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			To my mom, my grandma, and Andre—for your love, ­patience, and everything else that you’ve given me over the years.

			To all the Silvio fans out there, this one is for you.
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			“You work too much.”

			I ignored the teasing drawl and swiped through another screen on my tablet, reviewing our schedule and wondering if I could squeeze in a meeting today. Or, rather, if I could get her to squeeze in a meeting today. Probably not. Getting her to agree to them in the first place was always a struggle, and she would be even more reluctant now, given how badly the one yesterday had gone.

			But mid-level underworld boss Liam Carter had called me earlier, asking for a sit-down in hopes of smoothing out a territorial dispute before it turned any bloodier than it already was. He’d actually been quite polite with his request, calm and respectful, unlike so many of the other bosses who went straight to bellowing and bullying.

			As if such things would intimidate me. As a personal assistant, I highly valued politeness, especially when it was directed at me, and I really wanted to accommodate Mr. Carter—

			“Silvio, please put your tablet down.” The voice sounded again, this time with a little more emphasis. “Before I take it away from you.”

			I looked up from the screen to find my boss, Gin Blanco, staring at me. She was sitting on a stool next to the cash register, but for once she wasn’t ringing up orders or running credit cards. Instead, a pair of scissors glinted in her hand, and red, white, and green construction paper covered the counter in front of her, along with glue sticks, pots of glitter, and an assortment of ribbons.

			I nudged a couple of the curling ribbons aside with my index finger so that they wouldn’t further encroach on my work space, which was the only clear patch of counter left. But of course, the ribbons slithered right back to where they’d been, like tiny snakes determined to infect me with their holiday cheer.

			“Tell me again why you’re doing arts and crafts?” I asked.

			Gin held up the sheet of red paper that she’d been snipping with her scissors for the last few minutes, took an end in either hand, and unfolded it like an accordion, revealing a string of, well, let’s just say unusual snowflakes.

			She beamed at me, her gray eyes bright in her pretty face, proud of her crafty creation. “Because the holiday party is in a few hours, and what says ‘Merry Christmas’ better than pig-shaped snowflakes?”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” I said in a dry tone. “Anything other than pig-shaped snowflakes?”

			Gin rolled her eyes and set her string of snowflakes down on the counter. “You’re no fun.”

			“You don’t pay me to be fun. You pay me to be your assistant.” I waved my tablet at her. “So why don’t you let me get back to actually assisting you?”

			“Because you’re supposed to take the afternoon off, just like everyone else, remember? Now, be a nice assistant, and put that thing down.” She brandished her scissors at me. “Before I stab it to death—literally.”

			With anyone else, I would have considered it an idle threat. But not when my boss was Gin Blanco, the assassin known as the Spider. I’d seen her kill men with her bare hands . . . trash-can lids . . . loose bricks . . . even a fork once. Give her anything sharp and pointed, like the silverstone knives she always carried, and she was lethal. Not to mention her Ice and Stone elemental magic, which gave her even more deadly power.

			I was a vampire and pretty deadly myself, but I knew when I was beaten. So I sighed, turned off my tablet, and set it on the counter next to my phone.

			Gin nodded in satisfaction and went back to her project. She spread her red snowflakes out on the counter, ran a glue stick over the paper, and carefully sprinkled silver glitter on the pigs’ faces, giving them all sparkly little eyes. Then she repeated the process on their curlicued tails. All that glitter made the pigs even creepier than they already were, but I would never hurt Gin’s feelings by saying so.

			Besides, the pig-shaped snowflakes perfectly matched the rest of the decorations.

			The two of us were sitting in the Pork Pit, Gin’s barbecue restaurant in downtown Ashland, just before noon on a cold, snowy December day. Normally, the restaurant would have been packed with people looking to “get their barbecue on,” as Gin was so fond of saying. But it was closed today so that she could throw a holiday party for the restaurant staff and her friends and family.

			And she was determined to make me, her personal assistant, join in the festivities, whether I wanted to or not.

			Gin had started working on the decorations after the Pork Pit had shut down last night, and she’d gotten here bright and early this morning to keep going. In a matter of hours, she’d transformed the inside of the restaurant into a Christmas wonderland—with a heavy barbecue theme.

			Intertwined red and silver tinsel lined the tops of the blue and pink vinyl booths and wound through the slats on the backs of the chairs. That, along with the red-and-white-striped tablecloths, made the restaurant look like one giant candy cane. Each table also boasted several party-favor gift baskets filled with pig-shaped chocolates, jars of the Pork Pit’s secret barbecue sauce, and aprons patterned with the same blue and pink pig tracks that ran across the floor, up the walls, and out onto the ceiling. Classic and contemporary Christmas carols trilled softly in the background, and the air smelled sharp and sweet thanks to the vats of peppermint hot chocolate that Gin had been whipping up all morning.

			But she’d been especially busy when it came to her paper snowflakes. Dozens of red, white, and green strings swooped down from the ceiling like holiday spiderwebs. Some of them were actually cut into the shapes of spiderwebs, a nod to Gin’s assassin moniker, and she’d even hung a large, glittery silver spider in the middle of the restaurant, amid all her paper snowflakes. The Spider’s version of a holiday disco ball.

			Gin finished with the glue and held the snowflakes up to me again. Now each little pig had a bright, glittery silver eye that shimmered under the lights and continuously winked at me.

			Yeah, still creepy.

			“Aren’t they cute?” she crooned.

			“Mmm.”

			Cute was most certainly not the word that I would use, but I decided to be diplomatic. Always the best approach when dealing with a deadly assassin. Oh, Gin might look all sweet and innocent, especially with her flushed cheeks, her dark brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, and her red holiday apron that featured a sprig of green-sequined mistletoe, along with the words Kiss the Cook—Or Else, but I knew exactly how dangerous she was.

			I also knew how much this party meant to her.

			Over the last few weeks, Gin had had a couple of run-ins with Hugh Tucker, a vampire who claimed to be part of “the Circle,” a secret society responsible for much of the crime and corruption in Ashland. But she’d finally gotten the better of Tucker, stopping him from getting his hands on millions of dollars’ worth of precious jewels that had been hidden at the Bullet Pointe resort complex.

			That victory had really gotten Gin into the holiday spirit. A couple of days after we’d returned from Bullet Pointe, she’d announced that she was throwing a massive party. She’d been planning it ever since, and she’d gone all out for the occasion.

			In addition to the decorations, Gin was cooking up a holiday feast, with hams, turkeys, and sourdough rolls baking in the restaurant’s ovens and cranberry sauce, mashed potatoes, and other fixings warming on the stovetops. She’d already whipped up several desserts, and glass cake stands full of gingerbread cookies, fruitcake brownies, and dark chocolate peppermint bark gleamed farther down on the counter, away from the arts-and-crafts mess by the cash register.

			“Well, Silvio?” Gin asked, waggling the snowflakes at me again. “What do you think? Are pig snowflakes the newest holiday trend just waiting to take off?”

			I shook my head. “I knew that I shouldn’t have shared those patterns I found online with you.”

			She grinned, completely ignoring my sarcasm. “I’m going to do ones shaped like knives and forks next. But of course, you won’t be here for that.”

			“And why not?” I asked, looking at my tablet and wondering if I could turn it back on before she picked up her scissors again.

			“Because you have a hot date, remember?”

			I sighed again, longer, louder, and deeper this time. “How many times do I have to tell you? It’s not a date.”

			Gin arched her eyebrows. “Did a cute younger gentleman ask you to meet him for coffee this afternoon?”

			“Yes.”

			“And did you say yes?”

			“Yes.”

			“And did your heart do a little pitter-patter of glee when you said yes?”

			I gave her a sour look. “My heart does not pitter-patter at anything.”

			Amusement flashed in Gin’s eyes. “Uh-huh.”

			“Since when are you so interested in my love life?” I grumbled.

			“Ever since you started flirting with that cute guy whenever he comes into the Pork Pit for lunch. And especially since he finally asked you out. What’s his name again? Mikey, Michael, Mario . . .”

			“Martin—Martin Mahoney.”

			She snapped her fingers. “Martin! That’s it! You know, if things go well on your coffee date, you should bring him to the holiday party. There will be plenty of food and gifts for everyone.”

			I eyed all the pots and pans on the stoves, along with all the mixing bowls, spatulas, and spice bottles lined up on the surrounding countertops. What she said was certainly true; Gin was exceptionally generous that way. To her, cooking was an expression of love, a chance to show people just how much she cared about them. Hence the holiday feast for all her friends and family.

			“Actually, I’m thinking about canceling my coffee date.”

			She frowned. “Why would you do something silly like that?”

			“I got a call. Liam Carter wants to meet with you.”

			Gin made a face, then picked up her scissors and started flipping them end over end in her hand with steady, practiced ease. I’d seen her do the same thing with everything from forks to butter knives to the silverstone blades she kept tucked up her sleeves. I’d also seen her flick her wrist and send those same projectiles shooting out into the throats, hearts, and stomachs of her enemies with deadly accuracy.

			“What does he want?” she growled.

			Not only was Gin an assassin, but as head of the Ashland underworld, she was responsible for keeping the peace among the many criminals who called the city home. Or at least trying to.

			“He’s having some issues with a rival that he hopes you can help him sort out before things escalate from merely violent to all-out war.” I cleared my throat. “And he also wants to come to the restaurant and wish you a Merry Christmas in person. He mentioned having a gift for you.”

			Gin snorted. “I just bet he does. Just like those guys did yesterday. The ones who whipped out all those guns and tried to shoot me to death. That was a nice little holiday treat.”

			I grimaced. Instead of agreeing to quit shooting up the streets and terrorizing the folks in their neighborhood, several members of the Southern Shine biker gang had tried to kill Gin. They’d blocked off both ends of the alley behind the Pork Pit with their motorcycles, trapping her in the middle. Then they’d raced down the alley, trying to mow her down with their bikes, along with their guns.

			Big mistake.

			Gin had used her Ice magic to send sprays of daggers shooting into all the bikers’ tires, making them crash into the alley walls. Then she’d hardened her skin with her Stone magic, palmed her knives, and thrown herself right into the midst of the gang members. Magic, knives, blood, screams, death—it wasn’t the first time that I’d seen the Spider in action, but it had been particularly impressive, with all the bikers taken down in less than two minutes.

			All of which had left me to play the part of the dutiful assistant. In other words, clean up the mess. So I’d ducked into the restaurant and asked Sophia Deveraux, the head cook, to come help me dump the bodies into a couple of nearby coolers until Sophia could properly and permanently dispose of them at a later date. She’d also helped me hide the motorcycle debris in the trash cans and Dumpsters that lined the alley walls.

			Gin quit flipping the scissors, grabbed them by the hilt, and stabbed them toward me. “Well, you can tell Mr. Liam Carter that we’re closed and that he’ll just have to wait until tomorrow. I don’t feel like bloodying up my clothes today when he does something stupid and tries to kill me.”

			I nodded, grabbed my phone off the counter, and texted him a far more polite version of Gin’s snarky words. And, since I had my phone in my hand anyway, I kept right on going, scrolling through screens and checking for updates.

			“Okay, you texted Carter. That’s all you need to do. Now, you’re just working for fun. Didn’t I ask you to turn your phone off and relax?”

			“Oh, no.” This time, I grinned. “You only mentioned my tablet. You didn’t say anything about my phone.”

			Gin’s eyes narrowed, and she brandished her scissors at me again. “Well, that’s enough for today, Mr. Sanchez. Now, leave. Get out of here, and go meet your hot date.”

			I huffed. “I’m a middle-aged man. I’m not sure that I’ll ever have a hot date again.”

			“You might be surprised.” Gin winked at me.

			Still, it was time to leave, so I did as she asked and slid my phone and tablet into a protective pocket inside my silverstone briefcase. Then I grabbed my gray coat, hat, and scarf from the rack behind the cash register. I’d just finished bundling up when my phone beeped with a new notification. I started to open my briefcase to see what it was, but Gin shook her head, took my elbow, and guided me toward the front of the restaurant.

			“Go,” she said, opening the door. “Have a good time, and don’t even think about work. That’s an order.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Gin smiled, and nudged me outside. Once again, I knew when I was beaten, so I tipped the brim of my fedora to her, left the Pork Pit, and set off down the sidewalk.
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			It was just after noon, and people packed the sidewalks, streaming out of their offices to grab lunch and do some errands before returning to their desks to slave away the rest of the afternoon. It was only a few days before Christmas, and everyone was rushing around, frantic to get all their chores completed in time for the holiday. Folks compared sale prices on their phones, grabbed last-minute stocking stuffers, and hauled bags of brightly wrapped presents from one store to the next. Lights twinkled on all the windows, and carols blasted out onto the street as the doors opened and shoppers streamed in and out.

			It wasn’t supposed to snow until later this evening, but a few flurries drifted down from the gunmetal-gray clouds, then danced along the street, pushed back and forth by the steady, chilly breeze. But I didn’t mind the snow or the cold. It just made it feel more like Christmas.

			I’d never been a big fan of the holiday, thinking that it was more for children than anything, but Gin had worn me down with her relentless good cheer over the past few days. Maybe she was right. Maybe I should bring Martin to the holiday party if things went well. The food would certainly be fantastic, better than anything you could get at any other downtown restaurant. As for the decor, well, maybe he would find the Christmas-and-barbecue theme charming. Maybe he wouldn’t even notice the pig-shaped snowflakes. I could hope, anyway.

			I waited my turn at the corner to cross over to the next street, then stepped into the flow of human traffic. As I walked, I glanced around and peered at the reflections in the storefront windows that I passed, just to make sure that no one was following me or watching me in any way that they shouldn’t.

			I’d spent years working for Beauregard Benson, a sadistic vampire who’d controlled much of the drug trade in Southtown, the part of Ashland that was home to gangs, dealers, and other dangerous, desperate, and down-on-their-luck folks. In addition to gorging himself on blood, Beau had also been capable of sucking the life right out of a person with his Air magic—something that he did whenever the mood struck him. Given that on a whim he’d even do this to his own men, I was used to watching my back and being on guard against pretty much everyone, including my employer.

			Of course, I didn’t have to worry about Gin ever doing anything like that to me. She might be an assassin, but she had one of the best hearts of anyone I’d ever met, if not the best taste in holiday decorations.

			I glanced around again, but no one was paying me any attention; I was just another face in the crowd. Everyone had their chins tucked down into their coats and their eyes glued to their phones as they hurried to their destinations, and I actually found myself relaxing a bit, just like Gin had wanted me to.

			So I settled my hat a little farther down on my head, pulled my scarf up a little higher around my neck, and walked on, admiring the colorful lights, evergreen wreaths, and decorated trees. I even whistled along with some of the carols.

			Three blocks later, I stopped behind a group of people heading into a store. In the window, an enormous sign shaped like a chocolate cake, complete with a tower of whipped cream and a cherry on top, lit up one neon slice at a time. When the cake was fully lit, it started flashing, along with the words The Cake Walk that arched over the dessert.

			The Cake Walk was another one of Ashland’s downtown restaurants, the place to go if you wanted a good cup of coffee and a dessert the size of a dinner plate. It used to be little more than a hole in the wall, but ever since Gin had remodeled the Pork Pit a couple of months ago, many nearby restaurants had followed suit, trying to keep up with her. The Cake Walk was one of the few places that had actually succeeded, namely because the food here was almost as good as it was at the Pork Pit.

			I often wished that Gin owned the dessert shop instead of her barbecue joint. I sometimes got tired of barbecue, but I had a sweet tooth the size of Texas—something that Gin had discovered and used to her advantage, plying me with chocolate-chip cookies, cakes, and cobblers whenever she thought that I was being too serious and grumpy.

			I stepped inside the restaurant. The Cake Walk was set up cafeteria-style, with customers moving down the line with their red plastic trays and telling the servers what coffees and desserts they wanted. The restaurant featured everything from your typical espressos and cappuccinos to Southern specialties like blackberry cobbler and thick, golden slices of Mountain Dew cake. You could also get soups, salads, sandwiches, and the like, if you wanted something a little heartier. I breathed in, enjoying the light, sweet aroma of vanilla, cinnamon, and other baking spices mixed with the dark, rich scent of the thousands of cups of coffee that were brewed in here every single day.

			I scanned the crowd, but I was a few minutes early for my twelve thirty coffee date, and Martin wasn’t here yet. So I moved past the cafeteria line and over to a table in the corner. I stripped off my coat, hat, and scarf, hung them on the back of my chair, and sat down. Since Gin wasn’t here to threaten my electronics, I pulled my phone and tablet out of my briefcase to check my messages.

			Yes, I knew that I was a bit obsessive, but a good assistant always kept on top of things. Gin had given me a second chance at life, and I was going to pay her back by being the best assistant ever.

			But I hadn’t received any new, important information from my contacts about underworld shenanigans and other potential threats. Things had been slow this past week, with lots of folks out of their offices, and I knew that they wouldn’t pick back up until after New Year’s. Even criminals were busy with the holidays.

			I glanced around, but Martin still wasn’t here, so I hooked my keyboard up to my tablet and opened a secret file on my screen.

			My book.

			No one knew that I was writing a book, not even Gin. It had started as a lark, really. After Gin had killed Beauregard Benson, I was no longer at the vampire’s beck and call 24-7, and I’d found myself with a lot of free time. One night, I’d been watching an old noir detective movie on TV, but I’d been a bit bored by it, so I’d grabbed my laptop and started typing up a little story about a mild-mannered personal assistant who stepped up and became the hero when his private investigator boss was murdered. The assistant might have borne a slight, passing resemblance to me, and the murdered boss might have been quite similar to Beau.

			Cooking was Gin’s therapy, and I’d discovered that writing was mine. I enjoyed picking out just the right words, coming up with just the right kind of strong, quirky, lovable characters, and arranging them all into a fun, action-packed story. At least, I hoped that it was fun. I hadn’t let anyone read it yet, and I didn’t know that I ever would. Regardless, typing out the words helped me relax and take my mind off my problems—and Gin’s problems too.

			But that one story had steadily gotten longer and longer, until now it was almost a full-length book—except for the ending. Try as I might, I couldn’t think of a fitting finale to my story. My mild-mannered assistant had had a breakthrough, realizing who had killed his boss and why . . . except for the fact that I didn’t know who had killed his boss and why.

			Hard to finish a book without the ending.

			I read through the paragraphs that I’d written last night, but unlike my character, I didn’t have any brilliant new insights.

			I looked at my watch. Almost twelve thirty. Martin would be here any minute, so I saved my work, set my tablet aside, and grabbed my phone. I glanced around again, but no one was watching me, so I switched the view on my phone so that I could see myself on the screen.

			Gray hair, gray eyes, bronze skin, nice enough features. I had on my best dark gray suit, and I’d been sitting ramrod-straight most of the day, to keep the wrinkles out of the fabric as best I could. All put together, I would say that I looked distinguished. Dignified. Perhaps even dashing, if I was being generous to myself. Either way, I was here now, and there was no changing my suit—or backing out of the date. Canceling at the last minute would be exceptionally rude.

			I smoothed down my gray silk tie, and my fingers caught on the sharp edges of my tiepin, a small circle surrounded by eight thin rays. A spider rune, the symbol for patience, and something that told everyone exactly who I worked for.

			I grimaced. I always wore Gin’s rune whenever I was at the Pork Pit, so that all the underworld bosses and their minions would know who I was, if they didn’t already. But having your date realize that you worked for a notorious assassin probably wasn’t the best way to start things off.

			Oh, Martin might have seen my spider rune before at the restaurant, but I didn’t think that he’d ever paid any real attention to it, and I certainly didn’t want him to start asking questions about it now. So I set my phone down and removed the tiepin. But of course, I was in a hurry, and I stabbed myself in the thumb when I was trying to put the clasp back on the pin.

			“Damn!” I muttered.

			Luckily, I managed to grab a napkin out of the dispenser on the table and wrap it around my thumb before I got blood all over my suit. But I was still in a hurry, and it took me two more tries before I finally slid the clasp back onto the stupid pin—

			“Problem?” a low voice murmured.

			I looked up at the man standing beside my chair. Martin Mahoney was in his early forties, which made him about ten years younger than me. I might be distinguished, dignified, and somewhat dashing, but Martin was downright gorgeous, with his wavy dark brown hair, blue eyes, tan skin, and perfect teeth.

			A camel-colored trench coat was draped perfectly over his light tan suit and white shirt, while an old, battered, brown leather satchel dangled from his hand. Martin was a college professor, but I’d always thought that he looked more like an old-fashioned movie star who had somehow stepped off the silver screen and into modern-day Ashland.

			He pointed at the bloody napkin still wrapped around my thumb. “Are you okay, Silvio?”

			“It’s nothing.”

			I curled my other hand around the spider rune tiepin and quickly slipped it into my pants pocket so that he wouldn’t see it. Then I wiped the last bit of blood off my thumb, crumpled up the dirty napkin, and set it aside.

			Martin put down his satchel, shrugged out of his coat, and laid it across the back of his chair. “I’ll grab us some coffees. Black for you, right? Three sugars?”

			I smiled at him. “Black with three sugars. You remembered.”

			He smiled back at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Of course I remembered. I’ve watched you drink it often enough at the Pork Pit over the past few weeks.”

			Martin was an English professor who taught popular fiction at Ashland Community College. About once a week, he came to the Pork Pit for lunch between classes. One day, he’d noticed that I was reading the copy of The Maltese Falcon by Raymond Chandler that Gin had lying around the restaurant. Martin taught detective fiction, among other courses, and he’d struck up a conversation with me about the book.

			We’d been talking ever since.

			He had started coming by the restaurant more often for lunch, sometimes two or even three times a week. The more I talked to him, the more I liked him, and I thought that he felt the same way about me. Every day around one o’clock, I found myself watching the front door of the Pork Pit, wondering if he would have lunch here—with me—today. Last week, he’d finally asked me out for coffee.

			I’d said yes on the spot, but I’d scheduled the date for this week instead, so I would have plenty of time to do a thorough background check on him.

			Martin Mahoney was exactly who he appeared to be: a guy who’d grown up in Ashland, gone away to college in Bigtime, New York, and then moved around the country, teaching at several different schools, before finally returning to his hometown. He’d been working at the community college for almost ten years now and was one of the most popular professors on campus. I hadn’t found any dirt on him. Not a single faculty scandal or ill-advised affair with a student, not so much as an arrest or even a traffic ticket. As far as I could tell, he was just an all-around nice guy.

			Still, with Hugh Tucker and the rest of the mysterious Circle out there, you couldn’t be too careful. At least, that was what Gin kept saying. Her rampant paranoia was one of the things that I admired most about her, especially since she was so often justified in her suspicions.

			So I wasn’t going to let myself get too fond of Martin . . . yet. He might not be a convicted felon, but he could still turn out to be a total waste of time.

			“You want anything besides coffee?” Martin asked. “Cookies, piece of cake, some cobbler?”

			As much as I would have loved all of the above, I didn’t want to get crumbs all over my face and my suit while we were talking. I shook my head. “Nah. Just the coffee is fine.”

			He smiled at me again, then got in line to get our drinks.

			A few seconds later, my phone beeped with a message from Gin: I know you have your phone on. How’s the big date going? [image: ]

			I texted her back: Fine.

			I hoped that would be the end of the conversation, but of course, my phone beeped again less than a minute later.

			Fine? That’s very noncommittal. I want DETAILS.

			I texted her back again: I am NOT discussing this with you.

			Not yet. Now, turn your phone off and have a good time. Gin’s orders. [image: ]

			I rolled my eyes, but I was smiling as I slid my phone, tablet, and keyboard back into my briefcase. Gin always claimed that I tried to mother her, but she did the exact same thing to me. Still, it was nice to have someone who cared, even if I preferred to keep my feelings for Martin—and pretty much everything else—to myself.

			Martin returned with our coffees, which he set down on the table. Then he dropped into the seat across from mine, leaned forward, and flashed me another smile. “Now that we have our caffeine fix, we can finally get down to business.”

			I smoothed down my tie again, grabbed my coffee, and smiled back at him.
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			The date went great—absolutely, positively great.

			Martin and I talked about books, movies, and music. We reminisced about all the places we’d traveled to, including our favorite vacation spots—his was Cloudburst Falls, while mine was Cypress Mountain. He told me funny stories about his students and fellow professors, while I regaled him with highly edited tales of my work for Gin, whom I painted as a simple restaurateur with an over-the-top love for all things barbecue.

			I felt like we were really clicking, really connecting, and it made me much happier than I’d expected. It had been a long time since I’d been this interested in someone. Or, rather, since I had let myself be this interested in someone.

			Beauregard Benson had murdered Derrick, the last guy I’d gone out with, right in front of me, and I hadn’t been with anyone since. Derrick had been a sweet man, far too kind and caring to be part of Beau’s ruthless crew, but he’d liked the easy money and fat paydays. More than once, I’d tried to persuade Derrick to leave Ashland, but he’d stubbornly insisted on staying, saying that someone needed to watch my back.

			He’d died for his care and concern.

			I’d learned my lesson the hard way, and I hadn’t wanted to risk getting involved with someone else. Oh, Gin was nothing like Beau. She didn’t kill people out of spite or on a whim or simply because it amused her. And she would never, ever hurt anyone I cared about. But being an assassin’s assistant came with more than its fair share of danger, and I didn’t want anyone getting hurt because of my working for Gin.

			But even more than that, I didn’t want to get hurt again either.

			Watching Derrick die, seeing the horror in his eyes as he silently begged me to help him, and knowing that it was already too late, that there was nothing that I could do to save him . . . That had been worse than my own torture later on at Beau’s hands and fangs. It had knocked a big chunk out of my heart, and I was in no hurry to offer up another fragile, brittle piece of myself to someone new.

			But the more I talked to Martin, the more time we spent together, the more I saw him smile and heard him laugh . . .

			Maybe he was worth the risk.

			Martin drained his coffee and held up his cup. “I need a refill. How about you?”

			I shook my head. “Nah. I’m good.”

			“Suit yourself, but I need another jolt of java to get me through my afternoon classes.” He winked at me, got to his feet, and went over to get his refill.

			And that was when I noticed the men.

			There were three of them, spread throughout the restaurant, each one at a different table. All giants, all wearing dark suits, and all carrying guns under their jackets.

			They were sitting at their tables, drinking coffee, and clutching their phones like everyone else. But instead of staring down at their devices, all three of the giants kept glancing around the restaurant, as though they were waiting for something important to happen. I knew hired muscle when I saw it, and these guys obviously worked for someone. But who?

			Thanks to my time with both Beau and Gin, I knew practically all of the criminal bosses in town, along with many of their employees. I scanned the restaurant, but I didn’t recognize anyone, certainly not anyone who needed three bodyguards. Most of the folks were college kids highlighting in their textbooks or corporate professionals taking a break from their skyscraper offices for their umpteenth latte of the day. None of them looked suspicious, and absolutely none of them gave off any kind of dark, dangerous vibe. Besides the giants, the only other real, obvious criminal in here was . . . me.

			Cold unease trickled down my spine, and a worrisome thought rose in my mind.

			Could they be here for me?

			I might be just Gin’s assistant, but I could definitely be used to send her a bloody, gruesome message. Gin had killed plenty of bad folks, and many of the criminals wanted revenge for their friends’ deaths, while others longed to murder her so they could take over as the big boss. Any one of them would be happy to kill me as a substitute, just to hurt her and get what petty satisfaction they could.

			The more I thought about it, the more sense it made, especially given what had happened yesterday with the Southern Shine biker gang. By now, the gang leaders had to have realized that their plan to kill Gin had failed. Maybe they’d seen me leave the restaurant earlier and decided to get some quick and easy payback, rather than facing down the Spider herself. I wouldn’t think that bikers would dress up in business suits, but maybe they’d traded in their jeans and leather jackets for something a little less conspicuous.

			One of the giants glanced over at me, only to quickly look away when he realized that I was watching him. That was all the confirmation I needed that I was indeed their target—and that I needed to get out of here before they pulled out their guns and started shooting.

			But of course, Martin chose that exact moment to come back to our table, a fresh cup of coffee in his hand. “Now I’m ready to face the rest of my day.”

			I surged to my feet and grabbed my briefcase, along with my coat and scarf, and jammed my hat onto my head. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

			Martin frowned. “What? Why? I thought we were having a good time.”

			“We were. But my boss just sent me a message. Emergency at the restaurant. I’ll call you later, okay?”

			I didn’t wait for a response. I threw a twenty onto the table, more than enough to cover our coffees, pushed past Martin, and hurried outside.

			“Wait!” I heard him call out behind me. “Silvio, wait!”

			I ground my teeth and walked faster, trying to get away from him and the restaurant before the three giants stormed outside and caught up with me.

			But there was more to this trap than just the men in the restaurant. Two more giants stepped out of an alley and onto the sidewalk in front of me. One of them lifted his arm, just a bit, to show me the gun in his hand.

			“Come along quietly, and we won’t kill you where you stand,” he said, sneering.

			I didn’t have a choice. If I tried to fight them, they’d start shooting. Oh, I wasn’t worried about getting shot myself, but plenty of innocent bystanders moved past us on the sidewalk, oblivious to the danger they were in. I wasn’t going to be responsible for their deaths.

			“All right.” I held my arms out. “All right. You got me.”

			The giant stepped forward, grabbed my arm, and shoved his gun up against my side. He jerked his head toward the alley that ran between the Cake Walk and the next business over. An anonymous black van with its engine idling was waiting at the far end of the corridor.

			“We’re going to take a walk and get in the van. Nice and easy,” he said. “No tricks, or I’ll shoot you in the stomach and let you bleed out. Got it?”

			“Got it,” I muttered.

			The other giant plucked my coat, scarf, and briefcase out of my hands. The bastard even grabbed my hat off my head and plopped it down on his own, grinning at me, clearly intending to keep it for himself. Then the first man tightened his grip on my arm and started leading me toward the van.

			I went along with them without protest, as though I was too worried about the gun at my side to fight back. Not that guns scared me. Not in the least. Not after seeing what Beau and Gin could do with their magic. My compliance was simply strategic.

			I needed to get the men farther down the alley before I killed them.

			Except for the van, the corridor was deserted, with no innocents around to get hurt. I didn’t know who these men were or what they wanted, but they weren’t here to give me a ride back to the Pork Pit. If I got into that van, there was a very good chance that I wouldn’t get out of it alive. I hadn’t survived working for Beauregard Benson and his hair-trigger temper all those years just to let a couple of low-level goons murder me now.

			Besides, the bastards had ruined my date. They were going to pay for that.

			So I let the men march me down the alley, while I glanced left and right, working out the best way to escape. The alley was like any other in Ashland—dark, damp, and dingy, with Dumpsters lining the walls and greasy fast-food wrappers, broken liquor bottles, and other trash littering the cracked asphalt. I got a faint whiff of the coffee from the Cake Walk, but the stench of mashed cigarettes and sour spilled beer quickly overpowered it.

			Up ahead, a cluster of trash cans jutted out almost into the middle of the alley. Right now, the giant had me pinned up against the wall, with the second man following along, still carrying my coat, scarf, and briefcase. But the three of us would have to step away from the wall to go around the trash cans. The second we did, I’d grab one of the metal lids, slam it into the face of the giant with the gun, and chop his weapon out of his hand. Then I’d grab his tie, yank him toward me, sink my fangs into his neck, and get a quick hit of his blood—and his inherent giant strength along with it.

			With that sudden surge of strength, I could easily reach up and snap the giant’s neck, then turn to the man behind me. He’d be surprised by my attack, and it would take him precious seconds to drop my coat, scarf, and briefcase and fumble for his own gun. That would give me enough time to surge forward, grab him, and snap his neck too. Then I could collect my things, dust them off, and be on my way.

			It was a good plan, and it probably would have worked, except for one thing.

			“Hey! What are you doing? Leave him alone! Silvio! Silvio!”

			Startled, the giant holding on to me whirled around, dragging me along with him. Martin stood in the alley, a concerned look on his face, his phone in his hand.

			“Stop it!” he yelled, waving his phone at the two giants. “Let him go, or I’m calling the cops!”

			“No, Martin! No!” I shouted, but it was too late.

			One of the men from inside the restaurant came up behind Martin. The giant whipped out his gun and slammed it into the back of Martin’s head, and he crumpled to the ground without a sound.

			Anger roared through my body. New plan. Attack right now.

			With one hand, I shoved the giant’s gun away from my side. With the other, I sucker-punched him in the throat. While he wheezed for air, I chopped the gun out of his hand, whirled him around, and shoved him up against the alley wall.

			Then I opened my mouth, lunged forward, and sank my fangs deep into his neck.

			A faint pop-pop sounded, as my razor-sharp fangs broke through the giant’s skin and pierced his thick, strong muscles and tendons underneath. In an instant, blood flowed into my mouth, and I swallowed it down, gulp after gulp after gulp.

			Most vampires loved drinking blood, especially fresh blood straight from the source, so to speak. Others would incessantly debate their favorite types of blood, from giant to dwarven to elemental, as if they were gourmet wines to be sampled, instead of actual people. Some vampires even hosted snooty blood-tasting parties, discussing such ridiculous things as how people who ate a lot of fruit often had delicious, plummy notes in their blood.

			Me? I didn’t really enjoy drinking blood. Never had, never would. I found the coppery taste and the thick, gloppy texture quite off-putting. Plus, it was always a bitch to brush your teeth afterward. Still, blood contained important vitamins and minerals that vampires needed to survive, so I had to consume it, whether I wanted to or not. Most of the time, when I had my morning glass of O-negative from the local vampire blood bank, I dumped tons of sugar into it, trying to offset the harsh metallic tang. Which, I readily admit, was totally disgusting in its own way.

			But the good thing about being a vampire and drinking blood was that it let me tap into the power of that particular person, be they human, giant, dwarf, or elemental. Most of the time, I stuck to ordinary human blood, since it was the cheapest and easiest to get. Plus, human blood was still enough to give me enhanced senses, along with a bit of extra speed, strength, and endurance.

			But giant blood? Not only did I get super-heightened senses, but giant blood was also good for a whole lot of super-strength.

			With every mouthful of blood I swallowed, I felt the giant’s strength surge into my own body, like I was a balloon that was slowly being filled with air. The pure, raw energy exploded in the pit of my stomach and quickly spread out, like lightning zinging through all my muscles, tendons, and bones and making them all crackle with electricity. If I could have seen them, I knew that my gray eyes would be glowing a bright silver at the sudden influx of blood, strength, and power.

			The giant screamed and screamed as I drained pint after pint out of him. In less than twenty seconds, I’d sucked him dry, and his screams died down to faint whimpers. I ripped my fangs out of his neck, drew back, and shoved him aside. I’d barely pushed him, but my newfound strength tossed him fifteen feet down the alley, right into that cluster of trash cans that I’d noticed earlier. Garbage sprayed everywhere, but the giant didn’t move.

			One man down. On to the next.

			I whirled around, ready to battle my next enemy.

			But it was too late.

			While I’d been draining the giant, the other two men from the restaurant had rushed into the alley and joined their two friends already here. They didn’t hesitate. All four of them jumped on me at once, driving me down to the ground. I hissed and snarled, punching and kicking, driving my fists into the arms, legs, heads, and chests of the men piled on top of me.

			Even with my stolen strength, it was still four-on-one, and each one of them was just as powerful as I was. One of the giants dug his fingers into my hair, drew my head back, and slammed it down onto the pavement as hard as he could.

			Pain exploded in my skull, and the world went black.
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			For a long time, I drifted along in the blackness, not seeing, hearing, or feeling anything. But the darkness faded away, and I slowly became aware that everything around me was cold and hard.

			The floor I was sitting on. The wall behind my back. The metal cuff around my right wrist.

			My eyes snapped open at that last realization. Light stabbed into my brain, making me hiss and adding to the pounding ache in my skull, and it took me several seconds to push the pain away and blink the world back into focus.

			I was sitting on the floor, slumped against a wall in what looked like an old warehouse. The dirty concrete floor stretched out for hundreds of feet in all directions, leading to walls made of cracked cinder blocks stacked on top of each other. Small rectangular windows lined the very tops of the walls, circling the entire warehouse, but a thick layer of grime covered the glass, making the windows as dark and dirty as everything else.

			The warehouse looked like it had been abandoned for quite some time, but the overhead lights still burned bright and steady, and a heating unit hummed in the distance, although the air was lukewarm, at best. A stained mattress squatted in one corner, along with an empty, dented shopping cart, as though some homeless person had once bedded down here. Old magazines, empty beer and soda cans, and crushed cigarettes littered the floor from one side of the warehouse to the other.

			Several chairs clustered around a folding table that stood on a relatively trash-free patch of floor about twenty feet directly in front of me. Stacks of cards covered the table, one at each chair, as though my kidnappers had been playing poker while they waited for me to wake up. This was definitely someone’s base of operations, which meant that they’d probably brought me here to question, torture, and kill me in private. Lucky me.

			I started to get to my feet, but a series of loud clank-clank-clanks rang out, reminding me that I was tied down. A handcuff was cinched around my right wrist, with the other end snapped through a thick, solid chain that stretched out for about five feet before it wrapped around a pipe that ran along the wall. Three padlocks hooked the chain together at different points along the pipe.

			I rattled the cuff and the chain, but they didn’t give, so I studied them a little more closely. The chain and the padlocks were just ordinary metal, but the handcuffs were made out of silverstone. Even with what was left of my stolen giant strength, I’d still have a hard time breaking through the magical metal. Still, I tried, rattling the cuff and the chain again and again—

			“It’s no use,” a low voice rasped out. “I’ve tried that already.”

			I looked over to my left. Martin was sitting on the floor about ten feet away from me, also cuffed and chained to a pipe. His dark brown hair stuck up at odd angles, but his blue eyes looked sharp and clear. He’d lost his trench coat, and dirt and grime streaked his tan suit. Dirt also smudged across his left cheek, but it didn’t diminish his handsomeness.

			He winced and raised his hand to the back of his head, where the giant had hit him with the gun. After a few seconds, he held his hand out, but nothing stained his fingertips.

			“No blood. That’s a good sign, right?” he said, trying to make a joke.

			I didn’t say anything. No words would make this situation any better.

			So I glanced around the warehouse again, using my enhanced eyesight to peer into every nook and cranny, searching for anything that might help us get out of here. And I actually found something: my briefcase, sitting on the floor beside one of the chairs at the poker table.

			Martin followed my gaze and realized what I was staring at. “Is that your briefcase? Do you—do you have a gun in there?” he whispered.

			I shook my head. “No. But my phone’s in there. If I could just get to it, I could call for help.”

			He nodded. “You’re right. We need to call the cops.”

			“No, not the cops. Someone else. Someone better equipped to deal with this sort of situation.”

			Martin frowned. “Who would that be?”

			“G—” I started to say Gin’s name but stopped myself at the last second. I wasn’t quite sure why.

			Martin kept staring at me, his forehead wrinkling with confusion. “Why did you rush out of the restaurant? Why did those men pull a gun on you? What’s going on, Silvio?”

			I shook my head again. “I don’t know. I just don’t know—”

			A metal door at the far end of the warehouse banged open, cutting me off, and the four giants from the Cake Walk strode inside. All wearing suits and guns, just like they had been earlier.

			One of the giants who’d been watching me inside the restaurant went to the table, grabbed one of the chairs, and brought it over to where I was sitting on the floor. He was tall, even for a giant, well over seven feet, with a body that was all hard-packed muscle. A wide swatch of gray ran straight down the middle of his black hair, almost like a skunk’s stripe, and his eyes looked like two brown marbles set into the wrinkles of his tan, leathery skin.

			He turned the chair around so that the back was facing me and sat down in it, but his frame was so large that he oozed off the sides, like an enormous square peg trying to fit itself into a much smaller round hole.

			“You can call me Vincent,” he said in a low, gravelly voice. “I’m the one who’s going to be asking the questions.”

			“And what questions are those?” I asked, even though I already had a pretty good idea.

			He smiled, revealing a mouthful of dead, rotten, gray teeth. “The ones about your boss. Gin Blanco. The assassin. The bitch who calls herself the Spider.”

			Martin sucked in a ragged breath. “A-assassin?” He looked over at me, his face white with shock. “I thought your boss owned a barbecue restaurant!”

			This was the moment I’d been dreading, the one that I’d tried to avoid at all costs. Gin’s identity wasn’t exactly a secret, especially not among the underworld, but ordinary, noncriminal folks at most thought that the Spider was just an urban legend, a story that thugs told other thugs to scare each other.

			I hadn’t told Martin anything about Gin’s alter ego because he would have left the Pork Pit and never come back. I hadn’t wanted that to happen. I’d just wanted something normal, especially today. A nice guy meeting another nice guy for coffee. Simple, easy, uncomplicated.

			But the horror on Martin’s face was the final nail in the coffin of our date and whatever relationship we might have had. Even if we survived this, he’d never look at me the same way again. Still, I was going to keep up appearances for as long as possible.

			“She does own a restaurant,” I said. “I think that these gentlemen have me—and her—confused with someone else.”

			Vincent let out a low, ugly laugh. “Denying all knowledge, and protecting your boss’s secrets to the bitter end. I can respect that. Loyalty is hard to come by these days, especially in this city.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Gin doesn’t have any secrets. Other than the recipe for her barbecue sauce. If that’s what you’re after, then I’m afraid that you’re out of luck. Even I don’t know what she puts in it that makes it taste so good.”

			Vincent studied me with his cold brown eyes, and I stared right back at him. I kept my face blank, but my mind churned, trying to figure out who these guys were and what they really wanted.

			The giants could be after the millions of dollars’ worth of precious jewels that Gin had recovered at the Bullet Pointe theme park. Of course, Gin had given the stones to Ira Morris, the park manager, but maybe the giants didn’t know that. Maybe they thought that Gin still had the stones. Besides me, Gin, and our friends, though, the only other person who even knew about the jewels was Hugh Tucker, and I didn’t think that these guys worked for him or the Circle. Otherwise, Tucker would have been here himself and already torturing me for information.

			So if the giants didn’t work for Tucker, then whom did they work for?

			I flipped through my mental dossiers on the underworld bosses, thinking about all of Ashland’s many gangs, drug dealers, bookies, loan sharks, and more. But no one stood out to me. The best bet was the Southern Shine gang, but these guys just didn’t strike me as bikers. No leather jackets, no boots, no tattoos. Besides, bikers were never far from their rides, and no motorcycles were parked inside the warehouse. No helmets perched on the card table, no parts littered the concrete floor, no gas cans, no tools, nothing like that.

			So who were these guys? What was this all about?

			“You have a funny sense of humor,” Vincent said. “Normally, I would enjoy beating that out of you, especially since you killed Hank.”

			A dark scowl twisted his face, and his fingers twitched, as though he’d like to wrap them around my throat and strangle me. Hank must have been the giant that I’d drained in the alley.

			I sighed and asked the inevitable question. “But?”

			“But if you’re anywhere close to being as tough as Blanco is, then it will take hours before you give me what I want.”

			“And what is that, exactly?”

			Vincent shrugged his massive shoulders. “I told you. Information on Gin Blanco. All of the Spider’s dirty little secrets. Her strengths, weaknesses, vulnerabilities. How much Ice and Stone magic she really has. How she’s managed to kill so many other people without dying herself. How many knives she sleeps with under her pillow at night.”

			The answer to his last question was one, which I’d always thought was rather restrained on Gin’s part. Especially given how many people wanted her dead.

			Vincent sounded like he already knew quite a bit about Gin. Maybe if I could convince him that I didn’t know anything about her being an assassin, then he would let Martin and me go free. Doubtful, but it was my only move right now. At the very least, it might buy me a little more time to figure out how to escape.

			“And you think that I know those things just because I work for Ms. Blanco?” I shook my head. “I hate to disappoint you, Vincent, but I’m just her assistant. I help run her restaurant. I spend my days suggesting menu items, calculating food prices, and ordering ketchup bottles by the bulk. Nothing more, nothing less.”

			Complete lies, of course. Gin was more than capable of running her restaurant all by herself. I didn’t have anything to do with the Pork Pit, other than eating all of the delicious food that she cooked there.

			What I did do was handle all of Gin’s business as the head of the Ashland underworld. Names, dates, places, meetings. I kept detailed records of every boss she’d ever talked to, all the favors they’d asked of her, all the deals they’d worked out, and all the ones that they’d reneged on.

			I also helped Gin update her mentor Fletcher Lane’s files on various criminals, their organizations, manpower, and the like, so she could determine how big a threat they were to her and the rest of the Ashland underworld. And of course, I’d been helping her identify the members of the Circle, based on some photos that Fletcher had left for her in several safety-deposit boxes.

			But most important, and unbeknownst to her, I also kept notes on Gin herself. Her likes, dislikes, habits, hobbies, even her training regimens with her knives and all the tricks she could do with her Ice and Stone magic. Not because I was plotting against her but just to help me do my own job better. Just so I could be a truly great assistant and see to her needs.

			Just so I could help keep her alive.

			In the months that I’d been working for her, I’d grown rather fond of Gin, and I didn’t want to see her die. She’d saved me from Beauregard Benson, and I was determined to save her from everyone else, including herself. Especially since she had the annoying, reckless tendency to throw herself into harm’s way at the slightest threat to someone she cared about.

			Gin and I might have different ideas about what constituted acceptable holiday decorations, but we both agreed on one thing: information was often the key to destroying your enemies.

			And all that precious info on Gin was right across the room, sitting in my briefcase, stored on my phone and my tablet.

			“Now, I thought that you might play dumb and claim that you didn’t know anything about Blanco,” Vincent rumbled. “So I came up with a strategy to get what I want.”

			I eyed him. “And what would that be?”

			He grinned. “I’m going to take my anger out on your friend first. Maybe that’ll loosen your tongue.” Vincent got up out of his chair and snapped his fingers. “Bring him.”

			The other three giants headed toward Martin, who looked over at me, a panicked expression on his face.

			“No!” I said, surging to my feet. “No!”

			“Silvio! Silvio!” Martin called out. “Help me! Please!”

			“Martin! Martin!”

			I lunged forward and stretched my arm out, as if I could save him if only I could reach out and touch him. But the cuff and the chain on my wrist anchored me to the wall, jerking me back, and there was nothing that I could do. A crushing fist of guilt wrapped around my heart.

			I couldn’t save Martin, just like I hadn’t been able to save Derrick.

			Martin kicked out with his feet, trying to keep the men away from him, but they easily sidestepped his awkward, clumsy blows. Two of the giants grabbed Martin and hauled him to his feet, holding him in place with their far superior strength, while the third giant unlocked the cuff from around Martin’s wrist.

			“Now, then,” Vincent said, rubbing his hands together in anticipation. “Let’s go into the other room and have a little chat.”

			“No! No!” Martin yelled again.

			He struggled with all his might, but the giants lifted him off his feet and carried him through a door at the far end of the warehouse and out of my line of sight.

			Vincent laughed at his pitiful struggles. The giant winked at me, then turned and followed his men out of the warehouse.
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			Vincent yanked the door shut behind him. The second it banged closed, I started yanking on my cuff and chain again, but they didn’t bend or budge, not even an inch. So I went over, took hold of the pipe that the chain was attached to, and pulled on it, trying to wrench it loose from the wall. But it didn’t budge either. I snarled out a curse. Even with the giant strength still running through my veins, I was well and truly stuck—

			A scream ripped through the air.

			I whirled around to the door at the far end of the warehouse. The thick metal remained closed, but my enhanced senses let me clearly hear Martin screaming in the next room, along with a steady thud-thud-thud-thud, as though Vincent was hitting him over and over again with his fists. Each sickening sound hurt as much as a punch to my own gut, but I forced my anger and pain aside and focused on getting free so I could help Martin.

			He was not going to die like Derrick had.

			I shoved my fingers under the silverstone handcuff and tried to snap it off my wrist. Tried to break the other end of the cuff that was hooked through the chain. Tried to break the chain itself, along with the three attached padlocks. Attempted to pull the pipe out of the wall again.

			But nothing worked, and all I got for my troubles were bruised, bloody fingers. All the while, those steady thud-thud-thud-thuds continued, although Martin’s screams slowly died down to low, coughing groans of pain.

			Frustrated, I put my back against the wall and slid to the floor. Something dug into my hip, a sharp little pinprick of pain that stabbed through my anger and made me wince. I rolled to my side, wondering if I’d sat down on a chipped piece of stone, but then I realized that the object was actually in my pants pocket. I stuck my hand in there and pulled it out.

			My spider rune tiepin glinted under the lights.

			I’d forgotten that I’d taken it off earlier. I started to shove it back into my pocket, but then I remembered how the point had stabbed into my thumb at the Cake Walk. Hope flared to life in my chest, and I yanked the clasp off the back of the pin, stuck the point into the lock on my handcuff, and went to work.

			I wasn’t an expert lockpick, not like Finnegan Lane, Gin’s foster brother, but I’d jimmied open a few doors in my time, and I was hoping that this wouldn’t be much different. I slid the point back and forth, back and forth, trying to unlock the handcuff.

			All the while, I kept listening to Vincent beating Martin in the other room. After about two minutes, the giant stopped the torture session, and Martin’s groans faded away. A couple of the men whispered to each other, although I didn’t concentrate on exactly what they were saying. It wasn’t important right now anyway.

			Instead, I focused on my improvised lockpick, hoping that it would work and that I could save Martin from the giants. Or at least give us a fighting chance—

			Snick.

			Just like that, my handcuff popped open.

			For a moment, I sat there, staring at the cuff, blinking and blinking, not quite believing that it had actually worked—but it had. Relief filled me, along with cold, grim determination. I’d get my briefcase, grab my phone, call Gin, and tell her what was going on. Then I’d storm into the next room, take Vincent and his goons by surprise, and get Martin to safety.

			I had started to get up and hurry over to my briefcase when the door at the far end of the warehouse banged open again. I quickly wrapped the handcuff back around my wrist, making it look like it was still securely locked. I also dropped my hand down to my side so that no one would see the tiepin clutched in my fingers. It wasn’t anywhere close to being a real weapon, but the sharp point might at least give me the element of surprise, especially if I stabbed it into someone’s face.

			Vincent strutted into the warehouse, followed by two of his men, who were carrying Martin’s limp form between them. The giants dragged Martin over to where I was sitting and threw him onto the concrete floor right in front of me.

			Martin let out a low groan and rolled over onto his back. I sucked in a breath at the sight of his battered face. Vincent had really done a number on him. Jagged cuts crisscrossed his cheeks, while puffy bruises blackened his eyes. Blood ran in a thin line from his swollen, busted lips and down his chin before spattering onto the collar of his rumpled white shirt.

			More anger roared through me, and I almost surged to my feet and attacked the bastard right then and there. But the other two giants stood behind Vincent, staring at me, their hands hovering over the guns holstered to their belts. They could easily shoot me before I even got close enough to take down their boss. So I forced myself to wait, although I curled my fingers a little tighter around the tiepin still in my hand.

			Vincent pulled a white silk handkerchief out of the front pocket of his suit jacket and slowly, methodically wiped the blood—Martin’s blood—off his hands. Once that was done, he squatted down next to Martin. He eyed the other man for a moment before turning his dark gaze to me.

			“Now, Mr. Sanchez, I want you to take a good, long look at your friend here. This is what happens to people who don’t give me what I want. Actually, I went pretty easy on him. I won’t do the same to you.”

			Vincent dropped his bloody handkerchief onto the concrete floor next to Martin’s face. Martin shuddered and turned his head away from the giant, but I found myself staring at Vincent’s hands. Now that he’d wiped the blood off them, I could see just how smooth his skin was there. I frowned, and a sick, sinking feeling filled the pit of my stomach.

			“I’ll give you two a moment alone to talk things over,” Vincent said, staring at me again. “But know this. If you don’t cooperate, there’s plenty more pain to come—for both of you.”

			His threat delivered, Vincent got to his feet and left the room, along with his men. The door banged shut behind them. For several seconds, the only sound was Martin’s harsh, raspy breathing.

			Slowly, Martin pushed himself up into a seated position and looked over at me. “Don’t worry,” he mumbled, his voice hoarse with pain. “It looks worse than it is.”

			Instead of answering him, I reached out with my senses, trying to hear how close Vincent and his men were. From the faint scuffing of their shoes on the floor, it sounded like all four of the giants were in the next room, but they were being quiet, so I couldn’t tell for sure. Odd. I would have thought that Vincent would be bragging about how he’d roughed up Martin and that his men would be congratulating him on a job well done.

			I also drew in a deep breath, opening my mouth and letting the air roll in over my tongue, tasting all the scents in the room around me. I smelled exactly what I expected to: the old oil stains and other grime caked onto the floor, the crushed stone that had fallen out of the cracks in the walls, the cold flakes of snow that had slipped in through those same cracks. But there was one thing that was out of place, a faint, sticky-sweet note that swirled through the air right in front of me . . .

			My nostrils quivered, and I inhaled and tasted the air again, just to be sure. I recognized the scent, and the aroma only added to that sick feeling in my stomach.

			“I’m sorry you got dragged into all of this,” I said in a low voice. “This wasn’t how I wanted our date to go. Not at all.”

			A faint grin lifted Martin’s bloody lips. “Well, at least it was memorable.”

			“Yeah.” I grinned back at him, but my smile quickly faded away. “How hurt are you? Can you move? We need to get out of here before they come back.”

			He grimaced and grabbed his ribs. “Yeah, I can move, just not very fast. What’s the plan?”

			I pointed at my briefcase. “The same as before. Grab my phone and call for help. Can you make it over there?”

			Martin glanced over at the closed warehouse door, then back at my briefcase. “I guess I’ll have to.”

			I got to my feet, careful not to jiggle my handcuff and the attached chain any more than necessary. Martin pushed himself up onto his knees. It took him a few seconds to get his breath back, but he grabbed his ribs again and staggered up and onto his feet.

			“Hurry!” I said. “You need to move! Now!”

			He nodded at me and stumbled forward. He wobbled every single step of the way, but he made it over to the poker table and slumped down in one of the chairs. With slow motions, he grabbed my briefcase, slung it onto the table in front of him, undid the clasp, and searched through the items inside. A few seconds later, he pulled out both my phone and my tablet.

			He squinted at the phone through his puffy, blackened eyes. “It’s asking for a password. What is it?”

			“Pigtracks. My tablet has the same password.”

			He glanced over at me, obviously confused. “What?”

			I shifted on my feet, a bit embarrassed. “Pigtracks. Gin has them all over the restaurant. All these little blue and pink pig tracks running all over the floor and walls. Just put it in my phone. It’ll work. I promise.”

			I didn’t know what had made me choose that password, especially since I didn’t like the pig tracks any more than I liked the pig-shaped snowflakes. Maybe it was all the remodeling that Gin had done after Madeline Monroe had burned the Pork Pit down to the brick walls a while back. But it had just popped into my head one day, and I’d plugged it into my devices.

			“Pig tracks?” Martin asked, still confused.

			“Yeah. Pigtracks. All one word.” I spelled it out for him.

			He entered the password into the phone and nodded. “Got it.”

			But instead of swiping over to the call screen, Martin set my phone aside, picked up my tablet, and entered the same password into it.

			“What are you doing?” I asked. “Why aren’t you calling for help?”

			“You weren’t lying,” he said, not really answering me. “You used the same password for your tablet too. Kind of sloppy, if you ask me. I expected more from you, Silvio.”

			That sick feeling in my stomach intensified. “What do you mean, more?”

			“I expected you to be more careful, more cautious, more determined to protect your boss’s secrets no matter what.” He shook his head. “How very disappointing.”

			All I could do was gape at him, my mind struggling to process his words and what they actually meant.

			Martin leaned back in his chair with ease, even though he’d been grimacing and clutching his ribs just a minute before. He grinned and waggled my tablet at me. “But you just gave me the keys to the kingdom, and now I have all the information that I need on Gin Blanco.”
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			I kept staring at Martin. “You . . . you set this whole thing up.”

			His grin widened. “Now you’re catching on.”

			Martin put my tablet down, reached into his jacket pocket, and drew out a white silk handkerchief. He winked at me, then used the handkerchief to wipe all the blood and bruises off his face. In seconds, he went from beaten and battered to his regular handsome self. No, that wasn’t quite right. He wasn’t the man I’d been flirting with for the past few weeks, and he definitely wasn’t the nice guy I’d had coffee with just a few hours ago. Now, for the first time, he was showing me his true, sly, devious self.

			“Makeup,” I muttered. “It was all makeup.”

			He held the dirty fabric up where I could see it. “Yup. Did you know that I’m an adviser to the theater department at the community college? I’ve picked up all sorts of interesting tricks from them. Makeup, acting, how to really sell a performance.”

			“So it was all pretend. Vincent’s threats, the giants dragging you into the other room, your supposed beating.” I pressed my lips together, not wanting to admit how thoroughly he had tricked me, but I forced myself to open my mouth and say the words. “And the rest of it was a lie too, wasn’t it? All those days you ate lunch at the Pork Pit. All our talks. All the times you smiled at me or laughed at my stupid jokes. It was all just an act to get me away from the restaurant. To lure me out for coffee so you could kidnap and torture me for information about Gin.”

			Martin shrugged. “Don’t take it personally, Silvio. I’m very good at being charming. You’re not the first person who’s fallen for my pretty face, and you certainly won’t be the last. Men, women, young, old. Everyone loves me.”

			That sick feeling in my stomach vanished, replaced by cold, icy rage. My hands curled into fists, and I wanted to cross the distance between us and give him a real beating, one that he so richly deserved. But I reined in my anger. Because I still had questions for the bastard, and I wanted some answers. “Who are you, really?”

			He laced his hands behind his head. “That’s the beauty of this whole thing. I really am Martin Mahoney, humble college professor.” He grinned again. “Well, maybe not quite so humble. That’s my day job anyway. But you could say that I’m a lot like your boss. My after-hours gigs are way more interesting, and they pay a lot better too.”

			“So you do . . . what, exactly? Go around Ashland, flirt with people, and get them to spill their guts to you?”

			He shrugged. “More or less.”

			“And what does that get you?”

			Martin dropped his hands and leaned forward in his chair, his blue eyes glinting with smug satisfaction. “Everything.”

			I arched an eyebrow in disbelief, and Martin waved his hand, dismissing my skepticism.

			“Think about it,” he said. “We live in a digital world now. Everyone’s connected to everything all the time. All you have to do is charm a password or a PIN code out of someone, swipe their phone or laptop, and you’ve got their entire life right at your fingertips. Shopping info, purchase histories, bank accounts. The books they read, the movies they watch, the music they listen to. Where they get their hair cut and their tires rotated.”

			“And what do you do with all that information?” I asked.

			He shrugged again. “It depends on how rich the marks are, how much time I’ve invested in wining and dining them, and how much info I get. Sometimes I go on a little shopping spree. Other times I just drain their bank accounts outright. A couple of months ago, I blackmailed an accountant who was embezzling from his company. Got him to hand over all the money that he’d stolen to me. Of course, I stayed anonymous through the whole transaction, including the tip that I called in to his boss about his skimming from the company. The accountant claimed that he’d been hoodwinked, but he couldn’t prove that I, his blackmailer, even existed. Everyone thought that he was crazy, in addition to being a thief. That job was particularly fun.”

			Martin laughed, his hearty chuckles echoing from one side of the warehouse to the other and back again. The loud, cheerful sounds sent more icy rage spiraling out through my body.

			“And no one ever connects you, Professor Martin Mahoney, their new and charming paramour, to the sudden influx of trouble in their lives?”

			“Well, I don’t dump them right away. That would be far too obvious. I usually wait at least a few weeks before I pull the plug on the relationship. By that point, most of my marks are too busy doing damage control to think much about me leaving them. Still, one or two folks have caught on.” He tilted his head at the closed warehouse door. “But Vincent and his boys handle those situations for me. That’s what I pay them for, after all.”

			In other words, the giants killed anyone who figured out Martin’s scheme.

			“And who do you work for?” This was the question that I most wanted the answer to, the one that would determine what happened next.

			Martin jerked his thumb at his chest. “Me, myself, and I. You might say that I’m . . . an independent contractor. I decided a long time ago that if I’m the one doing all the work and taking all the risks, then I’m the one keeping all the profits.”

			His boasting actually filled me with a little bit of relief. It sounded like this scheme was limited to Martin, Vincent, and the other giants, which meant that I still had a chance to contain this—to fix it—for my sake, and especially for Gin’s.

			“So why me?” I asked. “What’s so special about me?”

			“Isn’t it obvious? Because you work for Gin Blanco, the queen of the Ashland underworld. At least, until someone kills her and takes her place.” Martin tapped his finger on my tablet, then repeated the motion on my phone. “Something that will be much easier to do with all the info stored on these babies.”

			I’d thought that I’d been protecting Gin by compiling all that information on her, but Martin was right. All I’d done was make it easier for someone to kill her. Some assistant I was. My heart squeezed tight with guilt at how I’d failed her, but I forced myself to keep talking, to keep digging for information.

			“What are you going to do?” I asked.

			“Sell the info to the highest bidder. One final score, and then I’m off to a nice tropical island somewhere, to live out the rest of my days drinking mai tais and flirting with cute diving instructors. I know it’s a bit cliché, but the scenario totally works for me.”

			“What?” I snarked, my voice dripping with venom. “You aren’t happy being a not-so-humble college professor?”

			Martin rolled his eyes. “Are you kidding me? The salary’s shit, the students are self-absorbed little know-it-alls, and the department head hates me because I’m younger, smarter, and better-looking than he is. Not to mention the fact that I’ve published more papers than he’s even written. He’ll never approve me for tenure.”

			“I didn’t realize that working in academia was such an onerous job,” I snarked again.

			He ignored my sarcasm. “I’ve been planning to leave for a long time now. And when I started talking to you at the Pork Pit and realized who you were and especially who you worked for, well, let’s just say that I decided to cash in my golden ticket right then and there.”

			He leaned back in his chair, propped his feet up on the card table, and gave me another smug grin.

			I had to hand it to him, the bastard was good. He’d been chatting me up for weeks, smiling, laughing, being ever-so-charming, and slowly building up my interest. Never coming to the Pork Pit too many days in a row. Never coming on too strong. Never acting like the con man and swindler that he truly was. And I’d fallen for his lies hook, line, and sinker. Another emotion zipped through my body, mixing with my cold rage: shame.

			Complete, utter, humiliating shame.

			“But I’ve dallied here long enough.” Martin swung his feet down off the table and stood up. “It won’t be long before your boss realizes that you’re missing, and I definitely don’t want to be anywhere in Ashland when that happens.”

			He turned toward the warehouse door. “Hey, Vincent! Guys! You can come back in now!”

			Well, now I knew why the giants had been so quiet. No doubt, they’d been trying to hear our conversation and laughing at me the whole time. A few seconds later, the door opened, and Vincent stepped back into the room, along with the other three giants. The four men gathered around the card table with Martin.

			Vincent glanced at me, then back over at his boss. “So he fell for it? You didn’t have to pry it out of him?”

			Martin waved my phone in the air. “Easier than seducing a student. I’m going to email my contacts and set up the auction. You get rid of Mr. Sanchez.”

			Vincent grinned and cracked his knuckles. “With pleasure.”

			Vincent jerked his head, and two of the giants moved over to stand beside me. They grabbed hold of my upper arms, while their boss stripped off his suit jacket and tie and rolled up the sleeves of his dark blue shirt. The third and final giant picked up the cards on the table, shuffled them, and dealt out a new poker hand. Apparently, beating me to death wasn’t going to take very long.

			I ignored the giants by my sides and looked at Martin, who was texting away on his own phone. “Well done, Martin. You got me. You tricked me. I’ll admit that.”

			He kept right on texting. “But?”

			“But it’s too bad that my phone and my tablet are absolutely worthless now.”

			That got his attention, along with Vincent’s and the other giants’. They all turned to stare at me.

			Martin stopped texting, his blue eyes narrowing. “What do you mean, worthless?”

			I shrugged. “I mean, I figured out your little scheme. You thought that you were playing me, but I’ve really been playing you this whole time.”

			Not exactly the truth, but I wanted to salvage the few remaining tatters of my pride. Besides, the bastard had lied to me, and I wanted to return the favor.

			“You didn’t figure out anything. You were completely convinced that I’d been beaten to a bloody pulp, and you wanted to save me. You gave up your stupid password just like that.” Martin snapped his fingers.

			“Well, it certainly looked that way. You really did do a great job with your makeup. Kudos to the theater department for teaching you that.”

			He rolled his eyes. “But?”

			“But you forgot one little thing.”

			“What’s that?”

			“The giant that I killed in the alley when you first kidnapped me. I drank all of his blood, sucked it down like a strawberry milkshake.” I smirked at Vincent, whose hands curled into fists.

			“So what?” Martin asked. “You got a bloody snack. Good for you. Consider it a last meal.”

			“You’re right. Good for me. Because giant blood doesn’t just give vampires a surge of strength.” I tapped my nose. “It also gives us enhanced senses, including an exceptionally sharp sense of smell.”

			“What are you saying?” Vincent growled.

			I stared at him. “I’m saying that you all forgot one critical element in your little drama. Sure, Martin looked like he’d been beaten to within an inch of his life, but he didn’t smell like it. There wasn’t a whiff of blood anywhere on him. No so much as a single drop. Instead of stinking of copper, he smelled sweet, like corn syrup. It was a very, very faint aroma, one that I probably wouldn’t have been able to sense at all if I hadn’t had that hit of blood earlier. But I did sense it, and even more important, I recognized it. Gin uses corn syrup in some of her cooking. That’s when I knew that poor, injured, beat-up Martin was faking and that all the blood on him was just colored corn syrup.”

			Vincent looked at me, then whirled around to Martin. “You said that your plan was foolproof. That he wouldn’t even know what hit him. That he cared about you too much to question anything.”

			“But—but you gave me your password,” Martin sputtered, like it was the most important thing in the world. “I put it into your phone and your tablet. It worked on both of them, just like you said it would.”

			I looked at Martin, my gray gaze steady on his blue one. “You mean Pigtracks? Oh, it’s a password, all right. One that automatically triggers a special app on my phone and my tablet.”

			Worry filled his eyes, and he wet his lips. “What does the app do?”

			I grinned. “It wipes my electronics. Completely erases all the info stored on them. Passwords, documents, photos, everything. Now, it takes a while to work—several minutes, actually—but since you were nice enough to sit there and brag about how you had conned me, it’s had plenty of time to do its job. All those precious gigs of information on Gin that you wanted? They’re long gone. Just like that.” My grin widened, and I snapped my own fingers.

			Martin flinched at the sound. It wasn’t as good as punching him, but it was a start.

			Vincent stared at Martin again. “He’d better be kidding. Tell me he’s kidding.”

			Martin looked at me a second longer, then grabbed my phone. He punched in the Pigtracks password again, but all that came up was a blank blue screen. He tossed my phone aside and quickly repeated the process on my tablet.

			“Fuck!” he growled. “Fuck!”

			He threw my tablet down onto the floor, then grabbed my phone and did the same thing. And he didn’t stop there. Martin was in a rage now, and he flipped the table over, sending the playing cards flying through the air like snowflakes. He also kicked over a couple of the metal chairs that had been arranged around the table and stomped on my briefcase for good measure.

			But his rage quickly burned itself out—at least, when it came to inanimate objects—and he whirled around and stalked over to me with clenched fists.

			“You bastard!” he snarled. “I’m going to kill you for this!”

			Martin raised his hands and lunged at me.

			And that’s when I whipped my own hand up and stabbed him in the face with my spider rune tiepin.
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			The whole time Martin had been throwing his little temper tantrum, I’d been getting ready, planning my attack.

			I jabbed the sharp point of the pin straight into his handsome face, right into the meaty part of his cheek. Martin screamed and staggered back, slapping at his face like he’d been stung by a bee and was trying to get it off him. This time, the blood that gushed down his cheek was very, very real. The coppery stench of it made me smile.

			For a moment, Vincent and the other three giants froze, mouths gaping in surprise, but I was already moving. The two giants holding on to me were so shocked that they loosened their grips, just a bit, and I took advantage, whirling around and throwing off their hands. I slipped my wrist out of the open handcuff, grabbed the attached chain, and wrapped it around the throat of the giant on my left. Then I wrenched the chain—and his head—to the side as hard and fast as I could.

			The giant’s neck snapped with an audible crack, and he plummeted to the ground.

			I dropped the chain and whipped back around to the second giant. He lurched away from me, but I slammed my foot into his ankle, making him trip and fall to the floor. His face smacked into the concrete, dazing him and making him groan. Before he could recover, I threw myself on top of him, shoved his head to the side, and buried my fangs in his neck.

			He screamed, but I ignored his loud, frantic cries and punched my fangs even deeper into his throat. His thick, warm blood rushed into my mouth, and I swallowed it down, down, down. The giant’s strength zinged through my body like a lightning bolt, giving me a fresh surge of power and amping up my senses that much more.

			My enhanced hearing easily let me pinpoint the rasp-rasp of two guns sliding free from their leather holsters.

			I tore my fangs out of the giant’s throat, severing his carotid artery so that he would bleed out. Then I grabbed hold of his dying body, surged to my feet, hauled him upright, and held him out in front of me, using him as a shield.

			Crack!

			Crack! Crack!

			Crack! Crack! Crack!

			Vincent and the third giant fired at me, but their bullets punched into their friend’s body instead of mine. I growled and ran forward, still holding on to the dead giant and pushing him in front of me like a battering ram. Vincent and the other man tried to scramble out of the way, but I plowed into them, and we all fell to the floor. The dead giant landed right on top of Vincent, knocking his gun out of his hand and momentarily pinning him to the ground. Vincent cursed and rolled around, trying to shove the dead man off him.

			I scrambled back up onto my feet, and so did the third giant. His gun had landed on the floor between us, and we both lunged for it. But I was quicker, and I scooped up the weapon, grabbed hold of his tie, yanked him toward me, and shot him point-blank in the chest.

			Crack! Crack! Crack!

			He dropped to the floor without a sound.

			“You son of a bitch!” Vincent yelled.

			The giant surged up, threw himself forward, and tackled me around the knees, driving me down to the floor. My head snapped back against the concrete, momentarily stunning me. Vincent took advantage, climbing on top of me and wrapping his hands around my throat, trying to choke me to death.

			I punched him in the face over and over again, landing several sharp, brutal blows, but he just shook them off and tightened his grip. So I dug my hands and heels into the concrete, trying to push and kick myself away from him. I slid back across the floor a few inches, but he followed me, his hands still locked around my neck.

			“You think you can kill my men and get away with it?” Vincent said. “No fucking way!”

			I didn’t waste time—or precious oxygen—responding. I’d rather win the actual fight than a silly war of words. So I tuned out his snarls and redoubled my efforts, digging my heels into the floor over and over again, even as my hands flapped at my sides, as though I were trying to make a snow angel in the middle of the dirty concrete.

			During my struggles, my fingers slid across something smooth and hard lying on the floor: my tablet. As much as it pained me to destroy my electronics, it was the only thing within reach and the only chance I had. So I grabbed the device, whipped it up, and smashed it into the side of Vincent’s head.

			And I didn’t stop.

			I slammed the tablet into the giant’s head over and over again. Of course, his thick skull was a lot tougher and harder than my tablet was, and the protective plastic case quickly cracked open and started falling apart, along with the tablet itself. But that was okay, because I had a plan.

			Crack!

			I kept hitting the giant until I heard the distinctive sound of the tablet screen breaking. The rest of the device clattered to the floor, and I tightened my grip on the long, jagged shard still left in my hand. Perfect. This time, instead of going for his head, I drove the tablet shard into the side of Vincent’s neck.

			Bull’s-eye.

			Vincent howled with pain and finally loosened his tight, choking grip on my throat. He tried to slither away from me, but I didn’t let him. I grabbed hold of his tie, keeping him close. Then I twisted that shard in deeper and deeper, using my stolen strength to tear through his muscles and tendons and do as much damage as possible.

			It was enough.

			I hit an artery, and blood spurted out, covering my hands and face with its wet, sticky warmth. Vincent’s bellows died down to harsh, wheezing rasps. I jammed the shard in a little deeper, making him wheeze again, and shoved him away. He toppled over onto his side, and I scrambled back up into a low crouch, my fists raised, ready to finish beating him to death with my bare hands.

			But I didn’t have to.

			Vincent stared up at me, choking on the shard that I’d driven halfway through his neck. He coughed up a couple of mouthfuls of blood but quickly grew too weak to do even that. His chest spasmed, and his fingers twitched a few more times. Then his head lolled back against the floor, and his dark eyes became blank and distant—

			Scrape-scrape.

			Once again, my enhanced hearing let me pinpoint the sound of a gun, this time sliding against the concrete. I surged to my feet and whirled around.

			Martin had grabbed one of the giants’ guns from the floor. My tiepin was still stuck in his face, as though a spider rune had been painted on his cheek. He reached up and yanked the pin out of his skin, flinging it to the floor in disgust.

			Another wave of icy rage rolled through my body. My hands clenched into fists, and I started toward him, but he snapped up the gun, making me stop short.

			We stared each other down. For several seconds, the only sounds were my ragged breaths and the steady plop-plop-plop of blood dripping off my fists. Not that Martin could hear the dripping. It was little more than a whisper, even to my own enhanced ears.

			Then his gaze flicked to all the dead giants and to my smashed tablet and phone still lying on the floor.

			“You bastard,” he hissed. “You’ve ruined everything.”

			“Including that pretty face of yours,” I snarled.

			Martin’s hand shot up to his cheek, and then he held it out in front of him, staring in horror at the blood glistening on his fingertips.

			“No makeup,” I mocked him. “That’s real blood this time. How does it feel?”

			He growled, snapped up the gun, and pulled the trigger.

			Crack!

			Crack! Crack!

			Crack! Crack! Crack!

			I threw myself down and rolled across the floor, ducking behind the overturned card table for cover. Martin might be a great con man, but he was a lousy shot, and none of the bullets even came close to hitting me. He screamed and pulled the trigger again.

			Click.

			This time, the gun was empty.

			I got to my feet and stepped around the card table. Martin stared at me with wide, horrified eyes, realizing that he’d run out of luck, right along with bullets.

			“My turn,” I growled.

			Before he could even think about running away, I crossed the distance between us and grabbed his head, stabbing my thumb into the bloody hole in his cheek. He howled with pain and punched me in the stomach over and over again, using his empty gun for added oomph, trying to make me let go. But the hard, brutal blows were nothing compared to the intense ache in my heart.

			Martin finally realized that he couldn’t overpower me, so he dropped his gun and quit hitting me. Then he decided to turn on the charm one last time.

			“Silvio, you don’t want to hurt me, not really,” he crooned, trying to sound cool and in control, even though I still had a death grip on his head. “You’re just angry about my little deception. But you know what? We really did hit it off today. I felt like we really had a connection, and I know that you did too. I could see it in the way that you looked at me. It’s the same way that you’re looking at me right now.”

			He put his hands over mine. For a moment, I thought that he was going to make one last-ditch effort to pry my fingers off his head, but instead, he forced himself, calmly and simply, to lay his hands over mine, as though he wanted to feel his skin touching mine. Liar. He’d never wanted that.

			He’d never wanted me.

			The ache in my chest sharpened, and I felt another piece of my heart break off and join the chunk that had belonged to Derrick. A smile lifted my lips, but there was no warmth in it, just grim determination to finish this.

			“You’re right. I really did like you. I thought you were such a nice guy.”

			Martin tried to smile at me but couldn’t quite pull it off. “I am a nice guy. Just give me a second chance, and you’ll see.”

			I looked him in the eyes. “Good-bye, Martin. It was fun while it lasted, even if it was all a lie.”

			Then I snapped his neck and let him fall to the floor.

			I stood over Martin’s body for a long, long time. Trying to push down my emotions, pretend that I hadn’t felt anything for him, and ignore the hollow spot in my heart. The funny thing was, that spot hadn’t even belonged to Martin. Not really. I hadn’t known him long enough for that. No, the things that had filled my heart had been hope, warmth, and what might have been.

			But those were gone now, as dead as Martin was, and I didn’t know when they would come back. Or if I would even let them come back. Maybe someday I would feel differently. Maybe someday I would meet a man who was genuinely interested in me. Maybe someday I would take a chance and open myself up again.

			But not today.

			So I stood over Martin’s body until I got my anger, disappointment, and heartache under control. Eventually, I managed it—or at least, I told myself that I managed it.

			And the strangest thought occurred to me. I finally had the perfect ending for my detective book. The killer was the assistant’s lover. Of course. It was always the duplicitous lover.

			I pushed the grim thought away. Right now I had other things to worry about besides book breakthroughs and a con man screwing with my feelings.

			Like the fact that I was standing in a warehouse full of dead men. The situation needed to be dealt with, so I got to work. I rifled through the giants’ pockets and found a phone that I could use, since mine was a blank slate now. Then I went through the door at the far end of the warehouse, walked through another smaller room, and stepped outside.

			The snow had intensified while I’d been fighting the giants, and fat, fluffy flakes now cascaded down from the sky at a steady rate. The snow had already covered the parking lot in front of me, which was empty except for the black van that Martin and his men had used to bring me here. Nothing moved or stirred, and I stood there for a minute, absorbing the peace and quiet and letting the white noise of the falling snow slowly drown out my inner turmoil.

			Through the flakes, I spotted a sign at the corner that read Carver Street. So I was in Southtown, ironically enough only a few miles from the Cake Walk and the Pork Pit. Now that I knew exactly where I was, I should get on with things and make the necessary call for help.

			Still, for a moment, I thought about just walking away. Stepping out into the snow, heading back toward the downtown loop, getting into the first cab that would stop for a blood-covered vampire, and pretending none of this had ever happened. That I hadn’t been conned and almost killed.

			But someone would find the bodies sooner or later, and my phone and my tablet along with them. I didn’t want anyone to know what had happened here, especially not how thoroughly Martin had duped me, but the scene had to be cleaned. Not just for my sake but for Gin’s too, since she’d been the real target all along. I’d already put her in enough danger today, and I wasn’t going to shirk my duty to her further by not taking care of my own mess.

			I sighed and called the appropriate number.

			The person on the other end of the line answered on the third ring. “Yes?”

			“It’s Silvio. I need you to come help with something. Please.”

			“What?”

			I thought of all the blood and bodies that littered the warehouse floor. “Your specialty.”

			Silence. For a moment, I thought that I wasn’t going to get an answer, but then came the words that I needed to hear.

			“Be right there.”

			Twenty minutes later, a classic convertible pulled into the parking lot, and a woman got out of the car. She was wearing a long red trench coat with a grinning silver-sequined skull on the back. The skull had a red and white candy cane clutched in its teeth, while a black Santa hat topped its bare head. Sequined candy canes also covered the woman’s red sweater, along with her black jeans. For a final festive touch, she’d tied silver bells and candy-cane-striped ribbons to her black boots. The bells merrily jingled with every move she made.

			Sophia Deveraux loved her Goth style, and all of the holiday red was a bit of a departure for her. I didn’t think I’d ever seen her wear so much of any color besides black before. She’d even dusted red glitter all over her black hair. It looked like Gin wasn’t the only one who’d gotten into the spirit of the season.

			Sophia’s black gaze flicked over me, taking in my busted knuckles, the bruises around my throat, and all the blood that covered my torn, tattered, grimy gray suit. She held up her index finger, silently telling me to wait, then went around to the back of her car. She shrugged out of her coat, opened the trunk, and drew out a pair of heavy black coveralls. Then she slung the coveralls over her shoulder, shut the trunk, and walked over to me.

			“Thank you for coming,” I said.

			Sophia shrugged. “It’s what I do.”

			I led her into the warehouse and showed her the bodies of Martin and the giants.

			She arched her black eyebrows and let out a low whistle that matched her raspy voice. “You did all this by yourself? I’m impressed, Silvio.”

			“Don’t be,” I said. “I should have known better than to get myself into this situation in the first place.”

			“I thought you had a coffee date.”

			“Exactly my point,” I growled.

			Sophia eyed me, but she didn’t ask me any more questions. Instead, she put on her black coveralls over her holiday clothes. Then she pulled a tape measure out of her pocket, bent down, and started examining the bodies. She also grabbed some of the giants’ arms, trying to determine exactly how heavy they were, before letting them flop back down to the floor.

			“First Finn, now you.” Sophia shook her head. “I should start charging by the pound.”

			I frowned. “Finn? What kind of trouble did Finn get into?”

			She shook her head again and pantomimed drawing a zipper across her mouth. “Lips are sealed.”

			“I see,” I murmured. “Well, I hope that you’ll extend me that same courtesy.”

			She nodded. “But of course.”

			While Sophia hauled the bodies outside to stuff them into her trunk, I went around the warehouse and gathered up my things—phone, coat, scarf, briefcase, and all the shrapnel from my bloody tablet, including the shard that I’d stuck in Vincent’s neck. I even found my hat, which one of the giants had stolen from me in the alley. Of course, I didn’t want it anymore, but I plopped it on my head anyway. I couldn’t risk leaving anything behind for someone to find and trace back to me.

			I looked around, feeling like I was forgetting something—something important—but not quite sure what it was. I scanned the floor, and a gleam of silver caught my eye. I went over, bent down, and picked up my spider rune tiepin.

			Blood covered the small circle and the eight thin rays, like I’d dipped it in red ink and was going to stamp the symbol onto something. Shame rippled through me, even stronger and more bitter than my heartache. I hadn’t wanted to wear the Spider’s rune on my date, hadn’t wanted to risk scaring off Martin, even though Gin had been better to me than just about anyone I’d ever met. Not only had she saved my life, but she’d also taken me in and made me part of her family. In return, I’d been too embarrassed to wear her rune on one lousy coffee date.

			Well, I could fix that now.

			I punched the bloody pin through the center of my equally bloody tie, then found the clasp on the floor and slid it onto the back, securing the spider rune in its proper place. I smoothed down my tie, feeling the rune nestled in the center of the silk like usual. The sensation, knowing that it was there, comforted me and cut through some of my shame.

			“Bodies are all loaded up,” Sophia called out from the door. “You ready to go?”

			I stroked my fingers over the bloody rune one final time. “I am now.”
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			Even though I wanted nothing more than to go home, take a hot shower, crawl into bed, and pretend this afternoon had never happened, I still had another date to keep: the holiday party at the Pork Pit.

			Oh, I knew that Gin would understand if I called and told her what had happened, but she’d put a lot of work into the party, and I wasn’t going to worry or disappoint her by not showing up. So I got Sophia to take me home, cleaned myself up, and took a cab back over to the restaurant.

			I was thirty minutes late, and the party was in full swing when I stepped through the front door. Gin had really gone to town with the paper snowflakes while I’d been busy dealing with Martin, Vincent, and the giants. Red, white, and green strings of them swooped down from every part of the ceiling now, and she’d even strung them up along the counter that spanned the back wall. She’d also added dozens of strands of white twinkle lights to the mix, bathing the entire restaurant in a warm, bright, cheery glow.

			I shrugged out of my coat and hung it on the rack by the front door, then scanned the crowd inside. Finnegan Lane, Owen Grayson, Detective Bria Coolidge, Jo-Jo Deveraux . . . All of Gin’s family and friends were already here, along with the restaurant staff. Even Sophia had beaten me back here, and she’d had a trunk full of dead bodies to dispose of. The Goth dwarf was sipping a mug of peppermint hot chocolate and looking over the buffet that had been set up on the counter.

			Sophia must have sensed my stare, because she turned and looked at me. She nodded and toasted me with her mug, silently telling me that everything had been taken care of.

			I nodded back. “Thank you,” I mouthed to her.

			She made a zipping motion across her lips, then grinned and winked at me.

			“Silvio! There you are!” Gin’s voice rang out through the crowd, and she walked over to me. “Your date must have gone really well. I was starting to wonder if you were going to come back for the party.”

			I didn’t respond, and she finally noticed my less-than-enthusiastic expression.

			“Wait . . . it didn’t go so well? Aw, why not? He seemed like such a nice guy.”

			“Nice guys bite,” I muttered.

			“Well, it’s his loss, right?”

			The image of Martin’s body lying on the warehouse floor flashed through my mind. “Yeah. Right.”

			“Well, forget about him. We have a new man in our lives.” She pointed across the restaurant. “Liam Carter showed up about forty-five minutes ago, right before the party started.”

			Liam Carter was a muscled man with tan skin, blue eyes, and dark brown hair shot through with a few silver threads. He was sitting off in the corner by himself, but he didn’t seem to mind the solitude. I imagined that had something to do with the two empty plates in front of him.

			Liam realized that we were staring. He gave Gin a polite nod and toasted her with his mug of hot chocolate, silently thanking her for the hearty holiday meal.

			Then he turned his attention to me. He looked me up and down before doing something most unexpected, pointing up at the green mistletoe snowflakes hanging over his head. His lips quirked up into a small, suggestive smile. Was he actually . . . flirting with me?

			“He seems to like you.” Gin elbowed me in the side. “You should go say hello.”

			I shook my head. “Trust me. I’ve had enough romance for one day. Besides, I can’t believe that you let him in the door, much less actually stay for the party.”

			She shrugged. “He was very polite.”

			My eyes narrowed. “And?”

			She shrugged again. “And he brought me a very nice set of steak knives.”

			“I didn’t realize that you were so easy to bribe.”

			“Well, I did warn him that if he did anything—anything—to mess up the party, I would use those steak knives to fillet him like a mackerel and then feed the bloody chunks to the catfish in the Aneirin River.”

			I nodded my approval. “Now, that’s the boss I know and love.”

			“Besides, it’s the holidays. I gotta have goodwill toward men sometime, right?” Gin grinned and slung her arm around my shoulders. “Now, come with me. I’ve got just the thing to cheer you up.”

			She steered me through the crowd. At least, she tried to. We had to stop every few feet to talk to someone, including Xavier, Roslyn Phillips, and my niece Catalina Vasquez, who was hanging out with her friends Eva Grayson and Violet Fox. Finally, though, we broke free of the crowd and made it over to the counter. To my surprise, a silver foil box topped with a glittery red bow was sitting on my usual stool.

			Gin grabbed the box and held it out to me, a big grin on her face. “This is for you.”

			“But I . . . don’t have your present. At least, not here with me.”

			I’d been in such a rush to get back to the Pork Pit that I’d completely forgotten Gin’s present: an apron with her Wanted poster and a photo from Bullet Pointe emblazoned on the front. It was a bit cheesy, but I knew that she would love it, especially since she’d threatened to give me a holiday sweater with my own Wanted poster and face on it.

			“That’s okay,” she said. “I know we didn’t say that we were doing presents today, but I wanted to go ahead and give yours to you. So open it. Gin’s orders.”

			Guilt surged through me, and I felt even worse than I had at the warehouse when I’d realized that Martin had been conning me. I didn’t deserve a present, not when I’d almost spilled all of Gin’s secrets. But I knew from the expectant look on her face that she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. So I took the present from her, set it back down on the stool, and carefully removed the lid. I dug down through the layers of red tissue paper inside to find . . .

			A brand-new phone and tablet, complete with chargers, a keyboard, and all the other accessories that my techie’s heart desired.

			“Why did you . . . how did you know . . .”

			My voice trailed off, and I glanced over at Sophia, thinking that she had ratted me out after all, but the dwarf was busy talking to Phillip Kincaid, Cooper Stills, Warren T. Fox, Stuart Mosley, and Mallory and Lorelei Parker.

			“Well, you’re always talking about how you need to upgrade your electronics,” Gin said. “So I asked the guy at the store what the latest, greatest, bestest phone and tablet on the market were. He recommended these.” She frowned. “Did I get the wrong thing?”

			“Oh, no! These are perfect. Just what I was thinking about getting for myself, actually.”

			It was true. I’d been lusting after this particular phone and tablet for weeks now. I’d just been waiting for the prices to drop a little bit more before I splurged and bought them as Christmas presents for myself.

			Gin nudged the box. “Keep looking.”

			I pulled aside another layer of tissue paper and found the final thing inside the box: a very nice foiled hardback copy of The Maltese Falcon. I gave Gin a puzzled look.

			“I noticed you reading it a while back,” she said. “You really seemed to be enjoying it, so I thought that you might like your own copy.”

			So many emotions surged through me. Surprise. Delight. Happiness. And most of all, gratitude for Gin’s thoughtfulness and especially for her friendship. Those were the best presents she would ever give me.

			“Silvio?” Gin asked. “Are you okay? You have a really weird look on your face.”

			I put the book back into the box with the phone and the tablet, then cleared my throat and turned to her. “I would like to hug you now, if that’s okay.”

			She laughed. “It’s more than okay. You don’t have to ask permission, you know.”

			“Yes, I do. Today I have to ask permission.”

			I held out my arms, and Gin stepped into my embrace. We hugged for several seconds before we both let go. She reached out and smoothed down my suit jacket, along with my silk tie. Her fingers lingered on my spider rune for a few seconds before she let go and looked at me again.

			“You know there’s blood on your tiepin, right?” she murmured, her gray eyes suddenly sharp. “Care to tell me where it came from?”

			“I stabbed myself in the thumb putting it on,” I lied.

			She arched her eyebrows, clearly not believing my weak excuse, but she decided not to call me on it. Not today anyway.

			“Well, now that you’ve opened your present, you need to eat something. C’mon. Before Finn inhales all the food. I saved some cookies just for you.”

			She hooked her arm through mine, and I looked over at her.

			“Merry Christmas, Gin.”

			“Merry Christmas, Silvio.”

			We smiled at each other, and then I let her pull me over to the buffet so she could ply me with sugar to her heart’s content.

			And I realized something.

			Christmas might be for children, but I was safe with Gin and the rest of my friends now, and I was determined to make this one of the best holidays that I’d ever had, blood, bodies, betrayal, barbecue, and all.

		

	
		
			Keep reading for a sneak peek at the
next book in the Elemental Assassin series

			[image: ]

			By Jennifer Estep

			Coming soon from Pocket Books

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Being an assassin meant knowing when to kill—and when not to kill.

			Unfortunately.

			I stood in a pool of midnight shadows, my boots, jeans, turtleneck, and fleece jacket as black as the night around me. My dark brown hair was stuffed up underneath a black toboggan that matched the rest of my clothes, and I’d swiped a bit of black greasepaint under my eyes to reduce the paleness of my face. The only bit of color on my body was the silverstone knife that glinted in my right hand. I even inhaled and exhaled through my nose, so that my breath wouldn’t frost too much in the chilly January air and give away my position.

			Not that anyone was actually looking for me.

			Oh, a dwarf on guard duty was patrolling the vast estate. Supposedly, he was here to keep an eye out and make sure that no one snuck out of the woods, sprinted across the lawn, and broke into the mansion off in the distance. But he was doing a piss-poor job of it. I’d been watching him amble around for more than three minutes now, making an exceptionally slow circuit of this part of the landscaped grounds.

			Every once in a while, the dwarf would raise his head and look around, scanning the twisted shadows cast out by the trees and ornamental bushes that dotted the rolling lawn. But most of the time, he was far more interested in playing a game on his phone, judging from the beeps and chimes that continually emanated from it. He didn’t even have the sound muted—or his gun drawn.

			I shook my head. It was so hard to find good help these days.

			Still, I tensed as the guard wandered closer and closer to my position. I was standing at the corner of a gray stone house, set in the very back corner of the yard, several hundred feet from the main building. Trees clustered all around the house, their branches arching over the black slate roof and making the shadows here particularly dark, giving me the perfect hiding spot to watch and wait out the guard.

			No doubt the man who lived in the mansion charitably referred to this house as a caretaker’s cottage, or something else equally dismissive, even if it was almost large enough to be its own separate manor. Even Finnegan Lane, my foster brother, would have been impressed by the spacious rooms and expensive, antique furniture that I’d glimpsed through the windows when I’d been sneaking around the cottage and getting into position—

			“So are you actually going to break into the mansion, or are we just going to stand around out here all night in the dark?” a snide voice murmured in my ear.

			Speak of the devil, and he will annoy you.

			I looked to my right. Fifty feet away, a tall, man-shaped shadow hovered at the edge of the tree line. Like me, Finn was dressed all in black, although I could just make out the glimmer of his eyes, like a cat’s in the darkness.

			“I’m waiting for the guard to turn around and go back in the other direction,” I hissed. “As you can bloody well see for yourself.”

			The transmitter in my ear crackled from the force of Finn’s snort. “Mr. Cell Phone Video Game?” He snorted again. “Please. You could do naked cartwheels across the lawn right in front of him, and he still wouldn’t notice.”

			Finn was probably right, but with the guard only about thirty feet from me now, I couldn’t risk responding. Instead, I slid back a little deeper into the shadows, pressing myself up against the side of the cottage. My body touched the wall, and I reached out with my elemental Stone magic, listening to the gray rocks that made up the structure.

			Dark, malicious whispers echoed back to me, punctuated by high, shrill, screaming notes of fear and agony as the stone continually muttered about all the blood and violence it had witnessed over the years—and all the people who had died within its walls.

			The mutters didn’t surprise me, considering where I was, but their deep, harsh intensity made me frown. I wouldn’t have thought that the caretaker’s cottage would have been this affected by the man in the mansion, given the distance between the two structures.

			Then again, anything was possible when dealing with the Circle.

			I shut the stone’s mutters out of my mind and focused on the guard. Like most dwarves, he was short and stocky, with bulging biceps that threatened to pop through the sleeves of his suit jacket. Your typical enforcer, save for the thin, scraggly wisps of black hair that lined his upper lip. Someone was trying to grow a mustache with little success.

			Stopping about ten feet away from me, the guard raised his gaze from his phone and glanced at the front of the house. He tilted his head to the side, listening to the whistle of the winter wind as it made the tree branches above the cottage scrape together like dry, brittle bones.

			I tightened my grip on my knife, the symbol stamped into the hilt pressing into the larger, matching scar embedded in my palm, both of them a circle surrounded by eight thin rays—a spider rune, the symbol for patience.

			Something that the guard had little of; five seconds later he turned his attention back to his phone and resumed his slow, ambling walk, one that took him right by my hiding spot. I could easily have reached out of the shadows, sunk my hand into the dwarf’s hair, yanked his head back, and cut his throat. He would have been dead before he’d even realized what was happening. But I couldn’t kill him—or anyone else here—tonight.

			Unfortunately.

			Once I started dropping bodies, the members of “the Circle,” a secret society responsible for much of the crime and corruption in Ashland, would realize that I was onto them. They would close ranks, increase their security, and come after me. Or worse: target my friends. Something that I wasn’t ready for.

			So as easy as it would have been for me to kill the guard, I let him wander away, never knowing how close he’d come to playing his last video game.

			Once the guard had moved far enough away, I relaxed and looked over at Finn, who flashed me a thumbs-up, then raised the gun in his other hand and saluted me with it. His voice crackled in my ear again. “I’ll be here waiting, but with guns drawn instead of bells on. Just in case you need the cavalry to ride to your rescue.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Please. I’m Gin Blanco, fearsome assassin and underworld queen, remember? The only thing I need rescuing from is you and your bad puns.”

			Finn grinned, his white teeth flashing in the darkness. “You know you love me and my bad puns.”

			“Oh, yeah. Like a toothache I can’t get rid of.”

			“That’s me, baby. Finnegan Lane, rotten as they come.”

			He saluted me with his gun a second time, proud that he’d gotten the last word in. I rolled my eyes again.

			But I was smiling as I turned away from him, left the shadows behind, and hurried toward the mansion.

			Being early January, the holidays were officially over, but someone was a little slow with putting away the decorations. White twinkle lights were still wrapped around the thick columns that supported the sprawling, two-story, gray stone mansion, along with strands of illuminated snowflakes that glowed a pale blue. Still more lights and snowflakes curved over the stone archways and outlined all the windows, which also had white velvet bows hanging in them.

			New Year, new targets for the Spider.

			I crossed the wide lawn and hunkered down behind some patio lounge chairs that ringed the heated pool, staying away from the cheery glow of the holiday lights. Then I peered around the chairs and over at the mansion.

			Despite it creeping up on eight o’clock, lights burned in every room on the first floor and several servants moved back and forth, tidying up and doing their final chores for the night. In the windows closest to me, two women plucked red and green glass balls off a massive Christmas tree, which took up most of that room.

			I watched the women and some other servants work for a few seconds longer, but no one moved toward the windows and looked outside. No one had seen me approach, so I raised my gaze to a particular window on the second floor. Lights burned in that room as well, though I didn’t spot anyone moving around inside. Excellent.

			I glanced over my shoulder, but the guard was at the very back of the lawn now, several hundred feet from me, and still playing his game. I wouldn’t get a better chance than this; I slid my knife up my sleeve so as to have both hands free. Then I surged to my feet, got a running start, leaped up, and grabbed hold of a trellis that was attached to the side of the building.

			The wood creaked and groaned under my weight, more used to holding up pretty roses than a deadly assassin, but the slats didn’t crack, and I felt safe enough to keep climbing. It took me only about ten seconds to scale the trellis, hook my leg onto the first-story roof, and pull myself up. I lay flat on my stomach for several seconds, listening, but no surprised shouts or alarms sounded. I also glanced at the guard again, but he was a murky, indistinct shape in the night. No one had seen my quick spider climb.

			Even though lying on the cold roof chilled my body from head to toe, I held my position, once again reaching out with my magic. Just like the ones at the caretaker’s cottage, the stones of the mansion whispered of dark, malicious intent, along with blood, violence, and death. The mutters were much fainter here, more sloppy slurs than clear, distinct notes, as though the stones themselves had been thoroughly soaked in all the alcohol that their owner so famously imbibed. Still, I could pick out the lingering emotional vibrations from all the evil deeds that had been committed here over the years. Exactly what I would expect to find in the home of a member of the Circle.

			Sadly, though, the stones’ mutters weren’t as disturbing as those of many of the other places I’d been, and the noise certainly wasn’t going to stop me from completing my mission. So I got to my feet and hurried over to the window that I wanted, the same one I’d looked at earlier. After a quick glance through the glass to make sure the room was still empty, I reached out and tried the window, which slid up easily.

			I waited a few seconds, but no alarms blared. I shook my head. You’d think that someone who was part of a decades-old criminal conspiracy would have enough common sense to lock the windows of his fancy mansion—or at least order his staff to do it for him. But the mansion’s owner thought he was well protected, anonymous, and untouchable, just like the rest of the Circle did.

			Well, they weren’t. Not anymore. Not from me.

			I pushed aside the dangling white velvet bow, ducked down, and shimmied in through the open window, making sure to close it behind me. Then I turned and looked over the room.

			The office was the inner sanctum of Damian Rivera, the first member of the Circle who was on my hit list. Several generations ago, the ancestors of Maria Rivera, Damian’s mother, had made a fortune in coal before selling off their mines and branching out into other areas. Maria herself had been big into real estate, buying and selling property all over Ashland, as well as renovating crumbling old homes that she decked out with all the antique furniture and family heirlooms that she got for a song at estate sales.

			Damian had definitely inherited his mother’s flair for both decorating and dramatic spaces. The office was enormous, taking up a good chunk of this corner of the mansion. Dark brown leather chairs and couches filled the decidedly masculine area, along with tables covered with all sorts of expensive knickknacks. Porcelain vases, crystal figurines, wooden carvings, stone statues. All perfectly in place and all perfectly highlighted by the three gold-plated chandeliers hanging from the ceiling.

			But the centerpiece of the office was an elaborate bar that took up one entire wall, complete with several red padded barstools lined up in front of it. A wide assortment of liquor bottles perched prettily on the wooden shelves behind the brass-railed bar, along with rows of gleaming glassware. I eyed the bottles, recognizing them all as being well out of my price range but fitting right in with the rest of the luxe furnishings. The air reeked of expensive, floral cologne and even more expensive cigar smoke, adding to the feel of a gentlemen’s club. I had to wrinkle my nose to hold back a sneeze.

			But I wasn’t here to gawk at the expensive furnishings, so I moved over to the desk, which stood in the back of the room near the window I’d just slithered through. To my disappointment, the golden wood was spotless, as though it had never been touched, much less actually used, and not so much as a pen or a paper clip rested on the gleaming surface. Then again, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Damian Rivera didn’t have to do something as common as work. From what I knew of him, his favorite hobbies were drinking, smoking, shopping for antiques, and flitting from one woman to the next. Not necessarily in that order.

			Still, I’d come here to search for information about the Circle, so I opened all the drawers and tapped all around the desk, looking for hidden compartments. But the drawers were empty, except for some stacks of cocktail napkins and paper coasters, and no secret hidey-holes were carved into the wood.

			Strike one.

			Since nothing was in the desk, I moved over to the bar, perusing the shelves underneath it, as well as the wooden ones behind it. But all I found were more napkins and coasters, along with several sterling-silver martini shakers and other old-fashioned, drink-making accoutrements.

			Strike two.

			Frustration surged through me, but I forced myself to stay calm and search the rest of the office. I ran my hands over all the furniture, looking for any secret compartments. Examined all the vases, carvings, and statues for false bottoms. Tapped on the walls, searching for hidden panels. I even rolled back the thick rugs and used my magic to listen to the flagstones, just in case a safe was hidden in the floor.

			But there was nothing. No secret compartments, no hidden panels, no floor safes.

			Strike three, and I was out.

			My frustration mixed with disappointment, both of them burning through my veins like bitter acid. A couple of weeks ago, I’d found several safety-deposit boxes full of information on the Circle that my mentor, Fletcher Lane, had compiled. For some reason, which I didn’t understand, Fletcher only had photos of the group’s members, but it had been simple enough for me to get their names, especially since many of them were such wealthy, prominent Ashland citizens.

			I’d scouted several of the Circle members, and Damian Rivera proved to be the easiest target with the least amount of security. So I’d broken in here tonight in hopes of learning more about the group, especially the identity of the mystery man who headed the organization, the bastard who’d ordered my mother’s murder. But maybe there was a reason that Rivera’s security was so lax. Maybe he wasn’t as important or as involved as I’d thought.

			Still frustrated, I turned to the fireplace, which was across from the bar. Since any little bit of information could be important, I pulled out my phone and snapped shots of all the framed photos propped up on the mantel, hoping that one of them might hold some small clue.

			Not only did Damian Rivera love the finer things in life, he also loved himself, since most of the photos were softly lit glamour shots showing off his wavy black hair, dark brown eyes, bronze skin, and startlingly white teeth. Rivera was in his prime in his early thirties, was an exceptionally handsome man—and was a thoroughly disgusting individual, even by Ashland’s admittedly low, low standards. Not only was he a trust-fund baby, living off his family’s wealth, never having worked a day in his life, he’d also never faced any consequences for any of the despicable things he’d done.

			And he had done plenty.

			Silvio Sanchez, my personal assistant, had been looking into Rivera for only a few days, but he’d already found several arrests, mostly for DUIs, stretching all the way back to when Damian was a teenager. Rivera also had a violent temper and some serious anger-management issues. He’d beaten more than one girlfriend over the years, servants too, and had even put a couple of them in the hospital with broken bones and other serious injuries.

			But all of that was nothing compared to the woman he’d killed.

			One night during his college years, Rivera had gotten into his SUV and decided to see how fast he could drunkenly navigate Ashland’s mountain roads. He’d come around one curve, crossed the center line, and plowed head on into a sedan being driven by a single mother of two. She’d died instantly, but Rivera had walked away from the crash with only minor injuries. He’d never been charged in the woman’s death, thanks to his own mother, who’d pulled all the right strings and paid off all the right people to cover the whole thing up.

			But Damian hadn’t learned his lesson. He hadn’t learned anything, since he’d been arrested for several more DUIs over the years, including his most recent offense on New Year’s Eve just a few days ago. Not that he would face any consequences for that one either. His mama was long dead, but Damian still had someone to clean up his messes—Bruce Porter, a dwarf who’d been the Rivera family’s head of security for years.

			I stopped in front of a picture of Maria Rivera, a beautiful woman with long, golden hair, brown eyes, and red lips. In the photo, she was smiling and standing between Damian and his father, Richard Rivera, with a dour-looking Bruce Porter hovering behind them in the distance. I raised my phone and snapped a shot of them—

			“You’ve been in there a while now,” Finn’s voice sounded in my ear. “Does that mean you’ve finally found something good?”

			“No,” I muttered. “Just a lot of liquor, antiques, and photos.”

			“What kind of liquor?” Finn chirped with obvious interest. “Anything I would drink?”

			I slid my phone into my jacket pocket and took a closer look at the gleaming bottles behind the bar. “Oh, I think that you would drink them all, especially since Rivera’s tastes are even more expensive than yours. Why, you would cackle with glee if you could see all the spirits he has in here.”

			“Well, why don’t you bring me a bottle or two so I can cackle in person?” Finn chirped again. “I might as well get something from standing out here in the cold.”

			Even though he was in the woods outside and couldn’t see me, I rolled my eyes. “I came here for information on the Circle. Not to pilfer Daddy’s booze like some naughty teenager.”

			“You say potato, I say opportunity.”

			I started to respond when a faint creak sounded in the hallway outside, as though someone had stepped on a floorboard. I froze. The creak came again, louder and closer this time, and it was followed by something far, far worse—the distinctive snick of a key sliding in a lock.

			“Let’s have a drink,” a faint, muffled voice said just on the other side of the door.

			I bolted for the window, intending to yank it up and dive through the opening. Otherwise, I was caught, and all my careful surveillance of Damian Rivera and the other Circle members would have been for nothing.

			But I’d forgotten about the white velvet bow hanging from the window frame, and I ran straight into it. Even worse, the fabric decided to stick to me, like an octopus clutching at my clothes.

			“Shit!” I hissed, trying to peel off the clinging velvet and open the window at the same time. “Shit, shit, shit!”

			“Gin?” Finn’s voice rang in my ear, sharp with worry. “What’s wrong?”

			I finally slapped the bow away and grabbed hold of the frame. “I thought you said that Rivera was attending some charity dinner tonight?”

			“He is. According to my sources, he RSVP’d several weeks ago. It didn’t even start until seven o’clock, so the dinner shouldn’t be anywhere close to being finished.”

			“Well, tell that to Rivera,” I muttered. “Because he’s right outside the office.”

			“Get out of there, Gin.” Finn’s voice crackled with even more worry. “Get out of there right now.”

			I hoisted up the window, wincing at the faint screech it made. “Way ahead of you.”

			As soon as the glass was out of the way, I ducked through the opening and stepped out onto the roof.

			At least, I tried to.

			My foot caught on that stupid bow again, and my leg stuck straight out in midair, as though I were doing a complicated yoga pose. I ground my teeth and yanked my foot free of the clutching fabric. The sudden, violent, jerking motion pitched me forward, but I managed to stagger away from the window and catch myself before I did a header onto the roof—or worse, fell off it completely.

			The second I regained my balance, I whipped around and hurried back over to the window, reaching for the frame to push it down.

			Across the office, the antique crystal knob turned and the door rattled, as though someone was putting his shoulder into the wood to force it open.

			“Damn door always sticks,” a deep male voice said.

			The crystal knob turned again, and the door finally swung open. I grabbed the frame and shoved the window down as fast as I could. But I didn’t have the best grip on it, and I didn’t manage to close it all the way. I grunted, trying to force the window down that final inch, even as a man stepped into the office.

			If I could see him, then he could see me, so I abandoned the window and lurched to the side to get out of sight. My heart hammered in my chest, beating up into my throat, and I snapped my hand down to my side, palming a knife and waiting for the inevitable shouts of surprise and discovery.

			One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . five . . .

			Ten . . . twenty . . . thirty . . .

			Forty-five . . . sixty . . . ninety . . .

			I counted off the seconds in my head, but more than a minute passed, and no alarms blared. Instead, something else echoed out of the office and through the slightly open window to me.

			Tinkle-tinkle.

			The distinctive sound of ice cubes dropping into a glass, followed by the crack of a bottle opening and a steady glug-glug-glug of liquid, eased some of my worry. Still gripping my knife, I dropped into a low crouch, crept forward, and peered through the glass.

			Sure enough, Damian Rivera had come home early from his charity dinner. He looked the same as in all the glamour shots propped up on the fireplace mantel—black hair, perfect teeth, trim figure poured into an expensive gray suit. The only things that the airbrushed photos didn’t show were the red flush that stained his bronze cheeks and his slow, exaggerated movements. Someone had already had a few too many.

			And he was intent on having even more. Rivera tossed back his Scotch and poured himself another round, filling his glass almost to the top, like he was dying of thirst. He took another healthy swallow, draining half of this Scotch, before turning and gesturing at someone.

			“Well, don’t just stand out there,” he said, his voice a suave purr. “Come in and have a drink.”

			A long, suffering sigh sounded, and another man stepped into my line of sight. With his black hair and expensive suit, he could have been an older, fiftysomething clone of Damian Rivera, if not for the black goatee that clung to his chin and the displeased pucker of his lips. And unlike Rivera’s sloppy state, this man’s black eyes were sharp and clear and fixed in a cold, flat stare that I knew all too well.

			Hugh Tucker, the Circle’s number one vampire enforcer and my nemesis.

			I sucked in a breath, my fingers curling even tighter around the knife in my hand.

			“Gin?” Finn’s voice rang in my ear again. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine,” I whispered. “I got back out onto the roof in time. Rivera’s inside the office now. Tucker’s with him.”

			“Be careful,” Finn said. “If Tucker sees you—”

			“I know, I know. Quiet now. I want to hear what they’re saying.”

			A faint muffle sounded through my transmitter as though Finn had started to deliver another warning, but he fell silent. I scooted forward, tilting my head so that my ear was close to the window opening.

			Tucker reluctantly joined Rivera at the bar, although he didn’t sit down on one of the padded stools. Instead, he watched his companion grab a second glass and fill it with ice and Scotch. Rivera pushed the glass across the bar to Tucker, but the vampire didn’t deign to pick it up.

			Rivera grinned, not bothered in the least by the other man’s obvious hostility. He raised his own glass in a silent, mocking toast, drained all the amber liquor inside, and smacked his lips together. “You really should try the Scotch. It’s Brighton’s Best, straight from Bigtime, New York. Costs a fortune, but it’s worth it.”

			Tucker’s reply was a decidedly noncommittal “Mmm.”

			Rivera poured himself a third Scotch and moved away from the bar. He staggered across the office and flung himself down onto one of the brown leather couches, making it creak under his weight.

			“So, Hugh,” Rivera said, his voice slurring just a bit. “What was so important that I had to leave my dinner and my lovely lady and rush back to meet you?”

			Instead of answering, Tucker headed over to the fireplace, moving down the line of photos and staring at each one in turn, just as I had done. His nostrils flared with disgust as he eyed all of Rivera’s glamour shots, though he quickly moved past those, stopping at that picture of Richard and Maria Rivera standing with their son. Tucker’s nostrils flared again, as though something about the photo greatly displeased him, and he nudged the frame with his index finger, so that it was crooked and out of line with the others.

			“You know exactly why I’m here.” Tucker crossed his arms over his chest and turned to face Rivera. “It’s the same problem that I brought to your attention several weeks ago. One that you have done absolutely nothing to correct.”

			Rivera shrugged. “That’s because I don’t see it as a problem.”

			“Well, you should,” Tucker snapped. “Since it is entirely your fault.”

			Rivera leaned back against the couch, settling himself even deeper into the plush leather. He toed off his black wing tips and propped his socked feet up on an overstuffed ottoman that matched the couch.

			“So what if it’s my fault? No one knows about it, which means that no one’s going to do anything about it. That means that it’s not really a problem at all.”

			Tucker’s eyes narrowed at Rivera’s breezy tone, but the other man was too boozed up to notice the vampire’s clenched jaw and how his index finger tapped impatiently against his opposite elbow. I got the impression that Hugh Tucker was one more cavalier dismissal away from crossing the office, snatching Damian Rivera up off the couch, and snapping his neck.

			Well, that would have been fine and dandy with me. I didn’t much care exactly how the members of the Circle died, only that their reign of terror ended and that they finally paid for ordering my mother’s murder. For once, I actually found myself rooting for Tucker, hoping that he would give in to his anger and take care of Rivera once and for all.

			But of course that didn’t happen.

			Tucker uncrossed his arms and smoothed his gray tie and matching suit jacket, using the motions to help get his anger and annoyance under control. His voice was as cold as the winter wind tangling my hair when he spoke again. “Well, I know about it, which means that he knows about it. You know as well as I do that he doesn’t like complications, and he certainly doesn’t need them, especially now.”

			My eyes narrowed. He? Tucker had to be talking about his boss, the mysterious leader of the Circle who pulled the rest of the group’s evil strings. Maybe tonight wouldn’t be a complete bust after all.

			Come on, Tuck. Say his name. That’s all I need you to do. Say his name, say his name, say his name . . .

			Rivera snorted. “Really? He doesn’t want complications? You mean like all the ones you’ve caused by not killing Gin Blanco yet?”

			Tucker stiffened at the insult.

			Rivera gave him a razor-thin smile, knowing that he’d scored a direct hit. “You know how our little group loves to gossip. I heard all about it. How you thought that you’d forced Blanco into finding and handing over those jewels from Deirdre’s tourist-trap theme park. But Blanco hoodwinked you instead, didn’t she? Gave you a bag full of fakes—and you were too stupid to know the difference. Why, the way I heard it, you proudly handed all of those fake jewels over to our fearless leader, and he was so angry that he crushed them all with his bare hands right in front of you, then made you clean up the mess.”

			Tucker’s lips pressed into a tight line, but he didn’t say anything.

			“Face it, Hugh.” Rivera’s voice took on a sneering, mocking tone. “You might work for him, but you’ll never be one of us. Not really. Never again. Not only did your father squander your family’s wealth, but he ruined your position in the group. You’ll never get back that standing, that respect, no matter how hard you try.”

			Tucker’s face remained flat and expressionless, but he couldn’t hide the faint red blush creeping up his neck, almost as if he were embarrassed by Rivera’s revelations.

			I frowned. I’d thought that Hugh Tucker was second in command of the Circle, right below the mysterious he. But Rivera was making Tucker sound like some castoff, some poor country cousin that had fallen on hard times. Some servant that the members of the Circle charitably let do their dirty work in exchange for the privilege of hovering in their highfalutin orbit. It almost made me feel sorry for the vampire.

			Almost.

			“And then, of course, there was your unfortunate choice of women back then, which only compounds all your many mistakes with Blanco now.” Rivera’s lips curved up into a cruel smile. “Tell me, Hugh, are you still carrying a torch for Eira Snow after all these years?”

			I gasped, shock jolting through my body like a lightning bolt. I lurched back from the window, causing one of my feet to slip out from under me. My other foot went flying, and my ass hit the roof a second later.

			Thud.

			For a moment, I just sat there, eyes wide, mouth gaping open, arms and legs splayed out at awkward angles, knife dangling from my fingertips, as though someone had just shot me in the heart and let my body drop wherever it may. My mind struggled to process Rivera’s words, like I was trying to translate some foreign language I’d never heard before.

			Hugh Tucker and my mother?

			No—no, no, no, no, no.

			As soon as the horrible thought formed in my mind, I forced it away. There was no way that Tucker had loved my mother. Not when he’d stood by and let Mab Monroe kill her. But my mind kept churning, and another equally horrible thought popped into my head.

			My mother couldn’t have possibly loved Tucker in return . . . could she?

			No—no, no, no, no, no.

			Bile rose in my throat, and I thought I was going to vomit all over the roof—

			Soft scuffs sounded, penetrating my sick shock, and I noticed a shadow next to me on the roof, growing larger and larger, as though someone were walking toward the window and blocking the light from inside the office. I hadn’t made a lot of noise falling on my ass, but Tucker was a vampire, and the blood that he drank was more than enough to give him enhanced senses, including supersharp hearing.

			Years of Fletcher’s training took over, cutting through the last of my shock, and I scrambled to my feet, lunged forward, and pressed myself up against the side of the mansion, leaning my head forward just enough so that I could still see in through the glass.

			Not a moment too soon.
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