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Chapter One

 


The delicate scent of lemon and butter
sauce snaked around her the second Ryle Kane entered Kensal
Obsidian’s office. She trod over the carpeted floor, heading for
the massive desk situated between two windows.

The bamboo shades were closed against
the harsh summer afternoon sun, casting shadows in the room that
was west-facing.

The sun drained the vampire bat
shifter of some of its energy and forced it to partake of more
blood than normal or blood supplements, which were a little like
vitamins, except they were caplets made of blood. Fresh blood was
better for nourishment, but the caps served the same purpose as the
popular human energy drinks.

“Kensal?” Ryle glanced
around, taking in the bookcase lined with books on business,
finance, and marketing. The art on the walls contained muted colors
of serene scenes and a singular picture she’d recently taken of
Kensal and her mate Fallina on their short trip to Spain. The small
wet bar was neat with a bare marble top.

“I’ll be out in a
minute.”

Kensal’s muted voice came from the
direction of a wall. Ryle took a seat in a guest chair surmising
Kensal was busy with her mate in the secret apartment finished a
week ago, hidden behind the north wall.

The apartment was a contingency in
case the building was attacked while they were here. Fallina was no
fighter and a small, two-woman team would use the exit there to get
her out and to the safety of the cabal’s compound.

However, Kensal’s mating had turned
her from a lone bat, as it often did with vampire bat women. It had
been the luck of the draw that Ryle worked for the Midnight Agency,
which had allowed her to draw this assignment and join Kensal’s
cabal. Kensal had agreed to allow her to take jobs out of town
should she desire, but Kensal’s sudden summons had nothing to do
with her recent assignment in Spain, Ryle was certain.

At that moment a panel slid open, and
Kensal stepped out into the room. “I’ve gone over your reports,”
she said crisply as she made her way to her desk. “Security looks
good, too.”

“I know my job, Kensal. I
have been doing it for quite some time,” Ryle replied
patiently.

Kensal gave her a questioning look.
“Problem?”

“The only problem I have
is you treating me like I’m an idiot. If you didn’t trust me, why’d
you ask me to come here and join your cabal?”

She and Kensal had been friends for
over seventy-five years, but their interest in professions had
always been different. Kensal had done mercenary work to supplement
her income and fund her education, while Ryle had loved the freedom
of travel and lack of restriction.

Kensal gave her an enigmatic stare out
of eyes that had gone bat-black, and Ryle snorted. Kensal might be
an alpha bat, but she was certainly no slouch. She’d bagged more
than one alpha shifter.

“If you wanted a
yes-woman, you should have just hired one,” Ryle told her. “I’ve
got your back, I’ll die for your mate, but I’m not taking your
shit.”

“What about patrols?”
Kensal asked, her gaze chilling on her before going back to their
normal champagne color, a sign that she was letting this go for
now.

“Nothing out of the
ordinary.” She ran patrols of the city along with a small group
from Midnight Agency. The agency was run by a vampire bat shifter
from another cabal.

“Any more information on
that small coven staying at the Stryder hotel?” Kensal asked, and
her gaze went to a picture on her desk. The gold frame contained a
shot of Kensal’s mate.

“I’ve been able to
ascertain for certain that they are blue long-tail bee-bats.” Of
the bee-bat breed, the blue ones were the most aggressive and in
their animal form, they produced venom which was deadly to some bat
shifters.

“Damn them,” Kensal
snarled. She grabbed the phone from her desk. “We’ve got to deal
with this immediately. I’ll set up a meeting with Jeri, and then
send them a summons.”

The shifter world was deadly to those
crossing into another shifter’s territory without first obtaining
permission. Just slipping in unannounced was seen as intent of
aggression.

With the long-tail blue bats, nothing
was ever truer. They tended to send out scouts to assess weakness,
and then the king or queen attacked with deadly efficiency. “Jeri,
where are you? We need to talk.”

“I’m working from the club
today. Why? What is it?”

As a vampire bat shifter, Ryle’s
hearing was better than the average human’s, and Jeri spoke loud
enough to be overheard.

“We need to meet
immediately.”

There was a silence and Kensal shifted
from one foot to the other, expression suspicious.

“I guess you heard about
last night.”

Kensal threw Ryle a look and put her
phone on speaker. “Not enough.”

“Someone tried to kidnap
Zhara from the club.”

Ryle bit back a snarl of rage. There
was no reason anyone should have been allowed to get that close to
the sexy, leggy club owner.

“Bali’s juggling some
people to get me someone I trust to oversee things until I can
figure out what’s going on.”

“I’ll loan you Ryle,”
Kensal said after a brief glance at her. “She’s capable of dealing
with anything that comes up.”

“Come over to the club and
we’ll talk.” The line went dead and Kensal met Ryle’s
gaze.

“I don’t like this,” Ryle
said, barely containing her anger. “Bee-bats and an attempted
kidnapping?”

“Jackasses are up to
something,” Kensal murmured, eyes glittering with anger. “Let’s go.
I’ll have Kyrin take over for you here.”

“Right.” She headed for
the door, leaving Kensal to deal with her mate and make the calls.
They were going to have to be more aggressive than they’d been in
the past with bats, but Ryle just hoped it didn’t mean tearing this
city apart. Bee-bats never went down easily.


Chapter Two

 


Zhara Barkline glanced up from her
computer at the rap on her door. She screwed up her face at the
interruption. Her day was all planned out and it didn’t include
visitors or deviations from her schedule, despite last night’s
incident.

“Come in.” She rubbed her
neck. The sting was still irritated, but she hadn’t dared tell her
cousin. Jeri was protective enough as it was, but she generally
gave Zhara leeway to live her own life.

“I know you said not to
disturb you, but your cousin said to cancel your meetings for
today.” Her secretary Midori stood in the doorway wearing a
contrite expression.

“What?” she thundered as
she came out of her chair. “This is not happening!”

“She also wants you to
know she’ll be adding more security to the club in light of what
happened last night.”

“Fabby,” she muttered
darkly. “I’m fine. She’s making a big deal out of nothing. The
woman had had too much to drink.”

Midori frowned, brown eyes pensive.
“Might have been, but you can’t expect her to leave you unprotected
when nothing like that’s ever happened. Besides, how did the woman
get past the guards and up to your office?”

Zhara shook her head. “Someone was
slacking obviously. I’m sure Jeri or Bali will deal with
them.”

“Another thing,” Midori
told her. “Jeri said you’re not to go out without protection. She
wants to see you.”

“I’m busy too,” Zhara
muttered, glancing back at her screen. She had a few vendors to see
and bookkeeping to do. “I’ll be there when I can.” She dropped into
her chair, pouting to focus on her screen again.

“You know she doesn’t like
it when you keep her waiting,” Midori said, giving her a
disapproving look.

Midori was sleeping with her cousin on
occasion, so naturally she was concerned about keeping Zhara happy,
but she didn’t suppose it was all about that. Jeri was a vampire
bat queen to be treated with respect by all those not considered
her equal or among her top advisors.

“Tell her I’ll have to see
her later,” Zhara snapped. She hadn’t grown up in a cabal and
despised being forced into Jeri’s.

“I’ll let Jeri know,” she
said quietly. “Just a piece of advice, boss. You can’t keep
disrespecting the queen with impunity.” She turned and strode out,
leaving Zhara glaring at her back.

Zhara had grown up in the human world;
her mother had been determined not to allow her to become a part of
the freakish world of shifters. However, her father, a bat shifter,
had insisted on claiming rights to see Zhara. So she’d spent time
with his cabal, learning her bat shifter heritage.

She’d enjoyed her time with her
father, but she’d always been glad to go home. When her mother
died, Zhara had been nineteen, but her freedom ended and she was
forced to choose.

A life of virtual isolation among a
cabal of straights, or become part of Jeri’s cabal and live under
her rules. A minor still by bat standards, she’d had no choice but
adhere to bat law or strike out on her own, a lone bat.

Zhara had thought choosing Jeri was
the better choice. After all, Jeri had made it clear she had no
real intentions of interfering in her life, but now it looked like
that might be changing.

****

Ryle Kane entered the meeting room at
Mists, the sex club, and the first thing she noticed was that the
long table was situated between two windows. Plantation shutters
barred the way of the harsh early summer afternoon, leaving only
the dim white lights above to light the west-facing
room.

In the middle of the end of the table
sat small, dark-colored bottles and four bottles of water. There
were also two covered containers, one of which she was certain was
filled with flowers and the other beetles.

The club had come to be considered
neutral ground for the queens, Kensal and Jeri. Kensal was the
oldest and had been in the city the longest. She didn’t share power
well, so it was a good thing Jeri wasn’t actually interested in
taking control of the city.

“Jeri will join us in a
minute,” Bali Gale told them. Bali was the owner of the Midnight
Agency, as well as Jeri’s top advisor. “She’s wrapping up a
call.”

“How’d it happen?” Kensal
asked. “Is Zhara okay?”

“She’s fine, but the
ladies who guard the stairwell and the elevator up to her office
were all killed. So was a patron who passed off information to
engineer of the attempted kidnapping.”

Kensal frowned. “All four guards were
killed? What happened to your cameras?”

“They were angled away
from the stairs and elevator,” Bali answered tightly. “Those girls
drew this duty because it was easy and they were new to this kind
of work. I only allowed them to work for the agency as favors to
their families who thought they needed jobs outside the
covenstead.”

“My condolences,” Kensal
murmured. “Who are you thinking of replacing them with?”

“For nighttime, Azure and
Cassia are taking a rotation, but Jordan and Kerra are out of the
country, along with a few others. I can’t get them back before the
jobs are done, so I’ll probably run the agency from here until I
can find someone acceptable.”

“Those ladies are your
people, your family. What’s Jeri’s beef with Midnight agents
guarding Zhara?”

“Jeri’s just being
particular,” Bali said evasively with a shrug. “Zhara is her
blood.”

“Right,” Kensal said
blandly, and Ryle knew she wasn’t convinced, because neither was
she. “The attacker? Did you get anything? What about the other
cameras? Did they pick up anything suspicious?”

“One newcomer other than
the perpetrator,” Bali informed them, glancing from one to the
other. “The perp wouldn’t talk and she was killed on the way to our
containment cells. The other newcomer—we’re looking for her now.
She arrived with a driver in a Mercedes. We weren’t able to get the
plates, so we have nothing to use to track her.”

“You used a seer to see
what she could get off the body?”

“All she got was static.
The seer passed on her findings to Ruby and Azure, and they both
say the woman was linked to someone else who more or less was the
cause of the static.”

Both Ruby and Azure were gems—a breed
of powerful witches and psychics.

“Ryle will take the day
shift, if Jeri approves.”

“She does,” Jeri said from
the doorway. “Thanks for bringing them up to speed.” She gave Bali
an irritated look as she joined them.

“At least now we can get
down to the meat and potatoes,” Bali told her dryly.

“Which is?” Kensal
demanded.

“I’m not sure if this has
anything to do with it, but I can’t rule it out yet,” Jeri said,
and took a seat across from Ryle. “I had a minor problem in Prague
during my shoot. The guy’s a director, and he’s a bat shifter too.
Not brown, but he had short lashes like them.”

Ryle threw Kensal a look as a chill
ran up her spine. Bee-bats had short lashes like the brown bat,
though the brown bat was basically a non-aggressive species. Then,
again the werebat had short lashes, too. They were humans bitten by
brown bats who carried a venom that was dangerous to humans if not
treated within forty-eight hours.

“What happened?” Kensal
demanded.

Jeri shook her head, brow furrowed.
“He wanted my site. It was my last shoot of the movie, and he kept
showing up and screwing with my crew. Then my star was poisoned and
almost died. I had to stop shooting for three days while she was
healing.”

“Why didn’t you just let
him have the site?” Bali asked with a frown. “Surely finding
another one would have been less costly than getting into a
scrimmage with human lives at stake.”

Jeri turned her midnight eyes on her,
her stare hard. “I figured he was behind my star getting sick, so
instead of risking anymore injury and delays, I did,” she told her
coolly. “It cost me money, but I figured it wasn’t worth the risk
of losing lives.”

“Okay, so then what?”
Kensal pressed.

“I was attacked along with
the producer after the final take. So me and the girls had no
choice but to bust some heads. We killed three of his
people.”

“Could you tell if he was
blue or yellow striped?” Kensal asked quietly.

“They attacked us in human
form, but I did see a lone bat lurking in a nearby tree. It had a
long, striped blue tail.”

“Sounds like the long-tail
blue bat,” Ryle said, and shared a look with Kensal.

“Of all the shifters, you
couldn’t have picked a fight with a less aggressive one,” Kensal
said dryly.

Ryle gave Kensal an amused smile that
quickly faded as she turned her gaze back on Jeri. “Of the three
different sub-species, this breed is the most aggressive. They have
small, compact bodies, and are blue and black in their animal form
with stingers on their tails that carry venom.”

“They’re like bees in a
hive, and the worker bats tend to be loyal beyond reason and carry
out the king’s orders without question,” Kensal added. “Survival
rate for anyone unlucky enough to encounter a swarm is low. Their
venom isn’t deadly to us barring allergy, but they’re scrappy
fighters. The king usually has a large cabal.”

“If the king took offense
to the deaths, he’ll hunt you down,” Ryle told her. “Did you meet
him?”

“He didn’t say, ‘Hi, I’m a
long-tail blue bat king, and you killed three of my bees,’ Ryle,”
she muttered.

“Did anyone involved in
the physical confrontation survive?” Kensal asked. “Did a bat fly
over during the attack?”

“No one survived, and a
bat did fly over during the attack, and while we were shooting
before the guy started shit with me.”

“Nine times out of ten,
those are his people holed up over at the Stryder,” Ryle said
coldly.

“You’ve identified them as
bee-bats?” Bali demanded.

“Yep.”

“So you need to watch your
ass, and Zhara’s,” Kensal said. “It’s going to take a swarm to go
against a swarm, so you better start getting your people ready to
fight harder than they ever have.”


Chapter Three

 


“I’ll arrange for your
protection,” Bali said. “And I’ll get Jordan and Cassia back here
immediately.”

Jeri shook her head. “I can take care
of myself,” she said coldly. “But Zhara is more vulnerable.” Jeri
got to her feet, and Ryle saw the fear and regret in her eyes
before she hid it. “I wanted to protect her from the
violence.”

“I warned you against it,”
Bali told her quietly.

“Now she’s about to get a
firsthand look at what it’s like to go to war,” Kensal said, a hint
of anger in her tone that didn’t surprise Ryle.

Zhara and Kensal were friends and
Kensal was protective of the younger woman whom she’d known longer
than she’d known Jeri.

“I’ll keep her safe as I
can,” Ryle assured Jeri. “But she’s your cousin, your heir. She
inherits your cabal if we lose you in this, and you have to face
the fact that we might. This could get nasty, so she has to prepare
to either step up or disperse the cabal.”

Jeri nodded tightly. “I know,” she
said. “I don’t know if she can do it, but there are a few things
you need to know about her.”

“What?” Ryle asked
carefully, more than eager to learn more about Zhara. She was a
sweet beauty that she’d ached to take to her bed for weeks now.
Zhara’s sunny smile and musical laughter struck a chord in her that
had woman and animal longing to spend some time with
her.

“Zhara’s mother was a fire
witch, a gem, but not a true pyro. She could control fire, as in
body temperature, lit matches, that kind of thing.”

“Zhara’s a firespitter
vampire bat?” Bali demanded. “I’m surprised her father let you have
her.”

“He didn’t want to, but he
had no real choice. My family’s cabal structure doesn’t support
lesbians. That’s why I went out on my own,” Jeri told them. “She
wouldn’t have been able to thrive in the cabal.”

“So Zhara was offered a
choice, you or them,” Kensal said and there was a wealth of
understanding in her tone. “It was either that, or lose her when
she mates.”

“Exactly,” Jeri said. “As
rare as firespitters are, they didn’t want her out of the
family.”

In its bat form, the firespitter was
bigger than other bats, with a long tail and who spat fire like a
wren.

“Zhara’s the last of her
mother’s family’s bloodline on top of that,” Jeri said. “Her father
was worried she’d do something stupid, like fall for a gold bat,
and they’d never allow her to have contact with her family
again.”

Gold bats were a fraction bigger than
vampire bats, and the dominant lesbian women had genetically
mutated as vampire bats had due to the same disease—the plague, and
later, typhus. The disease, combined with wars, had left both
breeds with a shortage of men. As a result, their race began to
dwindle.

Enter the mutation that changed
everything. The lesbians of each breed were born with stamens and
could impregnate women of their species.

“Does she know this?” Ryle
asked with a frown.

“She knows she’s a
firespitter, but I don’t know what her mother ever told her about
being a gem. Gems were being hunted, apparently; that’s why there
are so few left.”

“You better talk to her,”
Kensal said. “Her life is about to get complicated.”

“She isn’t going to like
having her life imposed on,” Bali murmured, gaze on
Jeri.

“It’s either that, or lose
her precious life,” Kensal replied blandly.

Jeri grunted but Ryle found herself
smiling in agreement. You didn’t get pissed off because you had to
tighten security; you just dealt with the constraints it put on
your life.

“I’m sure having you
watching her back will soften the blow,” Kensal said in a teasing
tone, throwing Ryle a look, and Bali smirked.

“Don’t get distracted,”
Jeri snapped. “Your job is to keep her safe, not get into her
panties.”

“I know what my job is,
Jeri,” Ryle retorted in a chilly tone.

“Then, don’t overstep your
bounds,” she ordered.

Ryle gave the other woman a hard
stare. “Are you warning me off?” She wouldn’t consciously cross any
lines, but being in close quarters with Zhara was going to make it
hard not to indulge in at least a kiss.

“Damn right,” Jeri
muttered. “I’ve seen you watching her in the club as if she were a
honey pot. So I know you want her.”

The disgust in Jeri’s voice amused her
enough that Ryle cracked a smile.

“And she does like to
play,” Ryle drawled. “Maybe she’s ready to be with a real woman
instead of those pansy-assed little girls she likes to take to
bed.”

“You’re out of her league,
so keep your hands off,” Jeri warned.

“In the meantime, I need
to get back to my office,” Kensal said, clearly amused. “I left a
message for the bats at the hotel. Let’s see if they’ll respond. If
they don’t, we’ll have to take violent action.”

Bali nodded. “I’ll walk out with you.
Jeri, we’ll talk later.”

Ryle turned her gaze on Jeri. Her eyes
were dark and her jaw was rigid, making it clear she was keeping a
tight rein on her emotions. Ryle felt for her because she’d have to
come across as the bad guy now, and that could ruin her
relationship with Zhara.

“Let me talk to Zhara
first, and let her know what’s going on,” Jeri said
finally.

“Sure, I’ll just hang here
for a minute and then take a look around, get acquainted with the
day staff.”

Jeri nodded. “Also, Zhara has an
apartment here, and so do I. Azure and Kerra will be moving into it
as your night backup.”

“Sounds good.” Azure was a
powerful gem witch with an edge of darkness, but Kerra was
practical and skilled; she’d keep her mate on the right
track.

****

Zhara scowled at the knock on her
office door. She was finished with the bookkeeping and was getting
ready to head out for her meeting.

“Come in,” she called, and
zipped the case of her tablet closed.

“Looks like you’re going
somewhere,” Jeri commented.

Zhara pursed her lips and gave her
cousin a cool stare. “I have a couple of meetings with vendors
today. I keep rooms and the shop stocked with everything the
customers need. It keeps them coming back, plus it’s a little bit
of a commission in my pocket.”

“You’ll have to do that
tomorrow,” Jeri told her curtly. “Your safety is
important.”

Zhara snorted. “Safety? I’m going to
meetings like always, not to bull wrestle,” she said in annoyance.
“Last night was just a fluke.”

“That woman was able to
get to you because the guards were killed, Zhara,” Jeri snapped,
slamming her hand down on the desk with such force the pink
rubellite paperweight jumped. “That’s not a drunk smooth-talking
her way into your office. That’s a plan, a conspiracy to kidnap
you!”

The golden skin of Jeri’s cheeks
reddened a little, and her eyes glowed like coals. Zhara shook her
head, anger burning in the pit of her stomach.

“You’re just being
dramatic!” Zhara screamed, but she had a sinking feeling Jeri
wasn’t just trying to use last night to take over her
life.

“You know I’m not,” she
said coldly. “I got into a scrape with bee-bats in
Prague.”

“Why’d you have to be so
damn macho and pick a fight?” she demanded. “Why couldn’t you just
walk away!”

“I did,” Jeri said through
gritted teeth. “But that didn’t get me, and now you, anywhere. We
think he might have scouts in town. Ryle and Kensal assure me the
bee-bats are nastier than aggressive brown or werebats. I think
last night is proof.”

Zhara lowered her face into her hands,
fighting back tears. This was part of the shifter world she’d never
been exposed to and the part she thought she’d forever be exempt
from.

“Zhara?” Jeri’s voice was
soft, patient. “I’m trying not to force you to change your life,
but if you force my hand, I will.”
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