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Prologue
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Lillianna Mason fought to get the upstairs bedroom window of the old two-story up. The footsteps on the wood floor were a foreboding warning that her time was running out. 

How had she gotten so careless? Lillianna Mason fought to get the upstairs bedroom window of the old two-story up. The footsteps on the wood floor were a foreboding warning that her time was running out. 

How had she gotten so careless? The window wouldn’t budge, and tears filled her eyes. Lillianna gave it another hard jerk.

“Open,” she whispered, and the window finally slid effortlessly up. She grabbed the pack next to the nightstand and slammed it into the loose screen. 

Aylee fell forward as the screen gave way, and she bit back the scream as she tumbled out, almost unconcerned with whether she lived or died.

Her foot caught on the trellis and ripped at the creeping ivy that crawled up the brick exterior wall, and her stomach dropped as the ground rushed up to meet her. Instead of continuing to freefall, she floated the rest of the way down until she was within inches of the ground. Then, Lilly landed lightly on her feet.

She stumbled and righted herself before taking off like a shot, her eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness stretching out before her like the blackness of an unlit forest.

“Lillianna!” 

The shout of her name was a cold finger’s caress down her spine making her shiver. The hardness of it told her if he caught her, she would regret it not that she was running because he wanted to give her a cupcake.

“I’m going to beat you to within an inch of your life if you run. I swear!”

Lillianna tore across the backyard, heart racing at the speed of light. 

The man had been stalking her for five years, but this was as close as he’d come since the very beginning. Way back then, he’d lured her in, tricked her, and then struck. 

She’d thought he meant to help her, that he had turned against his father. A stupid thought on her part, which had gotten her a bad headache and a deep cut from his attack.

There had been no way for her to suspect he’d had an ulterior motive. After all, he was her stepbrother. He’d always been kind to her and at times protective just like a big brother should be.

But that first time had also opened her eyes to the truth of the power around her wrist. It was the power he wanted and the power that had healed the gash he’d given her that could have killed her.

Shoving the past aside, Lilly rounded a tree and vanished into the woods at the back of the property leading down to the lake. She’d planned in case she needed to escape in the dead of night or even broad daylight, but the cloak of night worked much better for what she had planned.

It was so dark in here, but her eyes always gave off a dim glow in the night even underwater. It was just one more freakish thing about her that she still didn’t fully understand. 

She ducked under a branch, keeping her breathing modulated despite the fact that she was running. She’d learned to be quiet, to shut down, going ice cold because he always managed to find her even in the darkest of places. 

Keep it together.  

She couldn’t allow herself to be afraid even though she had nowhere to go, no one to shelter her.

Lillianna, you have something I want. Give it to me, and I’ll leave you alone.

The soft words were in her head not right behind her. The man was a clever beast, a telepath. She had forgotten he had the ability to get into her head. 

No thoughts. 

He was picking up on her thoughts and using them as a guiding beacon. They were like a scent all their own. 

A twig snapped to her left, but Lillianna didn’t stop. She pushed herself, lungs on fire and legs wobbly in protest. The dock was close. She could smell the freshness of the water, feel the energy of it as it gently bobbed in its bed.

“Lillianna.”

There was such cruelness, such diabolical evil in that whisper that she shivered, her stomach tightening.

She ducked to avoid being slapped by a thin branch, and she heard them. 

Footsteps seemed all around her now. She could feel the heat of their bodies as they closed in.

Be strong.

“There is no escape, Lilly. We have you surrounded.”

She blocked out the booming voice and sprinted the last distance to the clearing. A man stood on the shore, a mere shadow, but she hurried for the dock. 

“Lillianna!” he bellowed, rage wrapped around every syllable. “Stop making this so hard. I’ll let you live if you give me what I want.” 

She didn’t even believe she could just be allowed to live anymore, not after all they’d put her through. Not after what she’d already learned about why they were hunting her.

“She’s here!”

Lillianna put on a burst of speed as she hooked her crossbody bag over her head. Then, she jumped. She sailed through the air and vanished beneath the water. She heard him hit the water after her, but the water was dark as the night.

Still, a hand curled around her hand and jerked her hard. Lillianna turned on her back. She tried to fight free, but he grabbed her shirt. 

Lilly leaned toward him, hands heating. She laid them on his face, and he began to burn within moments. His mouth opened as if in a scream but instead he convulsed, grip loosening. 

She pinned her arms to her sides and kicked her feet. Lillianna cut through the water using the butterfly stroke she’d learned years ago in her swimming class. 

She exhaled, sending bubbles into the water, her thoughts on the heat in her body. She magnified it using it to heat the lake in her wake.

She heard the screams but didn’t look back.
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Chapter One
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The screams still haunted him even now as he stood in his father’s living room with a drink in hand. He wasn’t shaking anymore, but he was surprised. It was the first time he’d seen the aftermath of the blade.

That was almost laughable. 

She hadn’t killed him with a knife. She’d used her hands or at least that’s what it had looked like. Even in the water, his old friend had burned as if from the inside out. 

The water hadn’t been able to do anything to put out the fire that had turned into an inferno that had lit up the night temporarily.

“Son, snap out of it,” his stepmother snapped. “Where is she? How did she get away from the six of you?”

He glanced at his mother. She was an attractive woman with golden brown eyes and long blonde hair. Right now, the rage in her eyes rivaled a storm.

Hank shook his head. “She just did. She was prepared. She’s always prepared enough. We couldn’t get to her through the woods.”

“Why didn’t you call me? I would have come down to help you,” she snapped.

“I don’t think she would have come to you,” he said. For some reason, Lilly had changed on them over night. 

The two of them had always been friends, from the time she’d been a child. He’d easily been able to win her with his brotherly charms. And Amber had always been able to manage her easily.

Then, in the blink of an eye, she’d gone from sweet and pliable to attempting to assert herself as a teen to a young woman who’d wanted more freedom and space.

Keeping her more or less friendless had made it easy for them to control her and for him to be the one she turned to for advice. She’d trusted him until that moment when she stopped.

Then, she’d been gone.

“She would have,” she insisted. “She’s just angry with me for not taking her side.”

His stepmother had almost been a mother to Lilly but never quite what he’d call motherly. She’d kept her dependent on them with her kindly care. 

“That doesn’t matter, we have to find her,” Ashton, his father growled. “We need to get her back as soon as possible. We have a buyer for the crystal.”

“Already?” Hank asked curiously.

“We knew it wouldn’t take long,” Amber said quietly. “Besides, selling it was the reason for putting up with her.” 

His father and Amber’s marriage hadn’t been meant to last twenty-two years. But all they’d gotten for their trouble that night was one dead woman and a child who’d been a blank slate.

“We thought all we had to do was kill her,” Amber murmured, a sliver of horror in her depths. “But the blade is like an animal. It goes into—”

“She’s the animal,” his father replied, disgust in his eyes. “It’s her butterfly genetics. She cocoons when she’s attacked. We couldn’t actually break through it that night.”

Lilly was a freak of nature. She could shift into a butterfly. He’d never seen her do it, and he’d never understood the implications or how such a creature existed.

He supposed that was how she’d gotten out of windows when he chased her. She always landed on her feet and even once she’d merely glided along on the air currents or seemed to.

“We’re going to have to kill her to get the crystals,” Ashton said. “Then, dump her body someplace.”

“She’s getting tired,” Amber said. “I’ll do a locator spell to see if I can find her.” She strode from the room, a determined set to her jaw.

She probably wanted this to be over as much as he did. Hunting Lilly hadn’t been easy even though he’d known the reward would be worth it. He had really liked her even though he’d known she’d merely been like a pig being raised for slaughter. 

Now, he was just tired. Her life meant nothing to him after seeing what that crystal made her capable of. She was just a thing to be killed, a tool that could bring him the money he needed to buy his own car dealership and start a new life. 

Ashton sighed. “We’re going to have to get rid of her too once this is over,” he said quietly.

Hank frowned. “Why? There will be enough money for all of us.”

“Twenty million dollars goes a lot further when it’s only split two ways,” his father said. “We’ll get rid of your friends too. We can’t have people running around talking about this. That relic is a weapon, a king maker, and once we sell it—”

“I thought you were getting ten—”

“I renegotiated,” he said. “They have to pay us for killing her. It’s not like we can just rip it off her.” His father took a sip of his own drink. “We’ll have to kill her in the harshest way possible. The shock will prevent her from cocooning immediately.”

“Okay.” Hank said.

“We’ll all have to do our part, be in perfect synch on this to get it this time. The goal is to make sure she doesn’t have time to cocoon, or the weapon doesn’t graft to her and power her up.”

“It seems grafted.”

“It’s not. It’s just a piece of jewelry that protects itself.”

Hank nodded but he didn’t agree given what he’d seen. “Well, I hope you can kill your wife, dad because I don’t want to even try.”

“I will be the one to kill her, don’t worry about that.”

“Then, it might be easier to get rid of her now, and maybe we’ll get Lilly back here for the funeral.”

“I don’t think she’ll chance that. We need to figure out what made her bolt in the first place,” Ashton said. “Did she ever say anything, give you a clue?”

“No.” Hank shook his head. “She talked about moving out again, needing to get her own place so she could have some space. Then, she was gone.”

Ashton sighed. “There had to be something. Maybe we can find a clue in her room.”

“Her co-workers didn’t know anything,” Hank said, shaking his head. “I guess we’ll have to keep Amber around a little longer. Maybe if Lilly heard Amber was sick or hurt—”

“And I’ve left her because she’s turned against me, is furious because Lilly left,” Ashton said, eyes glittering with intent. “That just might be all the bait we need.”
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The warm brown eyes held a smile that made her entire body jelly. She wanted to sink into those depths and get lost. She’d be miles away from here.

She leaned into her, anticipating the kiss and it was soft, sweet. The hand on the back of her head cradling her rather than burrowing into her hair. Her lips were firm, so sure yet unhurried in her tongue’s exploration of her mouth. 

Her nipples were so hard, her breasts full, and her vagina wet and growing wetter by the minute. Her entire body was alive like it never had been and all she wanted to do was stay like this forever.

But she couldn’t. She was already drifting away, her consciousness already on full alert even as the man next to her moved. 

“We’re stopped at the diner he said. “We should get a bite to eat. The bus won’t stop again for hours.”

She nodded, her heart beating faster than she wanted it to. She got up and walked down the aisle and climbed off the bus. Aylee Bloom immediately began debating whether to try to rent a car and drive the rest of the way to the Bloom home. She was nervous either way because there was no guarantee they’d even see her let alone talk to her. 

Five years ago, the journals she’d found had caused doubt to cloud her mind about her parentage. She’d asked subtle questions that hadn’t been answered with satisfaction, leaving her with more questions. 

Aylee had stumbled upon the journals one day as she’d begun deciding what she’d take with her when she moved out of her parents’ home. The books had been stored with a small cache of childhood items that she’d put away years ago. 

When she’d gone through the box, Aylee had been surprised to find that four of the books weren’t hers at all.

Just two weeks after finding those books seemed to have triggered an emotional change for her that had torn her life apart.

“Excuse me,” a masculine voice said.

“No worries.” She barely met the gaze of the man who’d bumped into her. She had to keep things as low profile as possible if she even hoped to get where she was going before they found her.

She moved into the diner among the other bus passengers and while they sat close to each other, she found a table further away and dropped her bag in one of the two other chairs. She was nearly out of money, so eating wasn’t really an option. Besides, ten bucks wouldn’t get her much anyway.

Aylee pushed out a rough sigh. She was tired and hungry, but she couldn’t risk really sleeping even on the bus. She needed someplace safe where she could take a hot bath and get a real night’s sleep rather than the light dozes she had grown accustomed to.

“Hey. Mind if I sit?”

The voice was low and warm honey, making her body react unexpectedly. 

She recognized the voice and looked up. Her eyes widened and her breath caught. The short dark brown hair had a wave, and the chocolate eyes were as warm as they’d been that first time. Still as fit as before, with darkly tanned skin set off against the black of her sweater that was paired with khakis, she looked every bit the sexy tall drink of water she had that night.

Aylee exhaled softly, heart fluttering, skin heating as both surprise and hope coursed through her.

“You guys ready to order?” a waitress asked.

“What would you like angel?” the woman asked. Her brown eyes were warm and for a moment Aylee was caught in an old scene. 

A lesbian bar, a rainy night, and a bad band.

She hadn’t been looking for any company just...just the perk of not being alone and thinking about the nightmare her life had suddenly become.

“What’s a pretty girl like you doing alone?”

She gave the stranger a smile. “Just hanging out. What about you?”

She shrugged shoulders covered with a black button-down, the top button left open revealing a thin gold chain. The fall of ear length dark brown hair had reddish highlights and a wave.

“Same. Buy you another?”

Aylee shrugged. “I’m not really that thirsty.” No, she was here thinking about the turn her life had taken and what she could do about it.

“Then, how about a dance?” the stranger asked. “The band sucks but this tune isn’t so bad.”

She laughed. “Sure.”

That night had ended up being magic that had turned into an entire week. At the end of it, Aylee had made a decision and taken off in the dead of night hoping to put the past behind her. 

That had been at the start of the nightmare when she’d first been trying to decide how to handle what she’d learned.

When she had still been someone else.

“Just—I’m not hungry,” she said and almost winced. She was starving, but she wouldn’t make the mistake again of prioritizing her stomach right now.

“Can we get a couple of blts for the road and some tea?”

“Sure thing,” the waitress said and strode away.

“You look a little road-weary,” she said. “Are you okay?”

She had that southern twang that had at first made Aylee smile, but she had thought it was one of the sexiest accents she’d ever heard.

“I’ve been traveling,” Aylee said. “What about you?” Her name was Alex. She’d never gotten her last name.

“Same. I was up visiting my mom,” Alex replied conversationally. “I had hoped to see you, but I haven’t in five years. Were you just passing through?”

Surprise, shock, hope washed over. Those brown eyes were intense in their gaze as they caressed her face. And it was that day, that evening she was supposed to meet her for dinner, and... and then cold water trickled down her spine as reality hit her like a fist. 

“No. I—you were looking for me?” Aylee asked carefully. This could be that moment she’d dreaded for the past five years. 

“Course,” she said, her voice dropping to a low sexy timbre. “I enjoyed that week we spent together, and you just vanished without a word, no number.”

This could be a trick. 

She’d heard them talking about hiring some woman to seduce her. This could have been that woman. 

She averted her gaze, but something inside her rejected the notion that this woman was a hired seductress. There was something about her that drew part of Aylee, had from the moment she’d locked eyes with her. 

Even now as her rational mind wanted to run, some other part, a part that was more dominant right now, didn’t listen. In fact, an odd sound almost one of wings fluttering filled her ears and the skin of her back itched a little just like it had that night they’d first met. 

A soft scent at odds with the smell of meat on the grill and other diner delights drifted on the air. 

A sound she’d never heard before but seemed to recognize drew her gaze back to the woman across from her. Her eyes flashed green for a moment, and Aylee blinked.

What?

She was tired. Too tired and hungry. She was going to make a mistake soon, and she knew it. 

“I swung down to pay my brother a visit too. Now, I’m heading on back home. Need a ride someplace?”

“Umm depends where you’re going,” she said. This could get her out of the public eye for a bit. On the other hand, it could be the mistake she was afraid of making.”

“I can take you wherever you need a ride. I’m flexible.” She smiled. 

Aylee laughed lightly. “That sounds like a come on,” she said softly.

“It’s not a loaded gun, it’s merely an offer of help,” Alex murmured. “You look a little down on your luck sweetheart and believe me I’ve seen a few people in need.”

She lowered her gaze. “I’m—”

“Here’s your sandwiches and tea,” the waitress said coming back to their table with a bag and two bottles of tea.

Alex leaned to one side and tugged her wallet from her back pocket and produced a bill. “Keep the change.”

The waitress took it, and her eyes went wide. “Are you sure?” 

Alex looked up at her, smiling. “I’m positive.” 

“You just made my night. Thanks. Enjoy your evening.”

“You too,” Alex said and turned her gaze back on her. “Let’s ride. You can tell me where you’re heading in the truck.”

She made a conscious decision and got to her feet and grabbed her bag from the chair. Aylee followed Alex from the diner and into the cold night, the scent of her as much a lure as the hope of a nap with someone who had never hurt her.

****
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Alexandra Silk led the way to her truck. She was on her way home and glad of it. She loved her family, but both her mother and her brother had chosen to leave Sensation, the town where Alex had grown up. Her mother had headed east to live in Maine to live with her second husband and her brother had moved to New Mexico where he practiced law.

Alex couldn’t believe she was walking next to Lilly after five years. They’d met almost six years ago in Vermont while Alex had been visiting her mother who’d been welcoming her third child. 

She had been eager to get away from the family for a little while and had ended up in a bar where she’d found Lilly. That single encounter had turned into a week-long affair that had left Alex certain she’d found her one. But after seven days, Lilly had merely vanished. 

Alex had asked around about her before she’d left that town and every time since. Without a last name, she hadn’t had much luck finding her. 

Now, there was no way she’d just let her go. Hell no. Her spider-mantis wasn’t feeling that not after the way the woman made them react. And Lilly wasn’t innocent in this either. 

Tonight, she’d released the mating scent which was the insect’s way of letting its true mate know it was ready. The next move was spraying the mate, covering it in the butterfly’s scent. That was unique to butterfly shifters. It was a sign that they were staking their claim. 

As they reached her truck, Alex unlocked the passenger side and moved in to pull the door open for her passenger. 

“In you go,” she said. 

She saw the spread wings on her back as clear as day. The beautiful gossamer blue wings with their white band stole her breath. She hadn’t suspected this beauty was a butterfly despite the faint signs she’d given off. 

The main one being that wildflower scent of Lilly’s skin. The pheromone was that of a carnation, delicate yet quite potent to the mantis half of her. It wanted it, and it was all she could do to keep from lunging for it with Lilly flashing them, showing them her wings.

That was also a move unique to the butterfly shifter. Submissive butterfly shifters only showed their wings to their mate or the person they wanted to make a lover.

Lilly climbed in, and Alex closed the door and rounded to get in on her side. The other woman looked tired and thin and smelled as if she could use a good bath. Her ebony black curls were neatly braided bringing her pretty face and paleness of her golden-brown skin into stark relief. 

“Buckle up, angel,” she said and put the two bottles in the cup holders on the console. “Hungry?”

Lilly looked at her, those gray eyes skittering quickly away but not before she saw shame in them. 

The woman she’d met in that bar that night had smelled enticing and looked even more so in the rust-colored dress and with thick black curls that glimmered in the light with hints of copper playing through her hair. 

This woman wore dingy clothes and torn canvas sneakers. 

“Hey, what’s happened to you?” she asked gently. “Are you okay?”

Lilly shook her head and tears slid down her cheeks before she quickly dashed them away. 

“Do you want to talk?”

She shook her head again, covering her mouth with a hand. 

“It’s okay,” Alex crooned, anger filling her making her want to rip whoever had hurt this delicate beauty limb from limb. “I’ve got you, angel. Just sit back. I’m not driving straight in tonight. We’ll get a room at the hotel and head out at first light. I don’t want to risk falling asleep at the wheel. My damn boss is a slavedriver. She’ll chew me out for days if I get into an accident and can’t work.”

Lilly’s gaze jerked to her, her eyes wide in her oval gold-brown face, the dark lashes long. The shock made her laugh.

“I’m kidding,” she said. “Buckle up.” Alex’s phone rang, and she pulled it from her jacket pocket. “Hello?”

“Hey, Alex, you pulling off the road for the night?”

“Yep.”

“You still in Mississippi?”

“Why?” she asked carefully.

Sienna sighed heavily in her ear. I’m working short-handed and a few days behind. I need someone on this job I can depend on.”

“I won’t get in town until late afternoon or so, but I can get there a few hours earlier if I start a few hours earlier.”

“No. I don’t want you to have an accident.”

She rolled her eyes. Alex worked in construction specializing in home building and remodels. She was a carpenter by trade but could build a home as well as lay a floor, install and build cabinets, and do some plumbing work.

Hard work was something she’d learned from her father, and then the man who’d been like a father to her and her brother growing up.

“Anyway, it’ll be raining tomorrow morning, so we won’t get much work done.” 

“What are you working on?”

“The Blooms want their guesthouse remodeled. They want to expand it to include a second bedroom and laundry room. They also want to open up that kitchen. Minnie wants to rent it out and as it is it’s too small.”

“I didn’t know she was hurting for money. The old man’s flush.” Minnie was engaged to a man who could give her damn near anything she wanted. He’d hit it big in the lottery, but still worked.

Sienna laughed. “You know I don’t know her business,” she replied. “Anyway, we’ve got the kitchen framed out, but there’s been a few issues, so I’m already a day behind.”

That happened. Weather didn’t always cooperate. Supply chains broke down or what you needed simply wasn’t in stock or had been discontinued.

“On top of that, we just got a big contract. The building will start in a few months. Daddy’s letting me handle it. I want you on my team.”

“You got me.”

“Great. I’ll tell you about it when you get in.”

“Sure thing.”

“See you then. Stay safe. If you’re passing through Monarch, be cool. You know how those butterflies can be.”

“Ass wipes,” Alex muttered. “They wish they were as awesome as us.” She often took the scenic route rather than sticking to the highway. 

Alex enjoyed the adventure, but this trip she might skip it. The woman next to her seemed a little edgy.

Sienna laughed. “Just don’t get in trouble. No letting those dicks get you involved in their drinking games again. If I have to send MJ down there to bail your ass out of jail, he’s going to be testy.”

She grunted. “I’ve got my own flank covered,” she answered. “He can stay home and get led around by his jock.”

“Sienna grunted this time. “Later, sis.”

“Yep.” She ended the call and started the engine. “I’ve already got a room. I think we can both bunk in unless you want your own.”

“I’ll be fine.” She nodded, allowing her bag to slide down to rest between her legs on the floor. “Was that your boss?”

“Yep. She’s a good friend too. We’re sort of like sisters in a roundabout way. Her father looked in on me and my family after my dad died.”

“Oh. Do you have a big family?” she asked.

“Naw. It’s just me and my mom and brother. They both live out of town, so I live in the family home. My dad died when I was ten. It was a hunting accident.” She maneuvered out into traffic. “You’re a long way from home.”

“Yet not far enough,” Lilly murmured.

“What happened? I know when we first met you weren’t happy. Couldn’t you work things out with your folks?”

“My father wanted to kill me.”

“You mean figuratively, right?” Alex asked, shooting her a curious look.

“No. He—” She broke off and tears slid down her cheeks.

“Angel, come on,” Alex said, her stomach tightening. Her bug’s protective instincts surged to the fore and all she wanted to do was whatever it took to keep this one little woman safe. 

“I’m sorry.” She quickly wiped at her tears. “I’m tired. You know what they say about things looking a lot different in the morning light.”

“They sometimes do,” Alex answered, reaching over to give Lilly’s arm a quick squeeze. “And I’m sure this is no exception. Where are you going?”

“Louisiana.”

“Which city? I’ll take you. I’d like to make sure you get there safe. Do you have family expecting you or that you could live with?”

“My grandmother. She’s not expecting me. In fact, I haven’t seen her since I was six.”

“Well, I’m sure it’ll be a welcome surprise,” Alex said. She knew that could be more optimistic than true.

Family didn’t always welcome you. She knew. Her father’s family wanted nothing to do with her or her brother. She was a freak to them, and her brother was a spider shifter like their mother which made him unwelcome. Her father had been from a line of praying mantis shifters.

They were purists when it came to species mixing. 

“What city?”

“Sensation.”

“Ah,” Alex murmured. Lilly did look a little familiar. 

When they’d first met, Alex had thought she might have met Lilly before. She had been almost certain Lilly had to be from Sensation or had relatives that lived there. Turned out, she’d been mistaken, or had she?

“Family name?”

“B-Bloom.”

“Your grandmother wouldn’t happen to be August Bloom would she?”

Blue-gray eyes turned on her then. “W-why?” Aylee asked carefully, suspicion clouding those odd eyes.

“August passed away five years ago,” Alex answered.

“Oh, then her sister might see me.”

“Minerva passed away about four years ago, but she has a daughter named Minnie, Minerva after her mother actually. Also, you have another cousin named Kern and his sister Rose.”

“Oh. They live there still?” Hope resounded in her voice. 

“Yep.” Alex nodded. “They’ll take you in no questions asked, because you’re family. Why didn’t your mother call and tell them you were coming?”

“She doesn’t know that’s where I’m going, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

“They won’t hear it from me,” Alex said as she pulled into the hotel’s parking lot. Not that she could tell them. She didn’t even know who they were.

Lilly sounded typical of butterflies. They rarely lived on their own. When they did leave home, it wasn’t far from family. They were family oriented, and the weaker ones tended to instinctively seek out stronger species when they weren’t with family. 

“You said your mother lived in Vermont?” Aylee said shifting the subject from herself. 

“My stepfather has family there.”

“You don’t like him?”

“I’m on speaking terms with the guy, but I’ll never want to spend more than a few days in his company.”

“Why?”

“He’s okay. He treats my mother well, but he’s—it’s complicated.” It wasn’t really. Her stepfather was truly okay. They were both dominants though, and they tended to clash when in close quarters too long. 

It was the mantis in her. The dominant females of the breed were as dangerous as their insect counterparts except they didn’t eat their mates. Well, a very few of them did. 

“But they had a child together four years ago. He’s damn cute.” 

Lilly smiled. “That’s why you were there?” she asked softly.

“Yeah.”

“But you get along with him?”

“Oh, yeah,” Alex answered. “Come on. Let’s get inside, and you can have that sammy.” She cut the engine and climbed out wondering what had the cute little woman on edge. 

It damn sure wasn’t just some fight with her family.

The lobby was bustling with activity, but Alex looped an arm around Lilly’s waist and drew her close to keep her from getting lost in the bustle. She led them to the elevator and pressed a button. 

Another couple came up next to them.

The man’s gaze slid over Lilly while the woman checked out her phone. An almost shuffling sound filled the air and the man frowned, his gaze coming to rest on Alex. He looked quickly away after a moment.

The door swung open, and Alex motioned Lilly in before going in after her. She waited for the other couple to join them before pushing the button for her floor.

“Four,” the man said tightly.

She poked the button, and they rode up in silence. 

The doors opened a few minutes later and the other couple got off. The doors closed again, and the car moved, taking them to six. The doors swished open, and Alex let Lilly go out ahead of her.

She followed and took her arm, leading her to their room. Alex had gotten one with double beds because it had been available without a wait. She used the keycard to unlock the door and motioned Lilly in.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Alex said and put the food on the mini fridge’s top. It was enclosed in a cabinet of sorts along with the microwave.

“You can use the bathroom or have your sammy first.”

Lilly studied her, indecision on her face.

“Come on. Let’s eat.”

She nodded. “Okay. I’d like to wash my hands first.” 

“Bathroom’s that way.” She pointed and Lilly took her bag with her.

Alex turned on the TV and sat on the bed she’d lounged on earlier. She removed her shoes and checked her phone for messages. 

However, her thoughts turned to Lilly. There was just something about her, about the tone of her voice, about the deep dark circles under her pretty eyes and the hyperaware way she’d looked around the diner as if she was expecting someone to show up and hurt her. So, she’d help her, but it wasn’t purely altruistic. 

Her insects wanted to claim what was theirs, to protect her from whatever danger was stalking her. The human part of her knew something had started the very first night they’d met and wanted to not only explore it, but make sure Lilly didn’t vanish from her life again.

“That is insane,” Alex muttered. Was it though?

When Lilly came out of the bathroom, she went in to wash her own hands. 

“Got a phone? You can charge up.”

“Okay. Thanks.”  

Alex showed her where the outlets were before opening the bag and removing the sandwiches. Alex handed one off along with fries.

“You didn’t order fries.”

“Comes with,” Alex replied. “I’ve eaten there before.”

“Oh.” She took the fries and a bottle of tea and sat down at the skinny table that was more like a desk that boasted only one chair.

Alex sat on the bed and dug into the fries. “So, how’ve you been?”

“Okay, I guess.” 

“Why did you leave home? Why does your father want to kill you?”
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Chapter Three
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Aylee looked at her. She was hoping to see something in Alex’s eyes that told her she was working with Ashton and Hank to get her back.

All she saw was patience. 

She finished off the sandwich trying not to devour it, but she couldn’t help it. She hadn’t eaten in a day, and she was starving. 

“I’m tired. I think I’d like to get that shower now if you don’t mind.”

“No. Help yourself.”

Aylee drank down half the tea and grabbed her bag and hurried for the bathroom. There was no window, so she’d have to be ready to fight when she came out. 

Alex didn’t know Ashton or Hank as far as she knew, but there was no telling. They were clever, had a way of charming people into whatever they wanted with their lies, and their minds.

They could do things—psychic things. She was certain that’s how they’d found her more than once. She was doing what she could to block them, but Aylee was never certain if it was enough.

She put her bag on the floor and glanced down at her arm. She rubbed the charm and it warmed slightly under her touch as if coming alive like an animal. 

She laughed hysterically and turned on the water to drown it out. That was funny. 

She was an animal. A freak according to her mother’s old journal. At least she thought it was her mother’s, but something told her she was wrong even as she’d read the entries.

Her mother had noted she had noted she was in danger in the last four entries and that she was going home. Aylee assumed...no she wanted to believe, but part of her saw the flaw in her mind when faced with the evidence in black ink on white pages.

She’d tried to talk to her mother without revealing anything, but her mother hadn’t been any help. Aylee still didn’t understand why her mother hadn’t told her about what they were or why she’d put that bracelet on her knowing what could happen.

Aylee sighed and tears began to fall. In those words, the pictures, the stories written with such humor and love that she knew but didn’t want to accept. She wanted the truth to be that those journals were the tales of someone else’s life though she had flashes of memory now and then of a voice, of stories...

She turned on the shower and undressed before climbing in. Aylee started to dunk her head beneath it but thought better of it. She didn’t want to go to bed with a wet head. 

Go to bed. 

She was tired. She wouldn’t be able to stay awake much longer. She hadn’t slept much in the last four years but even less in the last six months. Just when she started to get comfortable, they found her. 

More than once, Hank had nearly gotten her in her hotel room, or the occasional apartment she’d managed to rent. This last time she’d gotten lucky with that house near the docks or so she’d thought.   

With trembling hands, Aylee finished her shower and dried off and dressed, fear snaking through her making her stomach roil. 

With a hand pressed to her stomach, she stood staring at the door waiting for the nausea to subside. Aylee knew how that charm worked now after being on the run for four years. She knew it killed. It had felt evil the first time the power had ignited fully. 

Now, she didn’t feel anything but safe knowing it was there. On the other hand, she didn’t want to hurt Alex if she didn’t have to.

Aylee forced herself to open the door, while mentally preparing for a fight. Alex was on the bed where she’d left her, stretched out. Her breathing was deep and even, and she appeared to be sleeping.

She had said she’d been traveling. 

Aylee thought she could probably get out of here with her keys and her wallet. She could get a plane out of the country into Canada. 

Aylee threw a glance to the nightstand. The keys and wallet were there. She sat down on the bed and put on her shoes quickly before moving to the nightstand to gingerly pick up the set of keys. She pocketed them before grabbing the wallet.

Aylee opened it and found several bills inside, hundreds to ones. She could leave the cards. They’d be easily traced. 

Aylee turned and headed for the door, barely breathing.

“Now, stealing a woman’s money is bad enough, but taking her truck is just plain mean.”

Aylee froze, her skin going cold and her heart pounding hard. 

She made her feet move, hurrying to the door. She reached for the knob and jerked her hand back. Something soft yet almost sticky curled around her fingers and a small red spider appeared on her hand. 

She let out a scream and brushed it quickly away.

“I could see you weren’t feeling safe that’s why I warded the door,” Alex said from behind her. “Nobody’s getting in here, baby, I promise you that. If he or she does, they won’t like what they find.”

Aylee closed her eyes and stood there shaking as hot tears burned their way down her cheeks. 

She should have known. Alex had been too good to be true from night one.

“Come on now,” Alex said from behind her, wrapping an arm around her waist and drawing her back against her.

The impact of her warmth, her strength stopped her breath, and the scent of her was inviting. A soft sound of fluttering drifted on the air and the vague scent of flowers washed over her. Her body betrayed her, her nipples hardening, her pussy moistening.

Her breaths came in harsh pants, and her heated.

Alex’s warm lips brushed her neck, and Aylee stiffened. 

No. 

No.

This was the last thing she needed on top of being trapped. She couldn’t let her force her and yet the power of the crystals was dormant at this moment. No, her will to use them was.

“Get some rest.” Alex’s warm breath kissed her ear. “We’ll take off in the morning. Maybe you’ll feel more like talking.”

“As if,” she growled and jerked free to whip around to face her. “How much did they pay you to talk to me in that bar that night? How much are they paying you to drag me back? Do you even care that they’re going to kill me!” The last words came out a shout.

“Hey, angel.” Alex held up her hands. “Nobody paid me to talk to you that night or tonight. Put the bag down and come over here. You can have that bed, and I’ll take this one. You can tell me what’s going on.”  

“Stop playing games,” Aylee gritted. “And don’t touch me!” She removed her bag and dropped it on the mattress.

“I’d like my keys, sweetheart. You can keep the money in case you decide to take off in the morning. I’d give you the card, but hell I need to live on something until I get paid.”

“Bastard.”

Alex chuckled. “You have no idea but if you get out of here and take my truck, I’m going to show you just how big a one I can be. That truck’s my baby.” She got back on the bed.

Aylee threw her keys at her, anger tearing through her at Alex, and at herself for not being able to hurt her. Then, she tossed her wallet on the nightstand.

“I don’t need your money.”

Aylee climbed into the opposite bed and turned her back to her. She was stuck here because she’d been tired, so tired she’d let her guard down. Her first rule was never trust anyone, and now she was going to pay for that mistake.
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Alex woke just before dawn and took a quick shower. She dressed in her favorite worn jeans and button down. Then, she ran a hand through her wavy dark brown hair and headed out of the bathroom to put on her sneakers. 

She watched Lilly sleep, though she’d heard her in the night whimpering and tossing about restlessly. Now, she got up and walked over to the bed and ran her fingers over Lilly’s arm expecting her to start awake, but she didn’t. She didn’t even move. 

She was tired and it made her spider-mantis want to rage. You didn’t abuse sweet things like Lilly. You took care of them, protected, and shielded them from the harm the world could do to their tender hearts.

Lilly rolled and her arm stretched out, that’s when Alex saw it. The crystals on her forearm that resembled a blade. They glittered in the light before appearing as nothing more than a jewel-colored tattoo.  

And she almost recoiled. Not more than a couple of weeks ago her friend Peta had taken up with an attractive woman who also had crystals that appeared to be a tattoo one moment and a simple necklace the next.

Somali, her friend Peta’s lover had been hunted for those crystals, and Alex had learned a little about them and the danger they could pose as well as the one on Lilly’s arm.

The blade, the arrow of death or something like that. The woman who possessed it was supposed to be able to infect the world with a disease of some kind. They had yet to learn exactly what or how.

Now, she was just inches from the girl, from the threat to humanity. All Alex wanted to do was smooth the furrow from her brow as she slept. 

Instead, she caressed Lilly’s soft cheek for a moment and withdrew, moving away from the bed not wanting to scare her. Alex started to call her and noticed the battered old sneakers with a hole in the side. 

The Bloom’s wouldn’t reject her, but Aylee would be less noticeable if her clothing and shoes didn’t look like Alex had picked her up off the streets.

“Come on, angel. We need to check out,” Alex murmured. “I need to make a quick stop for some snacks. You can get breakfast or coffee then.” 

Without a word, Lilly went into the bathroom and came out dressed. Then, she sat down on the rumpled bed to pull on the battered and dirty sneakers. 

“Do you have a phone?”

“Why?” Lilly turned belligerent blue-gray eyes on her.

“I advise you to leave it. Even if it’s a pay as you go. Whoever’s after you could be tracking you through that.”

“I’ve only had it six months,” Lilly protested.

“Doesn’t matter,” Alex told her. “If your stalker is interested in finding you, he or she can.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Ditch it,” Alex ordered. “And let’s get out of here. Put this on.” She gave her a ball cap. It’ll cover your face some and put your beautiful hair up. We can’t do anything about the bus or the diner, but we can obscure your movements from here. What about your mother?”

“Nothing about her,” Lilly retorted. “She’s not going to help me.”

“We’ll talk in the truck,” Alex told her. “Don’t leave anything. You can drop the phone in the trash bin outside.” 

Alex motioned her out to the parking lot where they found the trash bin. Lilly dropped her phone in it, and they continued to Alex’s truck. 

After they got underway, Alex turned off the radio. “Talk to me, Lilly. I can’t really do anything to help unless I know what I’m working with.”

“I already told you—”

“You told me nothing,” she cut in patiently. “Now, stop the shit and tell me why you’re running and why someone wants to kill you.”

“I—”

“The day I met you, I had a feeling you were in trouble. Last night I knew that trouble hadn’t gone away. Now, talk to me.”

Aylee turned her gaze out the window, and Alex decided she wasn’t going to talk. She couldn’t make her, but she couldn’t help her either.

She had to have some story to tell everyone in Sensation about why she’d brought a stranger home. It had to be a story that would make them want to protect her when her trouble caught up with her. If not, people would look upon her with suspicion and be glad to tell anyone looking for her she was there, so she’d go away before she learned something that could bring scientists to town to study them.

“Four years ago, I woke up, it was an ordinary day.” She shrugged. “Ordinary for me, but I guess the real trouble truly started when I decided I was going to move out on my own.”

“Why was that a problem?”

“As I prepared to move, I decided to go through the box in my closet.”

“What was in it?”

“Books. I found four journals—well, one of them really qualifies as a journal. One is clearly a scrapbook and the other two are, I don’t know, I guess books of shadows.”

“You’re a witch?”

“I’m not. I mean, my parents, they dabbled, but they never made it a big deal. It was just a thing. We didn’t go to church, but they didn’t go around screaming Christians were evil or anything.”

“So, what’d you find in the journal that changed everything?”

“Pictures of a woman—she was with my mom. There were so many of me and her—the woman. I asked about her. My mother said she had been her best friend. She was dead.”

“What’s so odd in that?” Alex asked, sensing this was one of those stories where things turned out to have layers that complicated things. 

“I found several entries in the journal about Minerva and August Bloom.”

“Your family?”

“They aren’t my family. They’re relatives of my mother’s friend,” Lilly answered. “I don’t know how I met them. All I know is that my mother’s friend took me to see them. There were pictures of me there with those two women.”

Alex remained quiet.

“The entries talked about the trips, and she called me Aylee,” she said. “I thought she might have kidnapped me or something, but my mother didn’t confirm it. So, I figured maybe her friend, had just been babysitting me. So, I decided to go
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