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Chapter One

 


After the last student filed out,
Azure Agate sighed in relief that this was the last class of the
day for her. She opened her computer to a file for tomorrow’s
assignment and got up to write it on the board. This was her
classroom which meant she didn’t have to share it with another
professor thanks to her tenure.

She was in the running for chair of
the history department and thought she had a good chance of getting
it even if the current chair didn’t get the promotion he was hoping
for. She’d worked tirelessly at her occupation since she was
sixteen years old with her goals always clear in her mind. She
wanted to be chair of the department for several years while she
considered whether she really wanted to be president of the
university before moving onto school board
superintendent.

She began copying assignments on the
board for her freshman history classes when her cell phone ran on
her desk next to her computer. She set the chalk down and went to
grab her phone. A quick look at the phone’s display brought a smile
to her face. She immediately took the call glad to hear from her
friend Celeste who’d been out of the city for the last few
weeks.

“Hey, Celeste,” she
greeted with a smile.

“Hey, girl.” Celeste’s
voice was warm in her ear, but tired. “I’m back in
town.”

“Great, how was your
trip?”

Celeste laughed, but she heard the
faint sounds of strain. “It was something. Listen, I was wondering
if you could meet me at Myrtle’s Tea Room tonight? I really need to
talk to you.”

She frowned. Celeste had been out of
town on a story for the local newspaper she worked for. She’d only
talked to her twice during that, and she’d seemed excited about
something she’d found.

“Sure. What
time?”

“Around eight. I have some
stuff to do at work before I can leave.”

“On your story?” Azure
asked curiously. She was eager to hear about this story. Celeste
was intense when she was on the trail of something good and usually
enjoyed relaying the tale.

“Yeah,” she said after a
hesitant moment. “I have to go now though if I’m going to finish
up, so later.”

The hang up was so abrupt that it made
Azure frown. Celeste’s tone was off. She sounded almost grave
rather than excited, and she was never that abrupt unless she was
staking someone out for a story.

Azure tried to brush it off, but the
subtle clench of her stomach and dampening of her palms warned her
something else was coming. She went back to the blackboard
plastered against the white brick wall of the small classroom and
took up her chalk again without speculating. She knew her friend’s
job as an investigative reporter could sometimes land her in hot
water, but it had never been truly dangerous.

“Hey, you still here?” a
masculine voice quizzed. “I expected you to be out of here by now
on a Friday.”

She turned slowly to face Marvin Cain.
She and Marvin had dated, but things had never gotten serious
between them, though not for lack of trying on his part. He was a
six foot two chocolate man with black eyes and full lips. He was
strikingly good looking and wore tailored suits that didn’t detract
from the hard lines of his body.

“Hello,
Marvin.”

He moved into her classroom, his eyes
sliding down her body slowly. They lingered on her legs in the
knee-length dress she wore with a sweater for a jacket. He perched
on the edge of the side of her desk as he brought his gaze back to
hers. “Writing out tomorrow’s assignments like a true
professional.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a
dickhead.” She checked her lap top and finished the last sentence.
“What do you want anyway?” Marvin wasn’t just another professor. He
was the current head of the history department with his eye on the
vice presidency of H.M. Wright University which would soon be
vacant.

“To take you out to
dinner,” he said, his voice lowering to a sexy thrum that did
nothing for her.

The last thing she needed. Going out
with him would be like admitting she wanted to get back together
with him. And he was a good catch. He was smart, good looking, and
nicely built. People liked and respected him.

But Marvin wasn’t her type. He was
looking for something she couldn’t give him.

“C’mon,” Marvin
encouraged. “We can go to Dante’s.”

Dante’s? How romantic was that? Low
lights, cozy atmosphere. If that didn’t just scream I want in your
life, she didn’t know what did.

“I’m busy tonight,
Marvin,” she replied.

“C’mon, Azure,” Marvin
contradicted. “If you’re sitting home alone with papers, you’re not
busy.” Marvin got to his feet and moved close to her. He put a hand
on the chalkboard and looked down into her chestnut eyes. “I know
you’re gun shy for whatever reason, but I’m not about hurting you
or games.” His voice was low and warm. “Didn’t I prove that? Every
time you said no to sex, I let it go.”

She studied him knowing she had to
tread carefully. He might try to keep her from getting his job if
he was promoted. She knew how nasty men could be when they didn’t
get what they wanted.

Azure drew in a breath. “Seriously,
Marvin, I have plans.”

He shook his head studying her with
sad eyes. “You know, running isn’t the best way to work through
your issues, and blaming every other man is wrong,” he said coolly,
and she could practically feel the frost building on
him.

If she’d been throwing away a good
thing because she was trying to protect her heart, she’d be
despising herself right now for being so weak and
cowardly.

“I’m sure that‘s true,”
she said quietly. “But I really do have plans that I’d rather not
cancel.”

“You know, Azure, one of
these days you’re going to wake up and realize you’re all alone.”
He shook his head regretfully. “And it’s going to be too late to be
happy because you will have let all the good black men get away.”
He turned and strode to the door. “Have fun with your papers and
your glass of wine.”

Azure rolled her eyes and went back to
her task. She really wasn’t the woman to argue the merits of the
good black men with him or anyone else since she was a lesbian.
She’d never dated a man in her life.


Chapter Two

 


That evening Azure glanced across the
table situated in back of the restaurant at her friend. Myrtle’s
Tea Room, a medium sized restaurant, catered to tea drinkers. They
served a large variety of teas as well as foods you might eat while
having tea from dainty sandwiches to little cakes and scones. Her
cup of tea sat barely touched in front of her on the linen covered
table.

It was obvious something was wrong
with Celeste tonight. Her usually sparkling personality was subdued
and brown eyes were somber. She reached across the table and put
her hand on her friend’s.

“What’s going on with you,
Celeste?” They never met here unless Celeste wanted to talk rather
than socialize.

“You know the story I’ve
been working on?” she asked.

“Not really.” She hadn’t
talked about the story. Azure gave her friend a teasing
smile.

“Women are vanishing in
this city,” Celeste told her. “I’ve been able to track down six of
them including a couple of girls who go to H.W. Wright.”

“What?” Her smile faded
quickly and alarm tightened her chest.

Celeste fiddled with her phone for a
minute and then said, “Look.”

She took the phone and examined the
pictures. She recognized one of the girls from her class. Hayley
was eighteen and a freshman. She was a history major with a bit of
a timid personality. She leafed through the others, and recognized
two of them from the news.

“I think I know why they
were taken,” Celeste told her. “I have a few notes to go over and a
few calls to make, but I’ll have my story finished in a few
days.”

“Why were they
taken?”

Celeste pushed out a soft sigh. “I
don’t want to say just yet, but I wanted to warn you to be careful.
Hayley was last seen with a professor from the college.”

A chill went down her spine. “One of
our professors was involved in this? Are you sure?”

“I have some pictures, and
a statement as well as a video. I’m going to talk to the guy who
took footage of Hayley with the professor in the morning. He
overheard her begging for her life.”

“Did he tell the police?”
Azure demanded.

Celeste shrugged. “He said he didn’t
want to get involved, but he agreed to talk to me. I’m hoping I’ll
be able to convince him to go to the cops.”

Azure shook her head, a hand going to
her chest as her heart thumped hard. “I can’t—I can’t understand
why he wouldn’t go to the police, and why contact you?”

“He said he saw something
strange, and he got it on video,” Celeste murmured leaning toward
her. “He said he’d show me in the morning.”

“Are you sure you should
be going? I mean what if this guy who took Hayley knows about the
video or something? It could be dangerous.”

“It is dangerous,” her
friend said quietly. “I have to get this story out there along with
the videos. After I talk to him, I’m going to the TV station to
talk to Ross. We can’t allow this to continue to
happen.”

“If you know who the
professor is, you need to tell me,” Azure insisted.

“I will, but you have to
wait until I get the story finished. If you know him, you might tip
him off accidently by saying something,” Celeste said. “He can’t
know yet. These animals have to be caught and punished.”

****

“What worries me is we
never found the partner,” Kensal Obsidian said quietly to the other
two women seated at the table with her. To her right was Jeraline
Barkline who studied her with flat midnight eyes. To her left, Bali
Gale’s sienna gaze was watchful. “Cassia was sure there was one.
Add that to the fact that five girls have gone missing here in our
city in the last four months since the Prescott
incident.”

Only a month ago they’d invaded
Prescott and taken out a predatory brown bat shifter cabal that had
set their sights on a young witch that had worked for
Kensal.

“They meet the same
criteria as those girls that went missing in Prescott,” Bali
murmured.

“It has bothered me though
that the bats would deviate from those girls to three witches,”
Kensal said. “Did Cassia ever ascertain any reason?”

“You don’t know what your
own witch is?” Jeraline asked with a hint of bitterness in her
tone.

Kensal cocked a brow at her. She knew
the girl was a gem witch, her truest magick lie in her genetic
anomaly. She healed genetic anomalies but only through giving birth
to a broken being’s offspring. The gems were believed to be
mythical witches and psychics that were born of Amazon women long
ago.

“I know what she is,” she
replied patiently.

“I’ve put a witch on
this,” Kerra told them. “It’s not certain whether her ability lies
in healing supernaturals only or humans as well. That would be the
only reason to sell her to the highest bidder.”

“I’d like to see the
report when you have it,” Kensal said.

Bali nodded curtly. “Kerra’s working a
lead, a reporter that was asking questions down in
Prescott.”

Kensal took a sip of her fruity herbal
tea. The rich lemon flavor mingled with the raspberries and burst
onto her tongue making her sigh softly. “Has the reporter learned
anything that might put us on the right track?”

“Kerra’s met with her a
few times, and she thinks the reporter is on to a trafficking story
that vaguely links back to the predatory cabal we took
out.”

“The partner is running
the show on his own now,” Kensal murmured. “But we have to tread
very carefully. He knows we’ll kick ass if he gives us a reason and
trafficking is a good reason.”

“Were any of the girls
taken from here witches?” Jeri asked, irritation lingering in her
tone. “They might be looking to breed these girls for their
power.”

“No,” Kensal
replied.

“This could have been just
a general trafficking organization,” Jerri said coolly. “Then, they
realized the gem witches could change the financial as well as the
genetic game. They obviously aren’t the shit since one supposed gem
witch is dead.”

“But it’s not changing
what Baker’s partner or the clients think,” Kensal said. Baker had
been the leader of the cabal they’d taken out in Prescott. “We need
intel on Baker’s cabal. I’ll have my people dig deeper.”

“We need more on the gem
witches too,” Jeri murmured. “I need to know exactly what they can
do. Rumors aren’t serving us well in this.”

“Are you ladies doing
okay?” A waitress stepped up to their table and the three sets of
eyes swiveled to her.

The sound of her heart beating steady
and strong, the rush of her blood through her veins was like a
refrain from an old song. Her scent was faintly of tea and cold
meats and cheese. The chance for a taste of her blood was a lure to
the vampire bat shifters, drinkers of blood staring at
her.

“Can I get you ladies
anything else?” she asked when no one spoke.

It was clear the attractive brunette
with shoulder length hair and brown eyes hadn’t overheard anything.
Kensal’s gaze went to Jeri. She was normally a big flirt, but she
was in an uneven mood lately. She saw hunger flare in her eyes,
blood hunger—the need to feed.

Jeri had just finished a movie that
would feature a few products that Kensal’s company made. She’d been
spending a lot of time getting the movie ready and less time
attending to her hunger. For a vampire bat, that could be
dangerous, but for her prey it could be deadly.

“We’re fine, thank you,”
Bali answered quietly. “We just need our check.”

The bland tone of her voice told
Kensal, Bali like her, wasn’t in need of a meal. Bali trained subs
part-time at Jeri’s cousin’s sex club. She had access to plenty of
willing sources of nourishment.

They could survive on blood from blood
banks, but sex was as much a part of feeding as the blood itself.
The deprivation of physical contact led to a lack of true
satisfaction even after feeding.

The server smiled at her. “I’ll be
right back.”

Kensal turned her gaze back on
Jeri.

“Are you in control?”
Kensal asked coolly knowing the question was an insult to a queen
like Jeri. Jeri was the head of a cabal, a family based on business
interests as well as mutual affection and respect between her and
those she ruled.

Jeri’s eyes were hard as she said, “Of
course. I don’t need you to lord over me as if I’m some hybrid
newborn.”

Hybrids were generally human mates
who’d been turned by a pure-breed vampire bat shifter. The majority
of them continued to consume human food, but a few converted to
full blood drinkers. In their early days, their thirst was strong
as their bodies adjusted to the change. They weren’t always able to
stop before killing and that is why their mates or a guard were
with them almost all the time in the first six months.

“Let’s not fight, Jeri,”
Bali said with an edge of annoyance. “You haven’t fed in weeks
thanks to the movie, so don’t put the girl in the
hospital.”

“I won’t,” Jeri said in a
low snarl.

Bali was Jeri’s right-hand woman and
had earned the right to be forthright with her. Kensal’s alliance
with Jeri was still new, but Kensal had been in this city the
longest. She considered this city her territory, and she’d kill
Jeri if her hunger led to too many deaths.

Kensal nodded. “I will see you ladies
later.” They exchanged nods and Kensal left them. She wanted to get
home to her mate who was being kept company by the witch. She
glanced around the parking lot as she moved into the shadows. She
merged with the dark cool spots before shifting into a bat and
taking flight.

****

“She takes too many
liberties,” Jeri muttered.

“She’s right, Jeri, and
you know it. Besides, Kensal is stronger and more dominant than
you,” Bali said. “She is also loyal and has more connections than
us both put together.”

“That’s the only reason I
agreed with your suggestion we ally with her,” Jeri said tightly.
“What worries me is this gem witch myth could be more than myth. We
need information on them. We need to know the ramifications of
their genes being joined with supernatural genes. We also need to
confirm if any of the other girls they took were considered gem
witches as well. Those witches, if they are real, could change the
face of humanity and perhaps not for the best.”


Chapter Three

 


Azure stepped out into the cool night
a few minutes after Celeste stepped out to take a call. Azure was
worried and didn’t think Celeste should be out alone after dark
considering what she was investigating. She scanned the parking lot
but didn’t see any signs of Celeste, so she assumed she must have
left out to talk to her source in person.

Her stomach clenched and her palms
dampened as she made her way to her car, telling her danger lurked
even if it wasn’t hunting her. The night had chilled making her
wish she’d brought a jacket. Her sneakers were almost soundless on
the blacktop of the pavement.

“Stop!”

The cry was weak and Azure cast around
trying to locate the couple. Then, a woman stumbled into view. She
fell to her knees and Azure flinched as a big man appeared behind
her. He grabbed her hair and jerked her head back as Celeste held
out her hand. The man bent his big body over her, and she
screamed.

Azure’s eyes widened. She was rooted
to the spot even as a second man joined the first.

Celeste!

“You can’t stop this,”
Celeste screamed. “Everything is already in place. Everyone is
going to know what you are.”

“I don’t need to stop it.
Just you.”

“Damn it.” The voice of a
second man was a low rumble on the air. “I’ve told you about this
shit. You can’t just go around killing out in the open. Someone
could—” He broke off as his head turned and their eyes
met.

Heart pounding like a sledgehammer,
Azure was spurred into action. “Celeste!”

“Get out of here!” Her
friend screamed. “Go get help!”

Her first instinct was to help her
friend. A friend who had no idea what she was capable of, and she
couldn’t expose herself by using her magick so openly. She jerked
around and ran for the door. She stumbled and a hand clamped over
her shoulder.

“Let go of me,” Azure
commanded.

He jerked her around, and her heart
stopped in her throat as she stared up into eyes as black as a
moonless night. The darkness of him closed around her even as his
lips pulled back in a cold smile that revealed wicked sharp
canines. Her breath shuddered.

“Oh, Goddess!” The words
came out on a harsh breath as her skin chilled and sweat beaded on
her body.

He laughed. “You should have minded
your own business. Now, you’re my dessert.” He lowered his
head.

“No!” She stomped hard on
one foot and drove the heel of her hand into his nose. He grunted,
rage filling his eyes, but his hold loosened. Taking advantage, she
jerked free and fell backward.

She landed with a grunt. He bent down
and struck her across the face. Pain exploded through her bones and
Azure blinked back tears that swelled in her eyes.

“I like your fire.” His
voice was gritty with anger. “I think I’ll take you back to the
lair and play with you a little before I kill you.” Hard hands
grabbed the front of her dress and tugged. The delicate fabric
tore, and he lost his grip, causing her back to thump to the
ground. He kicked her in the thigh.

She cried out, and he reached for her
again. Azure lifted her hand and pointed a shaky finger.
“Repellit!”

He went reeling back several steps and
Azure struggled into a sitting position.

“You little bitch,” he
muttered. “You’ve just made this so much harder than it has to be.”
He lunged for her, and she squeaked.

“Inflammo!” She pointed
and fire flickered on the front of his shirt.

“Shit!” He lunged for her
and the fire spread up his chest. He stopped to slap it out and she
leaped to her feet and sprinted for the door. He grabbed her from
behind and caught her in a choke hold.

Azure struggled and darkness tugged at
her with a brusque hand. She sucked in a harsh breath determined
not to allow herself to go under.

“Someone’s coming,
Roy.”

Roy let the limp form sink to the
ground. She’d be dead weight not, that she weighed that much, but
he needed lightness for this escape. He got a running start and
shifted into a black bat as the door of the tea room opened. Kerra
Knight shifted back to her
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