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Chapter 1




Jade’s mom always told her she might have to get dirty to take care of the job, especially as a bounty hunter for Scythe, a subdivision of Other World Logistics, aka OWL. She was really starting to take the advice to heart. She also understood that the dirty part of those words did not necessarily mean actual dirt, but something more ethereal, like thugs that didn’t meet the definition of human. Or magical things gone awry.

She stayed in the shadows, slipping through the dark areas of the street and trailing her target. Her breath puffed white in the early March evening in Philadelphia. She pulled up a scarf so it wouldn’t give her away. Her object was easy to keep track of since he was well over six feet tall and at least three hundred pounds. Groups of people mingled outside the fancy nightclub and traffic flowed—mostly expensive cars and upscale SUVs for the upper-class set. This time of the evening on a Friday, there were no trucks or delivery vans. Everyone was out to slough off the long week with a bit of fun. 

Everyone but her.

As she watched, the man she was after bumped into a couple, knocking the other man off balance. Jade’s prey stumbled off as if he’d had too much to drink, but Jade knew better. The couple he’d run into were now missing at least one wallet and probably a phone. She could take him down for that alone, but she wanted to see where he went. He was her target, but Jade knew he wasn’t the brains of the gang she and other members of Scythe had been after for several months, and she really wanted whoever that was.

The thug shuffled along, helping himself to at least two more wallets or phones before entering a bar that could easily be described as a dive. A deep bellyflop into a pool of muck dive. The Weeping Willow Bar and Grill—such a pretty name for such an ugly place—might have been nice at one time but now was just a gang bar. If the outside was any indication of what was inside…she shuddered to think about that. No one had attempted to stop the man. Not even the cops patrolling the area. But she didn’t blame them. Even without his size being an issue, the man projected an air of danger. The people he’d pickpocketed had actually apologized to him for being in his way. The tattoo on his forehead was enough to warn anyone away. The Neon Scorpions symbol shone bright, even in the dim light. Jade had heard they put something in the ink to make it reflective. The gang was made up of rogue shifters and other paranormals who were causing problems not just for magicals, but for humans as well. And that did not sit well with the higher ups. Most humans didn’t know about their kind and the magical society wanted to keep it that way. Unfortunately, rogues like the Neon Scorpions made that difficult.

Jade pulled up the collar on her leather jacket and slipped into the bar, staying on the edges where the light was dimmest, though to be honest, the place wasn’t that well-lit to begin with. Definitely different from the high-end nightclub two blocks away. As she watched, her mark sauntered over to the long scarred bar, displacing two people sitting at the end. They scurried away like the rats they were. She ignored them. They were regular humans, even if they were from the bottom of the food chain. She didn’t deal with non-magical people. They were the problem of the regular justice system. But her prey wasn’t human. At least, not completely.

And technically, neither was she. Which was why she could go after him.

Being an agent for Other World Logistics—also known as OWL—had been a dream of hers for as long as she could remember. For years, her mom had been one of their best hunters and Jade and her brother had grown up knowing about the paranormal world, like everyone else in Clear Water, Pennsylvania. Now, Jade’s mother and father taught other agents how to capture—or kill—rogues. Though her parents had trained her well, she’d also gone to a specialized training camp in western Pennsylvania where she’d met her best friend and occasional roommate Kendra. Then Jade had ended up in Sedona, Arizona for a different kind of training—mostly spiritual in nature. Not something she’d excelled at, unlike her partner, Malachai. 

As an elemental as well as a mishmash of other things, Jade had finally finished training and moved onto the job. She took care of the things the human cops couldn’t deal with—like this brute. He looked human—sort of—but the word from the bosses was that he was a shifter and was wanted for questioning in several outstanding cases of harassment and assault. Looking at him, Jade was surprised there weren’t more warrants out for him.

She studied the room, gauging how many people were there, how many of them were humans, and how much trouble she’d have. Most of the patrons looked like they’d rather drown in their bottom-shelf whiskeys than get in a fight. But you could never be certain. She knew her skills, but to take on a couple dozen beings, most of who were human…she wasn’t sure there wouldn’t be collateral damage.

“Hey, pretty lady. How’s about keeping me company?”

Jade glanced over the man who’d dared come near her. He looked like he hadn’t had a bath in years—and smelled like it too. “No thanks.” 

“Aw, c’mon, honey. I can be really nice to you.” His leering smile showed missing and rotted teeth. Ugh.

Jade turned her back to the room so no one could see what she was doing and inched out the badge attached to her belt under her jacket. “Haven’t you heard? No means no. Now go away.”

Instead of leaving, he ogled her even more. “Hey, I can get into doing a cop.” 

Jade shook her head and sighed as she covered the badge back up. She hated doing what she needed to do, but the guy wouldn’t take no for an answer. Placing her hands on his neck like she was going to agree to something with him, she pressed on both arteries on either side hard enough to stop the flow of blood to his brain. As an added plus, she also added a “push” to his brain to further put him to sleep along with a suggestion of what would happen if he ever accosted another woman who refused him. When he sagged, she dumped him in a nearby chair, positioning him to look like he’d passed out. Which, technically, he had. Then she turned her attention back to her objective.

He was leaning over the bar, holding the bartender by his bunched-up tee and growling something about money. Jade blew out a breath, then advanced through the tables to the bar. “Is there a problem here?”

The man growled. “Not your problem.”

“Actually, it is.” Jade pulled open the lapel on her jacket, exposing the badge again, which only made him growl more. “Let the human go and come with me.”

He laughed at her, then shoved the barman away and advanced on her, swinging a punch in her direction, then more as she ducked. That changed things. She was allowed to put down violent ones. She evaded every single one, which only made him madder. His fists were the size of two of hers and probably would have knocked her to the floor if they’d connected, but they didn’t. Once he started swinging, she was allowed to hit back, so she did. A hard one to his solar plexus that doubled him down, then a knee to his face, breaking his nose.

But he did not go down. 

Shit.

To her surprise, he started to shift. She could see the wide-eyed stares from the humans in the bar and knew she needed to get him—and herself—out of there quickly. So she hit him again, in the broken nose, then turned and ran out the door, knowing he’d follow. Or at least, hoping he would. He did, so she ducked down the nearest alley. 

Crap. A dead end. And her opponent filled the entryway along with two other beings. Blood streaming down his face, he shifted into a grizzly bear. A huge, hairy, pissed-off grizzly bear. Could this day get any worse? Yep. It could. Especially when his two friends pulled out spiked cudgels. 

Jade backed up as far as she could, took a running start and “climbed” the nearby brick wall, then leaped onto the bear’s back. As she hung onto him for all she was worth with her legs and one arm, she pulled out her largest knife from her boot with the other hand and used it to slash at him. She couldn’t get to his neck without loosening her grip, but she did as much damage as she could. Unfortunately, so did he and his pals as his claws raked at her arm and his friends beat at her legs with their weapons. 

Finally, her knife hit the right spot and a minute later, he collapsed onto the ground, blood flowing from his wounds.

His friends stared wide-eyed at the dead bear, then at her. “You killed him!”

“He attacked me first.” She leaned back against the brick wall, panting and bleeding, but still wary of the two she faced.

“You killed him! You killed Starn! Who are you?”

“Jade Pike.” Jade watched as both men paled and dropped their weapons. Even though she’d only been on the job for three years, her reputation preceded her and occasionally helped her out. Okay, technically it was her family’s reputation, but she’d take what she could get. Like now, when both men turned tail and ran. She wondered briefly why they hadn’t shifted since she’d been aware that they were like Starn but was grateful they hadn’t. They’d probably figured nobody would ever take on their friend and win. Too bad for them. And him.

Then she noted that neither one of them had the forehead emblem, but they wore amulets that had black scorpions on a gold background. So…not very high in the gang? Interesting. 

Jade leaned against the wall, exhaustion pulling at her, and glanced at the sky. “Hey, bosses, need some cleanup down here.” Another glance at her clothes. It was a cinch she’d never wear her jacket again. And it had been her favorite—a gift from her godmother Charly by way of Jade’s parents. “If you wouldn’t mind, some new duds too.” Occasionally, the bosses replaced clothes destroyed on the job.

Occasionally. She hoped this would be one of those times because the jacket was one of a kind. 

After checking the street to be sure it was empty, she set two small discs at the end of the alley and activated them. The hologram that shimmered into place showed a solid fifteen-foot-high brick wall. That would hopefully keep anyone out until the cleaners got there to take care of the mess.

She needed to get to her hotel room, but figured she’d better find a back way to get there. No point in bringing any more attention to what had happened here than necessary. Fortunately, she’d left her motorcycle parked on a side street less than a half a block away. But getting there without being seen would be the problem. Especially in the state she was in. She grabbed a bandana from her pocket and wrapped it around her arm as much as she could to stem the bleeding.

At the entrance to the alley, she glanced out at the street. At this end of town, there weren’t as many people or cars around, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. As nonchalantly as possible, she strolled from the alley, trying to stick to the shadows. Her legs burned where the two smaller men had attacked her, and she knew she had cuts and bruises there. And her left arm was a mess, even through the heavy leather jacket. As a practicing witch with an affinity for crystals and minerals, she could heal faster than humans, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be hurt. 

Cradling her arm, she made her way back to her bike and then to the tiny motel where she was staying and keyed open her room, stopping in the doorway as she saw the lights on and a man sitting in the single chair on the far side of the room.

“What the hell are you doing here?”










  

  
Chapter 2




“You’re a mess.” Malachai Stone studied the woman standing in the doorway, blood dripping from her arm and her pants looking like she’d been hit by shrapnel. He hoped whatever she’d fought with looked worse than she did. She was one of the best fighters he knew and if she looked this bad… 

“Great observation.” She came the rest of the way into the room and shut and locked the door. She untied a bandana from her arm, then peeled off her ruined jacket. He held back a gasp at the gashes on her arm. 

And still, she looked better than most women he knew. As he rose to get a washcloth and towel from the bathroom, he thought back to three and a half years ago, when he’d first met Jade Pike and his almost instant connection to her, though he’d pushed his feelings down.

Fresh out of college and ready to conquer the world, OWL had recruited him and sent him to training camp, then to a special trainer in the hills outside of Sedona. He still smiled at how Jade had arrived at the mountain retreat. She’d gotten off to the wrong start as she roared up the sacred mountain on her motorcycle, sure the instructors couldn’t teach her a thing. After all, she’d had the Pike family and most of the town of Clear Water teaching her weaponry, martial arts, and magical spells. Clear Water was populated with elves, witches, vampires, shifters, and more and was a peaceful place to live thanks to the war they’d all fought—and won—against a demon of darkness twenty-eight years ago. 

Mal was everything Jade wasn’t. He was peaceful, in tune with nature, quiet, and methodical. Jade was all about wading in without thinking things through. Mal had easily settled into training as a healer, but his physical skills had been lacking. When they’d both left camp, they were closer to equals—though he would never be as skilled as she was at physical aspects, while she would never sit and meditate for hours at a time without fidgeting. He bit back a chuckle as he thought about her attempts at meditation. Not something she would ever excel at.

Concerned about the blood she was losing from the gashes on her arm, Mal wrapped her arm in the washcloth, then added a towel. “What in all the worlds were you fighting?”

“A grizzly bear shifter.”

She hadn’t changed much since he’d last seen her. At five-eight, she was tall, but slender with straight coppery hair and eyes the color of her name. As a hunter, she wore her hair short, but when he’d met her, it had been almost to the bottom of her shoulder blades and so thick and silky.

“A grizzly? This should be interesting. Sit.” He gently washed her wounds, pausing when she gasped. “What about your legs?”

“I’ll take care of them. They’re punctures. Not deep, just plentiful.”

He dropped the cloths and laid his hands over the wounds in her arms. 

“Mal, you don’t—”

“Hush.” 

A minute later, his hands glowed and he felt the heat encompass him. Five minutes later, he took his hands away. Her gashes had closed over and now just showed pink scars. Unfortunately, the healing energy took a lot out of him. By the time he cleaned up the mess, a pounding headache was settling in behind his eyes.

“You didn’t have to do that, but I appreciate it.” 

He knew she would have healed on her own in a day—maybe two because of the seriousness of the gashes—but he couldn’t let her waste her energy on healing when he could help her. “We need to talk.”

“If you’re here, then I guess so. But let me get a shower and change clothes first. And you need to do something about your headache.”

“How…?” He shook his head, then winced. She’d seen him healing before and knew how the task affected him. “Never mind. Go.” He sat down on the edge of the bed as she gathered what she needed from her duffel and headed for the tiny bathroom.

While she got clean, he called in a delivery order from a nearby pizza place and a soft drink for her. He had a special energy tea in his car that he grabbed along with something for his headache. When the food came, he set the box on the desk, popped the pain pills, and sat and sipped his tea. He wasn’t sure what he was going to tell her, or how, but he wasn’t there just because he wanted to see her. They had an assignment they needed to do together. At least, that was what his letter had said. He wondered if she’d gotten one, then figured she hadn’t or she wouldn’t have been so surprised to see him. OWL didn’t often send out teams to handle problems, but this time, they needed to.

She emerged from the bathroom wearing sleep shorts and a tank top that covered everything and hid nothing and looked much better than when she’d come into the room. He grinned when her stomach rumbled as she inhaled the tantalizing scent of the pizza. Like his healing energies, hers would have been expended during the fight. Food would help replenish some of what she’d lost.

“Wow. Must be serious if you bought me a pizza.” She opened the box and inhaled deeply before grabbing a slice and settling on the chair by the desk.

“It is. But eat first. I know you’re probably hungry after your encounter.”

“Famished. Gee, no meat?”

He chuckled as he took his own slice. It was an old joke between them as he was vegetarian, and Jade was definitely not. In their time together, Nakai had never allowed her to consume meat. Cheese, yes, but not meat. He’d also put a lot of other restrictions on both of them, some of which they fought—and lost—and some of which they won. Mostly the former, though. Nakai had been a tough taskmaster, but a good one. Because of their time together, they had developed a friendship that worked for them. They’d come to respect each other’s strengths and weaknesses by the end of their training. And the few times they’d managed to physically hook up, mostly from a need to release tension, had been some of the best times of his life.

“Do you need me to check your legs?”

She chuckled as she devoured the savory slice of goodness, held out first one leg, then the other. “No. They’re already healing over. Residual effect from what you did with my arm. But thanks.”

He noted the bright pink scars spread over her legs like polka dots. “So, a grizzly?”

“Blasted shapeshifter. He is…was part of a gang that’s been causing problems that OWL has been looking into. I really wish I hadn’t had to kill him, but it was either him or me.”

“Then I’m glad you prevailed. Cleaners called?” He was all about taking the proper steps when finishing up a job.

“Yes, Mal. I did everything I needed to do. The other two with him got away, but they’re nothing. And might actually help spread the word that we won’t tolerate that kind of activity.”

“That kind?”

“Shaking down shop owners, pickpocketing, intimidation to the point of physical harm and death, not just of our kind, but of humans.” He noted her left leg jittering, a habit he knew she wasn’t aware of, but did when she was frustrated or irritated.

“Then you did the right thing.” He bit into his slice of the pie, savoring the taste of sauce, melted cheese, mushrooms and onions. He knew she didn’t like peppers or black olives, so he’d left those off. 

“But I didn’t get the information I was after. Someone is using shapeshifters to go after people with power, but this one seemed to want to harass humans more than others. Plus, OWL wants the person at the top of the ladder, not the thugs and rats on the bottom rungs. Every time I think I’m there, something happens, and I lose whatever momentum I’ve gained. I really want whoever is the head.” She slammed her drink on the desk, splattering the top. Before he could say anything, she grabbed napkins and wiped the mess up. “Sorry.”

He shrugged, amused at her consideration of his need for order. “You are who you are. The instructors, especially Nakai, taught us both what we needed to know, but if those…emotions sometimes get away from you, what do you need to do?” It was something Nakai had pounded into their entire class but had taken her and some of the other warriors a lot longer to learn than it had him.

She grinned at him. “I acknowledge what I am feeling and thinking and move on. If I cannot move on, I need to assess if there is a deeper meaning and deal with that first.”

“Very good. So, what is the deeper meaning?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s why you’re here.” She closed up the now empty pizza box and dumped it into the trash. “You wouldn’t be here without a reason. Plus, you said we needed to talk. So talk.”

“I can’t just stop in to see my training partner?” He’d never let his feelings for her show to anyone else when they were training. But they’d been there, even though he’d tried hard to fight them. Until he didn’t.

The intensity behind her eyes disturbed him on several levels. She often saw things others missed. “Now, why are you here? It’s been three years with just the occasional email.”

He sighed, then nodded. “You’re right, unfortunately. But still, I am glad to see you.”

She held up her healed arm. “And I’m very glad you were here. So, what’s going on?”

He finished his tea and sat back, the headache just background noise now. “It seems your task meshes with mine. There’s a major problem on the radar. Someone who’s killing paranormals, especially witches and couples. And especially if they have money in the bank. And it has nothing to do with your grizzly—that we’re aware of. But from what you’ve said, maybe it does.”

“In what way?” She settled back in the chair, her bare feet up on the desk. 

“The higher ups aren’t sure yet. But the bodies they found were sucked of their lives. Not just killed, but decimated.”

“So, a rogue vampire?”

“No. There are none of the usual vampire markers. No teeth marks, no bacteria in what’s left of the bodies. It’s more like their life force has been taken, leaving a mummified husk behind.”

“Sounds more like a succubus.”

“That’s a possibility, but all the people who are missing were magical couples, even if they just had a small amount of power, all in their mid-twenties, and all a similar type. A succubus would go after everyone, not just a certain type. And nobody can give us more than a vague description—beautiful woman, long blonde hair, voluptuous.”

“Could be a lot of women. Where is this happening?”

“Mostly within a sixty-mile radius of Harrisburg.”

“Is it a group and not just one individual?”

“That’s what the higher ups thought at first, but now they’re not so sure.”

“So, what do you need me for? I know the bosses have other agents who are more experienced than I am.”

He hated the next part, pretty sure he knew how she’d react. “Because of our friendship.”

“I’m sure you have other friends.”

“Yes, but none with your particular skill set.”

“You need the brawn for the brain.” She snorted, and he laughed. 

That had been a running joke for them during their time together. Then she stared right back at him, and he saw the certainty in her face. 

“We’re going to be the bait. Again, why me? And why haven’t the bosses contacted me about this? I was going to go visit my parents tomorrow, so it’s good you caught me. I’ve been out in Gloaming Gap the last six months.”

That surprised him. “Gloaming Gap? I didn’t know you knew anyone out there. Or was it a job?”

“Though I was working, it wasn’t for OWL. I was helping a friend out at the Emporium. I set up a data base for them that would streamline inventory.”

He frowned. “Your friend have a name?”

She gave him her own frown. “You’re awfully nosy. But if you must know, her name is Kendra Harris. My folks and hers go back a long way so when I ran into a bit of trouble at home, they helped me out.”

Mal laughed. “Of course it would be them. There’s no such thing as a coincidence, is there?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Kendra.”

“Kendra? Oh! Wait! Don’t tell me she’s your—”

“Cousin. Yep. How do you know her?”

“I’ve been living with her for the last six months but have known her most of my life. I work at the Emporium with her when I’m not on a job. My folks and her folks are good friends.” Jade shook her head. “You’re from there, aren’t you? I should have remembered that.”

“I guess I never told you much about Gloaming Gap, just like you never talked much about Clear Water.”

“No, we didn’t. Interesting.”

“What kind of trouble did you get into? Fighting with someone you shouldn’t be?”

“An ex I needed to get away from before I did something…not nice to him. But this job? I wonder why I didn’t get a letter. Last one I got was about my grizzly bear. Thought I’d have a bit of a break between jobs.”

“I don’t know. Mine said you needed to be with me. And they did specify you.” He cocked his head at her. “Would you be okay with that?”

“We’re going to pretend to be a couple and see what happens?” 

“Yes. Would you be willing to do this?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Not really.”

“When do we start?”

“We already did. Since I assumed you had gotten a letter as well, I made a pretty good show of coming here and making sure others knew I was coming here for you—and not in a bad way.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her, making her laugh.

“Well, okay then. When did you get here? I left to track my guy around seven. And it’s close to midnight now.

“Just after you left, I guess. I got here just before eight. Came directly from another job. I grabbed my stuff from my hotel room and headed out since my letter said I needed to be here asap.”

“Where were you?” She knew he moved a lot with his job. It was part of the life they lived. 

“Baltimore. I was working at Johns Hopkins.”

“Oooh. Ritzy.” She grinned at him. “Works for what you said we needed, but this place is a bit seedy for someone with money.”

“The story is, with the annual Philadelphia Flower Show going on, there wasn’t much else available. Plus, you had a job to do and needed to be close for that. So, here we are.”

“That’s not bad. So, how do we establish ourselves as a close couple? After all, we haven’t seen each other in a while. Are the higher ups taking care of our back story?”

“They told me not to worry about it, that you would have a source.” 

“I would…?” She shook her head. “Corey. Of course.”

“Your twin brother?”

“Yeah. So, any ideas?” 

“We may not see each other much, but let’s say we text and video chat all the time and get together when we can.”

Jade shook her head. “Too easy to check.” She cocked her head, frowned, then smiled. “My source. Corey can write a quick program that will validate that backstory and beef it up a little. Then anyone doing a search will find what we want them to find. Give me a few.” 

“I could use a shower. You need me for any of this?”

“Nah. I got it.” Ignoring him, she grabbed her phone and texted her brother.

Hey. You busy?

Not too. What’s up?

I need you to create a back story for me and my partner in this job.

Who and how long?

Who is Malachai Stone. How long, is the last six months.

Oooh – the Mal from training? Interesting.

Jade knew she shouldn’t have texted him. He could be such a nuisance at times. But he was a whiz with all things electronic. He could make computers do anything he wanted. He had banks of them in his apartment above the diner their folks owned. He earned a decent wage from developing and testing all kinds of games and software. What people didn’t know was that his most popular video games were actually real-life events from their family and friends’ pasts—slightly altered to keep everyone safe.

Stuff it, Cor. Mal and I are on a job. We need it to look like we’ve been together for the last six months, even if only long distance. Meeting up when we can, mostly in higher-end hotels, etc. Can you do something with that?

Yeah. I’ll have something for you in a couple of hours. Where are you?

Philly. Should be back in Clear Water in a few days. See you then.

Got you.

Thanks. I owe you.

Jade signed off and looked up as Mal emerged from the bathroom, and she blew out a long breath. The man had no idea how gorgeous he was. Tall, tanned, dark hair with just the right amount of curl and deep blue eyes, and he moved with the fluid strength of a panther. She mentally slapped herself. Not going there. Besides, she was really too tired to do anything more than sleep. 

But… they were supposed to be a couple, weren’t they? She bit back a chuckle. “We’ll have a backstory in a couple of hours. We’ve been doing the long-distance thing for a while, getting together when we can, but more frequently in the last six months. Hit a few inns and hotels—mostly higher-end—over that time.”

“Nice. Thank your brother for me.”

“I will. But sending him a couple of bags of popcorn would go a long way toward endearing him to you. Kettle corn and caramel are his favorites.”

Mal chuckled, then grabbed his phone. “Got an address for me?”

Jade held out hers and shared the contact, then yawned and pointed at the two queen-sized beds in the room. “Door or window side?”

“Not the same one?” He waggled his eyebrows at her with a smirk.

Echoing his look, she pulled out one of her knives, he had no clue from where. It wasn’t like she had a lot of clothes on. “Not unless you want to be a soprano for the rest of your life.”

He laughed and held up his hands in surrender. “Ouch! I’ll take the door. Might give me a head start. Do you still snore?”

“I do not snore!” She tossed a pillow at him that he deftly caught and added to the one on his bed as they both laughed, caught up in easy camaraderie.

“Hah. I could hear you even from my room at Nakai’s.” Mal stripped down to his boxers, hiding a smile when she tried to ignore him. He quickly turned his back and climbed into bed, pulling up the covers as she got into her bed and turned out the light. He forced himself to relax with a controlled intake of breath to a count of four and exhaled to a count of eight. Her tossing and turning and rustling of the sheets didn’t help. Seemed like she wasn’t having any more luck drifting off than he was.



      [image: ]Jade knew she’d slept because she woke in a plain white room with no visible doors or windows. Actually, no visible anything in the expanse of whiteness. Fortunately, she knew exactly where she was thanks to her mom and having been here in the void before. She “sat” down, though there was really no up or down or even any sense of sitting on something solid, and waited for one of her bosses to show up. They preferred contacting her while she was asleep or in a trance because it was easier to have a conversation this way. Basically, she just folded her legs in front of her and rested her hands on her knees. She didn’t have long to wait. Thank goodness. She hated waiting. Her impatience was one reason she’d had such a hard time at Nakai’s.

“Hello Jade.” A pudgy man she could describe only as “Santa” stood before her, his long, white robe swirling around his feet though there was no discernable wind in the room. The funny thing was that his name really was Claus.

“Hello Claus. What’s going on?”

“I assume Mal has informed you of what is going on.”

“He did. Why wasn’t I given a heads-up earlier?”

He frowned and gave a little shake of his head. “You weren’t? That is odd. I’ll have to look into that.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. “You are correct in that your assignment paperwork is missing. That will be taken care of. Oh, and new clothes are on the way.” He blew out a deep breath. “Anyway, your task is what Malachai said, but there’s a little more to it now. We need you to be especially vigilant. And find the lost pieces of the Shattered Heart to go along with the grimoire.”

“The what? And what grimoire?”

“The Shattered Heart. It is a crystal, specifically a rather large ruby in the shape of a heart. It’s approximately three inches across but shallow. It’s a key. A very special key. It was split into two pieces several centuries ago and the pieces hidden, but no one knows where. Only when the two pieces are reunited and used in the proper lock will your task be finished.”

“And the grimoire?”

“The one you found and purchased several months ago. Do you still have it in your possession?”

It took a moment for Jade to figure out what he was talking about, then a memory clicked. Eight months ago, she’d gone to an estate sale near Clear Water with her then-boss, Brad. He owned an antique store and had purchased several things at the auction. She’d paid a dollar for a “lot” box of stuff, and he’d razzed her about it the entire way back to the store. Jade found the grimoire at the bottom of the box and had immediately felt drawn to it, but as soon as Brad saw it, he grabbed it. Their argument had lasted several days before Jade was pulled away for a job. When she returned, she found that she’d been replaced and the grimoire was nowhere to be found.

Jade had a bad feeling she knew what the Shattered Heart was the key to. “When I got back from that job in Lancaster, the grimoire was missing. So, no, I don’t have it. Wait. No one knows where the pieces of the heart are? How am I supposed to find them? I mean, I’m not very good at all this stuff. Even Nakai said so. I’m too many parts muddled together so there’s nothing special about me or my skills.”

“Oh, you are so wrong, my dear. You are exactly what we need—a hunter.”

“I hunt people, not things!” 

She was talking to the dark motel room as Claus and the void had disappeared. The lamp flicked on, and she blinked in the sudden light.

“Jade?”

She shook her head. “How much did you hear?”

“Something about a shattered heart?”

“Yeah. The Shattered Heart. It’s a huge ruby in the shape of a heart and was broken in two. We have to find it and put the two pieces together along with a missing grimoire or our job won’t work out right.”

“Interesting. Shattered usually means more than just two pieces.”

She sat up in bed and faced him. “Why are they asking me to do this, Mal? You know me and what I can do. Or rather, what I can’t do. Yes, I’m good in a fight. That’s why I’m a bounty hunter. And I’m good with minerals and the wind. But all that other stuff? The spell-casting, the scrying, even the lightning like my mom.” She studied her hands. “Back at the emporium, I almost caught some stuff on fire when I couldn’t control my anger and had fire shooting from my hands.”

“Fire? From your hands?”

“Yeah. Okay, not much. Just tiny flames from my fingertips, but still…”

“What the heck made you that mad?”

“Um… Brad showed up. He was demanding that we return a grimoire to him. That I had it and he wanted it.”

“Not the same one?”

Jade shrugged. “No clue. Possibly? He tried to put a spell on me.”

Mal laughed. “A spell?! On you! Please tell me you let him live.”

She grinned at him. “For the most part. Actually, I just ‘pushed’ him out of the door into a snowbank, then slammed the door. Later that night, Kendra and I heard someone trying to get past our security wards on the apartment. I assume it was him, but don’t really know. After that, we got a box delivered to us that had the grimoire in it. No return address or anything other than my name and the address of the Emporium. Kendra put it in the specially secured safe at the store while she and her father look into its history.”

“Well at least we know where it is and that it’s safe,” Mal said.

Jade nodded, then drew in on herself and frowned. “But even with what I did there, I’m still mediocre at most things magical. So why me? They should get someone else to do this. They should ask my folks to do this. They’re the experts in all this stuff. Or even Kendra and her folks. The druids know more about magical artifacts than I do.” 

He faced her, settling into his favorite lotus position. Something she’d never been comfortable doing. Yes, she could do it, but to maintain it for hours like he did? Never. 

“Why not you? You continually put yourself down when you are an amazing person. You care about what you do. About other people. About setting right what is wrong. Okay, maybe you aren’t the strongest witch or elemental or whatever out there, but you know a bit about a lot of things and can use them. You are unique, Jade. Don’t ever doubt that.”

She’d heard the same lecture from her parents and others many times before, but this time, something about the intense way he said it made a difference. Then her old fears settled back in. She’d never be as strong as her parents were. They were heroes. They’d helped save the entire town—maybe the world. She shook off that line of thought. Those thoughts always led her down a dark path. “So where do we start looking for this heart? And what about our other job?”

“I have a feeling that the two are deeply entwined or they wouldn’t have set us on this path. Maybe finding the Heart will help us find and stop whoever is doing this.”

“And maybe we have to find the person first and then the Heart?”

“Search your inner self. Do you really think that?”

Jade hated it when he went all Zen on her, which happened more often than not. But she tried, surprised when she did feel something bubble up from deep within. “No. We need to find the Heart first. That is what will stop the rest.”

“Then that is what we’ll do. But first, I suggest we get some more sleep. We’ll start doing the research in the morning.” He flicked off the light and laid back down.

“Ugh!” Research was Kendra’s forte. Which gave her a thought. It was late, but Kendra could work on this tomorrow. She dashed off a text, surprised when Kendra immediately answered.

What’s up? Besides us? Kendra texted.

Yeah, why are you up? Is everything okay?

Yes and no. There was a break-in at the store. We think it has something to do with Brad and what happened the other day. Remember that package we got?

Yeah, the one with… Jade shook her head. Of course. With the grimoire. Did you find out anything else about it? Is it safe?

No worries. We took it home and secured it there. Dad’s looking into the background. But we were with the cops until just a little bit ago and the folks insisted I come home so they waited while I packed.

Ouch! But you’re okay?

“Yes. So, why were you texting?

It bothered Jade that Kendra was the one keeping the grimoire safe. Though Raine and her husband were pretty powerful Druids. “Have you ever heard of something called the Shattered Heart? All I know is that it’s a big ruby.”

She waited while the three dots blinked at her. 

“Found a few mentions, but it might take me some time to weed through it all. How soon do you need it?”

“Sooner would be good.”

“Got you. I’ll get back to you.”

“Thanks. Love you. Stay safe.”

“Love you back.”

“Night.”

Jade settled into her bed, secure in the knowledge that Kendra or her dad would find out everything it was possible to discover about the Shattered Heart.

“What did Corey say?”

Jade started, glad Mal couldn’t see her in the dark. “I wasn’t texting with Cor. He’s busy with our backstory.”

“So, another person for research.”

“How did you know?”

“I figured you’d contact someone. I’d have been surprised if you hadn’t.”

Jade chuckled. “Am I that obvious?”

“Yep.” 

“Anyway, I texted Kendra. She’s going to find out what she can about the heart and get back to me.”

“Kendra’s good for that. Or my uncle.”

They both startled as they heard a loud crash from outside. Jade was at the door first and saw her bike lying mangled on the parking lot and a beat-up truck spinning out and away, the men in the back laughing.

“What the hell? My bike!”
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