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Chapter 1

 


“Thanks for the ride. I
really appreciate it, Allen.” Jade looked around the nice car with
envy. “I have a lead on a nice one, and he’s supposed to call me
back today.”

“It’s no problem, sweetie.
I was going into town anyway. But I wish you’d talk to Blair. He’d
help you buy a car if you simply asked him.”

She knew he would. For that matter,
he’d more than likely give her one if she asked him to, but she
wasn’t going to. She was determined to make it on her own, and if
that meant buying a car that was twenty-six years old until she
could get something better, then so be it. But it was going to have
to be sooner rather than later. Sapphire was starting to make
noises about simply buying her a car and lending her the money to
pay off the large debt she’d suddenly found herself in.

A long ago boyfriend had used all her
information to open an account as well as obtain a few credit
cards. The account at the bank had been easy enough to get taken
care of, but not so much the cards. Even proving that she’d lived
in this area for longer than the account had been opened wasn’t
enough. Their logic had been that she could have opened the account
from anywhere. And this guy was more than likely doing it because
he hated that she’d left him.

“How’s the job hunting
going?” She looked at him, wondering how he’d found out she’d been
looking, but he answered her before she could ask. “Emerald said
you were looking for something a good deal more full time. She told
me that the flower shop you worked at is being sold.”

“Margo sold it last week,
and the new owners are going to make some changes. I just don’t
want to be out of a job when he decides to bring in some of his own
workers. I love working there, but….” She really did, too. And
Margo Noel, the previous owner, felt badly about it. “The forestry
service isn’t looking for full-time help right now either. My boss
there said it would be well into next year before they had the
funding for that, too. I’m not having a great deal of luck
anyway.”

“Times are tough. Blair
was telling me that most of the kids coming out of college right
now are having a hard time finding work. Some of them have degrees
in computers, too.” She nodded, knowing that what he was saying was
right. “Annabelle said that your sister is going to work at that
new school or she might be out of work, too.”

Emerald had signed on to work at the
paranormal school that Blair had set up. She’d been set to work at
a regular school, but that had fallen through because of funding.
Too bad for the other teachers, but great for her
sister.

“I have an interview with
a firm in the city. It would mean moving there, but I have to do
something.” Allen nodded. “There are days when I just wish I’d
stayed back home and not moved with the family.”

Jade turned away, not wanting Allen to
see her tears. Lately it had been like that for her. She’d cry at
everything. Knowing that her sisters were happy was great, but Jade
was really depressed that things just didn’t seem to be going her
way.

She got out of the car after thanking
Allen again for the ride. He told her he’d see her after work if
she’d call him, but she had planned on staying at a cheap hotel
just so no one would have to come and get her, as well as to be
alone for a while. She thought she needed that more than anything…a
place to get away and get her head on straight.

“You call me when you’re
done.” She nodded, knowing that she wouldn’t, but he nodded to
something behind her. “Well lookee there. Somebody is showing off,
if I don’t miss my bet.”

She looked at the large Hummer that
sat in the front of the Green Touch where she worked. It did look
like it cost a small fortune, but she ignored it. Probably some
dick that had pissed off his wife and was there to make amends with
a dozen or so roses. Jade went to the back of the greenhouse to
toss her things on the table and lock up her bag. She overheard one
of the women who worked the register saying that someone was
missing. Jade went to her station to start planting the flowers
that would be up in the fall.

People came and went as she was
putting the dirt she’d brought out to work with into the small
trays. She was planting fall cabbage now, and later if she had
time, she’d get a good start on the other flowers that were on her
list. There wasn’t a great deal of call for plants that time of the
year, but she had to get what they might use in now or they would
never be up in time.

Jade heard her before she saw her. The
small mewling sound had her thinking it was a cat for a bit, but
after the second time, she turned slowly to look. There, behind the
pallet where she’d been working, sat a little girl of about seven
or so. When Jade moved to where she could get a better look at her,
she realized that the child was afraid.

“Hello.” The girl cringed
in the corner more. “Are you lost? I think there are people looking
for you. Don’t you want them to find you?”

She shook her head hard but didn’t
move out. Turning around completely on the chair she was working
on, Jade looked at her. There was something about her that made
Jade think of a wounded animal. When someone came into the area she
was working in, Jade moved so that the person couldn’t see the
child. The woman standing there looked pissed.

“Have you seen a kid here?
She has on these nasty jeans that are too small for her and a
tee-shirt I wouldn’t be caught dead in. I’ve been looking for her
for over an hour, and her father is getting really upset.” Jade
didn’t say anything. “I swear to you she runs off just to make me
look bad in front of her father. Why the hell she won’t just listen
to me is annoying as hell. She should be locked up.”

“Locked up? Like an
animal?” The woman flopped down, then stood quickly. After she
straightened her clothing a little, she sat down like she was
perched on a limb and might fall. Jade took an immediate dislike to
her.

“Of course not like an
animal. She wouldn’t have to pee on a newspaper or anything. What I
meant was she should be sent away to a girl’s school, like I’d
been. She could learn to have some manners, not…well, she doesn’t
have any.” There was a man coming toward them then, and Jade
watched the transformation in the woman go from pissed off to
visibly upset in seconds. Jade watched the man stride toward
them.

He moved like he was on a mission, and
when he got there things had better be the way he wanted them or
hell was going to be paid. When he stood near her, she could smell
his cologne and wondered how much he’d paid for it. But the woman’s
sob made her glance back at her.

“I can’t find her. I just
don’t know where the poor thing is. I’ve looked and looked and…oh
darling, you don’t think anything has happened to her, do you?” He
handed her his handkerchief, and she sobbed into it. A small giggle
behind her made her think that the girl was hiding for a good
reason.

“She’s here somewhere and
when she comes out, she won’t have any idea what sort of trouble
she’s caused.” Jade didn’t agree with him but let him go on
comforting the woman. “You should have held her hand and not let
her go. I know she likes to run, but I didn’t want her to get out
where she could do anything to any of the plants.”

Jade turned back to her work, ignoring
the couple and wishing they’d simply go away. The man was great
looking, yes, but not her type. She went more for the kind of man
that hit you once or twice when you didn’t have what he wanted,
then would steal what he thought might bring him a buck or two.
That wasn’t really true, but it seemed to be the type of man she
attracted. The past two men in her life had been abusers, and she
had decided that it really wasn’t worth trying to find her mate if
all she got was duds. Jade looked up when the man touched her
shoulder.

“You really are into your
work, aren’t you?” Jade saw that the woman was glaring at her, and
Jade decided that these two suited each other. “I was wondering if
you saw my daughter. She’s about four foot nine and a little on the
thin side. She has dark hair and is wearing a pair of blue jeans
and a green tee. Her name is Angie. We came in here to have a look
around before tomorrow and now…now she’s run off.”

“I might have.” Jade
started to tell him where she was when the other woman spoke up.
This was going to be a problem, Jade just knew it.

“When I asked you where
she was, you said you didn’t know. You said that…you told me that
you wouldn’t help me.” Jade raised a brow at her, but she seemed to
be on a roll. “In fact, all you asked me about was if she was a
rich man’s kid.”

“You’re a liar.” Jade
stood up and towered over the woman. The man moved back, but Jade
saw that he didn’t move to protect the other woman. As Jade moved
around the pallet, the woman cringed away from her.

“You touch me and I’ll own
you.” The words rang in the air between them, and Jade took a step
back. She wasn’t afraid of the woman, but she didn’t want to hurt
her. She took another step back as the man moved to just beside
her.

“Angie, where have you
been hiding?” Jade didn’t take her eyes off the woman in front of
her as Angie moved toward her father. “Come on, honey, you’ve
caused enough problems today.”

“She hurt me, Daddy. I
don’t like her.” The man looked at the woman but didn’t say
anything as he held the little girl. “I want her gone. She hurt me
again and I hate her.”

Jade moved around the three of them
and toward the back where her things were. There was no way she was
going to stand there and take this kind of crap from anyone. She
found Margo in the office talking to a man in a suit. When she
looked at her, Jade knew that something had happened.

“The new owner is here. He
and his girlfriend are trying to find his little girl.” She
sniffled a little, and Jade had an overwhelming urge to join her.
“This is his accountant and brother. He’s going over the
books.”

If anyone should be crying, Jade
thought it should be the accountant. Jade had seen Margo’s books,
and they were a nightmare to say the least. And her filing system
pretty much consisted of her stuffing things in a shoebox and never
looking at them again. Which she was pretty sure had
happened.

“I think I met
them.”

She was suddenly pushed forward hard
from behind and fell into the wall. When she turned, the other
woman was standing there and she didn’t look happy. Jade tried to
calm her wolf, but she wanted blood.

“You fucking cunt. You
knew where she was all the time and you waited to tell him so that
I’d look bad. Well, I got news for you. He’s going to marry me, not
some little nobody like you. And when he does, I’m going to have
this place bulldozed with you in it.” Jade looked at her hand and
didn’t see a ring. That seemed to piss her off more. “He’ll marry
me, you wait and see.”

“Why marry the cow when
the milk is free?” The words slipped from her mouth before she
could think about them. The woman leapt at her just as the
accountant moved forward. Before Jade could react or do anything,
the man stepped between the two of them. And Jade’s wolf snarled at
the new wolf in front of her.

~~~

Quentin’s head was pounding. All he’d
wanted to do was stop by and see the place before heading to the
hotel to meet up with his friend Thad. And now Debra was pissed
off, Angie was crying, and the woman he’d bought the place from was
crying. Then there was the beautiful woman who had somehow managed
to hit Debra, or so she’d said. Margo had called her
Jade.

“You should have heard
her. She called me a cow.” Debra sobbed again into the paper towel
that he’d handed her. “Then as I walked into here, she attacked me
physically.”

Quentin looked at his brother Roger,
then at Margo. Neither of them had said anything since he’d walked
in. The woman in the corner hadn’t either, but Christ, she was
pissed off. And for some reason Quentin thought it made her look
lovelier.

“Did you see what
happened?” Roger looked at Debra when he asked him. “Who attacked
who?”

“Quentin, you’re not
saying you believe that bitch over me, are you?”

Quentin didn’t answer Debra as he
waited for Roger to answer. “If you saw something different, let me
know.”

“Debra has the right of
it.” The girl in the corner growled low. It took Quentin a few
seconds to realize she was what his brother was, a wolf. When she
started to pace, he realized that she moved like one, sleek and
very aware of her body. When she turned to look at him, Quentin
suddenly imagined fucking her.

“Margo, what happened
here?” The older woman looked at him, then at Jade. Before he could
ask her again, Margo spoke.

“She’s telling the truth.
I…Jade was in the wrong.” A lie and every one of them knew it. But
he’d asked and now that he’d had an answer, although not the real
one, he had to do something.

“Forget it. I so don’t
need this shit.” Jade moved to the office behind her and was out
again before he could ask where she was going. He started to follow
her when Debra stepped in front of him.

“Let her go. You were
going to have to fire them all anyway, right? What do you care if
one of them quits? It’s less unemployment you have to pay out.”
Quentin looked at her, then at the other two in the room. Had he
not had an audience, he might have told her to fuck off. The woman
had been driving him nuts for three weeks now, and he was going to
have to end it.

“I can’t have her
destroying the place before she leaves, can I?” She moved out of
his way but followed him. By the time he figured out where she
might have gone, Jade was gone. He went to the front of the shop
again to see a cab pulling away. He got the number and went back
inside. He asked Margo to show him around the place and asked Debra
to wait for him.

“She didn’t touch that
woman.” Quentin had thought he’d have to threaten her for answers,
but she blurted it out as soon as they were away from the tiny
office. “Jade’s a good girl, and I did her wrong because…well,
because I thought it would save me a job, but I can’t do that to
her. She’s a good girl and don’t deserve me lying on her like I
did.”

“So Debra hit her.” She
nodded. “And Jade, I’m assuming she didn’t retaliate like Debra
claimed.”

“No, she didn’t hurt her
none. You could tell she wanted to, but she didn’t. Now she’s going
to hate me and I didn’t do nothing to stop her.” He told her it
would be all right, he’d make it right for her. “I don’t think you
can. She was going to take that job in the city, and I’m thinking
she’ll be moving soon. Her family will be upset. They’re real
close, you see.”

Quentin didn’t, but that wasn’t
anything new. He loved his daughter to death, but she was all he
had, all he wanted. Then he realized that Margo was still talking;
he tried to cut her off when he realized what she’d
said.

“What do you mean Jade is
already depressed? You think she might try to hurt herself?” The
older woman shrugged. “Where does she live?”

Christ, all he needed was one of his
employees killing themselves over Debra. He moved to the back of
the office to find his daughter when he remembered Debra. He
thought about how to get her to go back to the hotel when Roger
spoke.

“I’m going to find me a
place to stay tonight and then have some drinks. Do you think it
would be okay if I didn’t have dinner with you guys tonight?” He
looked at Debra, who was smiling at him as if she knew something
wonderful.

“That’s fine. I just heard
from Thad, and he wants me to meet him at his house and meet his
family. I think he has like, five kids.” Not true, of course, but
maybe Debra wouldn’t want to go if she thought children were
involved. “What do you think, Debra? Want to go and meet my new
business partner?”

“I’ve had enough
excitement for one day. Would you mind terribly if I went with
Roger back to the hotel? I’m exhausted and want to turn in early.”
She smiled at him, her teeth barely showing through her lips. He
thought of Jade’s mouth and wondered how she looked when she
smiled. Shaking his head, he asked Angie if she wanted to go with
him. She, of course, jumped at the chance.

They were on the highway to the
address he’d punched into his phone’s GPS when he looked at his
daughter in the back seat. He couldn’t let her go to this house
expecting a bunch of kids and being disappointed. He glanced at her
in the mirror before speaking.

“I’m not going to Thad’s
house, baby. We’re going to Jade’s house.” She looked at him with a
grin. “I don’t know if she has children or not, but I told a fib to
Debra.”

“So she wouldn’t want to
go with us.” He tried to hide his laughter, but he was pretty sure
she’d heard him. “I don’t like her. She’s mean to everybody, and
she only wants to be with me on account of you having a nice bank.
Why does she care if you have a piggy bank or not?”

“Did you hear her say
that?” Angie nodded. “I see. I think she wants Daddy to marry her,
and I’m not going to do that. I have enough going on in my life
right now without Debra as my wife.”

Angie laughed, and he joined her.
Leave it to a child to see right to the heart of things. When he
pulled in front of the large house, he thought of all the things
he’d do with something this big, and decided that he was going to
have to find him and Angie a house soon. Living out of a hotel
wasn’t fun for a six-year-old.

The woman who was sitting on the porch
waved at them as he got Angie out of the car. When she came
forward, Quentin thought she was lovely and decided that he’d love
to have a woman like this as a grandmother of his child, and not
one like his own mom. The woman smiled at him.

“You’re either lost or you
was looking for one of my granddaughters. There are only two here
now, but they’ll be home for dinner around six. Which one you
looking for?”

“Jade? Does a Jade live
here?” She nodded at him and frowned. “I’m sorry, I’m Quentin Witt,
and this is my daughter Angie. We just bought the Green Touch.
There was a misunderstanding at the shop today, and I believe your
granddaughter might have been hurt by it.”

“Hurt or pissed off?” He
felt his body tense at the sound of the male voice behind him. The
man sounded like he was a little pissed himself. Quentin turned.
“Hurt or did you piss her off?”

“Pissed. There was an
incident where she was wrongly accused and then Margo, the previous
owner, said that Jade had been depressed lately and I wanted to
make sure she was all right.” The man looked over his shoulder, and
Quentin turned. He felt as if he’d walked in on a fashion shoot and
the models were all there before him.

“My wife said she’s not
here.” Quentin turned back to the man. “You can wait, but if you
pissed her off, Jade might be out where she won’t come home until
she’s cooled off. And she won’t come here at all if she knows
you’re here.”

“I’m staying in town at
the bed and breakfast on Taylor. I would like to speak to her if
possible.” The man nodded. “I’m supposed to meet a friend of mine
for dinner. Perhaps you know him…Thad Galloway.”

“You’re that prissy ass
that bought the Green Touch?” The man laughed. “You should come on
up to the house then. Thad is married to my sister-in-law, Diamond.
I’m Blair Henson, and that lovely woman in the blue blouse is my
wife, Sapphire. Welcome to the home of the rare gems.”


Chapter 2

 


Jade sat in the lobby for another
forty-five minutes before she went to the desk again. This was just
stupid. She’d been here for over two hours for an interview, and
the time for it had come and gone and still nobody had come to get
her.

“I’m sorry. But do you
know if the interviews are still going on? I’ve been waiting for my
ten o’clock appointment for some time.” The woman at the desk
barely glanced up from the phone she was texting on. Jade had a
sudden urge to reach out and take it from her. “Excuse
me.”

“You missed it.” Jade
started to point out she’d been thirty minutes early for her
appointment, but the woman continued. “He’s already hired someone
for the job. Yesterday, I think.”

“Yesterday? Then why did
you allow me to set up this interview this morning?” The girl
shrugged, and Jade reached out for the phone. “When someone talks
to you, it’s polite to look at them. Why did you make this
appointment for me to come in to an interview when the job has been
filled?”

“I do all kinds of shit
like that to people. Get over it.” The girl snatched her phone
back. “And for the record, Mr. Wright isn’t even in today. He’s on
vacation with his wife. They left this morning.”

Jade had to count to ten,
then to forty before she felt she could speak again. But by then
little Miss Texting was back at her “job” and no doubt using stupid
words like lol, omg, and ttyl.
She was nearly to the lower floors when she realized that she was
still unemployed, and she had to find a way back home before her
family came after her.

“Not a good day,
huh?” Jade wanted to ignore her sister,
Sapphire, when she touched her mind, but knew that it would do
little good. “I’m guessing that now that
you’ve done whatever it is that you felt the need to hide from us,
you’ll be home tonight.”

“Not unless one of you
come and get me, and I’m really in no mood for chit chat. Just
leave me alone and I’ll be home tomorrow.” Sapphire wasn’t usually one to take no for an answer, and
today was one of those days.

“I’ve got someone coming
to pick you up. And you’ll be nice to him. He’s Thad’s business
partner, and we want to play nice with him.” She didn’t know why she had to play nice with him when she
wasn’t going to be working for him, but before she could comment,
Sapphire continued. “And when you get
here, I expect you to be nice to everyone, too. I mean it, Jade,
you’ve been in this snit long enough. Either tell me what’s going
on or I’ll have to get it some other way.”

Jade stopped walking, and a woman
bumped into her from behind. It took Jade a few seconds to realize
that the woman had called her a fucking cunt. But she was too busy
thinking what her sister would do to find out information to bother
with her.

“Why?” When Sapphire didn’t answer her, she continued.
“I mean, what do you care if I’m having a shitty
life, am unemployed, broke, and have no prospects of getting a
better life, a job, or more money? I’m sure you have more important
things to do than to be concerned with me and my
troubles.”

“Not really.”
Jade wanted to believe that, but she knew
better. “For your information, you can
have a better car if you want it. Money, too, if that’s all this is
about. As for your job, I’ve told you numerous times that I’d hire
you and pay you well, too. So, I believe, has Blair. As for the
better life? You have to want that or it’ll never come to
you.”

“Says the person who has
it all.” Sapphire asked her what she’d said, and Jade told her
nothing. “I’ll make my own way home. And
I’ll be nice from my bedroom. I’m in no mood to fuck with anyone
else today, and unless you want me to stay here, then you’ll
agree.”

Jade was packing up her things at the
motel when her sister finally answered her. She agreed that she
might be better off in her room if she was going to be a
bitch.

“I do that so well. And
you’ll not give me shit about the car or a job. I’m doing this on
my own.” Sapphire wouldn’t agree to that,
but Jade didn’t care. She’d either leave her alone or she’d move
out. It was as simple as that. And if she had to live on the
streets, it would be a great deal better than having them look at
her with pity. She saw enough of that when she looked in the mirror
every day.

Jade started walking toward home. She
could have shifted and ran through the woods, but she didn’t want
to get home any faster than she had to. There was just too much
happiness going on there right now.

She didn’t begrudge her sisters their
happiness. Jade was thrilled to death for them. Sapphire and Blair
were so sweet together, and Thad was getting used to being a wolf
and made her laugh whenever he came to her or one of the others
with a question. Even her other sisters were happy. Ruby was in her
last year of her residency before being a full-time doctor, Emerald
was doing what she loved more than life, and even Opal was having
some pretty good success at selling her art online. Jade was doing
nothing.

The cars drove by her without
stopping. She supposed that was a good thing. It wasn’t like she
was going to ride with anyone she didn’t know. It was only eight
miles from the house to town, and she walked a good deal more than
that daily at either job. Especially at the forestry
one.

She was a naturalist there, and one
that would have more people show up to her walks and talks than any
other worker. Mostly she thought because she’d run with most of the
animals in the park, and all of them knew her. She had the most
bear sightings of any other person who worked there.

The horn startled her out of her
musings. She turned to see the large vehicle pacing her, and she
waved the driver around her. He beeped his horn again and pulled up
across from her. It was the man from the Green Touch.

“You headed home?” She
nodded before thinking about how he knew where she was headed.
“Come on, Angie and I will give you a lift. We’re headed that way,
too.”

“I can walk.” He laughed.
“Seriously, I’d rather walk, and I’m sure my house is out of the
way. Just be on your way.”

“We’re headed to your
house, Jade.” His voice was still full of humor, but there was a
hardness to it, like he didn’t like that she’d told him no. Well,
he’d have to get over it.

“Then you’ll tell them I’m
on my way.” She waved him on. But he stopped his car altogether and
got out on his side. Jade heard the little girl laughing from
within the car, but was too pissed off to think how cute it was.
The man currently stalking toward her had her undivided
attention.

“I said I’d walk.” He
nodded and opened the door near her. “I’m not getting in that thing
with you. I don’t even like you, much less know you. You’re
stupider than that cow you sleep with if you think
that—”

“Get in the car, or so
help me, I’ll leave it parked here and my daughter and I will walk
the rest of the way with you just to piss you off more.” She glared
and he didn’t even blink. “I’m going to count to ten, then I’m
going to—”

“I’m not five. Don’t talk
to me—”

“Then fucking act like it.
Get in the fucking car before I do something you’re going to be
even more pissed about.” Another car drove around them, honking his
horn and cursing at them. “You’re going to cause an accident if you
don’t get in. Is that what you want?”

Two more cars drove around them, and
she knew that if she didn’t get in he was going to do just what he
said he’d do. And it was at least another five miles to her house.
She jerked the door from him and got in the car. He slammed the
door shut and moved to the other side. He had to wait for several
minutes before he could get in, as there was a line of cars now
trying to get around him.

He didn’t speak to her, which was good
because she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to hold her temper
with the little girl in the car. When Angie said her name, she
turned to look at her and saw the large scratch on her
face.

“Who did that to you?” She
had to take several deep breaths before she could speak again,
because she knew she’d frightened the little girl. “I’m sorry,
honey. Who scratched you?”

“I fell.” It was a lie and
they both knew it. The only person who didn’t seem to know that
someone, not something, had hurt his daughter was the man driving.
Jade watched the little girl as she squirmed on her seat, but she
didn’t say anything else. Jade would bet her last buck that Angie’s
uncle had done it.

As soon as they stopped in front of
her house, she jumped out of the car. She might have made it to her
room without incident, but Emerald caught her coming in and asked
to speak to her. She went to Blair’s office with her and shut the
door.

“I have to tell you
something. I don’t want you to freak out or anything, but I applied
for you a job.” Jade sat down on the chair just behind her. “It’s
not much, but it’s full-time. They needed someone to help out with
the building, and I knew you’d lost your job at the Touch so I put
your name in.”

“How?” Emerald sat down,
too. “You just filled out an application for me? Why would you do
that?”

“Because you’re my sister
and I love you.” She smiled at her. “It was easy enough. I knew all
your background information, and your social security number was
easy to get. Grandma gave it to me from your tax returns. I don’t
know whether you’re a shoo-in or not, but it’s something,
right?”

“Yes. It’s something.”
Jade wanted to find a corner and sob her eyes out, but she knew
that wouldn’t fix anything. “I’m going to be sued in a few days.
The guy I dated a year ago put my information on a loan and a few
credit cards and defaulted. I have to come up with over two hundred
thousand dollars by the middle of next month or they’re going to
prosecute me.”

“Oh honey, I didn’t know.
Did you talk to Blair? Maybe he can help you?” She was shaking her
head before Emerald finished. “Why not? He’d do it, wouldn
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