that. I’m just helping you out with the cleanup.” He bent down, picked the groaning man up, and hoisted him over his shoulder. 

“You’re lucky,” Gruff told the man. “She usually goes for the balls.” 

I rolled my eyes. Stab one wererat in the testicle, and people never let you live it down. “Give me a rag and I’ll clean this up.” 

“I got it,” Gruff said, spraying the bar top down with a special cleaner that contained bleach before wiping the blood up with a towel. Another of his employees rushed over to clean the blood that had dripped onto the floor and followed Daniel in case of further drippage as he carried the man out of the building. 

“Sorry,” I muttered.

“No worries. It was getting far too peaceful in here. My patrons expect a show every now and then.”

I looked around, noting the patrons didn’t seem that bothered or impressed. Gruff’s Bar and Grille catered to truckers passing through the small West Virginia town, and locals who knew the business’s rough and rowdy reputation. It was also popular among every paranormal being in the vicinity. They didn’t mind blood and violence so much. Some, like me, even fed on it. 

“Do you ever get sued?” I asked the burly werewolf. 

He looked at me and chuckled, a rare occurrence for the usually humorless man. “A few have threatened, but the promise they’d get eaten puts a stop to that nonsense.”

I raised my eyebrows, but said nothing. I’d seen a tiger shifter eat a man before, so as far as I knew, werewolves could do the same if they truly wanted to. I already knew of one who worked as a detective back home in Louisville, who had covered up a murder by chewing on the deceased’s body, passing the incident off as a wild dog attack. 

A soft sigh escaped me as I thought of home. I grabbed my drink and carried it over to a table near the back of the room, where I could put my back to the wall and watch the whole floor. My drink wasn’t alcohol, of course. 

I’d really only ordered alcohol in a bar once, the fateful night about three and a half months ago when I’d first set foot into The Midnight Rider. That was the night I got bit, first by an incubus, then by the vampire who tried to save me from becoming a succubus. Despite Rider’s best effort, I held on to a little of what the incubus gave me. I became a hybrid. Half succubus, half vampire. Some would say I was also a full hot mess. 

Selander Ryan and Rider Knight were the two sires who fought over me. Well, Rider fought for me. Selander just wanted to use me to hurt Rider. Turns out Rider and I were soulmates, and we’d been united together in a previous life. His evil, dick-wad, half-brother, Selander, knew this and lured me to The Midnight Rider that night just to make Rider’s life hell. He’d made mine hell too, and he wasn’t finished yet, despite the fact Rider had killed him. Oh, he was still around in his own evil way, toying with us from the pits of Hell.

I’d claimed Rider as my true master, making him my dominant sire. We’d hoped doing so would be enough to turn me full vampire, but no luck. I was still a hybrid, and I’ve come to realize I’m always going to have a bit of succubus inside me no matter what I do. I seemed to be managing it better now, thanks to Nannette, a nurse who worked for Rider. Okay, I guess she’s my friend too, although she’d probably slug me for saying so. Either way, she came up with the idea of varying my cocktail, so to speak. Bagged blood and live blood, both male and female, and a little violence kept my succubus side from trying to run the whole damn show.

I’d traded in my bagged blood for bottled, easily acquired at Gruff’s. Any vampire or other blood-drinking freak in the paranormal community could order a very bloody mary from any bar Rider owned, and he owned quite a few, and seemed to be buying up more every day. For live female blood, I had my very own donor. Live male blood was a bit trickier, because of the venom I secreted when my succubus side wanted to come out and play, so I usually drank straight from Rider, who was powerful enough to handle the venom’s effects, and if we did end up having sex because of the venom, it wasn’t as bad because odds were we’d do it anyway. But Rider was back in Louisville, and I was in Moonlight, West Virginia.

I’d always thought of soulmates as perfectly matched, sickening in love couples who lived on cloud nine without a single worry in the world. That wasn’t the case at all. Rider was my soulmate, and I loved him beyond words, but we had our issues. One of those issues was that he could be almost suffocating in his need to protect me. In all fairness, I had been hunted by more than one bad guy since being turned, and Selander Ryan was still out there, aching for revenge. 

Then there was the Bloom. What an absolute nightmare that had been. Rider had gotten a little help curing me of that affliction, but the way he’d done it made it hard for me to be around him, so I’d decided to leave. Rider had offered me a few job options, and I’d chosen the one that led me to Gruff’s. My donor, Angel, came along as my own personal live female blood supply, and my two bodyguards, Daniel and Ginger, were assigned to work alongside me. That’s right. The three of us were security for Gruff’s, but Daniel and Ginger were also tasked with watching over me. Like I said, Rider was extremely protective of me.

The assignment at Gruff’s gave me just enough controlled violence, even if I tended to kick the crap out of horny guys more than I actually did any real security work. I got enough action to keep my succubus and vampire sides in check, but to tell the truth, it had been boring. 

I took a drink of my very bloody mary and scanned the bar, looking for anything entertaining. It was a weeknight and the dinner crowd had come and gone without incident. Those who remained looked to be mostly local couples. No one brought their kids to Gruff’s at night, not with its reputation for late night drunken brawls and more recently, a few cases of truckers gone missing after stopping in. 

The stools at the bar were taken by truckers passing through, and a few local women who came looking to hook up when they got lonely. Judging by their carefree demeanor, the truckers didn’t seem that worried about the others who’d disappeared during the last week. Of course, two of them gave off shifter vibes, and one practically had his nose sandwiched between a woman’s breasts. That might have been another reason why people didn’t bring their kids to Gruff’s at night. 

A couple played one of the arcade games near the front, a trio of guys took turns tossing darts at the dartboard near them, and I knew Angel and Ginger were playing pool under the guise of Ginger watching the pool room. It was going to be a long, quiet night.

Daniel stepped back inside, instantly found me, and headed my way. I noticed more than a few women turn their heads as he passed, including a few employees who I knew had the hots for him. Despite his unique, multi-colored hair, Daniel was a good-looking man. He was handsome, tall, fit, and full of boyish charm. He regularly dressed in worn-out jeans and T-shirts, most of which featured rock bands or movies, giving him a very easy-going appearance, but he was no slacker when it came to my protection. 

“You didn’t let that guy drive himself home, did you?” I asked as he took a seat next to me. 

“Nope. Too much blood in his eyes to see.” He grinned. “The cab service was already outside picking someone else up, so I tossed him in with that dude.”

I nodded. Gruff might look like a heartless badass with his big, barrel chest and thick beard, but he employed his own cab driver to hang out in the lot and take drunks home on his dime. Then again, being a werewolf who ran a business employing several paranormals, maybe the free cab rides for patrons were less about doing the right thing, and more about staying under the radar. The fewer drunks he released to get pulled over, the less he had to deal with cops.

Daniel scanned the room. “Kind of a slow night. Braining that poor bastard was probably all the fun you’re going to have tonight. I’m surprised you didn’t go for his balls.” 

“I don’t always go for the balls.” 

He raised one perfectly arched golden eyebrow. 

“I don’t. I’ve never gone for yours.” 

“Not yet.”

I rolled my eyes and took another drink. “Do you regret me taking this assignment and dragging you out here with me?”   

“No. Where you go, I go. It’s that simple. This is what you wanted.”

“I wanted a job. This is glorified daycare.”

He frowned. “You wanted to work security with us. This is a security job. Not all the jobs involve stabbing wereanimals or scaring the piss out of gangbangers.”

“I’m a security guard with my own security detail. That’s not normal, and Rider sent me to Bumfuck, West Virginia, where clearly nothing happens.”

“We’re in Moonlight, West Virginia.”

“We’re in Boresville.”

“Uh, did I not recently burn through a small army of lycanthropes to retrieve a vampire friend of Rider’s? That was something.”

“For you,” I pointed out. “You got to fly in and rescue them. All we did was keep Jadyn company.”

“Yeah, but you got to pulverize some dude’s balls that night, and you have to admit that thing Christian did was pretty awesome.”

I didn’t know about awesome, but it was strange, and highly curious. Rider’s vampire-witch friend, Seta, had helped us with the Bloom situation. Hell, she had saved Rider’s life, and maybe my sanity, if I were being honest. Being turned into a hell-hussy at random intervals was a real bitch. He’d told me he’d owe her, and apparently she’d called to collect the previous week when she’d asked Rider to help protect her friend, Christian. 

The vampire and his friend, Jadyn, had fallen under attack from lycanthropes and a dark witch just outside of Moonlight. Daniel had flown in and used his dragon fire to char most of Christian’s attackers before bringing him and Jadyn back to Gruff’s. 

“He was definitely interesting,” I said, recalling how he’d forced my succubus side down when it had threatened to come out, and the reaction I’d had to drinking his blood. I still felt light-headed just thinking about it. 

“No shit. I’m still trying to figure out how he pulled a flaming sword out of nowhere. Rider tell you anything about him?” 

I shook my head. As my sire, Rider and I were always connected, and we could speak with each other within our minds, even while states apart, but we hadn’t been speaking much since I’d left Louisville. I felt him there, in the back of my mind, like a whisper on a breeze, but I’d hurt him by leaving. I didn’t know what to say to him across the distance, and he didn’t care to have anything to say to me.

“If Rider were speaking with me, he wouldn’t have sent the order to retrieve Christian to you.” 

“I’m the only one of us who could fly in and grab his boy up.” 

I looked at him, and he sighed.

“Communication goes both ways. You could talk to him. You’re the one who left, Danni. He probably thinks you don’t want anything to do with him.” 

“I told him I wasn’t leaving him. I just needed some space.” I took another drink, making a face as the blood went down my throat like an overly thick milkshake. I’d let it start to congeal. 

“Yeah, in guy-speak that means ‘I’m leaving your ass, but taking my sweet time about it just to watch you twist.’”

“Well, that’s not what I’m doing,” I snapped as I set my bottle down on the table harder than necessary. “I just need some time to deal with what he did.” 

“He saved your life and got rid of the condition that turns you into something you hate every once in a blue moon.” 

“He tore my heart out of my chest. Literally.”

“He put it right back.” Daniel grinned before scanning the bar. 

“If you’d ever had someone rip your heart out of your chest, you wouldn’t find it so amusing. It was terrifying, and he didn’t even give me a heads up.” 

“I was there, Danni.” All amusement left Daniel’s eyes as he returned his focus to me. “You know what I didn’t find amusing? Crashing into that building to find your sister and that shifter-bitch about to kill you. You gave Shana chance after chance, but Rider does one little thing you don’t like to save your life and you leave him. Shit, they had to block me with magic when they pulled that stunt because they knew I would have jumped in and ruined everything, defending you, but once he put your heart back and explained what they had done, I had to agree with it. He did what needed to be done, and he did it for you.”

“Well, I’m sorry if I can’t just get over it. I was floating around in the afterlife with that weird Jon guy who nobody seems to know much about, yet Rider trusted him to protect me.” 

“Clearly, Rider knew enough about him to know he’d keep you safe. For what it’s worth, Rider didn’t want to tear your heart out of your chest, but he’d rather do that than let you die or become something you hate every time the Bloom rears its ugly head.”

“I know. It’s just hard to deal with. I’d hoped some distance and a little adventure would help me get over it, but every time I close my eyes, I still see my heart beating in his hand.” I handed off my nearly depleted bottle to a passing busser. “And technically, I didn’t leave. He offered me the choice of Baltimore, Pigeon Forge, or to stay in Louisville and work from there. This job is just like the ones Ginger normally works. She reports to Rider in Louisville, even if the actual work takes her away from the city from time to time.” 

“You left, Danni.”

“Fine, I left.” I huffed out a breath. “Since when did you start taking Rider’s side, anyway?”

“You will always have my loyalty, sweetheart, but you’ll also always have my honesty. The man saved your life and freed you of the Bloom. I’m not going to act like he didn’t just to agree with you, even if he is an uptight douche-bat.”

“Douche-bat?” I laughed.

He shrugged. “I’m going to do another walk around outside, check the lot. Those missing truckers might have just been a coincidence, but best to stay watchful just in case.”

“Call me if you see or hear anything remotely interesting. I’m bored with smacking around skeevy guys. I’d kill to be in a real fight, maybe even get to put a blade in someone.”

“Oh shit. Someone might have beat you to that,” Daniel said, his gaze on the front doors as he rose out of his seat. 

I followed his gaze to see Rob, one of the security guards from Gruff’s own staff, stumbling through the door. His hands cupped his crotch. His mouth moved, but he couldn’t seem to find words. Blood gushed out of his mouth, and pooled between his fingers to pour onto the floor before he fell to his knees on the hardwood, and spread his hands, revealing more blood. A hush fell over the room, then the screaming began. 

“Still too boring for you here?” Daniel asked as we rushed forward.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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We moved through the panicked crowd of freaked out staff and customers as quickly as we could without revealing our inhuman speed, and dropped to our knees on either side of Rob’s body as he pitched forward. Daniel grabbed his shoulders to keep him from slamming face-first onto the floor. 

“What the fuck happened?” Gruff asked, kneeling next to me. His other staff, all some form of paranormal being or knowledgeable of the paranormal, ushered the customers out. 

I shook my head as I looked down at the crotch area of Rob’s pants. He was dressed in all black, making it hard to see anything, but my vampire nose could have pinpointed where the blood was coming from even if I couldn’t see it. “I think someone stabbed him in the no-no’s,” I said.

“Oh fuck,” Daniel exclaimed, staring in grotesque horror at Rob’s mouth as the bulky human attempted to speak, but only made garbled noises. “Whoever did this took his tongue.”

The click of a picture being taken alerted us to some asshole standing a few feet away, photographing Rob with his iPhone. A second later, Gruff leaped at the man, grabbing his iPhone and smashing it under one of his massive boots before tossing the man over to another of his staff to be removed from the building. 

“Call the paramedics!” Gruff bellowed, knowing that as a human, Rob couldn’t heal himself from the damage he’d taken. “How the fuck did this happen?”

Daniel and I looked at each other as Gruff rejoined us. The building cleared of customers. Most hadn’t needed to be asked to vacate once they saw the bloody man fall to his knees in the center of the floor. Gruff’s was a rowdy place, but this was excessive.

“Holy shit,” Ginger said, joining us, Angel on her heels. My eighteen-year-old donor came from a screwed up family and had seen some shit in her time, but I felt this might be too much. 

“Take Angel to the cabin,” I ordered. “Stay there with her until we know what happened, and be careful. Whoever did this, did it from outside this building. They could be anywhere.” 

“Maybe I should take her back to the poolroom instead then?” Ginger suggested. She looked a total rebel in her tight ripped jeans, white Rolling Stones T-shirt with the big red Jagger lips and tongue, black leather boots and jacket, and her spiky dark brunette pixie cut, but she didn’t bristle at my sharply barked order, knowing me well enough to know I was worried about Angel’s safety and mental well-being. 

“That’s fine. Just keep her away from all this.”

Ginger nodded and grabbed Angel by the shoulders, turning the young Latina girl away from us, seeming to break Angel’s trance as she did. 

“Is that guy gonna die?” Angel asked as they walked away. 

I hope not, I thought, as I turned my attention back to Rob, and saw Daniel sniffing along his neck and chest, careful to avoid the blood. 

“I don’t smell any kind of shifter scent on him. I didn’t see anyone lurking around when I took that guy outside and put him in a cab. Rob was on the door, and he seemed fine.”

“Maybe we should lay him down,” I suggested as Rob coughed, spraying blood on Gruff’s flannel shirt. 

“If we lay him down, he might choke on his blood,” Daniel pointed out. 

“Ambulance should be here soon,” Carrie, one of the late night servers, called out from the door, where she stood to watch Gruff’s security staff search the lot. Tears filled her eyes.

“They better get here fast,” Gruff barked as we watched Rob struggle to speak, unable to form words without the use of his tongue, and held him up, hoping that helped him in some way.

“He could be turned,” Daniel suggested.

Rob made loud panicked noises and twisted his head from side to side as he fought to get out of our grasp. 

“Nobody will turn you,” Gruff promised him, before looking over at Daniel. “Rob’s a good guy, and an ally, but he’s made it clear he never wants to be turned.”

“There’s so much blood,” I whispered, knowing Gruff would understand. It had pooled under Rob, spreading out to cover our knees, but it no longer poured. It trickled. Rob struggled to keep his eyes open.

“You hang in there, Rob,” Gruff ordered as the sound of sirens cut through the night. “The ambulance is almost here. You just hang on.” 

Rob slowly reached out and used his index finger to draw in his own blood coating the floor. He’d just managed to draw a rudimentary sketch of a stick-figure woman in what looked like a long dress or shirt with long hair, before he released his last breath and died, the paramedics right outside the door.

***
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THE POLICE HAD ARRIVED immediately after the paramedics. We gave them and the paramedics room to work, helping however we could without drawing attention to the fact we weren’t your average bar and grille staff. 

Gruff’s was known as a rough place when it got crowded with truckers, and there had been a few knife fights scattered throughout its time, but nothing like this had happened there. 

Well, to the police’s knowledge, nothing this bad had happened. Gruff and his people usually handled things themselves and cleaned up well, but when Rob had stepped inside the building while it was occupied by human customers, he’d made it hard to cover things up. The police had been called before anyone on staff had even thought about calling for the ambulance.

The paramedics tried to resuscitate Rob, but were unable to. Once we learned what had really happened to him, we figured he may not have wanted to be saved. Rob hadn’t been stabbed. Someone did something much, much worse to Rob, and the only clue he’d been able to give us was a rough sketch of a stick-figure woman with long hair. 

“Wait. You’re telling me some woman bit off Rob’s dick?” Ginger said, balling up my discarded jeans as I used wet wipes to clean the blood off my knees. We’d moved to the ladies’ room for me to clean up while the police finished interviewing the other staff. Daniel and I had already gone our round with them. 

I tossed the wet wipes away and pulled on the clean jeans Ginger had retrieved for me while I’d been questioned. “He drew a woman, but I don’t know if whoever attacked him was human. I’m not sure a human could actually bite a penis off, and I overheard the medical examiner say it looked like it had been bitten off, but he didn’t say by what. He just took a peek. He’ll look more thoroughly when he gets Rob back to the morgue.” My stomach dipped. Poor Rob. I hadn’t known him well, but what little I knew about him, he didn’t seem like the type of guy who deserved to die in such a horrific way.

“Maybe it wasn’t a bite,” Ginger suggested. “Maybe they used a serrated blade or something.” 

“La la la la la la la,” Angel sang as she shoved her fingers into her ears. 

I finished tying my boot laces and patted her head. “How about we quit talking about this and you take Angel back to the cabin? Gruff’s people didn’t see anyone lurking around outside, and if they were, I’m sure they ran off when the cops showed up.” 

“No fair. You two get to hunt down the phantom penis chomper, and I get babysitting duty.”

“I resent that statement,” Angel said. “I’m a fully grown adult.” 

“You don’t get fully grown adult status until you can listen to people talk about masticated dicks without sticking your fingers in your ears and singing the la la song,” Ginger replied. 

Angel stuck her tongue out, and I pulled her down from where she’d been sitting on the sink. 

“Angel shouldn’t be left alone until we figure out who did this, and what else they are capable of. You’ll still be working security detail, just at the cabin instead of here.” I sighed. “This is my chance, Ginger. We all know Rider sent us here because he thought this was going to be an easy job. He clearly doesn’t have any faith in me, but now something has happened. We have a seriously disturbed predator on our hands, and I can help find whoever it is. I need to find them. I need to show Rider I can be a real asset to his company.” 

“Yeah,” she muttered. “I don’t think you impressed him that much with your wererat capture, considering you rolled around in baby shit and all.” 

I groaned. “Exactly. So, you understand?”

“I understand that part of my job is making sure nothing happens to you, because if it does, Rider will kill me.”

“Daniel will be with me, and you know I wouldn’t do anything to get either of you in trouble with Rider.” 

She gave me total bitch-face. “You knocked my ass out with hawthorn oil the last time Rider put me in charge of you, ran off, and nearly got yourself killed on my watch.”

“But did Rider kill you though?”

She bit her tongue and seethed for a moment before huffing out a breath. “Fine. Please try not to die or get maimed. I was lucky not to face Rider’s wrath the last time you pulled a stunt. I don’t want to push it.” 

“You’re the best.” I gave her my brightest smile.

“I know. Come on, Angel.”

We collected our things and stepped out of the bathroom to see Daniel leaning back against the wall, his bloody jeans in hand. “Thanks, Ginger.”

“No problem,” she told him as she opened the plastic grocery bag she’d put my soiled jeans in so he could toss his in with them. “Apparently, I’m just the laundry and babysitting service tonight. Don’t do any stupid shit tonight because if anything happens to her, it’s your ass, not mine.”

She moved down the hall, every step full of attitude as Angel followed along.

“What crawled up her ass?” Daniel asked. “All we did was have her bring us clean jeans. I thanked her.” 

“She’s a bit miffed that she’s stuck watching over Angel while we look for whoever attacked Rob.”

“She’ll get over it. The cops finally left. Gruff is waiting for us in his office.” 

I followed Daniel down the hall that ran along the back of the building until we reached Gruff’s office. His office was small and brown, from the wood-paneled walls to the dirt-brown carpet. He had a chocolate leather sofa wedged against the wall, and a dark wood desk, which he sat behind, tapping away at the computer in front of him. He hadn’t bothered changing clothes. Rob’s blood spray still marked his shirt. He looked up at us and grunted. “No one saw a damn thing. I got the security feed here.”

“You see anything?” Daniel asked as we both rounded the desk, one of us on either side of Gruff.

“Yeah, we got a shot of Rob leaving his post, but can’t see why.” Gruff punched a button on the keyboard with one of his sausage-like fingers and the video rewound. He hit the play button, and we watched Daniel and Rob on-screen. There was no sound, but it was clear the two were talking casually. “He didn’t mention anything weird, anyone lingering around?”

“No,” Daniel answered. “He asked what had happened to the guy I brought out, and I told him. We had a chuckle about it. The other guy in the cab was that local guy who wears the trucker hat with the big bass on it and gets drunk off his ass every night. Rob said he’d been puking for a good ten minutes before he could get him in the cab.”

“Yeah, that would be Upchuck. I saw the puking.” Gruff scrunched his nose. 

We watched as Daniel walked inside the bar, leaving Rob alone at the door. The cab pulled off, leaving the lot vacant except for the vehicles and Rob. Something caught Rob’s attention. He looked off to the side as if he heard something. He stared into the distance a moment, then walked off, leaving his post at the door. We watched him cross the parking lot and step out of the frame into the surrounding woods. 

“He might have heard something he thought warranted leaving his post,” Daniel said.

“Maybe someone called for help?” I suggested. 

“He should have said something instead of just wandering off,” Gruff snapped as the video continued to run. “He was a big guy, and he knew how to fight, but he was human. I’m even more stringent on rules with humans than the rest of my people because they’re more likely to die when they fuck up. He knew damn well not to do something that stupid.” 

Gruff fast-forwarded until Rob reappeared back on the screen, struggling to make it back to the building, leaving a trail of blood behind him. There was no point watching any longer after Rob made his way inside. We knew what came next, and I didn’t think anyone wanted to watch the life fade from Rob’s eyes again. I knew I didn’t. 

Gruff stopped the video. “This is what we know. He noticed something right after you left him, Daniel. Whatever it was, he felt the need to inspect it without telling anyone. Not even ten minutes later, he came back missing his tongue and his dick.” The burly werewolf slammed his fist on the desk. “What the fuck kind of monster takes a man’s dick?”

They both frowned and looked at me.

“I might have a tendency to punch or stab men in the testicles, but I’ve never taken one’s penis,” I told them. 

“What about the blood trail?” Daniel asked, moving on. 

“Grady and Ronnie followed it into the trees. It ended in a big-ass puddle of blood. They figured that’s where Rob got butchered. They didn’t find anything else. Whoever or whatever did this wasn’t there, and didn’t leave any tracks.” Gruff pushed back in his chair, rolling it far enough to allow him to look at both of us at the same time. “We never got a good look at Rob’s wounds. We stepped back and let the human responders do their jobs when they arrived, but I listened in. The medical examiner said it looked like some kind of bite, and the police pretty much chalked it up to an animal attack. I know you said you didn’t pick up any kind of shifter scent on Rob’s body, and I know he drew a woman, but I’m having a hard time picturing an animal or a woman just biting the guy’s dick off. I can’t even really imagine Danni doing that.”

“Why the hell would you?” I asked, and my voice might have gone up a few octaves.

“We need to see that wound,” Gruff continued, ignoring me and my indignation. 

“I can get into the morgue,” Daniel assured him. “I’m sure they have security cameras though, even if this is the boonies. I’m not that tech-savvy and neither is Danni. We’ll have to do this old school and just knock out the guards and break all their shit.” 

“Or you could just let Rider’s computer nerds handle the security cameras,” Gruff told him. “I’m going to forward our video feed to them anyway, see if they can catch anything we might have missed. I’ll tell them to help you out with getting in and out of the morgue unseen.”

My heart did a little hiccup. “You’re going to tell Rider about this?”

Gruff looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Honey, my name might be on this building, but I pay rent to Rider. You bet your sweet ass when something this big happens here, I report straight to him. I already called it in, but I had to talk to Tony. Rider was out with some new chick, a Lisa or Laney or something. Anyway, he’ll know soon enough.”

The blood seemed to drain out of my body, replaced by ice as Gruff’s words sank in. Suddenly, it made sense why I hadn’t heard from Rider since I’d left. 

“You all right?” Gruff asked, leaning toward me. “You look pale all of a sudden.”

“She’s fine,” Daniel said, turning me toward the door. “We’re going to check out that trail before heading over to the morgue to get a look at Rob’s wounds. Rider’s tech team knows how to contact me.” 

Yeah, they knew how to contact me too, and so did Rider, but why would he when he was busy with some woman?
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I quietly sulked until we exited the building and I saw the empty lot. Rob’s blood still stained the pavement, reminding me a decent man had died and finding the responsible party was more important than the ever-growing crack in my battered heart. 

Daniel gave me a wary side glance as we crossed the lot, careful to avoid stepping in any blood. The police had done their thing rather quickly, packed up, and left, convinced they were dealing with an animal attack. They hadn’t even left crime scene tape behind. In Louisville, we’d have called that shoddy police work, but in Moonlight, it seemed to suffice, and I wouldn’t complain. I didn’t know what the hell had happened to Rob, but my gut said the police wouldn’t figure it out. They were doing us a favor by sucking at their job and leaving the real investigative work to us.

“Why are you looking at me like that? Still wondering if I could bite a man’s penis off? Rude, by the way.”

Daniel’s mouth turned up a bit at the corners. “You’ve developed a reputation for testicular brutalization.”

“It’s a pretty big jump from that to what happened tonight.” 

“Not really. You’re pretty scary when you get really pissed.” He gave me another wary side glance as we entered the wooded area outside of the view of Gruff’s security camera. 

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“I saw your face when Gruff mentioned Rider, and he was right. You did go a little pale.” 

“I don’t want Rider to take me off this job,” I said, knowing where Daniel was headed. I’d had my fair share of jealous outrages and pity parties since we’d met, thanks to severe self-esteem issues, but I’d been working with Nannette, and I liked the stronger version of me I was becoming. I refused to spill all my worries about Rider, what he was doing, and who he was doing it with. I was tired of people thinking I was that pitiful woman. Worse, I was tired of being that pitiful woman. “You know how overprotective he can be, and he doesn’t think I’m capable of handling something like this. He sent me out here because he thought this was a simple job, and he still sent me with two guards of my own.”

“He sent you with two guards because you’re his favorite person in the world,” Daniel told me as we continued to follow the blood trail, using our keen eyesight and the moonlight to see the dark blood in the grass. It had dried enough it no longer glistened, but I could still smell it, which was a good thing. Even my vampire eyes were having a difficult time seeing it in thicker patches of grass. 

“Also, Selander Ryan hasn’t stopped hunting you and just because the Bloom has been transferred over to your sister doesn’t mean you’re no longer a complicated woman. Nannette’s blood cocktail experiment has been working pretty well, but you still have flares. Your eyes turned red the night Christian was here. If he hadn’t forced your succubus side down, who knows the damage you could have done?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know. I’m a hot flaming mess of drama and the world’s biggest pain-in-the-ass.” We’d reached the spot where Rob had apparently been butchered. A puddle of blood stained the earth, its coppery scent pungent in the still air. It might have called to me if I needed sustenance, but I’d been drinking well, and despite having fangs and a few kills under my belt, I wasn’t a big enough monster to desire the lost blood of an acquaintance who’d clearly suffered. “Poor Rob.”

“Mmhmm,” Daniel murmured, his eyes seeming to focus everywhere at once as he circled the puddle, searching the woods for clues. 

I also took a look around, not that I was sure what in particular I was looking for. My security expertise was pretty much just beating people up. I’d gotten fairly decent at kicking ass. Actually unraveling a mystery wasn’t one of my strengths, but it was as good a time as any to learn. “What exactly should we be looking for, Scooby?”  

“Scooby? Seriously?”

“Would you rather be Fred?”

“Fred’s a douche.”

“Fine, then. Sherlock?”

“Nerd.”

“Well, then, who do you want to be?”

“I’m already the best specimen of man anyone could possibly be, hon.”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course you are. So, what are we looking for?”  

He stopped circling and looked back in the direction we’d come from, hands on hips. “Tracks, broken twigs, an escape route... Something that explains what the hell happened, how it happened, and where the freak who did this went to after.” 

I looked around, trying to see something to answer those questions. “We know Rob saw something because he looked this way and started walking.”

“And he didn’t walk defensively,” Daniel pointed out. 

“No, his shoulders were low, his walk casual.”

“And that tells us what?”

“He wasn’t threatened by what he saw... so whoever did this is someone who doesn’t appear threatening.”

“Exactly.” He walked over to me and ruffled my hair playfully before crouching down at the edge of the blood puddle. “What else do you know?”

“Rob wouldn’t leave his post for just anything. Whoever did this had to have lured him somehow, or appeared to be in trouble, but if they appeared to be in trouble, he would have notified others on the staff that he was leaving his post to check it out, so I’m sticking with the lure theory.” 

“Yup.” Daniel leaned forward and inhaled, smelling the blood.

“Is it all his?” 

He nodded before stretching out to smell the foliage around the puddle, then stood, leaned his head back, and scented the air. “I can’t smell anything but human, which makes no sense. Rob was human, but he knew how to fight. He also carried a knife on him. There is no way a human would have overpowered him without a major struggle and loss of blood. He would have gotten some cuts in or broke skin with his knuckles, at least.” 

I took a closer look at the area. “I don’t see any damaged tree limbs, any broken branches, any smears in the puddle, no evidence of a fight.”

“Look who’s learning this investigative stuff.” He grinned, but it didn’t last long, given the circumstances. Humor was a fleeting thing when standing over a puddle of blood that had once belonged to a decent guy. “Someone lured him here with the intention of taking two very important parts of him. I don’t think they intended to take anything else, because they would have. This puddle is too perfect. The only other blood splatter is what he left walking back.”

“If he fought, blood would have sprayed everywhere,” I said, understanding what he was saying. “They only wanted the tongue and the penis, then they left him... but how? There’s no tracks.” 

Daniel looked up. “They could have gone that way.”  

“You think the person who did this flew away? You said you only smell human here.”  

“That doesn’t mean a human did this. Maybe it’s some kind of being that doesn’t have a smell. Hell, maybe it’s a damn ghost.” 

I stared at him for a moment. “Okay, I know I shouldn’t be weirded out by that, given the fact I have fangs and drink blood, but a ghost? I’m not saying they can’t be real, but you think ghosts are flying off with men’s penises now? Why would a ghost want Rob’s penis?”

“I don’t know. Does he have a dead ex-wife we don’t know about?”

I resisted the urge to slug him. “Not funny, Daniel.”

“I’m serious. Scorned women can be psycho, and think what you want, but taking a dude’s junk is a personal statement.” He expelled a breath as he took a last look around. “Whatever or whoever did this, they’re gone now, and didn’t leave us many clues here. Let’s see what his body tells us.” 
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MOONLIGHT WAS A PRETTY small town. It didn’t take long for Daniel and me to reach Main Street, where the small jail, courthouse, and medical center were all bunched together in-between little diners and mom and pop stores. The area wasn’t exactly a tourist destination, and people who lived inside town limits tended to stick to themselves, especially the ones of the paranormal persuasion. 

We’d been advised the morgue was in the basement level of the medical center, and it was guarded by a night watchman, as well as monitored by security cameras. Currently, we sat in Daniel’s truck in the medical facility parking lot, waiting for Rider’s tech team to give us the go ahead to enter. 

“Haven’t heard from Rider yet?” I asked, glancing over at Daniel, who sat staring at his cell phone’s screen, waiting for the message telling him we could get to it to appear. 

He shook his head, cutting me a look.

“What?”

“If you’re curious what he’s up to, why don’t you just ask him?”

I huffed out a breath and stared out the window at the two-story medical building. “I never said I was curious what he was up to, and the sooner I contact him, the sooner he can try to pull me off this job.”

“Sure.” 

“What’s that mean?” 

“Nothing.” A message bubble popped up on his screen and he clicked the phone off. “All right. The tech team just gave me the go-ahead. They looped the video feeds inside the building, so if anyone is monitoring right now, they won’t see us at all. We still have to deal with the security guard in the morgue, but that shouldn’t be too hard. Let’s go.” 

We exited the truck and walked over to the building. The plan was to walk in like we belonged there, and deal with any trouble if it came along. The front door was unlocked, with no intercom for after-hours visitors. We stepped into a small lobby with an unmanned information desk. I couldn’t imagine such lax security back home, but Moonlight was the type of place where people slept with their windows open to feel the breeze. Just the thought gave me the willies. If we tried that back home in Louisville, we’d wake up with all our electronics missing, and maybe a kidney. 

Daniel scanned the lobby, his eyes slightly narrowed. “There’s a woman on shift, but she’s in the break room getting coffee. Let’s try to avoid her.” 

“Holy cow, you’re able to see that from here?” I said, looking around, but I couldn’t even determine where the breakroom was from where we stood. 

“No, I’m a dragon, not a gargoyle. I can smell her perfume and the coffee. The rest is just the power of deduction. Come on.” 

Daniel raised a finger to his lips as we moved down the hall to the left, past a room with a sign indicating it was the breakroom. We took a right at the end and I followed as he pushed through a door leading to the stairwell. “Cameras aren’t picking us up, but people can still see us. The stairs are a safer bet than the elevator. We don’t want to announce our presence to anyone who may question us being here at this hour.”

I nodded my agreement as we took the stairs down to the basement. We paused at the bottom long enough for Daniel to peek through the small window, then he opened the door and scented the air before stepping through. 

The basement was dark, lit by flickering, low-wattage overhead light. “I feel like we’re entering a horror movie,” I whispered.

“You’re a vampire,” Daniel whispered back. “If a monster jumps out at you, just drink it.”

Yeah, right. Like my dragon bodyguard would even let me have all the fun. I stayed quiet as we moved down the hall. MORGUE was painted on the wall in faded block letters with an arrow underneath informing us we were headed in the right direction. 

“Are we sure only the security guard is here?” I asked. “Rob was just attacked earlier tonight. Wouldn’t they still be doing the autopsy?” 

“The tech team hacked in and viewed the security feed before creating the loop. The examiner made sure the body made it here safely, then went home. The old guy was yawning while at Gruff’s, and since he suggested this was an animal attack, I don’t think anyone is in a rush to do the autopsy.”

I shook my head, wondering how many people easily got by with crimes in the boonies given how poor the handling of such events seemed to be. 

We reached the morgue doors and stopped. Daniel peered in the narrow window, and frowned. “Stay here,” he whispered before disappearing in a cloud of rainbow-colored sparkles.

I envied his ability to dissolve into nothingness and move from place to place without being seen as I stood outside the morgue, glancing around nervously. Yes, I was a vampire-slash-succubus, but the flickering lights were disturbing, especially when paired with the knowledge my partner had just entered a room full of dead bodies.

I jumped a little as his deep chuckle entered my mind. Well, this is going to be easier than I thought. We just need to be quiet.

No sooner had Daniel’s words filled my mind, the door opened to reveal him. He jerked his head to the left, motioning for me to enter. 

I stepped inside and looked around. I saw a vacant desk to my left, and a large multi-body refrigeration unit lining the opposite wall. Metal examination tables and rolling supply carts filled the space between. What I didn’t see was a night watchman. I looked at Daniel and raised my eyebrows. 

He inclined his head toward a door in the back. “Dude fell asleep on the toilet,” he whispered.

I scrunched my nose at the unwanted image. “Sure he’s not dead?”

He appeared to think about it for a moment. “It did smell pretty bad.”

“Ugh.” I moved toward the coolers, my eyes already stinging. The morgue didn’t really stink, but the air was thick with the strong scent of chemicals. “Let’s hurry this up. Maybe we can make it out before he wakes up.”

“The guy’s older than dirt. If he does wake up, it’ll probably take him a year to get his pants up, then another one to trudge out here.” 

“Good to know. Where do you think Rob’s body is at?” We’d reached the coolers and I noted each drawer was labeled only with a number.

“Not sure. I guess we just start opening them.” 

“You go right ahead.” I stood back and grimaced a little.

“Is the scary blood-sucking vampire afraid of dead bodies?” 

“She’s not afraid of punching you in the balls.”

Daniel chuckled. “Hell, we all know that about you.” 

“If you must know, I don’t know if the bodies are covered or just out on full display. I’m not comfortable looking at people’s personal areas without permission. It just seems wrong.” 

“I’m pretty sure anyone in here is too dead to care,” Daniel said as he grabbed the handle on one of the units, “and Rob’s personal area got taken.” He opened the door and pulled a tray out, revealing someone zipped in a body bag. “They’re in body bags. You can unzip as far as you’re comfortable until we find him, unless you’re just scared.” 

“Bite me.” I walked over to a drawer at the other end of the cooler, ignoring Daniel’s chuckle, and opened it, revealing a vacancy.

“Not him,” I heard Daniel say as he zipped the bag up and pushed the body back inside before moving to the next cooler.

I’d already opened another drawer and pulled a body out. I took a breath and slowly unzipped the bag, revealing an elderly woman’s pale face. She stared at me with blank eyes, sending a chill down my spine. 

“Found him,” Daniel said from behind me. 

I zipped the old woman’s bag up, giving her back her dignity, and rolled her body back into the cooler before turning to see Daniel unzipping Rob’s body bag all the way. It appeared Rob had been undressed, his clothes in a clear bag near his feet, and covered with a thin sheet, which Daniel lifted to look under. He gagged and turned his face away.

“Now who’s bothered by dead bodies?”

“I’m not bothered by the deadness so much as the dicklessness.” Daniel took a moment to gather himself, then turned back toward the body I could now see better that I’d moved over to stand on the opposite side of it. “Without all the blood in the way, I can see the damage better. I’ve seen less mutilation in horror movies.”

My stomach took a dive as I looked at the ragged cavity where Rob’s genitals had been. I could understand why the examiner had thought an animal had attacked him. The hole was nowhere clean enough to have been done with a blade, but I couldn’t imagine a wild animal leaving such a ragged hole behind either. “I’m no expert, but that doesn’t say animal bite to me.” 

“Me neither,” Daniel agreed, his face turning green. “There’s no way in hell any man would just stand there and allow something to do this to him either. Grab me a tongue depressor.”

I walked over to the utility cart and looked around until I found the instrument he requested, and brought the wooden stick back to him. His lip curled as he took it, but he forged ahead and slipped the tool into Rob’s mouth, opening it to reveal the tiny stub of what remained of his tongue. It looked like a beet-red alien worm that had spent time inside a blender.

I turned away, one hand clamped over my mouth as I moved toward a wastebasket marked with the biohazard symbol, and struggled to keep the contents of my stomach down. 

“You all right over there?”

I took a deep breath in through my nose and willed myself not to vomit. “Yeah. The tongue hit me worse than the missing genitals.”

“Knowing your affinity for nut punches and testicle stabbings, I’m not surprised.” 

“I’m so glad you can find amusement in this.”

“This is the most horrifying wound I’ve ever seen and I’m pretty sure I’m going to have nightmares over it, so it’s either joke to make it through this examination or run out of here screaming.” 

“Yeah, I can understand that,” I said, bracing myself
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