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Dedication


To all the fans of the Elemental Assassin series who wanted more stories, this one is for you.

To my mom and my grandma—for everything.






Chapter One


“Tonight is going to be awesome.”
I looked over at Finnegan Lane, my foster brother. “Really? Why is that?”
He grinned. “Because we’re eating at the most expensive restaurant in Ashland, and I’m not paying for it.”
I rolled my eyes. “Only you would judge the quality of a meal by how much it impacts your wallet.”
Finn’s grin widened. “What can I say? I’m a total food connoisseur that way.”
In keeping with his so-called connoisseur status, he grabbed a roll out of the bread basket in the center of a table, slathered it with honey butter, and shoved the whole thing into his mouth. Finn sighed with happiness as he chewed and swallowed. Then he grabbed another roll and slathered even more butter onto it than he had on the first one. He was probably wishing the butter was melted so he could dunk his entire roll into it.
Being a fine Southern gentleman, Finnegan Lane considered butter a dipping sauce, rather than a mere garnish, and he felt the exact same way about ranch dressing, honey mustard, sour cream, and even mayonnaise on occasion. And I agreed with his assessment one hundred percent, being a fine Southern lady myself.
We were dining at Underwood’s, the city’s most expensive and highfalutin restaurant, the sort of fancy, froufrou place that frowned on treating butter and other common condiments as dipping sauces. Their loss.
Pristine white linens covered our table, along with gleaming crystal wineglasses, polished silverware, and the sterling-silver bread basket that Finn was rapidly emptying. Everything from the linens to the glasses to the butter knives was either patterned, etched, or stamped with a small fork, the restaurant’s rune and a symbol for all the good food it served.
Our table was situated in the back corner, right next to the floor-to-ceiling windows that offered sweeping views of the Ashland skyline. Down below, the lights burned bright and steady in the surrounding shops and restaurants, inviting people to step inside and get out of the cold, snowy evening. The combined glow of the lights stretched across the Aneirin River, making the water shimmer like a silver ribbon as it curled through the downtown area. In the distance, I could just make out the white gleam of the Delta Queen riverboat casino, anchored at its usual dock.
I admired the view for another moment before staring back out at the restaurant. It was just after six o’clock, and Underwood’s was filling up for the evening. Some diners were already cutting into their grilled steaks and charred chickens, but most folks were clustered around the bar, squeezing in one last business meeting over drinks before either heading home for the day or getting their party started for the night.
Finn and I were here on business too, waiting for Stuart Mosley, Finn’s boss and the president of First Trust bank.
I checked my watch. “What did you say Mosley was doing? It’s not like him to be even a few minutes late.”
Finn finished chewing and swallowing his second roll. “He’s overseeing a few final details for the charity auction tomorrow night. You know, the one with all of Mab’s stuff.” He paused. “At least, the stuff that wasn’t destroyed during the Briartop robbery last summer.”
I made a face. “Oh. That.”
Mab Monroe had been the Fire elemental who’d run the Ashland underworld for years before I killed her for murdering my family. After her death, Mab’s massive art collection had gone to the Briartop museum to be displayed, but a group of giant robbers had crashed the exhibit’s opening-night gala, destroying much of the art. Of course, I’d stopped the robbers, but not before they’d killed and injured several innocent people during their attempted heist.
What was left of the art had been put into storage, and various legal wranglings had gone on for the last several months, until the Briartop board of directors had finally decided to auction off everything for charity. The money raised would go to the robbery victims and their families, as well as helping to pay for repairs and new security measures at Briartop. Something that was desperately needed, since the museum kept getting knocked over like it was a common convenience store rather than a prestigious art institution.
“Mosley’s on the museum board, right?” I asked.
Finn reached for a third roll. “Yep. The charity auction was his idea, and he’s the one who’s overseeing everything, including cataloging and storing the art and arranging for the rest of Mab’s things to be safeguarded until the auction.”
All the talk of the Fire elemental made my hands start itching and burning, and I stared down at the marks branded into my palms, each one a small circle surrounded by eight thin rays. Spider runes, the symbol for patience.
Even now, all these years later, every time I looked at the scars, I still half expected the runes to be as red, raw, and blistered as the night Mab had burned them into my skin with her cruel magic. The marks might have faded to their current pale silver, but my memories were as hot and fresh as the rolls Finn kept gobbling down.
My hands reflexively curled into fists, hiding the scars, but I forced them open again. A silverstone ring stamped with my spider rune glinted on my right index finger, and I twisted it around several times. Then I raised my hand, grabbed the spider rune pendant hanging around my neck, and ran it back and forth on its silverstone chain. Focusing on the solid, tangible feel of the other runes—my spider runes now—helped me to ignore the lingering phantom pain in my palms and all the horrible memories that came along with it.
“I hope the boss man gets here soon,” Finn said. “I’m starving.”
He reached for the fourth and final roll in the basket, but I smacked his hand away.
“Leave one for Mosley. This dinner was his idea, after all. And as you so eloquently pointed out, you’re not the one paying for it. He is. The man should actually get some food for his money.”
Finn’s green eyes narrowed, and he rubbed his thumb over the hilt of his butter knife like he was thinking about brandishing it at me.
I grinned. “You really want to get into a knife fight with me? Go ahead, sugar. You just go right ahead.”
His gaze dropped to the long sleeves of my black pantsuit jacket and the two knives that he knew I had tucked away there—silverstone blades that were a lot stronger and sharper than the pitiful little one he was holding.
He sighed and put down his knife. “You’re no fun.”
My grin widened. “So you keep telling me.”
A waiter came over to our table. “Ms. Blanco?” he asked. “Ms. Gin Blanco?”
I tensed. “Yeah, that’s me.”
The waiter bowed and held out a bottle of champagne. “Compliments of the gentleman to your right.”
I looked over at the table in question to find a man with dark brown hair, blue eyes, and tan skin staring at me. Liam Carter, one of Ashland’s many criminal bosses, respectfully raised his own glass of champagne to me, as did the two giants sitting with him. I tipped my head, politely acknowledging his presence and his gift, even though I was sighing on the inside.
Even here, in a nice, quiet restaurant, on an evening when I just wanted to relax, I couldn’t escape being myself, Gin Blanco, the Spider, Ashland’s most feared assassin and the supposed queen of the underworld.
The waiter expertly popped open the champagne, poured glasses for Finn and me, and left our table. I didn’t really want any champagne, but it would have been exceedingly rude to ignore the gift, so I lifted my glass to Carter in a silent toast of appreciation and respect and drank a generous portion of the cold, sparkling liquid. He returned the gesture, then started talking to his two associates again.
I took another, much smaller sip of champagne, just to be polite, but the fizzy bubbles created an intense ticklish sensation in my head. I set my glass aside and raised my hand to my face, so that no one would notice me twitching my nose from side to side to alleviate the pressure. Owen Grayson, my significant other, teasingly called it my sour carrots face, like I was a rabbit who had bitten into something she didn’t like.
Champagne almost always made me feel this way, and a couple of mouthfuls was all it took to trigger a violent sneezing fit, something I couldn’t afford in front of Carter or the other bosses dining here. They would think I was a lightweight who couldn’t hold her liquor, which would totally ruin my badass reputation.
Finn sipped his own drink and sighed with appreciation. “What do you have going on with Liam Carter that would prompt him to send you champagne?”
I shrugged. “I’m helping him negotiate a peace treaty with one of his rivals. He’s also been coming to the Pork Pit a lot lately. Supposedly, he just loves my cooking, but I think he’s really there to flirt with Silvio. But so far, Silvio has been resisting his advances. Apparently, Silvio’s coffee date over the holidays didn’t go so well, and he’s a little gun-shy now.”
Silvio Sanchez was my personal assistant and even more reticent and cautious with his feelings than I was with mine.
Finn eyed Liam Carter’s navy suit and gave an approving nod. “Well, he certainly has good taste in champagne and clothes. Those are two definite points in his favor. Silvio could do a lot worse.”
I snorted. “Let me guess. You would judge a man’s dating potential by how expensive his tie is.”
“If I were interested in guys? Absolutely. Clothes don’t make the man, but they certainly can help.” Finn reached up and infinitesimally adjusted his own silver tie, which was already perfectly straight, before smoothing down his gray suit jacket. “Then again, there are those of us who are just naturally beautiful.”
He winked at me, then patted his coif of walnut-brown hair. Once he was sure it was still perfectly in place, he grabbed his butter knife again and started turning it back and forth, like it was a mirror that he was trying to line up with his face.
“If you start admiring your reflection in that, I’m going to take that knife away and cut you with it,” I warned. “Knives are for eating. Or stabbing people. Nothing else.”
Finn grinned and opened his mouth to respond, but his gaze flicked past me, and he waved at someone across the room. “Ix-nay on the ill-kay talk. Mosley’s here.”
I looked in that direction. Stuart Mosley pointed us out to the hostess by the entrance and headed over to us, winding his way around the other tables and nodding at the folks he knew.
Mosley was a dwarf, around five feet tall, with wavy silver hair, hazel eyes, and a hooked nose that made him look like he’d been punched in the face more than once. Like Finn and most of the other men in the restaurant, Mosley was wearing an expensive suit, although his was a dark, anonymous navy instead of my brother’s more stylish and flashy pewter-gray.
He reached our table. “My apologies,” he rumbled. “I had to handle a few last-minute details for the charity auction tomorrow night.”
I nodded back at him. “Finn told me as much. Please sit. We were just looking over the menu.”
Mosley settled himself at the table, and the waiter came over and took our drink orders. Scotch for Finn and Mosley and a gin on the rocks with a twist of lime for me. Gin for Gin, as was my tradition. A few minutes later, the waiter returned with our drinks and took our dinner orders.
Mosley downed his Scotch in one long gulp and signaled for another, which the waiter quickly deposited on the table. Then he sighed and shook his head. “I swear, this event is going to be the death of me. I just spent the last hour debating whether we should have white roses or orchids at the auction site tomorrow night. An hour! As if I care about the flowers.”
I hid a smile. Stuart Mosley might be one of the most influential men in Ashland, but he’d never struck me as a society schmoozer. From the tidbits Finn had told me over the past few weeks, the other board members were driving the dwarf plumb crazy with their increasingly elaborate and expensive ideas for the auction.
“This was supposed to be a low-key event, but they’ve turned it into a damn circus,” Mosley kept grumbling. “If it were up to me, I’d have the auction in the middle of a field somewhere. But no, we had to have food and flowers and music and a venue.” He spat out the last word like it was a curse.
“And just when I think everything is finally settled, someone wants to change the flowers at the last minute. I thought that white orchids were perfectly fine, but no, apparently, I’m wrong, and white roses will be far more elegant.” He spat out that word as well, as though he had heard it so often that he wanted to permanently remove it from everyone’s vocabulary.
“Well, look on the bright side—it will all be over with tomorrow night,” Finn said, trying to be cheerful.
Mosley massaged his temples. “Trust me, I am well aware of that, and I am counting down the hours.”
After a few seconds, he sighed, dropped his hands, and steepled his fingers together. “But the two of you didn’t come here tonight to hear me complain. You came to talk about Fletcher.”
Finn and I both sat up a little straighter. Fletcher Lane was Finn’s late father and my assassin mentor, so he’d meant the world to both of us. He’d also been friends with Mosley, who seemed to know all about Fletcher’s tendency to help people who couldn’t help themselves, especially as the assassin the Tin Man.
“Anything you could tell us might be useful,” I said. “Anything at all, no matter how small or insignificant it seems. Especially when it comes to Fletcher and the Circle.”
The Circle was a secret society that was responsible for much of the crime and corruption in Ashland. Mab Monroe had been heavily involved in the group, and so had my mother, Eira Snow. Something that had come as quite a shock to me, since I’d thought that Mab had killed my mother and my older sister, Annabella, because of a long-standing family feud between the Monroes and the Snows. But the truth was that the other members of the Circle had ordered Mab to murder my family—something they were going to pay for dearly.
Ever since I’d found out about my mother’s involvement with the shadowy group a couple of months ago, I had been tracking down every single scrap of information on the Circle and its members that I could find. My search had eventually led me to several safety-deposit boxes that Fletcher had entrusted to Mosley to watch over at First Trust bank.
“Well, I know that you’ve seen all those photos Fletcher left behind in his boxes,” Mosley said. “And by now, I imagine that you’ve identified everyone in the pictures. The folks who are still alive, anyway.”
Finn and I both nodded.
“But other than that, I don’t think I can be of any help,” he continued. “Fletcher never told me much about the Circle. Just that the people in those photos were some of the members, that they were all extremely dangerous, and that I should be careful if I ever had any dealings with them. All I ever really knew was that Fletcher was keeping an eye on those folks. I asked him about the Circle, of course, more than once. But for some reason, he just didn’t want to talk about it. He always seemed…sad and a bit…regretful whenever I brought it up.”
Frustration surged through me, but I wasn’t surprised. Fletcher had loved keeping secrets, and he would have been especially careful with one of this magnitude. I doubted he would have told Mosley anything about the Circle if he hadn’t had to rent those safety-deposit boxes from the dwarf in order to keep the information safe.
Still, I wondered at Mosley’s assessment of Fletcher’s emotions. Why would the old man be sad about the Circle? Much less regretful? This puzzle still had a lot of missing pieces, so I decided to focus on one of the few leads I had.
“What about Mason?” I asked. “Did Fletcher ever mention anyone by that name to you? Anyone at all?”
I held my breath, hoping, hoping, hoping that I might finally get an answer about who Mason really was, other than the mysterious leader of the Circle and the man who was ultimately responsible for my mother’s murder.
Mosley drummed his fingers on the table, thinking. But after a moment, his fingers stilled, and he shook his head. “Not that I recall. There are a lot of Masons in this town. I’ve done business with several folks with that name, but no one sticks out or seems like they could be the person you’re searching for. I’m sorry, Gin.”
My breath escaped in a loud, disappointed rush, but I forced myself to smile at him. “It’s not your fault. Sometimes I think Fletcher was far too sneaky for his own good.”
“Ain’t that the truth.” Mosley smiled back at me, but sadness tinged his expression. “Ain’t that the truth.”
[image: image-placeholder]The waiter returned with our food, and we dug into our meals. My black-pepper-crusted steak was perfectly cooked and seasoned, while my potatoes au gratin were baked to a delicious, crunchy golden-brown and loaded with gruyere cheese, sour cream, chives, and bacon. It was hard to beat a gourmet steak-and-potatoes meal, especially at Underwood’s, where it was always done right.
While we ate, Mosley regaled Finn and me with all sorts of tales about Fletcher, from the silly to the serious. The two of them had been far better friends than I’d realized, and they’d done everything together from fishing to facing off against various bad guys.
Fletcher’s death would always be a cold sting in my heart, and I would always feel guilty that I hadn’t been able to save him from being murdered, but it was nice to reminisce about the old man and how much we had all loved him. It eased the ache of his loss, at least for tonight.
We were eating dessert—caramel-apple cheesecake topped with vanilla-bean whipped cream, warm caramel sauce, and dried apple chips—when Mosley snapped his fingers.
“You know what? I do remember something else, an old book that Fletcher left with me. I think he was going to put it in a safety-deposit box.” His cheerful expression faded away. “But he never got the chance to tell me what to do with it before he died.”
Hope sparked in my chest.
Finn leaned forward, his eyes bright with excitement, as eager as I was. “Where’s the book?” he asked. “Do you know what’s inside it?”
Mosley shook his head. “Nope. I respected Fletcher’s privacy, so I never looked through it. All I know is that the book is in my new house, buried in a box somewhere. I’m almost done putting stuff away from my move, and I’m down to my last few boxes. I should be able to find it in a day or two—”
His phone rang, cutting him off. Mosley picked up the device and grimaced as he stared at the number on the screen. “If this damn auction doesn’t kill me first,” he muttered.
“Problems?” I asked in a wry tone.
“Unless I miss my guess, there’s been some new crisis with the flowers.” His lips curled in disgust, and he shook his head. “I would ignore it, but she’ll probably just keep right on calling until I answer. Please excuse me.”
“Of course,” I murmured. “Take your time.”
He flashed me a grateful smile, then got to his feet and swiped his finger across the screen. “This is Mosley.”
He started talking into his phone and slowly wandered away from our table.
And that’s when I realized that we were being watched.
A woman sitting alone at the end of the bar swiveled around on her stool, her dark gaze sweeping back and forth across our table, watching Finn and me.
Finn didn’t notice her, so I scraped up the last bite of my cheesecake, ate it, and set my fork and plate aside, acting perfectly normal. All the while, though, I stared at her out of the corner of my eye so she wouldn’t realize that I’d spotted her.
She was quite lovely, with long, wavy brown hair, dark eyes, and bronze skin, and her little red cocktail dress hugged her body in all the right places. The bright scarlet made her stand out against the backdrop of dark suits, and more than one person eyed her with obvious interest.
A guy decided to try his luck, and he swaggered over and started chatting her up. But the woman ignored his attempt at suave charm and leaned to the side. Her gaze focused on Finn and me for another moment, then skittered away to someone else.
Stuart Mosley.
Even though that guy was standing right in front of her, still talking, the woman was squarely focused on the dwarf, who was now pacing back and forth along the wall, growling into his phone.
My eyes narrowed. Why was she interested in Mosley?
My spider rune scars started itching and burning again, almost as if they were trying to warn me about this potential new threat. Or perhaps that was just my own always-simmering paranoia immediately boiling up to red-alert levels.
The guy asked her something, probably offering to buy her a drink, but the woman shook her head, grabbed her red clutch off the bar, got to her feet, and walked away from him. She headed toward the dining area and started skirting around the tables, her gaze still fixed on Mosley.
I elbowed Finn in the side, making him drop his last bite of cheesecake onto his gray silk tie. He gasped in horror, tossed his fork aside, and dabbed his napkin at his tie. He managed to wipe off the cheesecake, but a big blotchy spot remained behind from the caramel sauce.
“This tie is a Fiona Fine original that Bria gave me for Christmas,” he muttered, shooting me a dirty look. “It is my very favorite tie, and now it has a stain on it, a stain that will probably never come out.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll buy you a new one.” I discreetly tilted my head in the woman’s direction. “Focus, Finn, focus. You ever seen her before?”
He finally quit glaring at me and shifted his attention to the other woman. After a moment, he perked right back up again. “No, and that’s a shame. Because yowza! Remember what I said about clothes helping to make a man? Well, that dress is doing the same thing for her.”
“She’s not a bank client?”
He studied her a little more closely, then shook his head. “Nope. I’ve never seen her at the bank.”
The woman left the maze of tables behind and made a beeline straight for Mosley. She also popped open her red clutch and reached for something inside.
I dropped my hand below the tabletop and palmed a knife. I started to surge to my feet to cut her off from Mosley, but Finn touched my arm, stopping me.
“Wait, Gin,” he murmured. “Wait. Relax. She’s not going to do anything to him in the middle of the restaurant. Besides, Mosley can take care of himself. Let it play out.”
I stayed seated, although my fingers tightened around my knife. The feel of the spider rune stamped into the hilt pressing against the larger, matching scar in my palm steadied me and helped me rein in some of my worry.
Finn was right. Whoever she was, the woman wasn’t going to hurt Mosley in front of all these witnesses. Not even the most brazen assassin would do something that stupid.
Mosley finished his call, and the woman sidled up to him. She favored him with a wide, dazzling smile, showing off the fangs in her mouth that marked her as a vampire, and then leaned forward, giving him an up-close and personal look at her impressive cleavage. I tensed when she pulled her hand out of her purse, still half expecting her to come up with a weapon…but she only drew out a gold tube of lipstick.
The woman uncapped the tube and ran the red lipstick over her pouty mouth, giving Mosley her best come-hither look and letting him know that she was available for whatever he wanted.
“See?” Finn leaned back in his chair. “She’s just trying to pick him up. She probably wants someone to pay for her drinks and dinner. Quit being so paranoid, Gin.”
He might be right, but if that was the case, then why hadn’t she let the other guy at the bar do that? That man had been right in front of her and more than eager to buy what she was selling, but she’d ignored him in favor of walking all the way across the restaurant to try her luck with Mosley instead.
I shook my head. “I still don’t like it.”
“Well, you’re in luck, because neither does Mosley,” Finn replied.
Sure enough, the dwarf politely shook his head, turning down whatever the woman had proposed. He started to walk around her, but she moved in front of him, blocking his path. She tried again, but Mosley shook his head, the same as before. This time, he did move around her, heading toward Finn and me.
Mosley had his back to the woman, so he didn’t see her dark eyes narrow, her red lips pinch together, or her manicured fingers curl around her lipstick tube like she wanted to bean him in the back of the head with it.
But I did.
I had never seen her before, but in that moment, I realized something important: she wasn’t the kind of woman who took no for an answer. Whatever she wanted from Mosley, she was determined to get it.
Finn had been wrong before. I wasn’t paranoid, and tonight wasn’t going to be awesome.
It was going to be dangerous.




Chapter Two


Mosley returned to our table, sat down, and tossed his phone aside. He let out a long, loud sigh and massaged his temples again.
“The death of me,” he muttered. “These people are literally going to be the death of me.”
He downed what was left of his Scotch, then grabbed his fork to eat the rest of his cheesecake. I discreetly tucked my knife back up my sleeve so that he wouldn’t see it.
“Who was that woman you were talking to?” Finn asked in a casual voice, fishing for information. “Someone involved in the auction coming over to say hi?”
Mosley shook his head. “Nope. I’ve never seen her before. She said her name was Vera. She wanted to buy me a drink, but I told her that I was happy with my current companions.”
Finn opened his mouth, probably to ask more questions about the alluring Vera, but I elbowed him in the side again. He shot me another dirty look, but he kept quiet. There was no use worrying Mosley with my suspicions, especially since nothing had happened.
Yet.
I pulled my own phone out of my purse, pretending that I was checking my messages, while I discreetly watched Vera.
She stared at Mosley for a few more seconds, still silently fuming, then whipped around on her red stilettos and stalked back over to the bar. She signaled the bartender and handed over her credit card. Five minutes later, she strutted out of the restaurant without a backward glance.
I frowned. I’d expected her to put up much more of a fight. Maybe send a drink to Mosley or even come over to our table and try to flirt with him again. Not just walk away. A cold finger of unease crept down my spine, but once again, I kept my suspicions to myself.
Mosley finished his dessert and pushed his plate away just as his phone beeped with a new text. He stared at the screen and sighed for the third time. “I hate to cut this short, but duty calls. As do floral arrangements.”
“Of course,” I said. “Good luck with the auction.”
He harrumphed. “At this point, I just want the whole bloody event to be finished. I will be quite happy if I never have to debate the costs, merits, pollen counts, and elegance factors of orchids, roses, or any other flowers ever again.”
Mosley signaled for the check, and the waiter handed him a black leather folder. The dwarf started to reach for his wallet, but his phone beeped again, and he passed the folder over to Finn.
“Here, Finn. Take care of this, will you? I’ve got to answer these crazy people.”
“But—”
He started to protest, but Mosley had already picked up his phone, pushed his chair back, and walked away from the table. Finn stared at the folder in his hand, then over at his boss, but the dwarf was focused on his call and completely ignored him.
I snickered at my brother’s forlorn expression. “What were you saying about how awesome it was going to be not paying for dinner?”
Finn stabbed the folder at me. “Don’t push your luck, sister. Dad taught me how to kill people too, remember? I can still murder you with my dessert fork.”
I just snickered again.
[image: image-placeholder]Ten minutes and several hundred dollars on Finn’s credit card later, we left Underwood’s, rode the elevator down to the ground floor, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. It was after eight o’clock now, and so frigid that the snow flurries had hardened into pellets of ice that stung my cheeks with their sharp, cold intensity.
Mosley had finished his call and followed us outside. Now he tilted his face into the wind and drew in a deep, appreciative breath. “Ahhh. There’s nothing quite like a brisk walk to aid in the digestion. Isn’t that right, Finn?”
He clapped Finn on the shoulder, but my brother pulled his gray cashmere scarf even higher up on his neck.
“Yeah. Brisk. Right.” Finn’s response was far less enthusiastic, although his sour mood had more to do with paying for dinner than the chilly weather.
“Did you check on the Barnes account before you left the office?” Mosley asked. “I meant to mention it earlier, but I got distracted with all the floral crises.”
Finn nodded. “Of course. I even called to let him know that we had discovered the accounting error…”
While the two of them talked a final bit of bank business, I tucked my purse under my arm and zipped up my black fleece jacket. Not because I was cold like Finn but because the motions let me discreetly study my surroundings.
Expensive sedans and SUVs lined both sides of the street on this block and the two beyond, a clear sign of the crowd inside Underwood’s, but the other businesses had already closed for the night. The rest of the area was deserted, except for the lone valet shivering in his red parka and sitting on his stool behind the wooden podium at the restaurant entrance. No cars cruised by, and the only sounds were the faint whistle of the winter wind and the resulting spatter of ice against the sidewalk.
The peace and quiet should have reassured me, but it didn’t. Even though I didn’t spot anyone lurking around, I still felt like we were being watched again.
Finn and Mosley finished their conversation, oblivious to my subtle surveillance and increasing concern. The valet started to get up off his stool, but Mosley waved him off.
“Don’t bother,” he said. “My car’s only two blocks down. It won’t kill me to walk that far.”
He tipped the valet anyway, then turned back to Finn and me. “I’ll start looking for that old book of Fletcher’s first thing in the morning. As soon as I find it, I’ll give you a call. It might take me a few days, though. At least until the auction is over and the items have been shipped out to the buyers.”
I would have happily gone over to Mosley’s house right this second and torn his things apart searching for the book, but I made myself nod politely instead. The book had been buried in a box somewhere for years. It would keep for a few more days. “Thank you for that and for a lovely dinner—”
Finn snorted, reminding me that he had paid for dinner, but I ignored him.
“And thank you especially for all the stories about Fletcher,” I finished. “It was nice to talk about him, to remember him.”
Mosley smiled back at me. “Yes, yes, it was nice.”
On an impulse, I stepped forward and hugged him. Mosley seemed surprised by my gesture, but after a moment, he hugged me back. Despite the fact that he was more than three hundred years old, he was still quite strong, even for a dwarf, and he easily squeezed the air out of my lungs.
Just when I thought he was going to crack my ribs, Mosley finally let me go. I discreetly sucked down breath after breath, while he clapped Finn on the shoulder again, making my brother stagger back.
“Well, then,” the dwarf rumbled, still smiling. “I’ll let you two get on with your usual shenanigans. Good night.”
Finn regained his balance and murmured his good night, and I managed to wheeze out mine as well. Mosley waved at us, then walked away. My brother pulled his keys out of his coat pocket, and the two of us crossed the street to his silver Aston Martin.
Finn unlocked the car, opened the driver’s-side door, and slid inside the vehicle. I had started to do the same on the passenger’s side when I spotted a faint movement off in the distance.
My head snapped up, and I looked around again. I didn’t see anyone except Mosley, still heading toward his car, and the only other thing stirring in the night was a cloud of snow drifting out of a dark doorway that the dwarf had just walked past.
My eyes narrowed. No, not snow—smoke.
A small red glow burned in the inky shadows, and a giant wearing a black leather jacket and a black knit toboggan stepped out of the doorway and onto the sidewalk. The giant sucked in a little more of his cigarette, then flicked it away. The butt hit a nearby car and bounced off, shooting off a few hot sparks that the cold wind quickly snuffed out.
The valet was sitting on his stool, with his head down, texting on his phone, so he didn’t notice the offending cigarette. Even if he had, I doubted the valet would have called out and confronted the seven-foot-tall giant. That was a good way to wind up with some broken bones.
The giant blew the last of the cigarette smoke out of his nostrils like a dragon from some old Bellonan fairy tale, then stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets and ambled along the sidewalk, going in the same direction as Mosley.
Maybe it was the hard, flat expression on the giant’s face, his anonymous black clothes, or the way he glanced up and down the street, making sure that the area was still deserted, but somehow I didn’t think that littering was going to be the only crime he committed tonight.
Mosley was growling into his phone again, so he didn’t notice the other man. The dwarf stopped at the corner long enough to glance around and make sure no cars were coming down the street, then crossed over to the next block. The giant did the same, then followed him. Several of the streetlights were busted out on that block and the one beyond, bathing the entire area in shadows.
It was the perfect spot for a mugging—or worse.
“Um, Gin? Are you getting in the car?” Finn leaned over the console and looked up at me. “Or are you just going to stand there with the door open and let the snow swirl around inside and ruin my leather seats?”
I tossed my purse down onto the passenger’s seat, then unzipped my jacket, shrugged out of it, and put it in the car as well. “Drive around and pick me up at the far end of the street.”
He frowned. “What? Why?”
“I’m going to take a walk. Make sure Mosley gets to his car okay.”
“Is this about that Vera woman again?” Finn sighed. “I told you that you were just being paranoid—”
I shut the car door, cutting him off. Maybe he was right. Maybe I was being paranoid. After all, Vera didn’t seem to be hanging around on the street anywhere, but I’d learned a long time ago that it was better to be paranoid than not, especially in this town.
The loud smack of the car door slamming shut echoed down the street, causing the giant to stop and look over his shoulder. I ducked down and scooted forward behind the car parked in front of Finn’s Aston Martin so the giant wouldn’t see me.
Finn peered at me through the windshield, an incredulous expression on his face. He clearly thought I had lost my mind. I made a shooing motion with my hand. He rolled his eyes, but he cranked the engine, steered his car away from the curb, and zoomed down the street.
Finn took the first right at the end of the block, and the rumble of his car quickly faded away. The giant stayed where he was on the sidewalk, staring in that direction. But Finn must have made another turn and disappeared from his line of sight, because after a moment, the giant relaxed and headed after Mosley again.
I followed him.
I crept along the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street, moving parallel to the giant. I stayed low so that he wouldn’t spot my head over the tops of the cars and tracked him through the windshields and the gaps between vehicles. I also palmed one of my silverstone knives. I didn’t know for sure that the giant was up to no good, but I was going to be prepared in case he was.
The giant looked around again, as if double-checking to make sure no one else was around, then quickened his pace, heading straight toward Mosley, who was still talking on his phone. Mosley stopped at another corner, glanced around for traffic, crossed the street, and stepped onto the next block.
The giant also stopped at the corner to check for traffic. While his head was turned in the opposite direction, I hurried around one of the cars and sprinted across the pavement so that I was now on the same side of the street as the two men. But instead of stepping out onto the sidewalk behind Mosley and the giant, I stayed in the street, still creeping from car to car and keeping the vehicles between us, so that the giant wouldn’t look back and spot me on the sidewalk behind him.
Mosley walked about halfway down the block and stopped at his car, a very nice black Audi. He was still talking on his phone, and he paced back and forth on the sidewalk, clearly wanting to end his call before he got into his vehicle.
“The auction is tomorrow night…too late to change anything else…doesn’t matter about the flowers anyway…” Snippets of his conversation echoed down the street, although the gusts of wind and ice quickly drowned out his words and blew them away.
Since Mosley had stopped, the giant slowed his pace as well, pausing to light another cigarette, as though he was just out for a late-night smoke and stroll. All the while, though, he inched closer and closer to Mosley.
The dwarf finally noticed the giant, and he nodded, politely acknowledging the other man’s presence. The giant nodded back, keeping up a friendly façade as he ambled along, still smoking. But the giant didn’t move past Mosley, and he didn’t turn around and wander back in the opposite direction. That alone told me that he was up to no good. Although if he was going to mug Mosley, he should go ahead and do it now, while the dwarf was distracted by his call.
So what was the giant waiting for? And what did he want with Mosley? I didn’t know, but I was going to find out. I tightened my grip on my knife. One way or another.
While Mosley talked and the giant smoked, I moved from car to car, creeping closer and closer to them. Neither one of them spotted me, so I left the street, skirted around the back of an SUV, and crouched down next to the sidewalk. Then I peered around the side of the vehicle and drew in a breath, getting ready to leap out and take the giant by surprise from behind.
“We’ve talked this thing to death,” Mosley growled. “There’s nothing else left to say. I’ll see you tomorrow night. Good night.” He tapped the screen, ending the call. “And good riddance.”
Mosley shoved his phone into his pants pocket and drew out his car keys, grumbling to himself, although I couldn’t hear what he was saying. He shook his head, as if trying to clear away his frustration, then lifted his key fob to unlock his car—
The passenger’s-side door opened.
Mosley stopped cold, shocked by the unexpected movement, which gave the giant plenty of time to flick his cigarette away and come up behind him.
A woman climbed out of Mosley’s car, shut the door, and stepped onto the sidewalk in front of him. Long, wavy brown hair, dark eyes, red stilettos, and a slinky red dress now covered by a black coat.
Vera might have left the restaurant after Mosley had turned her down, but she hadn’t given up on him—not at all.
Instead, she had come out here and broken into his car to lie in wait for him. And this time, she’d brought along some giant backup to make sure that she got exactly what she wanted from the dwarf.




Chapter Three


Mosley quickly shook off his shock. His eyes narrowed, and he backed up and angled himself to the side so that he could see Vera and the giant at the same time.
“Who are you?” he asked. “And what are you doing in my car?”
Vera stepped forward. “You really should have let me pick you up in the restaurant. The evening would have been a whole lot more pleasant for you. For a little while, anyway.” She shook her head. “But you just had to be difficult, so now we’re going to have to do things the hard way. Isn’t that right, Eddie?”
The giant cracked his knuckles. “Yep.”
Mosley glanced at Eddie for a second, before focusing on Vera again. “What do you want? My phone? Wallet? Car?”
She let out a low, mocking laugh. “Please. If I’d wanted your phone or wallet, I would have pickpocketed them at the restaurant. And, as you can see, I didn’t need your keys to get into your car. Although it is a very nice car, and it’ll be a sweet little bonus for us for a job well done. Won’t it, hon?”
Eddie cracked his knuckles again. “Don’t you know it.”
Mosley’s mouth hardened into a tight, thin line, and he slid his keys back into his pocket. He flexed his fingers a few times, even as his gaze moved from Vera to Eddie and back again, as if he was warming up and debating which one of them to tackle first. I admired his brawler instincts, but he didn’t have to worry about his attackers.
Because the Spider was here, and I was more than happy to take care of such things for my friends.
Vera must have realized that Mosley wasn’t going to go quietly, because she grabbed something from her red clutch, then tossed her purse down onto the sidewalk. She flicked her wrist, snapping open a black metal baton, like the kind a cop might use to subdue a suspect.
“Now, why don’t you be a dear and get in the car?” she asked. “The three of us are going for a ride.”
Mosley stared at the baton in her hand. He didn’t make a move toward her, but his body tensed, and his hands clenched into fists, as if he was still thinking about resisting.
“Do you really think this is the first time I’ve been threatened by a couple of punks?” he said.
Vera twirled her baton around in her hand with expert ease. “Nope. But it’s going to be the last time unless you do exactly what I say. Now, be a good boy, and hand your keys over to Eddie. Right now. Before I crack open your skull and let you bleed out all over the sidewalk.”
Mosley kept staring at her, still debating his options.
Eddie must have grown tired of waiting, because he stepped up, grabbed Mosley’s arm, and tried to force him forward, but the dwarf dug his heels into the sidewalk and stayed put. Eddie’s dark eyes narrowed, and he tightened his grip and tried to shove Mosley forward again. But Mosley was strong, just like the giant was, and he held firm in his stance, determined not to be moved.
Vera kept twirling her baton around, watching the two men seesaw from side to side, pushing and pulling against each other. All three of them held their positions, each one debating who would lash out first and break the tense stalemate.
I was waiting for something too, or, rather, someone—Finn, who should have been here by now.
Impatience filled me. How long did it take to drive around a couple of blocks—
A pair of headlights popped on at the far end of the block, and Mosley, Eddie, and Vera all winced and threw their hands up against the bright, harsh, unexpected glare.
Finn zoomed his car in their direction, wrenching the wheel and hitting the brakes so that the vehicle stopped sideways in the middle of the street. Mosley, Eddie, and Vera all instinctively backed away from the car, even though they were still standing safely on the sidewalk.
And that was my cue.
I surged to my feet, hurried around the side of the SUV that I was hiding behind, and sprinted forward, heading straight for the giant, since he was the closest.
Eddie must have heard the slap of my boots against the pavement, and he spotted me running toward him. He cursed and shoved Mosley away. The move took the dwarf by surprise, and he lost his balance, staggered forward, and smacked face-first into the brick wall of the nearest storefront. Mosley let out a low groan and put a hand up against the wall for support, clearly dazed.
Eddie turned toward me and fumbled under his coat, drawing a gun out of the waistband of his jeans. I ran up to him and slashed down and out with my knife. Eddie jerked his arm back at the last second, so that my blade slammed into his gun instead of his wrist, but the blow was still hard enough to make the weapon slip through his fingers and clatter to the pavement.
I stepped forward and kicked the weapon away, sending it skittering down the sidewalk behind me, well out of Eddie’s reach. I whirled back around to the giant, but he recovered faster than I expected. Before I could lift my knife and attack him again, Eddie darted forward, reached out, and locked his hand around my throat, trying to choke me to death.
“You think you can cut me up? No fucking way!” he yelled.
I whipped up my knife to stab him in the chest, but once again, he was faster, and he bent down, grabbed hold of my leg, and hoisted me up and off my feet all in one smooth motion. Eddie lifted my entire body high over his head, supporting me with both hands, like I was a gym weight that he was easily bench-pressing. Then the giant growled and stepped forward, heading toward the curb.
Uh-oh. This was going to hurt.
I barely had time to grab hold of my Stone magic and harden my skin into an impenetrable shell before he bellowed out an angry roar and slammed me down onto the hood of Mosley’s car.
SMACK!
My hips and legs crashed into the hood, severely denting it, while my head and elbows snapped back against the windshield, cracking the glass in three separate places.
Despite the protective shell of my Stone magic, it was still a brutal, bone-bruising blow, and hot, sharp needles of pain exploded in my body, stabbing into my head, my spine, and all the way down my arms and legs. My brain sloshed around like warm gelatin inside my skull, and my knife slipped from my twitching fingers and clattered to the street. I felt like a cartoon character who had been shoved out of an airplane without a parachute, had slammed into the ground at warp speed, and then had an anvil dropped on her for good measure.
SPLAT!
“How do you like that?” Eddie growled. “Not so tough now, are you?”
He lunged forward to grab me again, but I shook off my daze, brought my foot up, and kicked him in the face. His nose made a loud, satisfying crunch under my boot, and he yelped and staggered away.
“Probably about as much as you liked that.” My words slurred together, telling me that I probably had a concussion.
Finn threw his car into gear, opened the door, and surged to his feet, waving at me. “Gin! Move! Now!”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vera running toward me, her metal baton held high overhead. So I threw myself to the left, rolling off the opposite side of the car. I hit the pavement, which was even harder than the car hood, and more hot needles of pain stabbed through my body. That second hard landing also made my brain slosh around again. I lost my grip on my Stone magic, and my skin reverted back to its normal, vulnerable texture. I let out a low groan that was quickly drowned out by another, louder sound.
Crack!
Vera slammed her metal baton into the windshield right where my head had been, shattering and spraying glass everywhere. The sharp shards rained down on me, slicing into my head and hands and making me hiss with even more pain, but it was better than the alternative. If not for Finn’s warning, Vera would have split my skull open like a ripe melon.
Finn cursed and dove back into his own car, probably reaching for the gun he kept in the glove box. Eddie must have realized what he was doing, because the giant ran straight at Finn, his hands held out in front of him like he was going to slam the car door shut and crush my brother between it and the metal frame.
Vera snapped up her baton again and came around the car after me, but I reached down, grabbed a handful of broken glass off the street, surged to my feet, and tossed it straight into her face. She screamed in surprise and turned to the side, throwing her arm up to shield her face from the flying shards.
I scooped up my knife off the ground and headed after Eddie, determined to cut him off before he got to Finn. I could have thrown my knife at the giant, but he was so big and strong that a blade in his back probably wouldn’t slow him down, much less kill him outright. So I aimed lower. This time, I reached for my Ice magic and sent a spray of daggers shooting out at the giant’s legs. A couple of Ice daggers punched into his left calf, making him yelp. His leg buckled, and he pitched forward, severely off-balance.
Finn’s head snapped up at the giant’s yelp, and he finally realized the danger. He quit fumbling for his gun and leaped out of the way just as Eddie barreled into the car door, slamming it shut. The giant’s head banged into the driver’s-side mirror, hard enough to crack the glass. His legs flew out from under him, and he dropped to the ground.
CRACK!
To add injury to injury, Eddie’s skull snapped back against the asphalt with a loud, sickening impact, and blood immediately started pooling under his head. The giant didn’t so much as twitch after that, and I knew he was dead from the massive head trauma he had just suffered.
Finn whirled around and flashed me a thumbs-up, telling me he was okay. I nodded back at him—
“Enough!” Vera hissed. “That’s enough!”
Eddie might be dead, but she was not.
I whirled around, expecting to see Vera raising her baton to try to bash me again, but she had another, better plan in mind. She sprinted back across the sidewalk to where Mosley was still slumped against the storefront wall. She grabbed the dwarf, spun him around, and laid her baton across his throat, using him as a human shield.
Finn and I raced forward, leaving the street and hurrying back up onto the sidewalk.
“Stop! Stay back!” Vera hissed again. “Or I’ll crush his windpipe!”
She dug her baton into Mosley’s throat. He winced at the hard length of metal digging into his skin, but he remained calm and still, even as he blinked away the rest of his daze.
“Who are you?” I said. “Who sent you? What do you want with Mosley?”
Vera opened her mouth to say something, then thought better of it and pressed her red lips together. Her dark gaze flicked
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