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“They’re not balls!” 

“They look like balls to me,” Daniel said, holding Angel’s latest culinary creation up by the small end. 

“Ask Danni,” Ginger suggested. “She’s the testicle expert.”

I took my eyes off the couple I’d been watching at the bar to give her a look. The four of us were sitting in a booth at The Midnight Rider. It was late, and the bar wasn’t packed, but doing a decent amount of business for the after Christmas season. Mostly singles, subdued and a little depressed. I supposed the end of a year did that to some people. Those who hadn’t done the things they’d planned, hadn’t achieved the dreams they’d planned to achieve by a specific date. I’d spent many a New Year’s Eve scarfing down Ben and Jerry’s Cherry Garcia ice cream while lamenting all the resolutions I’d failed to fulfill. This year was going to be different.

I was happy. I was in the best relationship of my life. Not that I’d had many relationships, but Rider was amazing. Caring, sexy, powerful, and working on the whole overprotective, controlling thing. I had great friends like Ginger, Angel, and Daniel. Although I now knew for sure that Daniel was a little in love with me and that kind of sucked because he was the best friend I’d ever had and I never wanted to see him hurt, or worse, be the one to hurt him. Or lose him. I could not lose him.

And Angel was my blood donor, there for my dietary needs, as Rider often tried to remind me. But I thought of her more as an adopted little sister, which was nice to have considering my biological sister has been suspended in a coma-like state since she’d tried to kill me in a fit of jealousy after being turned by Rider, which happened at my request after she’d been shot at her wedding. Yeah, it was totally my fault she’d gotten shot since those hunters had been there to kill me and Rider, and I was pretty sure the specific bullets that hit her had been fired at me, but trying to kill me and steal my man as payback was going too far. 

But let’s get back to the good things I had going on in my life. I had this job. I worked security for Rider. Mostly, I just worked security in the bar, like now. I glanced over at the couple who had caught my attention, but still didn’t see anything obvious causing the weird sensation in my gut. I had those now. Ginger called them my Gibbs powers. She had a thing for NCIS, ever since she saw Wilmer Valderrama and discovered he was the one man hot enough to break through what she called her lesbian force field. 

The job was nice, even though it made zero use of the college degree I’d worked so hard for and still owed money on. Come to think of it, Rider probably paid off what was left of my student loans. I hadn’t seen a bill in months and that’s just the type of thing he would do. No matter how many times I’d told him not to. The last job I had that made use of my degree wasn’t all that great anyway. I mean, I loved the creativity of advertising, and I liked having my own cubicle and the feeling when I won over a new client with my creative talents, but my former boss turned out to be a complete bastard who’d tried to rape me. I’d had to kill him, which was bad because he was just a human. An asshole of a human, but still just a human. Killing humans opens up a whole can of worms and takes more to clean up, so it was generally frowned upon. 

My new job lets me kill actual monsters like wererats and demons. And the absolute worst type of monster: pedophiles. Yes, those could be, and often were, humans, but Rider would never frown at the slaying of a pedophile.

Okay, so I was supposed to refrain from actually killing anyone while watching the bar. I was free to crack heads and break limbs, though, so that was fun. Rider allowed me to help in his interrogation room though and I had a tendency to find myself fangs-deep in paranormal clusterfucks fairly regularly and it was kind of an unspoken rule that anything went as long as the bad guys were the only ones to die, however viciously that might occur. I usually go for the testicles. I’m not sure why. I just get mad and oops, there’s my blade in some guy’s nuts.

Okay, so my life was kind of a shit-show, my friends were a pretty motley crew, my job was kind of bizarre, but I was happy. As happy as a vampire-succubus hybrid still trying to come to terms with both her halves could be. All I knew was I would not be spending New Year’s Eve crying into a carton of Ben and Jerry’s. Because I still couldn’t eat ice cream.

Who was I kidding? My life was shit.

The air shifted in the room, and I knew Rider was near, having returned from a visit to his blood donor, and a little smile curved my mouth because I remembered I’d be spending New Year’s Eve with him. My hot, powerful, master vampire boyfriend. Who needs Ben and Jerry’s when you have Rider Knight? My life wasn’t shit. It was the shit.

“What’s that slutty smile about?” Ginger narrowed her eyes.

I blinked, snatched out of the beginning of a wicked fantasy as heat flooded my face. “What? What slutty smile? I don’t have a slutty smile.” I felt Daniel’s gaze on me and turned to see him still holding the chocolate-covered peanut butter treat Angel had made for the crew. The chocolate had started to melt around his fingertips. Looking at the oddly shaped heart, too narrow to really be a heart, and the curved edges too droopy to really fit the idea shape too, I remembered Ginger’s previous comment and the argument Daniel and Angel had been having, and cringed.

“I hate to say it, Angel, but those do look like chocolate coated testicles.”

Daniel chuckled and set the candy on the edge of the plate holding what was left of the giant triple bacon cheeseburger and fries he’d been working on when Ginger had arrived with Angel in tow, bearing treats. 

“They do not! You’re just saying that because dragon-breath said it.” She gave Daniel a death glare, but the dragon shifter continued wiping his fingers off with a napkin and winked at her, unbothered. 

His gaze shifted over to the door and he grinned. “Rome hasn’t seen these yet. Let’s ask him.”

I looked toward the front door where Rome was posted on guard duty for the night and saw him speaking with a man who was about to leave. Once he finished his short conversation with the man and watched him leave, he scanned the bar. His eyebrows drew down in a frown as he noticed us where we sat staring at him, and I was sure he picked up on the mischievous look in Daniel’s eyes. He scanned the bar once more and headed straight to us.

“What’s up?”

Daniel picked up the chocolate and peanut butter treat and held it toward Rome. “What does this look like to you?”

“My nuts,” Rome answered without a moment’s hesitation, sending Daniel and Ginger into a fit of laughter. 

“You’re not holding it the right way,” Angel said, grabbing the treat. She turned it so that the two curved edges were on top, and the part that was supposed to be pointed but wasn’t quite there was on the bottom. “Now, what does it look like?”

Rome angled his head to the side as if thoroughly studying the object presented to him and giving it careful thought before answering. “My nuts on a roller coaster.”

Daniel choked on the beer he’d just taken a drink of and Ginger’s chuckles turned into a full round of laughter, complete with tears.

“You’re all jerks,” Angel muttered and dropped the unfortunate looking treat into the box she’d brought in to share. 

“I’ll still eat one,” Rome said, reaching for the box.

“Not on your diet, buddy.” Daniel grabbed the box and pulled it toward himself, guarding it. 

“Man, I’ve been eating all that crappy health food for—”

“Days,” Daniel said, cutting him off. “You’ve been eating actual decent food for a matter of days and have somehow managed to be bitching about it for months.”

“I don’t believe that’s possible,” I said, still listening to the conversation while observing the couple at the bar. 

“You’d think it wouldn’t be, but believe me, the man has been bitching for months. Or at least he’s succeeded in fitting several months’ worth of bitching into under a week’s worth of days. It’s a real talent. Not one I particularly appreciate, but still. It’s a talent.”

“You’re a jackass, Puff. You’d be bitching too if you couldn’t eat whatever you wanted. Rider’s being too strict with this diet. Eating a burger isn’t going to kill me.” 

“You just had a giant shitberg cut out of your colon,” Daniel reminded him. 

“Yeah, and now I’m all good. And that was a fluke. You eat burgers and fries and steak and all the things I eat and you don’t have any issues.”

“I also eat vegetables and drink water,” Daniel pointed out.

“Fine. I’ll wash those down with a gallon of water and eat a lima bean for dessert. Hand them over before shit gets ugly.”

Daniel laughed.

“What’s so funny, scale-ass?”

“Oh, nothing. It’s just amusing watching you get so hangry over chocolate covered testicles.”

“They’re not testicles!” Angel said loud enough to attract the attention of the people in the booth next to ours. 

“Laugh away, jackass. I’d eat your nuts right now if they were made of peanut butter and chocolate and I don’t care who knows it. This is too much. I need real food.” 

“I don’t think peanut butter and chocolate qualify as real food,” Daniel said through a round of laughter, ignoring the curious looks from the people in the booth next to us. “And sorry, bro. My testicles are made of steel and cocaine.”

Ginger and I rolled our eyes before looking at the cocky dragon shifter. “Because they’re so addictive?” I asked.

“You know it.” He swallowed. Hard. “I mean, um, yeah. Because they’re so addictive. It’s just a joke. I didn’t mean to imply that you would know that my, uh—”

“We figured,” Ginger said, picking up on the sudden awkwardness between us.

“The air over here just got really weird. I don’t like weird air,” Rome muttered before folding his massive arms over his tree trunk of a chest. “Fine. Keep your stupid chocolate peanut butter testicles to yourself, you testicle Nazi. I’ll sweet-talk something out of the—”

It always amused me how Rome’s rich brown skin could drop three shades when he got caught, like he’d just gotten caught then by my sexy sire, who was also his boss. Rome swallowed and rolled his eyes to the heavens, where I was sure he directed a prayer before turning around to face the tall man standing behind him in black pants and a deep sapphire button-down shirt that brought out the matching color in his eyes. Eyes that could be just as terrifying as they were intoxicating. Rider’s so dark brown it appeared black hair was pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck in his usual style, adding another layer of severity to the unamused expression adorning his handsome face.

“Why are you yelling about chocolate peanut butter testicles in my bar?”

“I wasn’t... I mean, Daniel wouldn’t share his... his...”

“Daniel wouldn’t share his testicles with you?”

“Ah, geez,” Daniel groaned and pushed the box toward Angel as Ginger and I bit our bottom lips to keep from laughing out loud. “Technically, they’re Angel’s testicles.”

“The girl has testicles now? And they’re covered in chocolate?”

“They’re hearts!” Angel grabbed one of the treats out of the box and held it up to show Rider. “Can’t you people tell a heart from a pair of balls?”

Rider looked at the treat and shook his head before returning his attention to Rome. “I’m not going to remind you that you’re a grown man who should be embarrassed to be whining over candy, but I will remind you that you’re on a diet and everyone here knows it. Everyone here reports to me. If you did succeed in sweet-talking someone here into giving you something not approved by me, not only would I kick your ass, but theirs as well. You wouldn’t want to be the reason someone here got my foot up their ass, would you?”

“No, boss. Although I’d make an exception for one or two.” He speared Daniel with a narrow-eyed look and got a raised middle finger from the dragon shifter in return. 

“Children,” Rider muttered. “I’m surrounded by overgrown children. No more outside food in my bar.”

“Even after Danni regains the ability to eat chocolate cupcakes?” Daniel asked with a knowing smirk, referencing my memorable reaction to the first chocolate cupcake I’d eaten after turning, thanks to a spell that unfortunately didn’t last nearly long enough.

“When Danni regains the ability to eat chocolate cupcakes without getting sick, they’ll be added to the menu.” Rider grinned as he looked down at me, and I didn’t miss the heat that flitted through his eyes. “Then again, it would probably be best if we just kept a private supply upstairs.” 

“Seriously,” Ginger said. “What’s the big deal about the way this woman eats a cupcake that you all feel compelled to keep bringing it up?”

“It was like porn,” they both answered her, perfectly in sync.

Ginger blinked and refocused on me. “What did you do to that cupcake, girlfriend?” 

“Nothing,” I said, taking my time to glare at both men, which only seemed to amuse them, before continuing. “I just ate the thing.” 

“Yeah, but she ate it very enthusiastically,” Daniel said, an impish smile tugging at his mouth. “A hell of a lot more enthusiastically than that sad-ass kiss she slapped on you before throwing her guts up.”

“Go roast yourself, Daniel. That was not a proper representation of my sexual prowess.” 

“Sexual prowess?” Daniel laughed until tears formed in the corners of his eyes. “Ah, face it, honey. A cupcake turned her on more than you.”

Ginger lunged forward with a growl, but Rider grabbed the back of the collar to her leather jacket before she could make it all the way over the table and effortlessly plucked her out of the booth. “Wait for me in my office,” he ordered as he set her on her feet next to him.

“But. He—”

Rider held a hand up, palm side out, directly in front of her face. “You’re not in trouble. I have a job for you. Go.” 

“Yes, sir,” she muttered. She made sure to shoot a parting glare Daniel’s way and discreetly flipped him off, showing off her newest shade of bright red nail polish before she made her way to Rider’s office. 

“A solo job?” I studied him, checking for any signs he was holding something back from me, which he often did. I knew he did it for my own protection, but that didn’t mean it didn’t chafe. He didn’t exactly look guilty, but something was off, and he’d taken longer than usual to return from visiting his donor.  

“Yes. Ginger often works solo, and from what I can tell right now, she isn’t really needed out here.” He made a show of looking around the room before returning his gaze to where Daniel and I sat side by side in the booth. “I’m assuming you’re both sitting over here because you have the bar well under control and you’re not just loafing around on the job.” 

“Actually, I’m undercover,” I said, and gave him my best snooty face. “I’m blending in.”

“Hmm. If blending in is your objective, you might not want to sit by people arguing so animatedly about chocolate covered peanut butter ball sacs.” 

“They’re hearts!” Angel said, but quickly averted her gaze and hunkered down in her seat once Rider cut a look her way. As handsome as he was, he was also big and scary, and Angel didn’t seem to know how to take him. 

“Keep them out of my bar.” He looked over at Rome, the big guy still standing close to him. “You’re supposed to be on front door duty for the night, right where everyone can keep an eye on you and make sure you don’t put anything in your mouth that doesn’t belong there.”

“Really? This is like being a kid,” Rome whined. “Man, I been babysat ever since I got out of the hospital. This is getting—” He shut up as Rider stepped into his personal space, crowding him, with an expression that suggested he didn’t give a damn about Rome’s complaints. “I’m just sayin’... I don’t have to be watched twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Man, I can’t even wipe my ass in my own apartment without an audience.” 

Rider turned his head to look at Daniel. “Really? You watch him wipe his ass?”

“No,” Daniel replied after swallowing the last big chunk of his burger. “But I do check the bathroom before I leave him alone in there, seeing as how I found a box of Little Debbie’s wedged between the back of the toilet tank and the wall. Crafty bastard planned ahead for if he was released with diet restrictions. He also hid candy bars in the vents, but forgot about them and turned on the heat as soon as he got home from being released. Melted every one of them and now he’s forced to smell the sweet aroma I still can’t get out of the apartment while munching on carrots and bran muffins.”

“I hate you, Puff.” 

Rider sighed and pointed to the door. “Go to your post and think about the things you’ve done.”

Rome walked away like a petulant child to return to his assigned post, muttering to himself all the way. I pitied the fool who got on his bad side coming through the door. A hungry, deprived Rome was not a joy to be around. 

Rider watched Rome until the big lug made it to his post, then turned toward me and jerked his head to the side, gesturing for me to get up and follow him. He rested his palm along my lower back once I stood from the booth and fell into step with him, the heat of his body spreading into mine, warm and welcome. 

We didn’t stop until we reached the hall in the back corner that led to the bathrooms, and I made sure when we did, I angled myself so I could still see the couple I’d been observing at the bar. “What’s wrong?” 

His eyebrows rose slightly. “What makes you think something is wrong?” 

“You pulled Ginger aside for a solo job, you took longer than usual to visit your donor, and now you’ve pulled me aside to tell me something out of earshot of my donor and bodyguard.” 

“Maybe I just wanted to get you alone for a moment,” he said, his voice deep and low as he lowered his head and pulled me to him before covering my mouth with his own and delving deep inside, teasing me with lips, tongue, and a little fang until we were eventually forced to come up for air. “You won’t be going to see Nannette tonight. She’s coming here.” 

“I knew something was wrong.” 

Rider hefted out a small, mildly annoyed sigh as he straightened. “Just because she’s coming here doesn’t mean anything’s wrong.” 

“Rider.” I leveled a stern look at him. “What’s going on? What job do you have for Ginger?”

It took him a moment to respond, as if he were debating whether he should, but we’d both been working on communicating with each other better, so he eventually gave in. “The donor who was on rotation for my next feed was gone when I arrived at her apartment.”

“On rotation?”

“I don’t drink consecutively from the same donor. I have them on a rotation. Donating blood to me is their job and they’re supposed to always be available should I need to drop in or send for them. If something comes up and they need to leave for something while they’re next in rotation, they’re supposed to call in and notify my team of their whereabouts.”

A rotation. Geez. Not for the first time, I caught myself wondering just how many donors Rider had, but didn’t dare ask. There were just some pictures I didn’t want in my head, and Rider’s mouth on other women was right up there at the top. It was bad enough I’d seen him drinking from one’s throat shortly after I’d been turned. 

“Do you still drink from their throats?” I blurted out the question before I could think better of it.

“No. Not since we’ve been together. I know you wouldn’t like that.” He gently stroked the side of my face with his knuckles. “They only give me blood, and only from the wrist now. I’ve never slept with any of them, not even before I met you. You have no reason to be so bothered by my use of their blood.”

“I know.” I glanced at the couple at the bar before shoving my hands into the pockets of my jeans and leaned back against the wall. “I don’t know why it still bothers me so much. Just the thought of your mouth on some woman’s flesh...” I fought down the violent impulse such a thought provoked. “It gets to me. Maybe because when I drink from you, we almost always end up naked and winded.”

“That’s you and me. And you forget, I’ve watched you drink straight from Rome and Daniel.” He lent a little bit of growl to the latter’s name. “Drinking from my donors is no different than when you drink from them. Drinking from them isn’t anything sexual. Right?” 

“Right,” I said, probably a little too fast, and hoped he didn’t notice. “You’re absolutely right.”

And I meant that. He was right. Drinking blood was what we had to do for survival. While I could drink from him, he had to replenish what was taken, and I couldn’t ask him to drink only from men. If I couldn’t trust him to drink from women without letting things get sexual, I didn’t deserve the trust he gave me to drink from men. And he had way more reason not to trust me, thanks to my succubus venom. 

I was still working on my insecurity issues and apparently, there was still quite a bit of work to be done. I remembered what had brought up the donors and got back to the point. “So, what does your donor missing her shift or whatever have to do with Ginger?”

“These women have a pretty sweet deal. Free rent and utilities and a nice paycheck, and all they have to do is supply me with blood when needed. It’s not the type of gig someone just risks losing because they want to go out and do something.”

“You think something bad happened to her?”

He nodded. “It’s possible. Some of my donors’ pimps were also their dealers. They’ve all been clean for years now, but addiction is a powerful thing. She could have slipped up or she could have gotten in touch with someone from her past, which breaks our contract, but I still need to make sure she’s all right. The same contract that says they’re supposed to be available to me when needed also states I’m supposed to keep them safe.”

“You take that responsibility very seriously,” I said, admiration swelling in my chest despite my previous insecurity. 

“Of course. These women provide me with what I need to live and keep the existence of our kind a secret. Or, at least, I hope they do. With Julie unaccountable, it’s hard to say what she’s done, but I would have never suspected her of betraying me. I’ve saved quite a few prostitutes in my time, but I haven’t turned them all into blood donors. Only the ones who seemed the most serious about doing whatever it took to get free of that life and never return to it, but again... you can never be too sure when you’re dealing with someone who struggles with addiction.”

I nodded, seeing his point. “So, you’re assigning Ginger to track this Julie down?” My stomach grew a little sour as I mentioned the woman’s name. Having a name made her a little less faceless blob, more actual person. It was bad enough I had actually seen his donor, Billie. One donor being real to me was more than enough for my tastes. But again, that was my insecurity talking, and I needed to suck it up. 

“Yes. After everything you’ve gone through this month, watching the bar is more than enough work for you. Of course, you could just take a break and relax...”

“I want to work. I’m perfectly fine.” My tone was firm. I could understand Rider’s concern. It couldn’t have been easy for him to watch me smash my head into a mirror and break my own bones while internally fighting with the spirit of the evil old hag who’d gotten into my head after he’d killed her. But I needed to work. “I can’t just sit around, Rider, and relaxing isn’t even a possibility. If I had nothing to do but sit around, I would never stop worrying about Pacitti or Angel’s mom, or my mom, for that matter. Working right now, even if it’s just providing security for the bar on boring nights, is what’s keeping me sane right now.”

“Well, we definitely want to keep you sane.” He grinned. “With all the trouble you manage to get into without even trying, having you go a little nutty would be a catastrophe of apocalyptic proportions.” 

“Hardy har. Hilarious.” I fought the smile tugging at my mouth. “I could help Ginger. Daniel would go with us, of course. We make a good team on investigations.”

“You do, but not on this investigation. If Julie isn’t available because she willingly decided to go AWOL, she’s probably gone back to drugs and back to hanging around her old acquaintances. I never give my donors cash. She knows I can track her if she spends anything in the bank account that is monitored by my team so if she wants to be back out there on the street and not be found the minute she makes a purchase, she’s going to need to get her hands on some money I can’t trace.”

“You think she’d go back to her old job?”

“Her old job or her old friends, and eventually those old friends would convince her to go back to work. They won’t support her for long without her pulling in some money. I need someone out there who can blend in and find her, if that’s what she’s doing.”

I felt my eyebrows shoot up. “You’re going to have Ginger go undercover as a hooker to find your blood donor?”

“If that’s what it takes. Ginger will know if going undercover is necessary.”

I frowned. “Well, that could be dangerous, couldn’t it? She shouldn’t be out there alone. I can go undercover with her. Daniel could be our—”

Rider silenced me with a fingertip over my lips. “Danni. You can’t even say the word hooker without your lip curling, and I don’t think anyone but you even uses the word hooker anymore. No one would believe you were a sex worker due to the way you would be looking down your nose at the other girls, and they definitely wouldn’t believe that rainbow-haired goofball was a pimp. I don’t think you could talk him into going undercover as a prostitute either.”

Something in Rider’s tone raised my hackles. “I don’t look down my nose at anyone. And if I did, it’s not like we’re talking about women who work in an office or any other honest type of work.” 

“Danni, you kill people while working. We both do. It’s illegal just as prostitution is, and we can debate all night about the morality of it, but we’re all just doing what we have to do to survive, aren’t we? No woman ever grew up with the dream of selling her body to avoid starvation or planned on getting so addicted to a substance that she would risk her life every night to do whatever it took to get her next fix. Even if a woman did choose to accept money for sex as her way of paying the bills without being forced or acting out of desperation, is that woman harming you in any way?”

“No,” I muttered. “I guess not. It just... it seems gross to me. But that doesn’t make me an awful person for not approving of it.”

“I didn’t say it did and you don’t have to approve of it, but maybe you shouldn’t be so quick to condemn other women for what they do. You’re not awful for thinking the way you do, but you could be an even better version of you if you lost some of that judgmental thinking.” He lowered his voice. “There are quite a few people who might think pretty badly of you if they knew what you were capable of. There are people who would label us both as psychotic killers. Monsters. Evil. Do you really want to judge others when they could do the same of you?”

I folded my arms and shook my head. “No. You make a good point.”

“Ginger will be fine working this job on her own. One unfamiliar face poking around asking questions about Julie will be less suspicious than a pair, and she knows how to blend in. Also, she’s a vampire, so it’s not like I’m sending some defenseless, untrained woman out there to get hurt. Pity the idiot who tries to pick her up for the night.” He kissed my forehead. “Now. Want to tell me why you keep watching that couple over at the bar?” 

I blinked, unaware Rider had picked up on my continuous glancing over that way. “I’m not sure. I just have a feeling they need to be watched.”

“They?”

“She,” I said, referring to the brunette. There was nothing about her that really stood out. Her hair was an unremarkable shade of brown that fell straight to just below her shoulders. The fuzzy pink sweater she wore did nothing to accentuate any curves she may or may not have had, and it fell past her hips to cover any shape her leggings may have brought attention to. She wore minimal makeup and glasses with very basic frames. “I don’t know why, but I just feel like she needs to be watched. Just in case.”

“Just in case what?”

I looked at the man with her. He was about five feet, nine inches tall, with an average build. Not a lot of muscle, but not scrawny or weak. His dark hair was buzzed so low I could see scalp, and a diamond sparkled in his left earlobe. His nose was straight and pointed at the tip, his dark eyes almond-shaped and very focused on the woman. Dressed in a dark gray Nike sweatshirt and jeans, he looked like any other average guy who frequented the bar. There was nothing menacing about him. Still... I had the strongest urge to ensure the woman was safe. 

“In case she needs someone to watch her back.” I shrugged. “I’m not sure what I’m picking up. They both seem human to me.”

“Because they both are,” Rider said, eyeing the couple for a moment before turning his curious gaze to me. “I’m not getting anything predatory off the man, and she looks like she’s enjoying his company.” 

“I know. That’s why I’m just watching. Just in case.”

Rider frowned. “Is this another one of those gut feelings you’ve been having?”

I nodded.

“Damn,” he muttered, turning back to look at the couple just as Nannette entered the bar. Seeing her, he turned back toward me. “Nannette’s here, so maybe she can help you figure out what’s going on. I have to brief Ginger. Do me a favor and don’t follow that woman home so you can go toe to toe with another evil Santa Claus.”

“What are the odds of that happening again?”

“With you, I’m afraid to think of the odds on things like that.” He brushed a quick kiss over my mouth and stepped out of the hallway with me. “Speaking of donors, try to keep yours out of here, especially with outside food that causes disturbances.”

“It wasn’t that big of a disturbance, and she gets bored.”

“It’s your job to compensate her with food and shelter, not entertainment,” Rider said. “I’ve told you before that you’re too attached to her.”

“Hey, you’re the one sending Ginger out to track down one of your missing donors. I believe I detected a little concern.”

“Yes, because it is my duty to keep my donors safe and I don’t take that lightly. I will use all means necessary to locate her and ensure her safety. However, I am not attached to any of my donors. Therefore, if Julie has in fact run off of her own choice and has betrayed me, I won’t hesitate to do what needs to be done to rectify that betrayal, nor will I lose any sleep over it.” He squeezed my hand before letting go so he could exit the bar through the back door separating the bar from the rest of the building where he lived and where he ran his security business. “Try to stay out of trouble.”

“Don’t I always?”

Rider rolled his eyes and muttered something that didn’t sound very positive under his breath before he disappeared through the back door. I could hear Kutya whining excitedly beyond the door, back from his walk with Hank and ready for a big belly rub that Rider would pretend like he couldn’t stand doing, but secretly enjoyed as much as the big pup did.

By the time I started moving across the room toward the booth where I’d left Daniel and Angel, Nannette had just torn herself away from Rome. I was starting to think the big guy had a serious crush on her. She rolled her eyes as she left him, cluing me in that she did not feel the same way. 

Daniel stood from the booth just as Nannette and I reached it, and he frowned in the vampire’s direction. “I thought Danni was going to see you later at the hospital.” 

“Change of plans,” Nannette said. “I’m seeing her now. Here.” 

Daniel looked back at Angel before turning his attention back to me. “Do I need to watch the kid while you two go downstairs or—” 

“I’m not a kid!”

“It’s so annoying when she does that,” Daniel breathed the words out so softly they didn’t qualify as a whisper.

I looked back over at the couple at the bar, found them exactly as they’d been a moment before. Side by side, close. Talking without any sense of anything being wrong. “We’ll stay up here, but we’ll go to that booth that just cleared in the back corner. Angel, try not to bring attention to your, uh, chocolate hearts. Rider’s being a little grumpy about outside food in here tonight.”

“I noticed. What’s his deal?” 

“I’m really not sure. Just make sure you don’t let Rome have any of those. We’ll take you home once we’re off duty if Ginger can’t do it before she starts the assignment Rider just pulled her for. It’s almost time for shift change, so either way, you don’t have that long to wait around.” 

“You got chocolate in there?” Nannette said, eying the box on the table in front of Angel.

Angel opened the box to reveal the poorly crafted hearts. The corners of Nannette’s mouth twitched, but she didn’t say a word as she reached into the box, selected a treat, and took a bite. “Mmm. Thanks.”

Nannette was a goddess. Tall, graceful, but lethal. Beautiful with flawless, deep brown skin and warm brown eyes. Her dark hair was shaved down close to her scalp. I’d never be able to pull off such a look, but it fit her perfectly. She had the features for it. Feminine, yet very bold. Any makeup she wore was always with a soft touch and in neutral colors, not that she needed the aid of cosmetics. Her lashes were long and curled, free of mascara, her lips plump and full, the kind women paid money for. She was small-chested like me, but not without curves, which she accentuated in the snug jeans she wore tucked into black leather boots and the matching leather jacket belted at her narrow waist. 

Nannette was who I wanted to be when I grew up and got over my issues. Or who I wanted to be like. The woman oozed confidence. She had an air about her that always made me think of her as royalty. She also had an air about her that said she’d kill you in a heartbeat if you looked at her in the wrong tone of face, so I tried really hard not to do that. I used to think she was my enemy, but we’d become pretty close to friends. Not that she’d admit it, but at least she didn’t seem to want to smash me under her boot like a bug anymore. At least I was pretty sure she didn’t. About eighty-five percent sure. 

“If that’s all right with you,” I quickly added, glancing back over at the bar. “I’m still technically on duty watching the bar with Daniel, and I wanted to talk to you about something before we start throwing punches.”

“That’s fine.” Nannette took another bite of the chocolate peanut butter treat that I tried really hard not to covet, and nodded her head, gesturing for me to lead the way. 

“I’ll keep my eye on Angel while doing my walk around,” Daniel assured me before stepping away to start his circular route around the room, checking to make sure everyone was behaving. 

I led Nannette to the booth in the rear corner of the room, reaching it just as the server finished wiping the table down, and slid into the side facing the front, my back to the wall. I was in the perfect position to watch the couple at the bar. 

Nannette slid into the other side of the booth and finished the last bit of Angel’s confection before licking the melted chocolate from her fingertips and reached for a napkin. “Mmm. Best tasting ball sac I’ve had in a while.”

I choked out a laugh. “Thank you for not saying that in front of her. They’re supposed to be hearts, and she’s a little miffed that everyone keeps saying they’re testicles.”

“She’s your donor, correct?”

“Yes.”

Nannette gave me a reproachful look.

“Oh, don’t you start too. What’s so wrong with getting along with my donor? For crying out loud, she’s a person, not a blood popsicle.”

Nannette raised her hands, palms facing out. “All right. Just as long as you don’t get so attached you start to feel bad about drinking from her. You need to stay on top of your blood cocktail, and she’s an important part of it.” 

“I know, and I have been.”

“Good. And you might want to store her somewhere safe instead of toting her around with you, given your penchant for finding danger. If something happens to her, there goes your blood source.”

Good grief. What was it with her and Rider? Angel was a person, not a juice box. “Thank you for my Christmas gift. I loved it,” I said, moving along before my irritation had a chance to grow into a really bad mood. “I’m assuming you spent Christmas with family?”

Nannette actually blushed a little, something I never expected to see. “I volunteered at a food kitchen alongside my descendant. We had a nice conversation. She is a very intelligent, lovely young woman... which I know now thanks to you.” She cleared her throat and straightened her posture as she clasped her hands in front of her on the table. “But I am here to work with you today. Rider filled me in on what happened with the krackling. That was a very risky move you pulled, Danni.” 

“But it worked,” I said, fighting the urge to shudder as I remembered purposely calling upon my succubus power and biting into the gross belly of the bat-like thing spewing out of the creature’s maw in order to enthrall it. “And now I know I can call my succubus power up at will if I ever need it.”

Nannette’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “I’ve been under the impression you’ve wanted nothing to do with that part of yourself. You’ve wanted to suppress it.”

“I have. Or I did. But is that even possible? I’ve been fighting against it since I was turned, but that just seems to blow up in my face. And I needed it when we fought the krackling. There was no other way we were going to defeat that monster, so that got me thinking. This side of me could be useful if I could control it.”

Nannette nodded slowly. “This is true. Controlling it will take some practice and could be dangerous until you have it mastered. Rider said you had trouble calming the succubus power once you unleashed it.”

I grimaced, remembering shoving my tongue down poor Ginger’s throat and throwing up right after. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m hoping you can help me. You’ve been researching succubi since I was turned, right?”

“Yes.” She narrowed her eyes. “In order to better understand your physiology should you have issues stemming from that side, and to know how to treat you medically.”

“I was thinking maybe you could develop something. Like those hawthorn oil syringes Rider uses to knock me out. I don’t want anything to knock me out, though. I just need something that could help me pull back in my succubus power. If that makes sense.” 

“I get what you’re asking,” Nannette said, her brow creased in thought. “I’m not sure what I could develop. I was already looking into a way to suppress the Bloom before Rider and his witch friend figured out a way to do it, and I didn’t find anything. Part of the problem is that you’re half vampire and things that could potentially weaken the succubus part of you can harm the vampire side as well. Another issue is that there isn’t a ton of verified information on succubi. They’re not exactly known for seeking medical treatment or revealing their secrets.”

“So you’ve never treated a succubus in the underworld hospital ward?”

Nannette snorted. “We don’t treat demons there. They’re our enemy. As a hybrid, and one who has given her allegiance to Rider, making him your dominant sire, you get a pass.”

My face must have blanched because she reached out to give my hand a friendly pat, which if you had told me would be something she’d do a couple months ago I would have told you that you were out of your mind, but we understood each other better now.

“You’re not a true demon, Danni. As a hybrid, you may have traits of the succubus, but you will never be a complete one. You’ll never be a complete vampire. You are and will continue to be your own unique entity, which is why treating you isn’t all that simple. To my knowledge, there is no one else like you... and I’m not just referring to your penchant to get into clusterfucks of epic proportions.”  

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “So, how do you know what you do know? You knew about the Bloom. I’ve tried Googling for information on succubi to learn more about this part of me, but I keep getting stuff about anime and role play games, and porn. So much porn.”

“Google is often a miss when it comes to finding verifiable information on the paranormal community. Most of our knowledge comes from books and journals written by our own kind. You’ve seen Rider’s collection. You’ll find that most vampires of his age have quite the collection. We have a library at the hospital and a database of information that has been scanned in from several texts. Also, there’s word of mouth. Just because we don’t treat demonic entities in the hospital doesn’t mean no one has ever crossed any and... studied them.”

I felt the bottom of my stomach hollow out. “By study, are we talking torture and dissection?” 

Nannette shrugged. “Some of our information is obtained by hunters, and they don’t learn about demons by asking them nicely. I’m sure you’re aware Rider had a truce with a family of hunters until that one fool tried to kill you.” 

I nodded. “I knew they had a pact not to kill each other, but I didn’t know they exchanged information.”

“Rider would never give any information that would endanger any of us, but if he knew of a vampire nest full of rapists or pedophiles that he could send a group of hunters to instead of carving out time to travel there himself, he’d call it in to the Quimbys.”

“And they’d tell him whatever new information they discovered about demons.” 

“Yes. There was also his brother. Rider didn’t fight that man for centuries only to not learn anything about incubi and succubi in the process.”

“I guess not.” I tapped my fingers on the tabletop and took a moment to check on the woman at the bar. Still talking to the man. Still appearing just fine and dandy. Yet, my gut still insisted I keep my eye on her. 

“I can give you my notes from my research. Rider is bound to have some information on succubi in at least one of those books in his office, and I’m sure he wouldn’t mind you using the hospital’s library if you really want to learn more about your other side.” 

“It wouldn’t be a betrayal?” I asked before I thought enough to censor myself, my heart thumping away.

Nannette frowned and cocked her head to the side as she studied me. “You gave your loyalty to Rider. He wouldn’t feel betrayed by you wanting to know more about what you are. It’s actually wise that you’ve come to this decision. The more you know about what you are, the fewer surprises you might run into.”

“I suppose, although I’d just be happy to have a quick calming drug.” I remembered kissing Ginger. “Wait. I instinctually knew to kiss Ginger when I felt myself losing control over my succubus power. I knew getting that close to someone with estrogen would make the succubus draw back.”

“Bet you didn’t know it would make you put your head in a toilet.” She chuckled.

“No, I didn’t, but it worked well enough. What about estrogen? Can’t I just carry estrogen pills with me and if I get out of control, I can just pop one?”

Nannette shook her head. “I already thought of that soon after you were turned. Getting close to women or drinking their blood for the estrogen effect has been fine so far, but directly taking estrogen isn’t a great idea. We don’t know the effect it could have on your body, but I can take a few educated guesses, and none of them are positive.”

“Ugh. Then how can I—” I noticed movement out of the corner of my eye where I’d been watching the woman in my peripheral vision and turned to see her stand as the man who’d been talking with her deposited a few bills on the bar top. 

“I gotta go.”

“What?”

“I have to follow that woman. Don’t ask why because I don’t know. I just have to keep my eye on her.” I stood from the booth, still watching the woman as she and the man crossed over to the coat rack near the entrance.

“Is this one of those gut things you’ve been having?” Nannette stood from the booth and awaited my answer. 

“Yes, and I really feel it, so don’t try to stop me.” 

“I’m not stopping you,” she said. “I’m going with you.” 
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“I have no idea why I’m compelled to follow her or what might happen,” I warned Nannette as we crossed the floor. “We might be walking into a fight.”

“Good. It’s been a while since I’ve been in a good fight. Sparring with you has its moments, but I don’t really get that warm fuzzy feeling if I don’t get to actually crack someone’s skull open and watch them bleed.”

I turned my head toward her and raised my eyebrows.

“What? I’m a vampire,” she said. “It’s the nature of the beast. We all need the violence, but we can choose who we inflict it on so we’re not monsters.”

Very true, I thought, and turned my attention back to the woman just in time to see her slip out the door with the man right behind her, pulling a knit cap on his head. I grabbed my leather bomber jacket off the rack near the door, shoved my arms inside and had just pulled the zipper up when Daniel appeared in front of me.

“Going somewhere?”

“I need to follow that woman who just left.”

“Hell,” he muttered. “Gut thing?”

“Yup.”

“We’re on the clock.”

“Rome can cover things until our replacements come, or you can stay behind. Nannette’s coming with me.”

“I go where you go. Period.” Daniel moved over to the door and held it open for us before pointing at Angel, where she still sat in the booth watching us curiously and mouthed, “Stay” before turning to Rome. “Keep an eye on her and stay away from her testicles.”

“I hate you, Puff.”

I grabbed Daniel’s North Face coat and tossed it to him before stepping out onto the sidewalk, where the frigid night air slapped me right in the face. “I know you run hot, but as cold as it is, you’ll draw attention walking around without that on.”

“The man has rainbow hair. He draws attention anyway,” Nannette pointed out. 

“Rainbow hair isn’t as odd as someone walking in this cold in just a T-shirt.” I spotted the couple headed toward the parking lot alongside the bar and started after them, careful to keep my distance.

The pair paused by the lot, and we came to a stop, turning toward each other. Daniel took out his cell phone and Nannette and I pretended to look at something he’d brought up on it. Just three friends using a GPS to figure out where we were or checking to see where we could go next at such a late hour. Not suspicious at all.

I watched the pair discreetly and focused my vampiric hearing on their location, and was able to hear them over the wind blowing soft bits of fluffy snow toward us. The woman politely declined the man’s offer of a ride home, explaining she lived within walking distance and driving or riding in the snow made her nervous. The man assured her he was a safe driver and pointed out that the snow was light and the roads weren’t slick. When she refused again, he earned brownie points by offering to walk her home, refusing to allow her to walk alone at night.

Unless he wanted to walk her home himself so he could hurt her. If so, I would be revoking those brownie points and sending him to meet his maker ahead of schedule. But he still wasn’t giving me a predatory vibe, so I gave him the benefit of the doubt as the woman accepted his offer and they started moving again.

After they got a few more feet ahead of us, Daniel put his phone away and we were on the move. I shoved my hands into my coat pockets and wished I’d thought to grab a hat, especially once Nannette removed a black fur-lined cap from her jacket pocket and covered her head with it. 

Daniel saw me giving Nannette the jealous stink eye and grinned before he pulled a knit cap out of his coat pocket and handed it to me. “Your ears are turning pink on top.”

I thanked him and took the hat. It was black and had Beavis and Butthead on the front, but I was too cold to care about the ridiculous cartoon duo or what the hat might do to my hair. I pulled it on, making sure to tug it down far enough to cover my ears.

“The last time you followed someone out of the bar, you knew she was next on the krackling’s hit list. What’s the deal with this one?” Daniel asked.

“I don’t know. I just have this sense that I need to watch her.”

“Is the man triggering it?” Nannette asked, her dark eyes narrowed on the man in question as she flexed her hands, prepping to fight if necessary.

“I’m getting nothing from him. She set off something in my gut the moment I saw her, which was about ten minutes before he approached her. I’ve watched them all night, and he hasn’t done anything questionable so whatever I’m sensing, I don’t think he’s got anything to do with it even though he would seem the obvious threat, leaving the bar with her and walking her home in the dark.”

“So, you do sense that she’s in imminent danger?” Daniel said.

I thought about it for a moment and nodded. “Yes. It’s a queasy feeling in my stomach. Something is coming for her.”

“Please don’t let it be another evil Santa Claus,” Daniel said under his breath. “I still can’t smell Christmas cookies without wanting to hurl.”

“It’s not a krackling,” I assured him, although I had no clue what was after the woman. I only knew she was in danger. “And you shouldn’t have to smell any Christmas cookies for much longer. It’s almost New Year’s Eve and the world will move on to the next holiday.”

“I believe the next big one is Valentine’s Day,” Nannette said. “Maybe you’ll discover and kill an evil Cupid.”

“We already killed Cupid, remember?”

Nannette slid a glance my way and shook her head. “Right. I keep forgetting that really happened. It probably doesn’t help that I keep picturing you killing a giant diaper-clad cherub with chubby cheeks and dimples when I think about it.”

“Picture David Lee Roth on steroids,” Daniel suggested. “Far more accurate.” 

The couple stopped at an intersection ahead and waited for a car to pass before using the crosswalk to reach the other side of the street, continuing down the side street. 

“We don’t want to spook them by immediately crossing the street and going down the same side street right after them,” Nannette said. “Let’s fall back a bit more so they don’t realize they’re being followed.”

“I can’t lose sight of her.” My heart rate increased as I scanned the area. Even at the late hour, downtown Louisville usually had a decent amount of traffic, but the cold temperatures had been keeping people indoors since Christmas, so there weren’t many cars on the road and no pedestrians except for the two we were following. And us. I understood Nannette’s concern and acknowledged how conspicuous we could appear, but my gut was screaming at me that I couldn’t let the woman out of my sight. “Something is going to happen to her unless I stop it. I have to stay close enough to be able to get to her in time.”

Daniel glanced up at the sky. “There’s not a lot of people out. I can probably duck in somewhere and shift, and go up to watch them from above, but I’d have to go up pretty far to not be seen and if you’re positive something bad is coming for them, I’d rather not leave you.” He lowered his gaze as we reached the intersection and started to cross, the light red and the sign indicating it was safe to walk. “Those two haven’t looked back once though, so we’re probably good. No wonder you sense something bad happening to the woman. Neither of them appear to have the good sense to check their surroundings every once in a while.”

Before I could respond, my gut kicked into overdrive. Time seemed to slow, sound and smell ceasing to exist as my head turned on its own to see a pale gray van slowing in the right turn lane. My heart thumped fiercely against my ribcage as that van rolled through the crosswalk directly in front of us and turned down the side street. The driver appeared Caucasian and wore a black knit cap pulled low over his eyes and a black coat and gloves. I couldn’t see anyone else in the van, but I could sense them, and I could sense who they were after. I ran.

“Danni!”

Daniel and Nannette called after me as I cleared the crosswalk and my feet punished the snow-dusted sidewalk on the other side. My vampiric speed kicked in as the van slowed to a crawl alongside the oblivious couple and I surged forward down the side street as sound and smell came back. Not that I paid much attention to the scent of fresh snow or the sound of my feet sloshing through the white stuff covering the pavement.

My focus was completely on the van that had just stopped by the couple and the side door of it sliding open. 

“Run!” I screamed just as the first masked man jumped out of the van, hands already reaching for the woman, one of them holding a Taser. The second man had his Taser out too, prepared to incapacitate the man who’d offered to walk the woman home to keep her safe. Judging by the slack-jawed look of shock on his face, he’d overestimated his ability to do so. It was good for him that my Gibbs gut had kicked in when it had.

I plowed into the first masked man when the Taser was a hair away from connecting to the woman’s exposed neck, knocking him back against the passenger door of the van. I heard something make impact behind me, followed by a groan, and knew my backup had arrived in time to take the second man down.

My guy raised the Taser toward me, and I grabbed his wrist. With a quick twist, I broke the bones, and the Taser dropped to the ground as he screamed in agony. 

His broken wrist firmly held in my hand, I twisted his arm behind his back and shoved him against the van just as the driver got out and rounded the front of the vehicle. 

He pointed a handgun at us, but didn’t have a chance to get a shot off before Nannette appeared in front of him, spinning in midair before she kicked the weapon out of the man’s hand and started bashing his head repeatedly into the front of the van.

While the man in my grip struggled to get free, I turned to see Daniel calming the woman while her male friend appeared to hyperventilate next to her. The poor guy was bent over with his hands on his knees, staring at the unconscious man Daniel had knocked out. Well, I wouldn’t be getting any answers out of that one or the driver Nannette had just released after the man had given up struggling, knocked unconscious by his head’s repeated introductions to the van’s hood. That left my guy.

I rammed his head into the passenger side window hard enough to bust out the glass and turned him before slamming him back against the door. I placed my knee against his groin, a threat that needed no words, and gripped his throat tight. I didn’t worry about the fact I’d released his arms. With Daniel now at my side and the knowledge of my strength, the man would have to be a complete idiot to make a move.

Daniel must have still thought the guy might risk it because he picked up the man’s dropped Taser and held it threateningly. 

I removed the man’s ski mask, revealing an average Caucasian face with pale gray eyes and a wide nose. I suspected the nose might not have been quite as wide and flat before I’d rammed him face-first into the side of the van. His hair was brown, short, and messy. His forehead was high, showing signs of a receding hairline. I placed him somewhere in his early thirties. 

Daniel held the Taser just under the man’s swollen left eye, which was already turning shades of black and blue, daring him to do something stupid. “What was your plan, jackass? Rape? Murder? Jehovah’s Witness recruitment?”

I gave him a look.

“What? Those fuckers are relentless.”

I looked back at the man, who wasn’t offering up an answer, and squeezed his throat harder. “He asked you a question. What did you want with the woman?”

The man trembled as he glared at me, as much as he could glare given his swollen eye, and shifted his gaze between me and Daniel. He swallowed hard, focusing on the Taser for a moment before redirecting a look my way that all but screamed, “Fuck you.”

I punched him in his soft belly and stepped back when I heard vomit come up, but he swallowed it down. 

“My next punch is going to be in your balls, so I highly recommend speaking up.”

“And if you don’t, she’s probably going to put a blade in your nut or just rip them both off of you,” Daniel warned him. “It’s kind of her thing.”

“Revolting behavior,” the man said, and blood trickled out the side of his mouth. “You condone such vile acts and disrespect from your females?”

“They’re not my females, and as free women, they can do whatever the hell they want to do. After that comment, I’m guessing we’ve caught ourselves an incel, ladies.”

“I am not whatever you claim,” the man said, dribbling more blood down his chin. “I am a disciple of the prophet Ramson.”

“Oh, even better. A cult of religious nuts.”

“Who is Ramson?” I asked.

“Ramson is the way. He is the beginning and the end, the alpha and the—”

I squeezed the man’s throat until I cut off his ability to speak. “You know what? Forget I asked. Do you know this man?”

The woman was gawking at me when I turned my head to look at her. The man had moved closer to her, and his arm was slung over
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