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Prologue
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“How close are we to completing the Protocols E and F?” Elliston Whitehead’s voice was filled with a certain amount of glee that made her stomach tighten in revulsion.

Somali Greentree had been working on those projects for the last eight months now and was close to the breakthrough she knew would come. She needed test subjects from this point on. However, she was loath to even begin testing even though her projects were always successful.

“You talk to her,” Ebersol Trellis said. “I’m tired of dealing with her. She’s become tiresome and the reason is clear.”

“We’re too soft on her,” Whitehead muttered. “We’re going to have to take a harder line.”

“How?” Ebersol demanded. “If she wants to leave the company, we can’t stop her. She’s free to do as she damned well pleases.”

Somali worked for a successful pharmaceutical company creating drugs and treatments for a small portion of the human population but mainly insect shifters.

Human drugs were hard on them, but some insect shifters had developed mutations over the years from creating offspring with humans as well as other insect shifters with genetic anomalies. 

The diseases that had sprang up were similar to the human diseases such as Leukemia, blood disorders and other cancers that their healers couldn’t heal.  

“When did you come to that conclusion?” Whitehead demanded. “That girl is nothing more than an investment, and she’ll continue to produce until we say otherwise.”

Ebersol laughed, a humorless sound. “You keep telling yourself that,” he muttered. “We have no more control over her than we do the tool.”

They knew about the crystal? 

How? Who had told them? 

Her mother? 

It didn’t matter. The fact they were using her like a preforming animal for what the crystal could do was all that was important, and it stopped here. 

“We can study and learn, but we’re never going to be able to gain the true knowledge of it,” Ebersol muttered. 

Whitehead snorted. “You’re getting soft in your old age,” he said derisively. “We know what we need to know about it.”

“Not nearly enough since the bulk of the information was in that damned librarian’s hands and that was years ago,” Ebersol snapped. “I think it’s best to back off. Give her a little space to do a little healing. Then, she’ll see—”

“You can do as you please.”

“As I please?” Ebersol demanded. “I’ll do that then.”

“You bastard,” Whitehead snarled. “You better think about this before you open your mouth. You’ll ruin this company with your self-righteous bullshit.”

“You said to do as I pleased,” he muttered. “And as I please is to tell her the truth as I know it and cut her loose.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Whitehead snapped. “You will regret every word that comes out of your mouth.”

“I already have regrets I can’t live with,” he replied softly. “At least my conscience will be clear.”

“Get back here. We aren’t done.”

She scurried around the corner hoping Ebersol, her boss, didn’t come this way. Somali didn’t want to have to explain that she’d been eavesdropping on their conversation even though it hadn’t started out that way. 

“Ebersol,” Whitehead shouted.

A moment later, Ebersol came into view and headed in the opposite direction. Somali exhaled a sigh of relief but didn’t move as he hurried down the corridor. 

“Ebersol listen to me,” Whitehead growled coming after him. “We’re on the verge of a multimillion-dollar breakthrough. This will be even better than the last drugs she created for us. Don’t you want to be thought of as the company that cured blood disorders and cancer in our kind?”

“Somali will be the scientist, the savior of our species, not you, and not me,” Ebersol corrected. “We’ll have the credit of producing the treatment and nothing more.”

“That is not true,” Whitehead argued. 

“At any rate, we can’t force her to finish, and she’s said she’s not going to,” Ebersol told him coldly.

She was tired of working for the company. Her life wasn’t her own and there was talk of merging her family with Whitehead’s and it didn’t sound like it was going to be to her benefit.

After what she’d just heard, Somali was certain there was no changing her mind even if her parents did own shares in the company. 

“She’ll do it, or she’ll never get a job anywhere in this country,” Whitehead thundered. “She has no choice.”

She was a healer, so there were choices out there. Somali already had an interview with a clinic in the small-town where she’d spent part of her time as a child. 

Her family had contacts there, but she hoped they wouldn’t use them to prevent her from pursuing her own dreams. If they did, she’d have to leave the state, but she wasn’t coming back to work here.

“I promise you she’ll do it, no matter what I have to do to make it happen, and we’ll all reap the rewards and bask in the prestige.”

Not unless it was over her dead body. 
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Three Days later... 

“You’re quiet,” Kallie Checkwing commented from across the table of the small café on the east side of town.

Somali looked up from the drink she was stirring the melting ice around in to give Kallie a small smile. “I just have a lot on my mind.”

“Talk to me,” she said, reaching across to put her hand on Somali’s wrist. Kallie’s warm gaze was all the encouragement she needed. 

“I’m thinking about leaving my job at Whitehead Pharm.” 

Kallie’s brows lifted, and her eyes widened. “Are you serious? I thought you loved your job.”

That was the party line, but she hadn’t loved her job in a very long time. 

She sighed. “I like some aspects of my job, but not where it’s going.” 

“What do you like best?” Kallie asked leaning toward her. 

“The research, the healing,” Somali admitted. 

“Then, why don’t you go to work for the clinic here?” Kallie asked with a shrug. “You could do what you love, and I’d see even more of you.”

Somali smiled. She’d known Kallie as a child when her family had lived here after returning from New York. When the pharm company took off, they moved to the city keeping the house here as their weekend home. 

Two years ago, she and Kallie had reconnected at a café in the city, and they’d grown to 

be good friends again. When Kallie moved back home, Somali had had a valid reason for

coming here every weekend. 

Getting to know Kallie again, Somali realized just how much she wanted the friendship to flourish. She liked having someone to talk to, to spend time with.

“I enjoy our time together too,” Somali admitted. “But I’m going to talk to mother first. She and my father have shares in the company. Plus, there’s the Circle Wellness Center to consider.”

The center was a health spa borne of the pharm company. Her parents managed the thriving spa, and they now had locations in fifty cities. Somali often created treatments for use at the center.

“They’re big boys and girls,” Kallie told her gently. “They can do this without you. Besides, I’m sure they’d want you to be happy.”

Somali snorted. “They want me under their thumbs.” She just didn’t want to live like that anymore. 

“They might have an adjustment problem, but they’ll get past it.” She grinned. 

Somali nodded slowly, her heart quickening with the excitement of new prospects. “It’s probably a chance worth taking.”

“I’m not the only one you’ll get to see more of if you move to town full time,” Kallie teased.

“What?” she asked, her voice a little high-pitched with surprise.

“Don’t think I haven’t noticed,” Kallie said, eyes dancing merrily. “You are always eating her up with your eyes.”

“Who?” Somali asked incredulously, her cheeks a little hot.

“Oh, don’t play dumb with me. You know darn well who I’m talking about.” Kallie’s gaze darted past her, and she grinned. “Well, here she comes now.”

Somali jerked around to see a couple of tall women striding toward their table. The dark-skinned woman was attractive, but her friend, the blonde was even more so. 

Peta Goldenherst was her dream woman—all long legs and hard, toned body. Her short dark blonde hair was cut in a gamine that gleamed golden in the sunlight. 

Peta’s gaze held hers, and Somali shivered, her wings wanting to emerge and flutter, to show off the vibrant colors and the lacy lilac edge that was like a frame.  

The wings, the color, the shape, and the designs on them were little more than plumage for seduction during courting. Sometimes the designs could be seen on the butterfly’s back during mating season.

“Ahem,” Kallie cleared her throat and Somali faced her, her face flaming. “You were saying?”

“Shut up, Kal,” she muttered, and Kallie laughed.

“Hello, girls,” Sienna, Kallie’s mate said as she slipped into the chair next to Kallie.

“Hi honey,” Kallie said giving her a smile, and Somali looked away feeling like a voyeur. 

“Hi, gorgeous,” Peta murmured after taking the seat next to her. “How’s it going?”

“Hi,” she said keeping her gaze focused on the bridge of Peta’s nose. 

“I’m surprised to see you in town in the middle of the week. Is it a holiday?” 

The teasing in Peta’s tone brought a smile to Somali’s face. “I just came to spend the day with Kallie,” she said. 

“Are you girls having a good time then?” Peta asked. 

“Fine. A little lunch,” Somali said looking at her glass. 

“Doesn’t look like you ordered much,” Sienna said. 

“We were thinking we’d keep it light,” Kallie replied. “What are you guys up to?”

“Lunch break,” Sienna answered. “Are you going to be here for dinner, Somali?”

“Yes, but I have some work to finish up.” 

“That’s too bad,” Sienna said. “I was hoping you’d join us for some playtime at the club tonight.”

The sex club. 

She enjoyed doing scenes there, but Peta was the only one she really wanted to touch her these days. So, Somali didn’t go on as regular a basis as she used to.  

“That is too bad,” Peta commented, her thigh brushing Somali’s under the table. 

Somali shivered from the touch but forced her gaze to remain on her drink. Peta always left her flustered and wet, nipples hard. Right now, was no exception.

“Some other time then,” Sienna said.

“Actually, she’ll have dinner with us some other time,” Kallie said giving Sienna a look from beneath her lashes. 

“Fine,” Sienna said. “For now.”

What did that mean? 

Somali was afraid to ask, but she’d heard Sienna and her friends liked to share their women. She just didn’t think Sienna was still into that now that she had Kallie. 

“Somali might not have the stomach for our games,” Peta said. “So, leave her alone, Sienna.” Peta winked at her, and Somali’s breath caught as their stare held. 

“Whatever you say,” Sienna said and held up her hand to signal for the waiter. “Peta, I guess you and Tas will have to go without us tonight.”

Peta shrugged. “I’m sure Tas will have no objections to that. She said you’re becoming more of a killjoy everyday,” Peta teased.

“Whatever,” Sienna grumbled, and Peta chuckled. Her entire face became even more gorgeous, her blue eyes dancing.

Somali was glad they’d let the subject drop because the only woman she wanted was right next to her. 

****
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“DO YOU HAVE TIME TO do a little shopping with me?” Kallie asked after lunch.

“Sure. The weekend is all mine.” 

“Great. Why don’t you follow me over?” Kallie asked. 

“Okay.” 

They made their way to the parking lot and to their cars. Once in her little four door Kia, Somali started the engine and followed Kallie to a mini mall of shops in the middle of town.

She hadn’t bought anything new in a long time, but her mother picked most of her evening wear on the pretext of knowing what was best for her. Somali was tired of that. It made her feel like she was a visitor in her own life.

They strolled into the shop which was nearly empty on this Friday afternoon. The two sales clerks were behind the checkout counter with bored expressions on their faces as they surveyed the store.

“Good afternoon, ladies.” The brunette rounded the counter wearing a cheerful smile. “Can I 

help you with something?”

“We’re just browsing for now,” Kallie said. “Thanks.”

“Let me know if you change your mind,” she said. 

“We will,” Kallie replied, and they browsed the store heading for the lingerie section. 

“Sienna always picks out my underwear, but I’ve decided to surprise her.”

“Don’t you hate that?” She wrinkled her nose.

“Why would I?” Kallie asked. “She has good taste. Plus, Sienna likes surprising me.” She laughed. “What do you think about these?” 

Kallie held up a pair of black panties that Somali was sure would cover very little. 

“I don’t know.” She didn’t wear thongs or anything like it. “I’m going to check out the dresses.” She wandered off, her mind on the things in her own underwear drawer. 

Nothing she owned was racy or revealing. Her panties were functional and pretty just like the rest of her clothes. 

Maybe an upgrade would be nice. No one would see her panties though. 

But they’d be something pretty just for you.

Somali started to head back over and was taken by a cute little dress. It was a simple red dress with a calf length skirt. 

“It’s on sale,” the sales associate told her. “It would look great on you too, with your coloring. Put your hair up and you’d be a knock-out.”

Somali looked at her. “It’s on sale?”

The woman smiled. “Yep. Come take a look at the lingerie that’s on sale. There is a red and white bra and panty set that will make your man’s eyes pop out of his head.”

Somali followed her over to the table. The woman held up the set before picking out a few more. Somali found herself taking all four sets along with the dress.

The shopping excursion lasted three hours, and Somali was surprised at the things she’d selected from the other boutiques they’d checked out after leaving the first. She didn’t have anyone to admire her in them but that might change she was moving back to town. 

After getting them home she removed the tags and washed the lingerie while hanging the clothes. 

She started to run a bath and the doorbell rang. She quickly went to answer it finding a delivery man. He gave her a friendly smile. 

“Hi,” he said. “I have a package for Somali Greentree.”

“That’s me.”

“Great.” He grinned. “Sign here.” He held up a clipboard.

She signed, and he handed her a small package. 

“Have a nice evening,” he said and gave her a nod before striding back out to his truck.

Somali frowned and took the item to her bedroom. She went to start her bath and added bath oil to the water before going into her spacious pale copper and white bedroom. 

She unwrapped the package finding a neatly folded noted attached to the velvet box top. 

Unfolding it, she read it. 

Hello beautiful, 

I saw this after seeing your dazzling smile and knew I had to get it for you. I hope this brightens up your day as thinking of you lights up mine.

XO

Somali grinned, her stomach fluttering. She knew who she wanted her secret admirer to be, but she wouldn’t bet her life on it.

Lifting the lid, a diamond encrusted heart surrounded by red rose petals winked up at her. The tiny charm would clip nicely onto the link chain of the memory locket bracelet she’d received from the same admirer. 

“Lovely,” she said softly. “Thank you. Whoever you are.” This person had no idea how cherished they made her feel. 

“Hey, sis,” her older brother Palin called from the corridor. “I’m going out. Be back later.”

“Have fun,” she called. She’d be settling down with her research notes for the night after her hot bath and wishing she was spending the evening in Peta’s company. 
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Instead of going to the club, Peta worked late and stopped by a café for dinner. She was surprised to find Somali seated at a table by the window looking like the loneliest girl she’d ever seen, her gaze on the parking lot.

She’d always been the most isolated girl in town and that hadn’t changed much as an adult. The Greentrees were snobs who’d always thought they were too good for this small town which made her wonder why they’d bought their house. Why had they even bothered living here or spent any time here?

She shook her head, her heart aching for the violet-eyed butterfly who’d caught her eye the moment she came into the club a year ago. Somali had looked lost, but Peta had watched her do a few scenes. It was clear the innocent had been trained as a submissive

Peta waltzed over, deciding she was going to have to make a move on Somali soon. She had spent the last four months lusting after her, knowing she was hers. But she hadn’t wanted to move too fast. 

“Hi.”

Somali looked up and her with those beautiful violet eyes. Her spiral curls fell around her face in a frame of rich ebony.

“Mind if I join you?” Peta asked.

“No.” She shook her head. “I thought you were going to the club.”

“I had some work to clear off my desk,” she said with a shrug. “Why didn’t you go?” Her stare was a caress that made Peta’s heart beat faster.

“I had some files to go over too, and I just wasn’t in the mood after,” Somali said.

“It’s not the best place for an attractive woman without a domme,” Peta drawled. “You should keep that in mind.”

Somali rolled her eyes though she didn’t look her directly in the eye. “I can take care of myself.”

“I doubt it, but the only thing that matters is you think so,” she replied and signaled the server. “Have you ordered?”

“Not yet,” Somali told her. 

“Are you planning to eat tonight or just sit here nursing your soda,” Peta teased.

“I wasn’t sure what I wanted.” 

She met Peta’s eyes then for a brief moment. Peta saw the hunger shining bright in those eyes and wanted to partake of it.

“Hey, Peta,” a brown-skinned woman said sounding a bit frazzled. “Are you guys ready to order?”

“Yeah,” she said and looked at Somali. “What are you having, gorgeous?”

Somali gave her a surprised look as if the very thought that Peta found her attractive was a surprise. How could it be? All she had to do was look in the mirror.

Somali placed her order and Peta did the same. The waitress promised to be back with their drinks in a moment. 

“Home for the weekend?” Peta asked. Commuting would be in her future. Peta wasn’t looking forward to it but would do whatever it took to make the relationship work.

“Yeah.” Somali nodded keeping her gaze on her hand on the table. “I like the quiet of the town as opposed to the city.”

“Things can get crazy around here,” Peta told her. “Just wait until tourist season starts.”

“Kallie said that’s what Sienna told her.” She smiled.  

“You’ll get to see for yourself if you hang around.” And Peta hoped she would but with the control Somali’s family had over her, she would probably never get close enough to give Somali a reason to want to stay.

Somali smiled, and her eyes practically glowed making her even more beautiful.

“I’ve been thinking about spending even more time here,” she said. “It’s a lovely town, and I might enjoy being around more people like me.”

“Don’t idealize us,” Peta said with a chuckle. “Yeah, it’s nice being around our kind, but we do have our share of issues.”

“I know, but I still think I might be happy here.”

“You could be, Somali,” she murmured. 

Somali swallowed and met her gaze head on for a moment. Then, she looked away. Peta reached across the table and touched her hand. Her skin was soft and sent tingles up Peta’s spine. 

God, but she had to have her and not just in her bed. 

“Oh.” Somali colored slightly beneath the brown of her skin.

The curls and the shade of her skin along with the high cheekbones gave Somali an exotic look that turned Peta on. Somali was the picture of perfection she’d been searching for.

“That’s a nice bracelet,” Peta commented, her eyes going to the platinum encircling Somali’s wrist.

Somali’s gaze automatically drifted to the jewelry. “Thanks.” She smiled softly as she caressed it. Her expression was one of pure love.

“That’s a beautiful charm.” The heart charm was diamond studded.

“It is.” She smiled. “I just got it. I mean it was a gift.”

“Someone has good taste. Is there a man in your life?” Peta lifted her brows in curiosity. She knew there was someone. She’d see more than one picture of Somali with the rich man.

He was good-looking, but he was no obstacle Peta wouldn’t gladly overcome if Somali was interested. 

“Not really.” She shook her head and met Peta’s gaze. “Are you seeing someone?”

The look was full of curiosity and fear. 

“No.”

Somali gave her a little smile that made Peta’s heart race.

Their meal arrived a few minutes later, and they ate in relative silence. Peta didn’t want to push too hard, but she could tell Somali was receptive to her. Hell, she had been for months now.

“Can I get you ladies anything else?” the server asked, gaze going from one to the other.

“No,” Peta said. “Just the check.”

“Be right back.”  

“Do you want to grab a doughnut at the Dessert Shoppe?” Peta asked. “They’re really good.”

“No. I have to get home.” Somali held up her phone. “My mom is looking for me.”

“That’s too bad,” Peta said. “I’ll get the ticket and walk you out.”

“Thanks. I can pay for my own meal.”

“I know, but what kind of woman lets a beautiful lady pay?” Somali ducked her head, and Peta chuckled. “Do you even know how attractive you are? Women at the club want to collar you.”

Somali met her gaze then, disbelief bright in her stare. “You’re kidding?”

“You have no idea,” she murmured. “The only reason most of them keep their distance is your brother.” Peta shrugged. That was only a fraction of truth. “But if you gave any one of them the slightest indication that you might be truly available, you’d get some offers.”

“Here you go.” The server held out the ticket and Peta took it. 

“Thanks.” She pulled out her wallet and left the tip before getting up. “I’ll walk you out.”

Somali got up too and strolled with her to the counter where Peta paid the bill. Then, they stepped out into the chilly night.

“Men would ask you out too, you know,” Peta said. “But I guess you aren’t interested in getting hooked up with anyone here.”

“I just work a lot,” she said giving Peta a brief look. 

“All work and little play isn’t good for any girl.” They came to a stop at Somali’s car. “Isn’t that why you come here? To play, to savor life?”

Somali leaned against her car. “I come here to relax and recharge.”

“But you haven’t made time to enjoy some of the delights of our town,” Peta said. 

“Like what?” Somali asked curiously. 

Peta moved a little closer. “Like the Firefly Park after dark, or Silk Lake where you can paddle boat or watch the sunrise through the trees.”

“No, I haven’t been.”

“Let me take you there now?” Peta asked. “It’s a short drive from here, and you can still get back home to Mommy in an hour.”

Indecision crossed her face. “Okay.”

Peta smiled. “Follow me over. That way we don’t have to waste time driving back.”
Somali nodded. “Okay.” She turned and unlocked her car door and climbed in. 
Peta made her way to her own racy little Vette and climbed in. She started the engine and pulled out of her slot, heading for the exit. In the rearview, she noticed Somali right on her tail.

The drive to the park was a five minute one and she pulled into a spot at the west end which she knew would be empty at this time of night. The kids frequented the southern side where more lightening bugs flitted through the dark making it magical. 

She got out after cutting the engine and went to open Somali’s door for her. Somali looked up at her when Peta held out her hand. Then, she laid hers in Peta’s and her soft skin was warm, her touch making Peta’s nipples peak. 

Damn, but the girl affected her in ways she had never dreamed a woman could. Her hunger for this one woman increased every time she saw her. 

“Thanks,” Somali said huskily, and heat flared in that pretty gaze setting the ladybug inside Peta on fire. “So, are the fireflies real fireflies at this time of year?”

“Some are,” she murmured and led Somali away from the lot into the darkness of a tree lined path.
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PETA’S HAND SLID UP her arm, but the heat seeped through the fabric of her sweater, fire danced along Somali’s skin, kicking her heart into a higher gear. Her butterfly fluttered inside her, eager to get out, but Somali contained the tiny animal with a brutal grip.

She glanced around taking in the speckles of light in gold and orange that flitted against the backdrop of navy night. Trees were in bloom and their fragrant scent washed over her in a seductive breeze. 

“Wow,” she breathed as her gaze landed on a small garden of red-orange flowers whose petals were open as if to the sun. They were surrounded by the thorny green of cacti, some of which had beautiful blooms.

“This is Night Bloomers Garden,” Peta said. “The flowers only bloom at night and the scents are at the richest in the early evening hours to midnight.”

“This is amazing,” she said with a laugh. The soft lights around the foliage were plentiful enough to allow a good view. “What’s that tree?” she asked pointing to an orange-red leafed tree.

“It’s a carnelian tree. It seems to catch fire in summer when the colors are at their most vivid,” Peta told her. “Come on. The flowers smell fantastic.”

Peta led her off the path to a stand of trees and the fragrant aroma assailed her. Fire flies flitted around it casting pale light on it, but the tree seemed to give off a light of its own calling attention to the small flowers forming on its leaves.

“These are beauties you can’t get in the city,” Peta said.

“I know,” she agreed softly and looked at Peta. “Have you ever wanted to leave here?”

“No. I lived away when I went to college. A lot of kids get away to see if there is life outside of here. Some never come back.”

“But you did. Why?”

“My life is here,” she said. “My heart is here.”

Somali nodded slowly. Her heart was in a fictional world in her mind where she was free to live her life as she chose. 

“Do you like the city?” Peta asked.

“Sometimes,” she admitted. “But mostly I just want...” Somali wanted to be free. “I want to see this more often.”

“Then, you should,” Peta said and moved closer to her. 

The spice of her invaded Somali’s senses, and she drew it in. The butterfly wallowing in it, the warmth a sensual pleasure that made her want to caress herself.

Then, Peta stroked her hand up Somali’s arm. “Why live where your spirit isn’t nourished.”

She looked away. “My parents said that it’s best for us to live in the city since we work there. It cuts down on our commute.”

“Definitely does that,” Peta agreed. “Do you want to raise a family there?”

Somali looked at Peta and saw beautiful blue pools that sucked her right in. “The city has its advantages.”

“So does country life,” Peta said softly, and her breath whispered over Somali’s skin. 

Somali shivered.

“You’re cold.” Peta wrapped her arms around her, pulling her closer. 

Their bodies touched at nearly every point, setting her heart racing and her blood turning to lava. The butterfly burst into life like a plant opening to the sun and a burst of air escaped Somali along with a faint tingle at her back where her wings could emerge.

“You smell good,” Peta said and lowered her head.

“T—” Her words were cut short by Peta’s lips pressing lightly against hers. The vague knocking sound flitted on the air and Peta’s lips moved ever so slightly against her own.

The pressure was almost nonexistent, but that didn’t stop the explosion of desire that had Somali parting her lips just a little. Peta’s tongue didn’t invade. Instead, she lightly nipped Somali’s bottom lip and her heart sank. 

Before her disappointment could sink in, Peta sucked the succulent flesh into her mouth and Somali moaned. Her eyes slid closed and her hands went of their own accord to rest at Peta’s waist. Then, glided up her back.

Goddess above, she wanted more, and Somali wanted Peta to want it too.

Then, her phone rang, the old-fashioned ring of a rotary phone. Startled, she jumped, and Peta braced a hand on her back. 

“Easy.”

Her phone rang again, and Somali sighed as she pulled away from Peta. The warmth of her body fled slowly away leaving Somali a little bereft.

She removed her phone from the small purse she’d hung cross-body wise for the walk before getting out of the car. 

“Hello?”

“Where are you, Somali?” Sarah Greentree demanded. “You aren’t home. I’m here, and Palin said you said you were staying in.”

“What’s wrong, Mother?” she asked rolling her eyes.

“I want to talk to you about this foot treatment formula. So, get back here,” she said. “Now.”

“I’m coming,” Somali murmured. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.” She ended the call with a sigh. “That was my mother. She wants to talk about work.”

“She works at the same company?”

“She and my dad run the spa that the pharm partners started once the pharm company started growing,” Somali answered. “I sometimes help out with skin treatment. This last one I created is going to market soon.” 

“You have your hands full,” Peta said leading her back the way they’d come. “You’re going to have to take a vacation soon.”

She snorted. “I know.” She hadn’t had a real vacation since she graduated college.

“Think about spending it here,” Peta said.

They reached her car in a few moments, and Peta looked down at her.

“Goodnight. Sleep tight.” She kissed the corner of Somali’s mouth and drew back.

“Goodnight.” Somali’s reply was breathless, 

Peta smiled and backed away. Did tonight mean the ball was in her court? 

Did she shoot or wait for Peta to make a real move?
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Chapter Three
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Two days later...

“I really wish you’d reconsider,” Sarah Greentree said to her daughter as they stood in the town’s square. The sun filtered through heavy branches of the knotted old oak tree to slide down Sarah’s cheek. 

Somali frowned at her and looked away, her gaze falling on a laughing couple not far from them. “I’m quitting Mother,” Somali said angrily. “I’ve already turned in my resignation.” 

“Think of all the good you’re doing,” Sarah exclaimed. “You’re saving lives.”

Somali made an annoyed sound. “I’m able to create these treatments because of the wand,” she replied patiently. 

Somali considered herself an intelligent enough person with degrees in nursing and chemistry. She had the healer’s gift too, but even she knew it wasn’t all her.

“That’s not true,” Sarah said quickly.

“Yes, it is,” she muttered. “And they know about it. Did you tell them?”

“I mentioned you worked with crystals in coming up with the formulas but not any one in particular,” Sarah replied, a hint of annoyance in her tone. “Still, you’re the force behind the creations.”

“We both know that thing changed me from the moment you put it around my neck,” she said. “I stopped being just a normal butterfly and was turned into a healing wonder.” 

She loved her gift. On the other hand, Somali sensed something was changing with the wand and it was changing her.

“How do I turn it off? I want a normal life.” She didn’t want to stop helping people. She merely wanted more control over her own life.

“I don’t know,” Sarah told her. “I got the crystals on a trip to Peru before you were born. Your healer’s gift is all natural. It’s a gift from the goddess.”

Somali shook her head. They were witches by religion. And as much as she believed in the goddess, she feared the power of this gift was never meant to be wielded by a mere mortal, shifter or not.

“It’s not and I think it’s time you told me the truth,” Somali insisted.

Sarah averted her gaze, the line of her body stiffening. “There is no truth,” she insisted harshly and then met her daughter’s stare again. “You need to think about what you’re doing. You have a fantastic career, and a man who’s perfect for you.”

“No, he’s not,” Somali muttered. They had only kissed a handful of times, but the feel of his lips on hers left her cold rather than heat-warmed. 

“He’s a monarch butterfly shifter from a predatory clan, a rising star in the engineering world, with both financial and social standing. On top of that, he’s from a good witch family.”

Monarch males were protective and strong. So, he’d be perfect if he was a woman.

Alpha women made her tingly. Alpha men not so much.

“Mom, please,” she said on a sigh. 

“Your father, and I think it’s time you settle down,” Sarah said firmly. “Now, take the next two days off, but I want you back at work after that. Your father and I helped build Whitehead Pharmaceuticals, and we aren’t going to allow you to trash it over some sentimental notions.” 

“M—”

“And I want you to work out your issues with Carlton,” Sarah cut in sharply, and her tone was like a whip cutting Somali’s feelings.

“We don’t have any issues.”

“He told me you haven’t even had sex yet, and you’ve been seeing him for six months.” Her mother stopped in her stride, a horrified look on her face. “You should see someone if you have a sexual dysfunction,” Sarah insisted.  

Somali looked away, laughing bitterly. “I don’t need to see anyone.” Her gaze connected with one across the quad of downtown Sensation. 

Peta’s gaze held hers and Somali shivered, and she whimpered. Her butterfly wanted to be right next to Peta with the warmth of her body seeping into her. 

That kiss Friday night had left her hungry to know the full brunt of Peta’s passion. Somali hoped the heat she’d seen in Peta’s eyes was more than a figment of her imagination.

“You must,” Sarah told her angrily. “You’re going to straighten yourself out and do the right thing instead of continuing to embarrass us.” Her mother grabbed her arm and gave her a shake.

Startled, Somali met her mother’s gaze. “I’d never make a man happy,” she said softly.

Her heart belonged to a woman who didn’t even know she owned it. 

“You’ll learn,” Sarah said insistently. “And you’ll like it.”

“Mom—”

“The first thing on the agenda is you calling Carlton and making sure he knows you want him,” Sarah cut in, her tone implacable. “And you’re staying away from Kallie. I think that friendship is starting to twist your head in all the wrong directions.” 

“That’s not even true,” Somali protested angrily. “The fact that we’ve reconnected makes me happy. I like having a friend.” Somali put her hand on the bracelet she’d been wearing for the last two and a half months. 

The beautiful white gold memory locket bracelet with a jeweled face that glittered in the light had arrived then with a set of charms which included a ladybug, that lay against the back plate with the word Love etched into it.

She didn’t know who’d sent it to her, but it had come on a day when she’d not only been tired, but unhappy about her life. The card hadn’t been signed and it had simply read, thinkin’ about you.

“She’s a distraction with a going nowhere life,” Sarah said in a hard tone. “Your brother might have to find a reason to arrest them.”

“You have to be kidding!” Somali exclaimed as she glared at her mother. 

Sarah laughed, an edge to the sound. “I’ll make sure they’re harassed to no end,” Sarah promised with an air of triumph. “So, stay away from them.”

Somali flattened her lips as she crossed her arms angrily over her chest while throwing a look across the quad again. Peta was deep in conversation with Tasmina, Peta’s best-friend, as she gestured with one hand.  

“You two are such bigots.” 

“We’re rational, and we know you aren’t going to do anything but bring shame on the family name,” her mother said angrily. “You will tell Elliston you’ve changed your mind.”

Somali fought back tears stinging at the backs of her eyes. 

“You should count yourself lucky a man like Carlton wants you, and you aren’t going to let him slip away. And get rid of that bracelet. I don’t care which one of those whores bought it for you. It’s just a symbol that you belong to them.”

Somali bit down hard on her bottom lip, hands clenching and unclenching at her sides, the cool metal caressing her skin. A low-pitched screech resembled a human scream normally, but it was muted to her ears. 

However, Sarah grimaced and covered her ears with her hands, her face filled with pain. The sound could rupture the eardrum of a butterfly, dragonfly or moth when aimed with purpose.  

“Damn it,” Sarah muttered. “What are those animals thinking? There are children
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