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Chapter One

 


A scream sliced through the silence as
Ruby Spinel jerked awake in a sweat-soaked nightgown. Her breathing
was loud and rough in the small room she’d been assigned by the
agency that had rescued her.

Trembling, she lay there with the
shadows cast by the almost yellow glow of the nightlight closing in
around her. A soft rap at the door made Ruby’s body tense all over
and her heart thump harder against her ribs.

“Ruby?”

She gasped softly and leaped out of
bed as flashbacks of that woman’s voice penetrated her reality and
dragged her back in time. The woman had come to her with the
injection that had left her paralyzed. She hadn’t been able to even
use her magick to protect herself.

Ruby glanced around the room, frantic
as she sought a hiding place, but the room was small. The bed with
its simply carved headboard was high enough off the ground for her
to slide beneath, so she dropped to the floor.

“Ruby, may I come
in?”

She scurried beneath the bed, the
carpet burning her knees. The pristine white bed skirt came down,
blocking out the light yet not leaving her completely in the dark.
She held her breath as she drew her knees up and bit down on her
nails to keep from making a sound.

“Ruby?”

Fear slithered through her and a
memory skittered across her mind. Stark white walls, cameras
mounted near the bed, and in the bathroom, to allow those prying
eyes to watch her every move. “Ruby?”

The voice yanked her back to the
present and she prayed the woman would go away.

“Ruby, it’s Doctor
Hawthorn. I just want to make sure you’re okay. I heard you
screaming.”

Hawthorn. Why did she know that
name?

“Come out from under the
bed sweetheart,” the gentle voice coaxed. “Let me see that you’re
okay.”

Ruby lifted the bed skirt, and peered
out into the dim room. The chair across from her bed was occupied.
The slim form was cast in shadows, but it wasn’t that woman that
had come in with the needle. The hand moved and something twinkled
in the light.

The silver ring was an intricate
design with a small red stone in its center. “Doctor
Hawthorn?”

“Yes. Will you come
out?”

Ruby swallowed tightly and inched from
beneath the bed. The carpet burned over the skin of her legs, and
she felt like a child as she stared up into patient brown eyes.
Burnt-orange was more what she would call them because they were
orange cream mixed with brown.

“Okay then.” Dr. Hawthorn
got to her feet and held out a hand to her. “Let’s get you back to
bed. I’ll give you something to help you sleep.”

She took the proffered hand. “No,
needles,” she said, feeling small as the other woman looked down at
her with inquiring eyes. Her mind flashed back to when she was
young. Needles and shots had made her cower in fear of doing
anything wrong, saying anything wrong.

Those needles had born injections that
brought pain to her entire body. She’d felt dead as she lay there
paralyzed and unable to defend herself against the
punishers.

Then, her mind raced forward, images
and faces blurring but the information was clear.

Every time the woman had come in,
she’d brought a needle. Ruby would then be subjected to cold
probing hands and hard eyes.

They had wanted to use her to bare
psychically strong offspring for a werebat shifter. Her DNA would
impart immortality as well as more power and if they bred that
child with another bat they would in time create a strong new race.
They had been trying to force ovulation in her.

“No needles.” Those
burnt-orange eyes held hers, made her feel … she felt hot. She felt
safe. Dr. Hawthorn removed her hand and reached into the pocket of
her white lab coat and produced a small tube of blue liquid. She
removed the cork. “Take this. It will help you get back to
sleep.”

Ruby nodded and took the tube. She
drank down the liquid and her limbs immediately felt like leaden
weights. Her head swam and a thick fog surrounded her. It swallowed
her whole, shutting out the lamp light and the doctor.

****

Jase caught the young woman as she
collapsed. She lifted her limp form easily in her arms and placed
her on the bed. She pulled the sheet and blanket over her. The poor
girl had been scarred some, and having trouble fully making sense
of her current reality. She waved her hand over Ruby and said,
“Sweet dreams for forty-four, and you’ll be lucid when you
wake.”

Jase studied Ruby’s pale skin and
Jase’s fangs, one of the marks of her vampire bat shifter genetics,
itched in a reminder of the thirst that had been plaguing her all
day. She’d been working with the women her cabal had recovered from
a trafficking operation run by bat shifters. Three of six women
they’d recovered alive had been human, but none had been
pregnant.

The other two women were psychics and
members of a race called the gem-blooded. The gems were power
houses of energy, but each woman had her own specialty. Their
captors had kept them sedated which left them unable to access
their power.

The humans were on their way back to
their families now, but Ruby and the other gem psychic didn’t have
anyone. Ruby was a twenty-two year old waitress who’d been taken
from the parking lot of the restaurant where she’d worked. She
could see why they’d want her just from her looks alone. The pale
skin and the long red hair the color of a ruby paired with those
plump lips made her a delicious morsel.

And she smelled so good.

Jase’s entire body reacted and not
just the vampire bat inside of her. Her pulse pumped hard, her
breathing came faster, and her stamen hardened in her
pants.

The stamen was a genetic anomaly in
vampire bat shifters. It appeared only in dominant lesbian bats
around the late seventeen hundreds. The DG, double gender gene
seemed to have arisen in the vampire bat species as a result of
disease killing off large amounts of vampire bat males. It was
because of the DG gene that their race had survived since it
allowed lesbian dominants to impregnate their mates.

The stamen reacted much like a human
male’s penis though it was different in appearance to a degree.
Right now, hers was throbbing.

Jase lifted Ruby’s arm. Her pulse was
a loud even thud that filled her ears and drowned out all rational
thought. Jase swallowed, throat suddenly very dry as hunger ravaged
her. She lowered her head and licked over the pale flesh of Ruby’s
pulse.

She drew in the clean delicate scent
of her skin. It smelled like innocence and violets. Jase closed her
eyes as her fangs dropped and let them scrape across the tender
skin.

Breathing hard, she forced herself to
release Ruby’s arm and back up as she stroked her fingers over her
own throat. The bat was a curious animal. It was persistent and
demanding, especially when it was hungry.

Feeding off the unwary was one thing,
but drinking from the unwilling was against the rules though. So,
she turned and exited the room quickly before she violated them.
Her boss, her queen, Jeraline Barkline would kill her for violating
an innocent.

They might be animals at heart, but
they weren’t without morals or scruples.

Jase tucked the covers around her
before hurrying from the room. She stepped out and leaned against
the door as she reined in her libido and the bat, the other side of
her. It wanted—no it hungered for a taste of Ruby.

She drew in a ragged breath and
released it. Then, another as she rubbed shaking hands over the
legs of her pants.

She pushed away from the door as the
bat she was urged her to go back in there and take. The blood was
little recompense for the care she’d given the girl.

“Damn it,” she muttered
softly. She was a vampire shifter at heart despite the psychic
genes that made her a healer. But she didn’t have to give in to
that beast’s demands. She was in control.

“How is she?” The cool
voice was a whisper from behind her as she started down the
corridor.

Jase turned to face her boss, Bali,
whose dark eyes were expressionless. She always seemed so
untouchable to Jase, so cool and now was no exception. She walked
away from the room in the clinic wing of their sprawling home
heading toward her office.

“Physically, she’s like
the others, healing, but emotionally, she’s a little
tortured.”

“She was
raped?”

“Not that I can tell, but
there is more than one form of rape.” She frowned. “I don’t know
how long they had her, but she’s suffering some emotional trauma,
which is not uncommon. I don’t know how severe it is yet, but time
will tell.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Bali
agreed. “Kensal wants to take possession of her as soon as
possible, but she doesn’t want to rush her recovery.”

Kensal Obsidian was their ally and
Jase considered her an intelligent woman. However, Kensal was just
assuming these women would want to join her cabal, her family. Even
with no place to go, they might not want to be part of this
supernatural world that was sometimes dangerous.

“Jeri is just going along
with this?” she asked. “No one’s talked to the girls to find out if
they want to be part of this life?”

Bali shrugged. “Kensal won’t force
them I’m sure,” she replied. “And the other girl? Is she ready to
leave?”

“She will be in a few
days,” Jase answered.

“Will you be able to
sponsor Ruby until she can leave? It sounds like she might not be
ready to join either cabal right away. Even asking her to make a
decision might be unwise if she’s emotionally
compromised.”

She would be responsible for Ruby
until Ruby could leave the facility and live on her own. Jase
didn’t see a problem with that as long as she didn’t count her
desire to feed off the young woman.

“I’ll talk to her and see
what she wants to do,” Jase answered. She didn’t think Ruby would
want to leave yet, but she could be wrong.

“Well, she’ll need a place
to stay if not. Will you provide that?”

“Yes,” Jase replied. She
lived in a cabin on the grounds, so Ruby would be safe even when
Jase wasn’t home with her. She could also give Ruby a glimpse of
the life she would be signing on for. “Has Jeri considered taking
on one of the girls should she not want to join Kensal’s
cabal?”

“Yes, and she hopes one of
them does decide to join us instead,” Bali answered. “So maybe you
could use your time with Ruby to sway her to our side.” Bali gave
her an arch look and Jase smiled as Bali strode away.

****

Acquiring one woman had never been so
hard, Tony Costa thought as he stared down at the picture of the
ruby-haired woman. She had gotten away from them seven years ago
despite all the precautions that had been taken to ensure the
contrary.

She was a special talent and could
become very dangerous should she be integrated into a group similar
to theirs. That she hadn’t become a part of one before now was a
miracle. People like them always reached for their own, someone to
understand them, who was like them.

Now, she was in the hands of vampire
bat shifters. Despite their track record, Tony didn’t consider them
much of a threat. He didn’t even think she’d take to their kind
after the way the others had probably treated her. He’d learned of
the reason she’d been grabbed off the street. Ironically, it had
been the same night he’d planned to recapture her.

“We can’t take them head
on.” The voice of his lover and partner in Gen Tech, Carla, flowed
softly on the air. She was just one of his four partners of the
group that had been founded over fifty years ago. The scientist
who’d approached him about the idea had been with a secret
government program that harnessed psychic power. They trained
psychics to do certain jobs in the military, CIA, and
FBI.

Tony tore his gaze from the picture to
look into her clear brown eyes. Her cocoa skin was smooth, and he
knew just how soft it was. The same couldn’t be said about her when
she wanted something. Carla could be as hard as any man and Tony
was certain that would be part of their edge in dealing with the
vampire women.

She was a woman, and she understood
women.

“Belle and her sister made
that mistake,” Carla said and rubbed her hands together. “They
aren’t to be overestimated though.”

“I don’t actually need a
lecture,” he replied dryly. “I just need to hear what news you’ve
learned about them and whether we really have anything to worry
about as far as retrieving our property.”

“They still have her,”
Carla answered darkly. “She’s still recovering, but that means her
mind is weak and vulnerable. We’ll be able to exploit that to our
advantage. I’ve already come up with a plan.”

She was always thinking. He liked that
about her.

“How many of us will it
take to pull it off? Her shields were too strong for you and me
alone,” he said recalling their efforts before the girl had been
taken by the bats. The mental shields were the energetic part of
the aura that protected the mind from the constant battering of
external noises and the thoughts of others. Their ruby-haired
beauty’s were almost like titanium.

“I’m thinking it would be
best if four of the shield breakers were put on the task,” Carla
told him as she moved around his desk and perched on the edge of it
to face him. She reached out and stroked his jaw. “Once they’ve
broken her shields, she’ll be weak enough for us to use your blood
bond with her to drag her onto the astral plane and disable her.
I’ll program her mind with a command to get away from them. Then,
we’ll take her.”

He did like that idea. It involved
minimal risk to them and no contact with the vampires. Besides
that, he and Carla both were experts at maneuvering on the plane
that existed just outside the physical reality. Yet it could be a
very physical and dangerous place.

“When do we
start?”

Carla smiled. “Right now,” she said
with a devious grin.




Chapter Two

 


The next morning Ruby stood in the
small bathroom adjoining her bedroom smoothing on moisturizer. Her
head was a little clearer this morning after a goodnight’s sleep
free of drugs sedating her and making her mind and body heavy. She
still wasn’t one hundred percent though, and having been kidnapped
wasn’t all that had left her off kilter.

She reached for the scrap of lace and
silk that was far more decadent than she could have afforded on her
salary as a waitress. She put it on and instantly the softness
against her skin made her feel sexier. She ran a hand over the
cups, luxuriating in the silk before admiring the dark fabric and
the contrast of it against her pale skin.

Ruby reached for the panties. She
always wore bikinis but these didn’t look like that style. She
pulled them on, fitted them into place, and admired her slim form
in the long vanity mirror.

“Hipsters,” she said and
stiffened as she felt a rake at her shields. Ruby waited and told
herself it was probably the energy of the strangers around her that
was finally brushing up against her mind. They were curious about
her and had decided—the thought broke off as ice ran down her outer
shields shocking her into a gasp.

She felt a second tug and was sucker
punched by the first. The psychic blast made her shields crack. The
face of a masked person with black hair appeared in the mirror.
Ruby stepped back from it and the glass flexed and danced for a
moment, a fluid thing before becoming solid again.

A scream seeped past the crack, and
she grimaced as she quickly began to repair the fissures with
threads of blue energy. The power inside her contracted, reached
out in jagged lines. Ruby let it go, feeling the heat of lightning
streak through her. She pushed it out in a warning to her
attacker.

The quick withdrawal told her the
lightning had hit its mark, but there was a scraping at her mental
shields that was like nails on a chalkboard. The sound jarred her
nerves and her power got away from her to flare out in jagged lines
of electricity that sparked in her eyes, silver on green. She
turned her face from the mirror to prevent cracking it. Streaks of
silver-blue energy burned the wall across from her.

“Ruby?”

Sucking in a breath she gritted her
teeth against the sound that was now a screech. Her power rushed
through her fast and hard as her heart beat faster. Her breathing
came in hard pants and she released just a pinch of her energy on
the mental plane and heard a howl of pain.

“Ruby? Is everything
okay?”

Ruby was yanked back to the moment and
her attention fixed on her eyes in the mirror. They glowed luminous
electric blue with veins of silver. She was on the verge of going
storm.

She
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