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PROLOGUE

The old woman’s voice droned on for more than an hour, but Epsilon needed her words, not her money. He hid his irritation well. Six months had gone by since his father, Lucifer—the dark ruler of Hell—had cut off any assistance, including funds to supplement Epsilon’s army. In that time, he had used his trained mercenaries and soldiers to take on specific unsavory tasks.

“I was told you were discreet.”

The woman wound down her personal history, and Epsilon smiled as he ran his fingers down the pressed crease of his trousers. Slowly flexing his hand before clasping it in the other in his lap, he gave her a slow smile. “I am. And I am sure you would expect that to continue with this task. However, Ms. Shen, you must also presume that my services do not come cheap. You were told that as well?”

The Asian woman’s steely stare must have intimidated everyone she had ever placed in her sights, but not Epsilon. One could not be the son of Lucifer and wither in front of any human, much less an elderly one, almost seventy years old.

Ms. Shen stood, the expensive linen of her gray suit swishing with the smoothness of her moves. “Mr. White, my marriage was one of arrangement between two of the wealthiest families in our region. I accepted that and did not complain. I assisted my husband when our families’ companies combined, and he took charge of the operations.”

She angled to look back at him, her gaze scathing as if he stood there with shit on his shoe, marring the expensive rug on the floor under it.

“Without me, Shen Enterprises would not exist. Our fathers died, and my husband inherited everything. And I accepted that, as well. When I gave birth to my son, the only male to carry on the family business, that too, I accepted. It was the way of our culture. However, when my son and his wife died in the plane crash…” As her gaze moved away, Epsilon tilted his head, attempting to detect some grief in her tone. But, no, she sounded as cold about the death of her son as she had about the rest of her history—even though the plane crash occurred less than a year ago.

Completely without emotion. A living, aging statue.

“I should have finally gained control of what I built—built not by grooming the men in my life but by manipulating and controlling them. By whispering in their ears the best decisions and knowing they would follow as if they had hatched the plans. But no…” Epsilon had been incorrect about the lack of emotion. Hate and vengeful venom tainted her words now. “My son gave control of the entire Shen empire to a seventeen-year-old child.” Her palm slammed down on the table in front of her, the impact so hard that the lovely tiny carvings chinked together like individual wind chimes made of china.

“Ah.” Epsilon stood to approach her and smiled. “A trust fund that converts when your granddaughter, Jade, turns eighteen.” He tilted his head. “I did my research. Your son and his wife died in a private airplane crash over the mountains of Montana. And he left your funds, the companies, the properties, everything except your living allowance and this home, to his daughter. That must have hurt. To finally have a chance to hold the reins of a mighty steed, and they are given to a little girl.”

“She is a child! A shy, withdrawn, witless child. She has no confidence and loses herself inside of books! Not even intelligent reads but ridiculous volumes of fantasy and fiction. Her father let her go to public school with children of low class—not a school that would groom her for the role of a woman in power! Nor a wife worthy of a powerful man! Just a girl. He allowed her just to be…” she spat out the word as if it tasted like the imagined shit on his shoe, “just herself. No pressure, and no training. She is not suitable nor worthy of what I built, Mr. White!” She brought her palm up to her chest, which was rising and falling with deep indignation like she had run to get herself worked up. “And he leaves it all to her!” Epsilon reached out to take her hand and stroked his thumb over her wrinkled knuckles, lifting his eyes to hers. “And if she dies, you finally have it all.”

Her eyes met his, and Epsilon found her gaze—like that of a viper contained in its basket for too long and wanted to sink its fangs into its charmer’s throat. “Yes. I was told you would do this, that the fact it was a child would be no issue. And if you researched, you know I can pay whatever fee you wish. As long as you do this deed.”

With a deadly smile, Epsilon brought her hand up to kiss her knuckles and then met her gaze. “I can. And the fee will be one of your son’s companies.”

“Which one?” Her face went emotionless once more, and the coldness had returned to her tone.

Epsilon pulled out a piece of paper and pressed it into her hand as he released it. “The one in Colombia that makes weapons.”
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“Ms. Shem, we’re here.”

Jade pulled her earbuds out when the driver announced they had arrived at her grandmother’s home. She hated the rambling mansion above the city with its empty rooms, servants, and ghosts of the past. She hated her room, which she wasn’t allowed to change from its museum-type interior—like the rest of the house. The only rooms Jade found any solace in were her grandfather’s library and the solarium it opened into. She never knew the man, though, as he had died when her father was a teenager. Sighing as she tucked away her well-worn paperback copy of The Hunger Games into her messenger bag, followed by her phone and earbuds, she mumbled a thank-you and exited the sedan. Watching the private driver turn the corner to park the car, she let her head fall forward, her eyes sliding over in puzzlement at the car parked on the curb with a large, intimidating man standing next to it.

Was someone visiting her grandmother? Strange. The woman ran over the schedule every morning over breakfast and had said nothing about any appointments.

Walking up the steps to the front door, she entered and dropped her bag by the front door. “Soba? I’m home. Do we have company?”

“Hello, Jade.”

A person moved in front of her, and she creased her brow in confusion as her eyes trailed up expensive suit jacket buttons, over a deep blue tie, and then continued upward to meet startling blue eyes. They were the hue of an iceberg—harmless on the surface but danger far below. “Hello?”

The man smiled, and something about it had Jade stepping back only to hit the large man from outside as he entered the home. “Soba?” Her breath hitched, and fear made the hair on the back of her neck stand like someone or something was whispering in silence against her skin. A warning she could not hear.

The man in the suit stepped close to her, and Jade tried to avoid his hand as it came up as fingers clasped her chin brutally.

“You are a pretty one. What a shame such a pretty doll is about to die.”
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Three Months Ago




“What do you mean”—Reno glanced over at Witch, who appeared just as confused as he was— “retire?” He let out a bark of laughter and waved his hand at the cowboy. “We all know you’re joking. Dude, you love killing and slaughtering and doing all of it in that stupid Stetson.” But Jess’s face did not show a joking expression. In fact, it looked the opposite—dire. “Oh, wait! You’re not joking.” Reno stood and gawked before sputtering in disbelief. “But Grid is like… You are like… I…” He gave up trying as his big brother clapped a hand on Reno’s shoulder.

“I ain’t completely leaving. I’m just retiring from being a fighter.” Putting an arm around Beth, Jess kissed the top of her head and met her eyes. His lady cop wore a smile, making it clear to Reno the couple had discussed and were in agreeance with whatever this was. “We are starting on finding a surrogate for a baby, which you all know. And your kids are gettin’ more grown by the day. And you’re having more”—Jess pointed at Witch’s tummy, where the newest Sundowns, in the form of twins, had started to grow even if Emma didn’t show yet— “since you two like to pretend you’re rabbits in springtime. Even more reason, I want to start a school, one with day care and has grades from kindergarten to high school. I want to run it, well, the administration side.”

“And I’m going to help,” Lily Devenmore spoke up as she joined them.

Reno looked down at Witch to find her as confused as he.

Lily walked up to Emma to take her sister’s hands. “I have a degree in education and library arts. Jess came to me last month to propose it to Bounce. It will be a school that embraces all their supernatural gifts while they get a top-notch education. And be safe doing it.”

“A school?” Reno smiled at Jess with a chuckle. “You running a school? Lily makes sense, but you, Jess? Seriously? No guns. No fighting. No badass? Just sitting in an office, making sure kids learn their ABCs and 123s?”

Jess smirked as he sat on the back of the sofa. Beth rested her head on his shoulder, trying not to laugh. She too must have found it silly when Jess told her. She appeared to be all on board now. “Reno, I know it’s hard to reconcile but think back to when the two of us were in that orphanage. How I always tried to help those young’uns. When we had new kids come into the brothel, who was it that taught them to read after Miss Prissy taught me?” He put a finger against his chest. “And once we find a surrogate to deliver us a beautiful baby, I need to make sure I ain’t risking my fool ass out in the field.” He turned his head to smile at Beth. “Especially since our baby’s mama is dead set on staying a cop. I can’t have both of us running a chance of not coming home.”

Reno knew that it had been difficult for his brother and Beth to come to terms with the fact that Beth was unable to get pregnant. Even though they kept it private, Jess had reached out to Reno and Emma after Beth had a second miscarriage. He decided he would not put his wife and himself in that position a third time, and Beth had agreed. Now, they wanted a baby without that painful possibility, and a surrogate was currently being searched for via Grid services.

Jess’s focus returned to Reno. “I know you might not get it, but I want to do this. For our daughter, Sophia. For Eli. For all the Grid kids, including our own. I’m really excited about it. I think it can make a difference. Bounce has already approved it, and so has the High Council, but I need you and Emma to understand. I need the parents of the Grid to support this. Or there ain’t no reason to do it.”

Witch curled her arm around Reno’s. “I think it’s perfect. I really do.”

She looked up at Reno, and his jaw dropped. Had everyone forgotten Jess Bailey once lived as a deadly Old West outlaw? Okay, fine, that was more than two hundred years ago, but still. He sighed when he took in Witch’s expression, asking for him to understand, then faced his brother and nodded. “Okay, then. Retirement it is.” He nodded but had to add, “But, uh, lose the hat. It needs to retire, too.”
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“You do know how to swing a hammer with your own damn arm, right?” Jess had officially been retired from active Grid duty for a month. The permits for the school had been approved and filed. He had purchased a large property, which housed a sprawling mansion and a cottage in the front part of the land to be used as an office. The three-acre estate was surrounded by an aging brick wall completed with a high iron gate at both the front and rear drive‐ ways. The mansion was four stories, had dozens of rooms, and even had an enclosed pool that would be renovated, so it was pocketed under the floor of the new gym.

The place was built in the early 1900s and had been abandoned when the housing market crashed back in the early 2000s. Sitting empty had not done the place any favors, but with some hard work and more funds than Jess wanted to confess to, the conversion to a private school was underway. Reno, as well as others from the Grid, had thrown in their help. The thought of his brother building anything was a scary thought to Jess.

Reno stood over a cut pile of boards meant to be one of the custom built-in shelves. Jess loved working with wood and using the carpentry skills he had perfected over the years—Reno, not so much. The Keeper snorted and waved the hammer at the shelf parts. “I’m pretty sure I know that this is the business end, and this is not.” He pointed to the hammer’s head and handle. He even confidently tossed the tool up. And of course, it came crashing down, missing Reno’s hand and landing on the man’s boot.

Jess’s chin went to his chest to suppress laughter as he waited for Reno to stop hopping up and down in pain. Sure as the sun was shining, Jess could guess that Reno’s dark half made the man miss catching the hammer for fun’s sake. Some things never changed with those two. “Guess Sundown decided to let you feel that one. Take that as a lesson. But let’s find you some other less damagin’ work to do.”

Reno kicked the hammer with a hiss, and it bounced off the boards and, of course, hit the man in the shin. Jess might not be able to hear Sundown anymore, but he could bet that the dark side of Reno was laughing his non-corporeal ass off. Further confirmed when Reno started angrily mumbling to himself. To anyone not in the know, they’d think the man was crazy. Which, honestly, he was. But Jess knew Reno was lecturing, to no avail, his dark half.

“Who is that?” Reno’s mental chastising abruptly ended as he pointed toward the driveway.

Jess twisted at his hips to see the cause. A sleek, expensive sedan pulled up, complete with a driver exiting to stand by the door. Jess frowned as he fully turned toward the vehicle. “I have no idea. Maybe that fancy car didn’t come with a GPS?” He wiped the sweat from his brow with his T-shirt as he approached the car and smiled at the driver. “Howdy. Can I help you all?”

Reno followed and stopped to stand behind Jess. Both most likely appeared casual, but Jess knew that his brother had a gun placed at the small of his back just like Jess had one tucked into his boot. Old habits die hard. While the school was not a battle-based facility and for all appearances and documentation nothing more than an academic facility, it was still linked to the Grid. And confidence was low that Epsilon could not find out those details.

The driver said nothing, his face stoic and closed off. Alrighty then.

Jess glanced back at Reno, who simply lifted his hands and shoulder in a shrug. The rear window lowered, and an older woman sat in the coolness of the car. She was of Asian descent, and judging by the jewelry, car, and driver, she was rich. Her eyes went to Jess, slid to Reno, then returned to Jess. And if Jess thought the diamonds were icy, her voice was even more so.

“I need to speak to the administrator of your school. Could you please ask them to come to speak with me? Or”—her gaze ran down Jess’s frame, which was covered in drywall and wood dust. She did not bother to hide her distaste in evaluating his low standing in the hierarchy of command— “have them contact me.”

She held out a calling card or, by modern terms, one for business. However, perhaps the old term Jess knew suited the item. It was on thick, high-quality paper with a name written in black foil lettering—Sigu Shen—and a San Francisco telephone number. No company, website, nothing. Just the name and number.

He gave her a grin. “Fancy, thank you.”

Jess tapped the business card on his palm as he leaned down, noticing the woman was not alone in the back seat of the car. A young woman sat there. Her posture was hunched over as if she hoped to go unnoticed. Or maybe be absorbed into the fine leather seat upholstery. Her downcast eyes were on a thick paperback book, but she chewed on her bottom lip nervously. Jess could tell the girl paid attention to the conversation of the adults.

Jess braced the hand holding the card on the roof of the car, and he bent at the waist to give both a smile through the open window. “A’right, Ms. Shen. Your request is real easy. I’m William Bailey. Administrator and chief executive of this here school.” He glanced behind him, and it was impossible not to feel pride in what had been accomplished thus far. “Edge Academy. And can I guess you’re looking for a new school for”—his voice softened— “your daughter?” The girl looked up with a look of shock that he had registered her existence at all. That made him feel sad. So much so, he gave her

his full attention.

She looked at him before glancing at the older woman. Given a slight, curt nod, the girl said in a shy whisper, “Grandmother,” followed by a smile. “She’s my grandmother. I’m Jade. Hello, Mr. Bailey.”

Before Jess could reply, Ms. Shen touched her granddaughter’s knee lightly, and the girl seemed to shut down. Head once again downcast to appear to read the book. Saddest damn thing Jess had ever seen.

Her grandmother cleared her throat and addressed him once more. “This is your Academy. I must say you seem to have a very hands-on approach.”

It may have been a joke, but judging by the raised, elegant brow and the thin hard line of the woman’s mouth, Jess doubted the woman had a sense of humor. Hell, she might not even have a heart if the way she treated her granddaughter was an indicator.

“Oh, he is. Big time. It’s his dream.”

Reno had stepped up with his hand held out to the woman in greeting.

She regarded his hand with as much disdain as she had Jess’s appearance, if not more. She shrank back a small measure to avoid the touch.

The gesture was not subtle; even Reno picked up on it and said in a low voice, “Okay then…”

“Your dream is to operate a private school, Mr. Bailey? Intriguing.”

Jess smiled an easy smile—the topic one he was more than happy to discuss. But he could read Ms. Shen, or any person for that matter, pretty quickly. She wouldn’t give one pig squirt how he felt about it. Pushing up to stand, he crossed his arms as his professional gear wound up instead. “Yep. But we’ve also recruited some of the most talented and awarded educators across the world to teach here. Our curriculum is top-rated and college prep. We are offering classes from kindergarten to high school. And we’re even going to have a day care with a Montessorian framework. Add to that, liberal arts such as dance, music, art, and creative writing. We hope to give kids not only a place to thrive but also a place where they can become well-taught and rounded adults. In a protected and balanced environment.”

Jess hoped his smile portrayed the sarcasm he felt like throwing at the old bat. “So, if you want to call all that intriguing, then a’right. But to me, it sounds like a damn school. Now, Ms. Shen, care to tell me how I can help you and why you pulled up in our driveway?”

Ms. Shen reached up to touch her necklace. “I had heard through the city chambers office that there would be a school near my neighborhood. You see, Mr. Bailey, my granddaughter, Jade, lost her parents a year ago. She has had a difficult time”—she paused, composed her face, and then smiled the coldest smile Jess had ever seen— “adjusting. I thought perhaps a new place of learning would help give her a new start. Tell me, Mr. Bailey”—she lifted a fancy handbag and pulled out her wallet— “how much is your tuition. I will pay for her first year in full. She will then graduate. I am already researching a suitable college.” She brought her eyes to his with that creepy smile still in place. “Abroad.” It reminded Jess of a snake, kept hungry far too often, seeing a rat being lowered into its cage.

Jess stole a look over to Jade as he opened the older woman’s door. “How about I show you around, ma’am. I have to tell you that we have zero openings for our student body. We’ve been booked to full capacity for over a month now.” That was another fact that Jess held pride in. The moment the Grid notification went out that a school had been approved for all the children who lived and worked with the secret army, they became inundated with applications. Many of the children had supernatural gifts and talents. They would be groomed, trained, and taught to grow in the open within the secured walls of Edge Academy. But Jess could not tell Ms. Shen any of that. He knew there was no way in hell the High Council—the governing body over humans, Heaven, and Hell—would allow non-Grid humans or others to attend.

“But we may have some openings before your granddaughter graduates. Why don’t you let me give you a tour? Bring your driver along. Some of the site is rough, and I would hate to have you fall and all, ma’am.” His confidence was high, so she would allow that. After all, there was no way a woman such as she would want sweaty construction hands on her fancy suit. He had been correct as the driver held out a white-gloved hand to assist the woman in standing.

“Stay in the car, Jade.”

Jess motioned the way for Ms. Shen to follow along with her driver, and he caught Reno’s gaze as they passed to receive a discreet, knowing nod.
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“Hi.”

Jade jerked to sit upright in surprise when she heard a man’s voice so close and strangely friendly. Lifting her gaze from her book, she looked past the man who had been with Mr. Bailey and saw her grandmother enter the school.

Jade moved her gaze back to the friendly one and nodded before saying softly, “Hello.”

He had squatted down and sat on his haunches within the opening of the ajar passenger car door. He was handsome in a boy next door kind of way, and his eyes were a startling, brilliant blue. His hair was soft brown and wavy, a little overgrown yet not. Jade wondered if it was actually cut to look that way. But what Jade registered the most was his open and casual demeanor.

“I’m Reno. You said your name was Jade, right?”

She had ducked her head down to avoid any further conversation until he said his name. She frowned, lifted her chin, and met his eyes. “Reno? Like the city?”

The man smiled even wider, and she let out an alarmed squeak as he climbed into the car to sit on the seat next to her without requesting permission or waiting for an invite. “Yeah, it’s a stupid name. But it’s mine. Last name is Sundown.”

When he chuckled, Jade realized he must have seen her reaction of shocked amusement at his surname being just as ridiculous as the first name.

“Your name is”—she could not stop the smile that twitched at the corner of her lips— “Reno Sundown? Really?” She closed her book, the knowledge she was reading replaced with curiosity for the man who had interrupted its digestion. Jade angled in her seat to give him her full attention. “I thought my name was silly. Jade. But I know it was my mother’s favorite stone. It’s a mineral. And she had green eyes just like me.”

Mr. Sundown’s smile faded, and his brow creased in thought. “Was? Had? And that’s your grandmother? Oh, yeah. She said you lost them.” His lips formed an O and then pressed together in a firm line. His gaze slid right and then left before resting on Jade’s. “So gone as in dead?”

Jade should have known that question would naturally follow. She internally chastised herself for sharing what little she had. “They both died in a plane crash. A year ago. My grandmother is all the family I have left.” She picked up her book and opened it. She had no idea what page she had been on, but she just desperately needed the escape its pages provided from the topic that had arisen. Reaching behind her head as she lowered it, Jade released her hair from its ponytail to toy with it and fidget.

“I don’t have any, either. Parents. Jess—I, ah, mean Will was my only family growing up. And me him.”

Jade simply nodded as she let her long dark hair fall forward to act as a curtain between them, hoping the man took the hint that she no longer felt sociable. Her anxiety started to kick up, and her foot bounced on the floorboard as she brought the opposite knee against her chest.

“What are you reading?”

He was still there. Why had he not taken the hint? Not that Jade needed him to say anything to know he was there. She felt him in her space. A space that felt like it was closing in by the second. Closing her eyes tight, she mentally listed her favorite reads, one after the other, to conjure up calm and keep a freak-out in check.

Hunger Games

Velveteen Rabbit

Harry Potter

Beauty and the Beast

Percy Jackson

The well-used tactic had begun to work until the man reached out to take the book from her hands.

“Hey!” she yelled and jerked sideways, her dark hair flying back as she gave him an astonished glare. “That’s mine.”

He nodded, and with one finger placed as a bookmark within the pages, he looked at the cover. “The Chemical Properties of Natural Formed Toxins?” His brow went up, and he let out a laugh. “Wow, that’s really heavy reading. Bet that it has all kinds of big words.” He let out another laugh. “And you’re reading this for fun?”

He looked out toward the school, and Jade felt renewed hope he would leave the car and join the others. She had been wrong.

“Why did you get kicked out of your school, Jade?” He turned to face her, and she could have sworn there was something else in the blue depths of his eyes—scrutiny, analysis… No, it was something Jade did not recognize. Only one description seemed right to Jade— predator. Whatever it was, it caused her anxiety to spike higher.

She jerked the book from his hands. “I didn’t get kicked out. I wasn’t getting along with some of the people there.”

It was, however, true in reverse—Jade did nothing to merit the friction. No one appeared or tried to get along with her, which both baffled and frustrated her. She stayed out of the way and apart from them all. She was the quiet bookworm girl who only wanted to be left alone. She was not the only child from a wealthy family—it was a costly private school. Many of her fellow students had parents in the movie industry, politics, or professional sports. Sure, she had perfect grades and hit the Dean’s list each semester, but she was not the only one to achieve that honor, either. Never mind that some of the grades were bought and purchased. Essays purchased from others to pass. Not Jade, but it was a well-known practice that the school did nothing to stop. Why would they do that when the parents “donated” thousands and sometimes millions to have halls, buildings, and stadiums to carry their names. A generational, educational legacy bought and paid for.

But ever since her parents died, the animosity and bullying escalated to a level that caused the school to call in her grandmother to discuss concerns. Jade had complained to the counselor how girls were cruel to her in the bathroom. Taunts in the hallway and nasty notes left on her desk or snuck into the pages of her notebook—from boys and girls, ones Jade had never even spoken to nor known their names. She had hoped the school would help, but instead of assisting her, they accused her of being the cause with explanations of spite, jealousy… And of course, her grandmother blamed Jade. The final straw had been when a classmate had locked Jade in a bathroom stall and dumped a bottle of blue toilet cleaner all over her and her book bag. Her phone had also taken damage. Jade had no choice but to go to the office, covered in the chemical, her skin along with her clothes stained a deep blue.

They had called her grandmother to the office with a spare uniform, but it had not been required—she was suspended from school as a “trouble maker.” When they arrived home, her grand‐ mother had ordered her to shower and scrub until the tinge of color was removed from her skin. The first shower did little to remove it, so Jade’s grandmother told her to shower twice more. Still not satisfied, although Jade could find zero traces of blue, the woman ordered her to strip. She scrubbed her down with a loofa herself until Jade’s skin became raw and painful. Jade had pleaded for her to stop, telling her grandmother it hurt. That was halted with a hard backslap to stop complaining. She had brought it on herself. Only after that final traumatic shower did Jade’s grandmother declare her decent and clean.

Mr. Sundown’s brow popped up as he continued that strange and intense scrutiny. “Okay, so you had a problem getting along with people. I get that. I have had a lot of trouble making friends. Or uh”—he raised his hands to use fingers in an air quote manner— “getting along.”

“What is going on here? Sir, remove yourself from my granddaughter this minute!”

Jade heard her grandmother’s voice, and she straightened up stiffly in her seat. She looked beyond Mr. Sundown to find her elder standing with Mr. Bailey and the driver. “Ah, oh, he was asking about my book. What I was reading.”

Her grandmother’s face was mottled in red, livid with indignation as she stepped back to allow Mr. Sundown to remove himself from the back seat. Grandmother took a moment to compose herself, but Jade knew she would bear the brunt for the break in decorum. She always did.

Jade gave Mr. Sundown an apologetic look as she shrank into the corner of the back seat to press herself against the door. She let her hair fall back down and discreetly listened to her grandmother tell Mr. Bailey to contact her if any openings at his Academy presented. Jade chanced a look over at the men and found Mr. Sundown’s eyes watching her intensely. A little too much so. It caused goose bumps to rise on Jade’s arms and prickle the back of her neck.

As the car pulled away, her grandmother’s hand snapped out to grab Jade’s knee cruelly in her bony fingers. The pain caused Jade to yelp. The punishment was neither unexpected nor uncommon. But always painful. It would leave a bruise as it usually did. But her grandmother always made sure those marks did not show for anyone to see. She was calculated even in her disciplinary abuse.

“We will discuss this indiscretion when we arrive home, Jade.” Jade turned her head to look at her grandmother. “I did nothing. He did not ask, nor did I permit him to get in the car. Why am I in trouble?”

The fast movement of the hand from Jade’s knee coming up to slap was no more surprising than the rest. In the time it took for the sting of it to make itself known, Jade’s grandmother had restored her composure. “A Shen woman is always in control of her situation. Regardless of whom initiates the interaction.” Jade’s grandmother gave her a sideward reprimanding glare. “You know this. Never let it not guide you.” Her hand now came up to cup Jade’s chin so their eyes met. Jade knew better than to flinch or look away. It was evident which Shen woman was the dominating one in this situation, and it was not Jade. It never was. “That will always state your worth.”

The woman’s hand fell away, and Jade wanted to exhale heavily in relief but had been trained to control all signs of emotions— including the shudder accompanying the more careful release of air. “Why does it alone state my worth, grandmother?”

Grandmother checked her carefully applied lipstick in a platinum compact. “Because it is all the worth you have, child. You lose the impression you are worthy of respect?” The compact was folded and placed back in the woman’s Gucci handbag. Grandmother then gave Jade a look that caused her to whither back into the corner of the car. “You. Are nothing.”
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“That was odd,” Jess said as the fancy limo pulled out into the traffic running in front of the school. “Not like I could tell her.” He snorted in amusement as he looked down at the business card in his hand. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but this here school is for supernatural young’uns and those of other supernatural folks.” The card was crumpled up and tossed to the ground as he turned to walk back to the construction. “Nope. Let’s get back to work.”

Reno bent down to pick up the card, then stood and stared at it.

“Yeah. Odd.” Whereas his brother meant it in the interaction with the old woman, Reno felt it about the girl. There was just something strange that caused both Sundown and Madness to pace mentally inside Reno’s head.

I don’t know. So before you start bugging the shit out of me or even asking, I have no idea. But something wasn’t right about that girl. But I didn’t pick up any Epsilon juju from her, the old lady, the driver, or the car—nada. Just something is really strange about that kid. Madness, as rare as it is, agrees. Doesn’t know any more than I do.

Reno nodded as Sundown summarized that all three of them were in a single accord. Something about Jade Shen was different. But what? And how? And why?

“You comin’?”

Reno glanced back over his shoulder at Jess as he shoved the card into his jeans pocket. “Yeah, I’m coming.”
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She does not know how wrong she is, Jade.

Jade sat on her bed with a book resting on her drawn- up knees. Earbuds were pumping P!nk from Spotify with the volume at max. It did nothing to drown out the voice trying to assure her, as the words often tried to do, that Jade was not worthless.

Because it was in her head.

Jade had begun hearing it as a whisper a year or two before her parents died. At first, she had been frightened, afraid she had developed a brain tumor or some other medical reason for the anomaly. Still, the voice was always on her side, almost as if Jade had an internal cheerleader supporting her on the bad days and applauding on the good days. Jade dared not reveal it to her parents, however. They were supportive in their way, but her father worked unbelievably hard with long hours at Shen Corporation, and her mother, while a bit more loving than Jade’s father or grandmother, placed more importance in Jade being the perfect little girl.

Jade was not sure if it was because her mother thought she was or wanted to prove to her grandmother that she could be. With the right grooming and structure, Jade Shen could be a   productive, strong legacy flag bearer of the family name—even if she was a female.

Her mother became obsessed with those goals. She insisted that Jade take advanced classes. Learn from social mentors on proper behavior. Learn not only Mandarin Chinese but also Spanish, French, and Latin. That workload was on top of the school’s course work Jade completed under the strict, fast-track curriculum her parents demanded that she be allowed to carry. A large donation to the private school made it then possible, of course. Her parents told Jade they believed that she could not only meet the minimum to succeed but exceed far above it. They had been right about that. The advanced lessons did not prove to be difficult, but the backlash from her fellow students upon learning the school made exceptions for Jade added to their bullying and jealous scorn.

It was after an embarrassing episode at school when the voice had first spoken to Jade. Two of the most popular girls had passed around a note for their friends to list words to describe Jade. She was not sure if it was meant ever to cross her path, but it had. Jade sat in the cafeteria with her lunch forgotten, tears coursing down her cheeks, reading what her peers thought of her.

Geek. Nerd. Bookworm. Stupid. Skinny. Brainy.

And the worse words that blurred the rest from her vision as Jade started to cry—Jade Shen is nothing. To anyone.

Those simple words written in perfect block handwriting had been truer than the anonymous author may have realized—because it was how Jade felt every single day. She was not the perfect daughter. Not even close to the smartest. And if her parents had ever bothered to ask Jade, she would have told them she did not want to run the business one day. She could not and did not wish to be the boy her mother had been incapable of producing.

Her grandmother often berated her father about that very fact. While divorce would be shameful in the old woman’s eyes, a child created outside of wedlock would be less disgraceful if it produced a son to carry the Shen name. But Jade knew her father loved her mother. She was not, however, sure if her father cared a single bit for his own since emotions were rarely shown in the Shen house‐ hold. It was a matter of control and discipline. No little girl wishing it would be different would change a generational mentality.

Her parents would never rebel against her grandmother. She was the matriarch, and she held that role with an iron fist wrapped around the purse strings of the family’s fortune.

Jade just always wished she could get a hug.

Her fellow students had laughed at Jade when she ran from the cafeteria that day. Perhaps some had not been, but to her, it sounded like the entire populace of the world found her public shaming hilarious.

Finding herself once again huddled in a dusty corner of the school library, Jade had cried as silently as she could with her hoodie gathered around her head. That section of the library housed outdated encyclopedias and yellowing periodicals. It was rarely—if ever—visited, so Jade retreated there often. The mild acrid scent of deteriorating pages combined with the aging ink gave her comfort and assisted her in reaching a calmer state about a role assigned to her that she did not want to play, ashamed that she was too obedient to break free of it.

She heard the school bell ring to signal lunch had ended, but   Jade remained in the dim of the only haven of comfort she found in her life. Books and stories. Tales and fantasy. She often wished she could climb inside the covers and escape. But being as smart as she was, Jade knew, even as a little girl discovering books, that their escape was not a real one. It was impossible to escape to Hogwarts. Or appear in Wonderland with a bite of cake. Wishing for something impossible only made her more sad and tired. She stopped doing it at an early age.

They are envious of you, child. They want to be you, but they can’t.

Only you can be you.

Jade’s head snapped up, her hoodie falling back as the voice whispered. She leaned forward to look down the long aisle of bookshelves and found no one there, just the dust mites swirling in the shaft of pale sunlight penetrating the darkness at the opposite end of the row. The voice of the librarian resounded far away in the front of the
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