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


Stings and Stones is a 67,000-word collection of Elemental Assassin short stories. Some of the stories previously appeared on Jennifer Estep’s website, while others have been featured in anthologies. The stories are told from the points of view of Gin Blanco and the secondary characters and take place during different time periods. 
Haints and Hobwebs was first published in The Mammoth Book of Ghost Romance in 2012. 
Parlor Tricks was first published in the Carniepunk anthology in 2013.






  
  Spider's Bagain

Gin Blanco


This story takes place before Spider's Bite, book 1.


      [image: image-placeholder]The cop was going to die tonight. 
He just didn’t know it yet.
For Detective Cliff Ingles, this was just another Saturday night in the Southern metropolis of Ashland, and he was spending it the way he did all his other Saturday nights: slugging down drinks and ogling the waitresses at Northern Aggression, the city’s most popular nightclub. 
Just before midnight, people were packed into the club, all looking for their particular brand of poison. Blood, booze, drugs, sex, smokes. Northern Aggression offered all that and more, as long as you had the cash or the plastic to pay for your favorite vice. 
The nightclub had a decadent style, with red crushed-velvet drapes covering the walls and a soft, springy bamboo floor. But the most striking feature was the bar that ran down one wall—a long, thick, solid rectangle made entirely of elemental Ice. Runes had been carved into the slick surface of the Ice, mostly suns and stars, symbolizing life and joy. The symbols were rather appropriate, given all the people getting hot ’n’ heavy in the booths in the back of the club.
I’d spent the last hour sitting at the Ice bar—along with Cliff Ingles.
The detective threw back his third whiskey of the evening, then leaned forward and murmured something in the ear of the vampire waitress who’d brought over his drink. The two of them were near the center of the enormous Ice bar, about thirty feet away from my position around the curve and up against one of the walls.
Ingles never had a clue that I was watching him. No real reason he would. If the detective had bothered to look in my direction, all he would have seen was another woman drinking her way through a night out on the town. 
Even if he had noticed me, even if he’d come over and talked to me, I would have told him exactly who I was. Gin Blanco. A part-time cook and waitress at the Pork Pit barbecue restaurant in downtown Ashland. And the assassin known as the Spider.
I would have even told the detective about my current mission—to make sure he quit breathing before the end of the evening.
But there was no danger of Ingles noticing me. I wasn’t his type; the bastard preferred to assault young girls. Given the five silverstone knives hidden on my body, I was anything but helpless.
I took another sip of my gin and tonic and studied my target, comparing the man in front of me to the photo that had been in the file of information that my handler, Fletcher Lane, had given me when he’d told me about the job. 
Detective Cliff Ingles was six feet tall, which was a good foot shorter than the giant bouncers who patrolled the club and kept everyone in line. Still, at more than two hundred fifty pounds, Ingles wasn’t a small guy, although his once trim, hard-muscled body was slowly giving way to flabby fat underneath his expensive navy suit. 
With his thick honey-blond hair, wide smile, and square chin, Ingles was an attractive man, but his ruddy skin got a little more flushed and his brown eyes got a little meaner with every drink he downed. Now he reminded me of a copperhead, all coiled up and ready to lash out and sink his venomous fangs into whoever crossed his path.
Ingles wore his gold detective’s badge openly on the brown leather belt around his waist, along with his gun, almost like being a member of the police force was something to be proud of.
I snorted into my drink. Everyone knew that the majority of the Ashland cops were dirtier than the graffiti that covered so many of the city’s buildings. Ingles was no exception. Fletcher had dug up all sorts of nasty business that the detective was involved in. Extortion, blackmail, stealing drugs and money from crime scenes. Ingles was a real classy guy all the way around.
But he wasn’t going to die for those sins. No, Cliff Ingles was getting my particular brand of attention because he’d tried to lure a thirteen-year-old girl named Rebecca into his car. When Rebecca had resisted, Ingles had badly beaten her, among other horrible things. Ashland was a violent city, full of bad people doing lots of bad things, but Cliff Ingles was the lowest sort of scum.
And I was here tonight to make sure that he never hurt anyone else—pro bono.
Normally, I didn’t work for free. Mine was a highly specialized skill set, and I liked getting paid for it. I earned it, if only for all the blood I had to wash out of my clothes and hair after the fact. 
As the Spider, I got paid—a lot—to kill people. I’d been in the assassin business since I was thirteen. Now, creeping up on thirty, I had more money tucked away than I could spend in two lifetimes. Which was one of the reasons why Fletcher, who was also my foster father, kept nagging me to retire. The old man wanted me to live long enough to actually spend and enjoy my ill-gotten gains.
So far, I’d only listened to Fletcher with half an ear. Killing people and cooking barbecue were all I knew how to do. What would I do if I retired? Take up knitting? Adopt stray puppies? Move to the suburbs and try to put my bloody past behind me?
None of those things particularly appealed to me. Well, except adopting the puppies. I’d always been a dog person, especially when it came to corgis.
But the simple fact was that I liked my job. Sure, it was dark, dirty, dangerous work, but the blood and the screams didn’t bother me, and I’d long ago accepted that I was one of the villains. Besides, every once in a while, I got to take care of somebody like Cliff Ingles. Got to make the city just a bit safer in my own twisted way.
It was the little things in life that made me happy.
Cool magic surged through the air, interrupting my musings. I glanced over at the bartender, whose eyes glowed a bright blue-white in the semidarkness of the nightclub. The Ice elemental responsible for keeping the bar in one piece for the night was feeding some more of his power into the cold, solid structure.
My own sluggish Ice magic responded to the familiar influx of power trickling into the bar. I was an elemental too, with the rare ability to use two of the four elements, Ice and Stone, although my Ice magic was far weaker than my Stone power. But as the Spider, I didn’t usually use my elemental powers to take down targets.
That’s what my knives were for.
I uncurled my hand from around my drink and stared down at the scar embedded in my palm. A small circle surrounded by eight thin rays—a spider rune, the symbol for patience. My namesake, in more ways than one. A matching scar adorned my other palm.
The spider rune had once been a pretty pendant that I’d worn around my neck as a child, until a Fire elemental had superheated the metal and burned the symbol into my palms, marking me forever the night she’d murdered my family—
“Disgusting pig!”
The waitress that Ingles had been propositioning spat out the words, then drew back her hand and slapped him across the face. Despite the thumping music, I still heard the sharp, stinging crack of the blow at my end of the bar. There weren’t many things you couldn’t do at Northern Aggression, which made me wonder exactly what revolting thing Ingles had just suggested. 
“Bitch!” the detective snarled. He surged to his feet, and his hand dropped to the gun on his belt, like he wanted to grab it and hit her with the weapon.
The waitress’s dark eyes widened, and she backed up a couple of steps and made a small, discreet hand signal. One of the giant bouncers immediately cut through the crowd and took up a defensive position in front of the waitress, using his roughly seven-foot frame to shield her from Ingles. The giant’s shaved head gleamed like polished ebony under the club’s dim lights.
“Is there a problem?” the giant rumbled, his deep baritone voice cutting through the pulsing beat of the music.
I’d seen this particular giant around the club before. Hard to miss almost seven feet of solid muscle. Xavier was his name.
Ingles’s dark, angry gaze cut to the waitress before flicking back to Xavier. The waitress’s handprint marked the detective’s cheek like a scarlet letter, but he made a visible effort to get himself under control. He might be a member of the po-po, but Ingles knew he’d get his ass kicked if he kept pushing things. Even cops couldn’t get away with assaulting people—at least not in such a public place like Northern Aggression where everyone had their phone in one hand and a drink in the other. 
“No problem.” Ingles spat out the words. “The bitch isn’t worth it. I was just leaving.”
Xavier nodded. “You do that.”
Ingles’s eyes narrowed to slits, but he reached into his pocket, drew out a couple of bills, and tossed them onto the bar. Then he shoved his way through the crowd, heading for the exit.
Instead of immediately following him, I skimmed the scene, my gaze moving from the people clustered three deep around the bar to those grooving out on the dance floor. Looking for trouble, searching for anything out of place, anyone who was taking an interest in my target—or, worse, in me. I’d been an assassin for almost twenty years, and I hadn’t survived this long by being reckless and sloppy.
Once he’d made sure Ingles was really leaving, Xavier turned back to the waitress, and the two of them started talking. To them, the detective was just another creepy customer they’d kicked to the curb. It happened, even here at Northern Aggression, where very little was off-limits. But no one else showed any interest in the detective or, more important, in me.
Time to make my move.
I swallowed the rest of my gin and tonic, enjoying the sensation of the cold liquor sliding down my throat before starting its slow, sweet burn in the pit of my stomach. Then I paid my own tab, stepped away from the Ice bar, and sauntered out of the club, moving toward my prey.
The Spider was finally ready to spin her deadly web for the evening.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was late July, and the night air was sticky and soupy with humidity. Ashland was situated in the hilly corner where Tennessee, Virginia, and North Carolina met in the heart of the Appalachian Mountains, so muggy summer nights were part of the region’s many charms. Dozens of fireflies winked on and off in the darkness, their quick little flashes matching the smoldering red glows from the folks smoking cigarettes. 
Even though it was almost midnight, a long line of people still stood outside the club waiting to get in past the giant guarding the red velvet rope by the front entrance. Above the giant’s head, a neon sign shaped like a heart with an arrow through it flashed red, then yellow, then orange. The rune for Northern Aggression, the symbol Roslyn Phillips used to promote and identify her business.
I walked away from the entrance, scanning the rows of parked cars, looking for Ingles. Ten . . . twenty . . . it didn’t even take me thirty seconds to spot him.
Ingles had moved off into the parking lot and was now stalking back and forth underneath the gently swaying tendrils of a weeping willow. The detective’s black, city-issued sedan sat on the pavement next to the large tree. The car’s license plate and description had been in the file of information Fletcher had given me. The old man was nothing if not thorough.
I looked at everything, from the people still standing in line in the distance, to Ingles, to the few folks staggering out to their cars in the side lots that flanked the club. Nobody gave me a second glance, and nobody was sober or close enough to notice anything happening over here in the shadows. Perfect.
I smoothed down my knee-length black leather skirt and put a little extra swing in my hips as I approached the detective. If I’d just come to the club to enjoy myself, I would have worn my usual outfit of jeans, boots, and a long-sleeved T-shirt. But tonight, since I was out on the town as the Spider, I’d dressed up a bit, just in case I had to use my feminine wiles to lure Ingles to my side long enough to stab him to death.
In addition to the leather skirt, I was also sporting a long-sleeved red silk shirt and a pair of black stiletto-heeled boots that stretched all the way up to my knees. I’d even teased out my bleached-blond hair to epic proportions. In short, I looked like someone out to have an evening to remember.
Cliff Ingles certainly wouldn’t forget meeting me.
I didn’t bother to walk quietly, and the sharp crack-crack-crack-crack of my heels on the pavement quickly caught Ingles’s attention. He glared in my direction, but the hot anger simmering in his brown eyes soon turned to something darker and uglier as he focused in on me.
I tossed my hair back over my shoulder and took another glance around, but nobody was looking in our direction. Excellent.
I finally stopped when I was within arm’s reach of Ingles. I put one hand on my hip and struck a pose, letting him get a good, long look at me.
“Hey there, sugar,” I cooed in my best slow, sweet, Southern drawl. “Got a light?”
Ingles’s gaze flicked down my body and back up again, and a cruel smile lifted his lips. He must have liked what he saw.
“For you, darling? Of course,” Ingles murmured.
He started patting the pockets of his suit jacket, looking for his lighter. While he was distracted, I slid my right arm behind my back and palmed a silverstone knife. A second knife was tucked up my other sleeve, while a third rested in the small of my back. Two more were hidden in the tops of my boots. My usual five-point arsenal. Never left home without ’em.
While Ingles searched for his lighter, I scanned the area around us one more time. But the closest person was more than a hundred feet away, and the music drifting out of the club would cover any sound the detective might make.
My hand tightened around my knife, the hilt cold, hard, and solid against my skin. The sturdy weight and heft of the weapon comforted me the way it always did.
Ingles finally fished his lighter out of his pocket, flicked it on, and held it up to me. The flame wavered in the darkness between us, a tiny beacon of sputtering red, yellow, and orange light that mirrored the club’s neon sign still flashing in the distance.
He frowned when I didn’t immediately produce a cigarette, lean forward, and let him get a better look at my chest.
“Hey,” he snapped. “Don’t you have a smoke on you? Because I’m not giving you one of mine. Damn things are too expensive for that these days.”
He paused, his eyes narrowing and his smile getting that much crueler. “Unless you want to trade me something for it.”
Oh, yeah, Cliff Ingles was a real class act.
I’d rather have stabbed myself than let him touch me, but I eased a little closer and gave him my most winsome smile, keeping up the charade. “Nah. I don’t have a smoke on me. I’ve got something better. This.”
I brought my hand around from behind my back and showed him the knife. The silverstone glinted dully in the semidarkness. 
Ingles’s eyes widened in surprise, but before he could open his mouth to scream, my arm punched forward, and I buried the blade in his stomach.
Ingles sucked in another breath, but before he could scream it out, I surged forward and clamped my free hand over his mouth, my fingers digging into his skin. 
Since he couldn’t yell for help, Ingles dropped his lighter and lashed out with his fists, raining hard blows down on my chest and stomach. The solid impacts made me grunt with pain, but I’d been an assassin a long time, and I’d taken my share of punches from giants, dwarves, and vampires over the years—all of whom were a lot tougher and stronger than the human in front of me. Ingles’s blows hurt, but not enough to make me release him or drop my knife.
We seesawed back and forth in the darkness underneath the weeping willow for the better part of a minute, before Ingles’s body began to shut down from the massive trauma it had just received. When I felt the fight in him start to ebb, I pushed him deeper into the shadows, until his back was against the tree’s rough bark.
At this point, tears of pain, fear, and panic dripped down Ingles’s face and spattered onto my red silk shirt—along with his blood.
“You know,” I said in a conversational tone, twisting the knife in a little deeper, “it’s bad enough that you swipe drugs and cash from crime scenes while you’re on duty, supposedly protecting and serving the good people of Ashland. But to brutally assault a thirteen-year-old girl like you did? That was just sick. Evil. And now it’s going to be the death of you, Cliff.”
Usually, I wasn’t this chatty when I was killing someone. But the soft murmur of my words helped to cover up the detective’s muffled gasps and the scrape of his limbs flailing against the tree trunk. Still, if anyone had been curious enough to look this way, they would have probably thought the detective and I were having a grand old time making out.
But only one of us was getting fucked over tonight, and it wasn’t me.
I yanked the knife out of Ingles’s stomach, and more of his blood splattered onto my clothes. The warm, sticky fluid also coated my hand, but I barely noticed it. I’d wash it off later, the way I always did.
By this point, the fight and the life were all but gone from Ingles. I finally released him, and the detective slid to the soft ground beneath the tree. His breaths came in shallow, raspy gulps now, indicating that he’d be dead in another minute, two, tops. 
Still, I crouched down next to him, bloody knife in my hand, just in case he made a last-ditch effort to do something stupid—like try to scream for help or grab the gun on his belt and shoot me.
“Who . . . are . . . you?” He wheezed out the words.
“Some folks call me the Spider. Perhaps you’ve heard of me.”
Ingles’s mouth twisted with anger and disgust. “Fucking . . . assassin . . . bitch . . .”
“Yeah,” I drawled. “That’s me to a T.”
Those were the last words the detective ever said. Ten seconds later, Ingles rasped out his last breath, his head lolled to the side, and his eyes stared at nothing. But my job wasn’t through just yet. Rebecca’s mother had made a specific request about what she wanted done to Ingles’s body, so I made a few more cuts with my blade. 
When that was done, I wiped my knife off in the grass and tucked it back up my sleeve. Then I stood up and looked around, once again peering into the darkness, but everything was the same as before. People waiting in line to get into the nightclub or smoking or drunkenly stumbling over to their vehicles. No one had noticed me killing Ingles. 
I should have been moving through the parking lot before someone spotted the detective’s body and raised the inevitable alarm. But instead, I found myself staring down at Cliff Ingles. 
The detective’s eyes were now just as empty and soulless as those of the girl he’d beaten. Fletcher had shown me a photo of Rebecca when he’d asked me to kill Ingles. I’d immediately recognized the look in her eyes—a shattered, broken expression of innocence lost. 
Of everything lost.
I’d had that same look for months after my family had been murdered. Even now, all these years later, I still sometimes caught a glimpse of it whenever I stared into the mirror just a little too long.
Maybe it was because I’d been thirteen—the same age as Rebecca—the night my family had been murdered. Maybe it was because in Ashland, there were some people who just deserved death. Maybe it was because Fletcher hadn’t sent me out on a job in more than a month and I was bored. 
But I’d looked at the girl’s photo, and I’d told Fletcher I’d do the job for free.
Ingles had deeply wounded the girl with his horrid actions, and I’d made him pay for it tonight. Maybe knowing that he was dead would bring Rebecca some peace. 
Maybe not.
Either way, I’d held up my end of our deadly bargain, and the Spider had done her work for the evening. I’d helped in the only way I knew how, and now it was time to go home and wash the blood out of my clothes once again.
So I stepped over Ingles’s body and headed toward the back of the parking lot, away from the lights, noise, and people around the front of the club. 
As I walked under the weeping willow, a cool mountain breeze rustled the tree’s branches, and the soft, trailing tendrils kissed my face the gentle way a mother might show affection for her child. For some reason, I stopped and waited until the breeze and the tendrils died down before moving on. 
The summer fireflies lit the way as I stepped into the waiting darkness.






  
  Web of Death

Gin Blanco


This story takes place after Spider's Bite, book 1.


      [image: image-placeholder]So far, my retirement was turning out to be a gigantic bore. 
I should have expected it to go this way. Mainly because my day job, well, my night job, had always been far more interesting than the professions of most folks. No pushing papers around a desk for me. Instead, I’d moonlighted as the assassin the Spider for the last seventeen years. 
That’s right. An assassin. Someone who killed people for money. And I’d been exceptionally good at my job. Why, some folks might even say I’d been the best. Which is probably why making the adjustment to just being myself, Gin Blanco, had been a little more difficult than I’d expected it to be. 
But there was one thing that was slightly more boring than my retirement: moving. 
I stood outside on a chilly October evening, peering into my car’s trunk at the cardboard boxes that held all my worldly possessions. Books, mostly, along with some high-end cookware and knives—lots of knives. Most of which were used for slicing and dicing much more than just fruits and vegetables.
As the Spider, I’d never gone anywhere without my silverstone knives, and I saw no reason to change that habit just because I was plain ole Gin Blanco now, a supposedly respectable, ordinary citizen. Even tonight, alone in the twilight, I was still equipped with five knives—one tucked up either sleeve, one nestled in the small of my back, and two more hidden in the sides of my boots.
Carrying my knives comforted me the way it always did, but I still sighed, my breath frosting away in a faint cloud. 
A few weeks ago, my mentor, Fletcher Lane, had been horribly tortured and murdered in the Pork Pit, the barbecue restaurant he’d founded in downtown Ashland. I’d killed Alexis James, the Air elemental responsible for his death, but that didn’t keep me from missing the old man, who’d taken me in off the streets when I was thirteen. That was one of the many reasons I’d decided to move into Fletcher’s house, which he’d left me in his will, along with the Pork Pit. I supposed it was my way of staying close to the old man, even though he was cold and buried in his grave now.
The three-story clapboard structure stood behind me, looming like a hulking ghost in the approaching darkness. The building had been standing for decades, and lots of sections had been added onto it over the years, all in a variety of different clashing styles, including brown brick, gray stone, and red clay. The various materials made the house look like a patchwork quilt, stitched together with a tin roof, blue eaves, and black shutters. Still, it had been Fletcher’s home, and now it was mine for the second time, since I’d also lived here while I was growing up. 
I sighed again, this time with longing. I wished the old man were here, that I’d gotten to him in time that awful night. That I’d been able to save him the way he had saved me all those years ago—
A scream ripped through the air.
I whirled toward the sound, a knife sliding into my right hand. Another scream ripped through the air, a little louder and closer than before. A woman, judging by the high-pitched voice. I peered around the open car trunk and scanned the trees that flanked the house, wondering who was out here and why she was making enough noise to wake the dead. 
A wayward hiker, perhaps? Someone who’d stumbled across a black bear in the woods? The creatures were quite common in this corner of the Appalachian Mountains. High ridges and dense stands of woods covered the region like a gray and green carpet, especially here at Fletcher’s house, which was perched on top of a particularly remote, rocky mountainside.
Bears didn’t frighten me, though. Not much did. In addition to being the assassin the Spider, I was also an elemental, someone who could create, control, and manipulate one of the four elements. Well, actually, two in my case, Ice and Stone. My Ice magic was fairly weak, and all I could really do with it was make small shapes, like cubes, balls, and whatnot. But my Stone magic was strong, so strong that it would let me harden my skin into an impenetrable shell, one that even a bear’s claws wouldn’t be able to tear through.
A third scream zipped through the air before abruptly cutting off. Whatever—or whoever—had been threatening the woman had just caught up with her.
Two choices now. Go investigate what the fuss was all about and amuse myself for maybe an hour, or stay here and haul boxes of books into Fletcher’s ramshackle house. Along with teaching me everything he knew about being an assassin, the old man had also instilled a healthy dose of curiosity in me. Something that always seemed to get the best of me, no matter how hard I tried.
So I palmed a second knife, left the open trunk and boxes of books behind, and headed toward the woods.

      [image: image-placeholder]Despite the growing twilight that painted the landscape in increasingly dark shades of gloomy gray, it was easy enough to make my way through the thick woods—I just followed the sounds of the screams. 
Only they weren’t so much screams now as choked sobs, moans, and whimpers that indicated the woman making them was in serious trouble.
Thwack-thwack-thwack.
Some new sounds echoed through the dense evergreen trees, followed by yet another low, choked sob. My eyes narrowed. I recognized what that sound was too: someone getting severely beaten. Well, well, well. Looked like there was a different kind of bear in the woods tonight.
I moved more carefully now, more quietly, making sure that my boots didn’t scuff, smash, and crackle through the ruby- and citrine-colored autumn leaves that covered the ground like piles of jewels slowly losing their sparkle. The half-swallowed sobs and thwacks of fists hitting flesh grew louder and sharper, and a low hiss of laughter curled through the air like a rattlesnake getting ready to strike. Someone was enjoying the show.
I stopped behind the knotty trunk of a gnarled pine whose sharp, tangy scent tickled my nose. Then I slowly eased to the side, my face hidden in the shadows from the overhanging branches, and studied the landscape before me.
This pine was one of several that ringed a small clearing in the woods about a mile from Fletcher’s house. A few boulders bubbled up like gray blisters here and there on the forest floor, but for the most part, the ground was smooth and clear, with the rich black earth peeping up through the shallow scattering of pine needles and disintegrating autumn leaves.
In the middle of the clearing, a seven-foot-tall giant with short blond hair, brown eyes, and pale skin was looming over a woman. One of the giant’s large hands was twisted in the woman’s long, curly red hair, holding her still, while he used his other hand to slap her.
Thwack-thwack-thwack.
He hit her three times in rapid succession before a second, much shorter man with black hair and eyes and tan skin stepped forward and put a restraining hand on the giant’s bulging bicep. The woman choked back another moan of pain.
“Geez, Willie,” the second man said. “Don’t kill her. We haven’t had nearly enough fun with her yet.”
His lips drew back into an evil grin, revealing a set of white fangs that marked him as a vampire. 
A giant and a vampire walking into the woods sounded like the start of a really bad joke that Finnegan Lane, my foster brother, would tell, but wariness filled me. In addition to their enormous strength, giants’ thick musculature made them tough to bring down, and vamps were no pushovers either. They weren’t nearly as strong as giants, but their sharp canines could rip through a person’s throat in a heartbeat.
Both men were dressed in outdoor clothes—black hiking boots, matching jeans, and red plaid flannel shirts partially covered up by black fleece jackets. The vampire also had a small black backpack slung over his shoulder. Their clothes and gear indicated that they’d planned to be out here in the middle of nowhere this evening—probably so no one would hear the woman scream. 
“You’re right, Ted,” Willie, the giant, rumbled. “Hitting people isn’t nearly as much fun after they’re dead.”
Ted nodded, as though Willie had just revealed one of the universe’s greatest secrets. “And we need to teach this bitch a lesson, remember? One that she and my other workers won’t ever forget.”
Willie kept his grip on the woman’s hair, while Ted circled around her. The woman’s split, bloody lips drew back in a pain-filled grimace, and I spotted a set of fangs in her mouth as well, marking her as another vampire. 
With her red hair, hazel eyes, and pale, freckled skin, she would have been quite pretty if not for the thin crimson scratches and puffy violet bruises that covered her face, arms, and legs. Ted and Willie must have brought her out here, turned her loose, and then chased her down, like a sick version of hide-and-seek.
Unlike the two men, the woman was not dressed for the rugged terrain. Instead of jeans and boots, she wore a short-sleeved white shirt with a black bow tie and a short black skirt that looked like the uniform for a cocktail waitress. The silver sequins on her black bow tie and skirt caught the dwindling twilight and flashed it back, like dozens of fireflies winking on and off. The woman was also wearing a pair of black stilettos, although the heels had broken off during her mad dash through the woods.
“I never thought you were all that smart, Jordan,” Ted, the vampire, said. “But you got real stupid, thinking you could leave me. Thinking you could quit working at my club just because you got a better offer from Roslyn Phillips.”
My eyebrows shot up in surprise. Oh, yes, things got more interesting by the second. Roslyn Phillips was the vampire who ran Northern Aggression, Ashland’s most decadent nightclub. 
Ted’s one-sided conversation with Jordan indicated that he was most likely the owner of a rival nightclub and that Jordan was one of his workers. Not unusual. All vampires needed blood to live, just like humans needed food and vitamins, but lots of vamps also got the same kind of healthy high from sex, which was why so many of them worked in Ashland’s various clubs. For the vamps, it was win-win. Money and a power boost, all at the same time.
“Stupid bitch,” Ted muttered.
He stopped his circling and lashed out, kicking Jordan in the face with his hiking boot. Her head snapped back, and she would have pitched backward onto the ground if Willie hadn’t still been clutching her hair. The two men laughed, but Jordan didn’t hear them. Her limp body dangled from the giant’s hand, and she was clearly unconscious. 
“Keep an eye on her,” Ted said, “while I get things set up.”
He crouched down, slung the backpack off his shoulder, and started rooting around inside it. A few seconds later, he pulled out a hammer and four metal spikes with tan leather loops on the ends. Then he started pounding the stakes into the soft soil with his hammer. All four of them, marking the shape of a woman-sized rectangle. 
I stared at the dried, rusty splotches that covered the tan loops. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that those were bloodstains and that Ted and Willie had done this before. Bringing Jordan out here into the woods and chasing and beating her weren’t enough. No, now they were going to tie her down and hurt her even worse before they finally killed her. Sick bastards.
Of course, some folks would have thought that I was sick too, for eliminating so many people for money over the years. But I had a code that I followed, rules that I lived by. No hurting kids or pets. No framing someone for my crimes. And most especially, no torture. I might have killed people as the Spider, but I did it quickly and efficiently with my knives. I’d certainly never tied anyone down to the ground just so I could take my time hurting them.  
But now I had a decision to make. Ted and Willie hadn’t seen me hiding in the shadows. Nobody ever did, until it was too late. So I could easily slip away, leave Jordan to her gruesome fate, and walk back to Fletcher’s house without anyone being the wiser—except me.
But I’d recently learned that Fletcher had had quite a large altruistic streak. That back when he was the assassin the Tin Man, Fletcher had helped people who couldn’t help themselves. Pro bono, as it were. And Jordan certainly needed help right now. 
Maybe it was my soft sentiment for the old man, or how much my heart still ached from his loss, but I found myself actually wanting to rescue the other woman. Actually wanting to use my knives and deadly skills for something far more worthwhile than money.
Besides, I thought, smiling a little, it sure beat unpacking boxes.
So I tightened my grip on my knives, stepped out from the shadows, and strode forward into the clearing, softly whistling all the while. Both men’s heads snapped around at the light, cheery, unexpected sound. 
I stopped about ten feet away from the two men, my knives tucked up against my forearms. The hilts of the weapons rested on the scars embedded in my palms. A small circle surrounded by eight thin rays—a spider rune, the symbol for patience. My assassin moniker and so much more.
“I hope you boys brought some shovels with you,” I drawled in a pleasant voice.
Ted and Willie glanced at each other, then looked back at me.
“Why is that?” Ted asked in a guarded tone, clearly wondering who I was and what I was doing in the woods.
I grinned. “Because otherwise, I’ll just have to leave your bodies out here for the animals to gnaw on instead of burying you all proper-like. Wait. You know what? Actually, now that I think about it, forget the shovels. The animals have to eat too. If they could even stomach the likes of you two cruel bastards.”
“Willie,” Ted growled, “I think we need to teach this bitch the same lesson that Jordan just learned.”
The giant nodded and released his grip on Jordan’s hair. She crumpled to the ground, still unconscious. Good. She’d already been through enough this evening, and I didn’t need an audience for this.
Willie let out a loud bellow and charged in my direction, his hands reaching out to pull me into a bone-crushing bear hug. He never even noticed my palmed knives.
Thud-thud-thud-thud.
This time, instead of the sound of fists hitting flesh, the solid smacks of my knives punching into Willie’s chest filled the air. The giant screamed, much like Jordan had done earlier, and stumbled back. His sharp movement jerked my knives out of my hands, but that was okay, because they were still stuck in his body—one in his stomach and the other in his heart, which was more than enough damage to kill him. 
Sure enough, Willie stumbled around the clearing for about ten seconds before his legs gave out and he thumped to the ground, well on his way to being dead—
I spotted a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye. I ducked, and Ted’s hammer whistled by my head. The vamp was quicker than I’d thought, because even as his first blow missed, he was already pivoting and bringing the hammer back up for a second strike. 
Instead of ducking again, I stepped into his body and grabbed his arm. Then I spun around and used the vampire’s own momentum to flip him up and over my shoulder. 
Ted hit the ground hard, groaning with pain, and the hammer slipped from his fingers. Before he could recover, I leaned down, grabbed the hammer, brought it up, and slammed the tool into his windpipe several times, crushing it.
Ted’s dark eyes bulged so wide I thought they might pop right out of his head. He made a series of choked gurgles, not unlike the ones Jordan had made earlier when Willie was hitting her.
“You really should have found somewhere else to play your little hunting game,” I murmured, crouching down beside him. “Because this land belonged to Fletcher Lane and now belongs to me. And believe me when I tell you that I’m the only predator allowed around here, sugar.”
All Ted could do was gape at me and gasp for air as his body quickly shut down from the trauma it had received. I stayed where I was and watched him die. It didn’t take long. It never did.
When Ted was gone, I went over to Jordan, who was still unconscious. Her face was a mess, and she probably had some broken ribs and internal bleeding from where Willie had hit her. But she’d be okay until help arrived, and I knew just whom to call about that.
I gently rearranged Jordan’s arms and legs, easing her into a more comfortable position on the ground. Then I went back over to Ted and rifled through the dead vampire’s pockets until I found his phone. I dialed a number I had memorized a few weeks ago. Four rings later, she picked up.
“Roslyn Phillips.” Her sultry voice filled my ear.
“Hello, Roslyn,” I said. “Your friend Jordan is out here in the woods. She and the two guys with her had a nasty run-in with a black bear. At least, that’s what you can tell the cops.”
I told her what had happened and where to find Jordan.
“Who is this?” Roslyn asked when I finished.
“You know exactly who this is. And you owe me, remember? So quit asking questions, and get out here.”
“Gin?”
I hung up without answering. 
Roslyn knew exactly what I’d done before I’d retired, especially since I’d killed her brother-in-law, who’d been abusing her sister and her young niece. Roslyn talking about such things to the wrong people was partly the reason Fletcher had been murdered—because the wrong person had learned about the old man and the fact that he was my handler. 
I’d confronted Roslyn about her mistakes at Fletcher’s funeral a few weeks ago. I’d told the vampire in no uncertain terms that she would do whatever I wanted until she’d worked off her debt to me—or else. And as much as I’d loved the old man, that would be a bloody long while indeed.
I pushed Roslyn out of my mind and went about erasing any trace that I’d been here, including retrieving my knives from Willie’s body. I might officially be retired from being an assassin, but I wasn’t going to be stupid or sloppy enough to leave any evidence behind.
As I worked, every once in a while, I looked over to check on Jordan. 
“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” I murmured, even though she couldn’t hear me. “The cavalry’s on the way.”
Sure enough, about thirty minutes later, I heard the sharp crackle of heavy footsteps on the fallen leaves. From my hiding spot on the far edge of the clearing, I saw flashlights bobbing through the trees.
“Over here!” a man rumbled. “I see her!”
“Where?” Roslyn’s concerned voice drifted over to me. “Jordan! Jordan, are you okay?”
After that, things went pretty much as I’d expected them to.
Roslyn and Xavier, a giant who worked as a bouncer at her nightclub, rushed into the clearing. Roslyn hovered over Jordan, while Xavier called the police. Several cops arrived on the scene to try to figure out what had happened, although they probably wouldn’t work too hard at that, since the majority of the members of the police department were known for their rampant laziness, avarice, and love of bribes.
Still, a few good, honest, devoted cops roamed through the clearing, collecting evidence. Jordan was packed up and carted off to the closest hospital to get treatment, while the coroner was called to come out and collect Ted and Willie. And so on and so forth. 
Once Jordan had been stabilized and taken away, I saw no reason to hang around any longer. I just killed people. I didn’t patch them up after the fact. Besides, I’d already done my part by keeping Jordan from getting dead in the first place. 
So, softly whistling once again, I hiked back through the woods to Fletcher’s house to start unpacking my boxes, feeling lighter and more cheerful than I had in weeks.
It had been a good night’s work for the Spider.
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      [image: image-placeholder]The girl was a natural-born assassin. 
Cold, calm, centered. Confident in herself and her abilities. As she bloody well should be. I hadn’t spent the last three years training her to be a shrinking violet.
As an assassin myself, as the Tin Man, I’d killed my fair share of evil folks—for money or revenge, mostly. Sometimes because they’d simply needed killing. But the years and the injuries and the blood had started to wear on me, more so since a job of mine a few years back had gone so badly for everyone involved, and innocent folks had died as a result. 
Eventually, every assassin needed an apprentice—a fresh face, a young, strong body, and a clean, steady set of hands to take over and do what needed to be done—and Gin Blanco was mine.
I’d dubbed her the Spider, partly because that’s what she’d reminded me of the first time I’d seen her cowering in a small crack in the alley wall that ran behind the Pork Pit, my barbecue restaurant. Thin arms, spindly legs, gaunt face. To me, Gin was a black widow come to life, full of venom but not strong enough to bite back at those who’d done her wrong—not yet. 
Mostly, though, I’d named Gin the Spider because of the scars that adorned her palms. A particularly vicious Fire elemental had tortured the girl by melting a silverstone pendant shaped like a spider rune into her hands, but Gin had lived to tell the tale, one of many ways in which she was a survivor as well as an assassin.
I stood in the coal-black shadows across the street from a three-story house in Southtown, the part of Ashland that was home to the downtrodden, down-on-their-luck, and just plain dangerous. With its peeling gray paint, plywood-covered front door, and barred windows, the ramshackle house had a forlorn, abandoned air. Everything about it suggested that no one lived there anymore, and the steps leading up to the front porch sagged like the skin under an old man’s neck. The outside was a disguise, though, a misleading façade to hide the true danger lurking within. 
Inside, the house boasted the finest things money could buy. Expensive furniture. Gilded mirrors. Beds made up with silk sheets. Even mints placed on the pillows just so. The fancy furnishings made it easier for a scumbag like Arlo Fazzone to lure the rich folks who lived in the elegant confines of Northtown down here to his illegal casino. 
Arlo Fazzone was something of an Ashland success story—a poor giant gangster who’d scraped together enough cash to fix up a place, increase the quality of the drugs he sold, and market his services to a richer clientele. Which, in turn, upped his profits even more. 
His game was simple. He lured runaway teenagers into his casino, got them hooked on drugs, and then made them do all sorts of unsavory things to get their next fix—or just enough food to eat. And when he ran low on workers, Arlo snatched unwilling kids off the street to be the grist in his ever-grinding mill.
The giant’s most recent victim had been Vana Wickersly, a sixteen-year-old girl who had gone to a party with some of her friends and never returned home. A week later, Vana had been found dumped in a Southtown alley, more dead than alive from a vicious beating. 
Three days later, while Vana was still in the hospital, Vernon, her father, had reached out through my various back channels and asked me to find out who was responsible for his daughter’s kidnapping and beating and do something about them—permanently. To most folks, I might be Fletcher Lane, restaurant owner, but as the assassin the Tin Man, I had a reputation for tracking down people who did bad things and making them pay with their lives. 
People had talked, the way they always did, and the rumors had quickly led me to Arlo and his illegal casino. Apparently, Vana had tried to escape, tried to get back home to her father, and Arlo had beaten her to teach the other teens under his control a lesson. But whoever had dumped her in that alley hadn’t made sure she was dead, and Vana had managed to survive. 
I’d spent a week doing recon, then another prepping Gin for this, her first solo job as an assassin, as the Spider. Now all that was left was to wait for my apprentice to arrive and see how well she’d learned all the deadly skills I’d taught her.
“Are you sure she’s ready for this, Fletcher?” a light, sweet voice whispered in the darkness beside me.
I looked over at Jolene “Jo-Jo” Deveraux, one of my oldest and dearest friends. Even though we were haunting this dangerous neighborhood just before midnight, the five-foot dwarf wore a pink flowered dress trimmed with white lace and a pair of matching pink sandals. A set of pearls topped off Jo-Jo’s dress, and the moonlight made the milky stones gleam like round teeth strung together. Her getup would have fit in perfectly at one of those swanky Northtown garden parties that she was always attending.  
Maybe I should have brought Jo-Jo’s sister, Sophia, along tonight instead of my middle-aged dwarven friend. With her usual dark clothes, the younger dwarf would have blended perfectly into the shadows with me, but Sophia didn’t have the healing Air elemental magic that Jo-Jo did—magic that Gin might need before the night was through. This might be the Spider’s first solo job, but the Tin Man was going to look after his apprentice.
Especially since I hadn’t managed to do that before, a few years ago, when Gin had really needed me. I had vowed to never fail her again. 
“She’s ready,” I replied. “She’s been helping me on my missions for more than a year now, and she practically did the last two herself. That girl can wield a knife like no one I’ve ever seen before. And the blood doesn’t bother her at all. That’s important, you know.”
“Maybe,” Jo-Jo murmured. “But you know as well as I do, Fletcher, that deep down, Gin is still just a girl who’s missing her family, even though it’s been three years since they were murdered.”
The dwarf stared at me, her pupils looking like dots of black ink in her clear, almost colorless eyes. No judgment filled her gaze, no accusation for what I’d failed to do, and I knew it never would. Still, I shifted in the shadows, although the movement didn’t do anything to lighten my guilt. Gin was one of the many heavy weights that circled my heart like the slow arc of a clock hand. Turning, turning, turning, and never stopping, not even for a second’s respite.
A black SUV coasted down the street, stopping in front of the house, and a boy of about eighteen hopped out of the driver’s seat. His tall, thick, six-foot-six frame marked him as a giant, although he wasn’t fully grown yet. With his blond hair, blue eyes, and tan skin, he looked like a star quarterback, right down to the blue letterman’s jacket that he wore over his white T-shirt, blue jeans, and expensive sneakers. Hadley Fazzone, Arlo’s younger brother, who was responsible for trolling local high-school football games, dances, and parties in search of fresh young workers for the older giant’s operation. 
Hadley hurried around the vehicle to open the passenger-side door. He held out his hand and helped the girl inside step out onto the sidewalk—Gin Blanco.
At sixteen, Gin was still lean and thin, with a body that hadn’t quite filled out yet. She wore a dark blue T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers, although she’d topped off her outfit with a navy fleece jacket. All the better to hide the silverstone knives she had tucked up her sleeves. 
Gin had pulled her dark brown hair back into a high ponytail, which made her look younger, softer, innocent even. But I knew that her innocence had been burned away the night her mother and older sister had been murdered by a Fire elemental.
Hadley said something, then laughed at his own joke. Gin laughed as well, although her smile didn’t thaw the coldness in her wintry gray eyes. Hadley didn’t notice, though. Targets never did, until it was too late. 
Hadley opened the back door of the car and reached inside for something, so Gin started scanning the house. We’d gone over the photos and blueprints a dozen times, and Gin was probably comparing the physical house with the images I’d shown her, as well as marking all the entrances and exits, just in case things took a bad turn.  
Our plan was simple. Gin would attract Hadley’s interest when he made his usual round of weekend parties, tell him she was a runaway, and get him to take her back to his older brother Arlo’s casino. Once inside, Gin would kill Arlo and whoever else got in her way, leave the house, and walk the several blocks over to the Pork Pit, where I’d be waiting. 
I hadn’t told my apprentice that I’d be watching from the shadows to make sure everything went smoothly. No reason to hurt Gin’s pride just because I worried about her as if I were her real father. Just because I didn’t want to admit that she was growing up and coming into her own as an assassin, as the Spider. She was already much better than I’d been at her age. Colder. Calmer. More focused. One day soon, she’d be better than I had ever dreamed of being.
I just hoped my training would be enough to make up for how I’d failed her so miserably before. For my part in her mother’s and older sister’s deaths. For how I’d failed to protect Gin and the rest of her family from the fiery wrath of Mab Monroe.
Perhaps it was my dark thoughts or the intense focus of my gaze, but Gin turned away from the house and scanned the rest of the block. Maybe the cracked pavement under my boots had given me away. As a Stone elemental, Gin could sense emotional vibrations in whatever form the element took around her, from a brick house to a concrete sidewalk to a weathered granite tombstone. Over time, people’s feelings sank into the stone around them, and Gin could listen to and interpret those impressions. Perhaps she could sense my worry and pride even now, rippling through the pavement toward her.
Hadley took Gin’s arm, escorted her up the sagging steps, and opened the front door. Golden light from inside the house slanted across Gin’s face, emphasizing the hard set of her features. Whatever she might be feeling, no emotions flickered in her eyes. No doubt about what she was here to do, and certainly no fear. My heart swelled with even more pride. 
“I can’t wait to introduce you to my brother.” Hadley’s voice drifted across the street to where Jo-Jo and I stood in the shadows. “He’s going to love you.”
“Of course he will,” Gin drawled. “He’s going to love me to death.”
With those ominous words, my apprentice entered the house.

      [image: image-placeholder]The door had barely closed behind Gin when Jo-Jo poked me in the shoulder. 
“Well? What are you waiting for?” the dwarf demanded. “Go around to the back of the house and keep an eye out in case Gin needs any help.”
I saluted her with my hand. “Yes, ma’am.” 
Jo-Jo’s pale eyes narrowed at my light tone, but her lips curved up into a smile, deepening the laugh lines on her face. “Don’t you tease me, Fletcher Lane. I’m almost two hundred years older than you are. Didn’t your mama ever teach you to respect your elders?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I repeated, and ducked out of the way before Jo-Jo could poke me again. 
I left the dwarf behind, crossed the street, and slipped into the alley that ran beside the house. Garbage carpeted the ground, and the steady, cool October breeze sent more than one empty can skittering along the cracked asphalt. The area reeked of rancid beer, stale cigarettes, and sour sweat, and a sense of desperation hung in the air like an invisible cloud about to rain down on me. 
I wondered if Gin could sense that desperation with her Stone magic. She probably could. Sometimes I thought it was better to be a simple human and largely ignorant of such things.
It took me less than two minutes to work my way around to the back of the house and crawl up onto the top of a large, sturdy trash bin. From there, I was able to grab hold of the metal fire escape and scale the rickety ladder up to the third story, something I did with ease, despite my sixty-some years. Gin always called me an old man, although it was a term of endearment on her part. Maybe I was an old man, with my wispy, whitening hair and tan, wrinkled skin, but I was still as spry as ever.
My position in the shadows on the fire escape gave me a clear view through a window into Arlo Fazzone’s office. If there was one thing I’d learned from all my years of being an assassin, it was that nobody ever bothered to close their curtains above the first floor. Arlo was no exception, which was why I was able to spot him sitting at a chrome-and-glass desk. 
Arlo Fazzone was a thirty-something, seven-foot-tall giant with a strong, thick, muscled body. He had blond hair, blue eyes, and tan skin just like his kid brother, Hadley, but the sheer meanness in his gaze twisted his good looks into something dark, hard, and ugly. He sported a slick black suit, as though he were a real businessman instead of a greedy bastard who made his money by swindling gamblers and forcing desperate kids to work for him. 
Arlo shuffled a few papers around on his desk. I reached into my coat pocket, drew out my phone, and hit some buttons so that I could listen in on the office through the devices I’d planted there a few days ago.
A knock sounded on the door, and Gin stepped into the office, followed by Hadley. The younger giant closed the door behind the two of them, then discreetly locked it. 
Gin’s eyes cut to the side, and I knew she’d heard the lock click home. Her right hand twitched, like she wanted to palm the knife hidden up her sleeve, but she restrained herself. Good. If she moved too early, she ran the risk of missing Arlo. Gin knew as well as I did that the giant would try to pummel her to death with his fists if he thought she was any kind of threat. That’s how Arlo had gotten to where he was in the first place, by beating down any opposition and competition that came his way.
Since it was Monday, the casino was closed, which meant that no strangers were coming and going, and there was less risk of anyone seeing Gin and identifying her later. Arlo did have a couple of giants stationed throughout the lower two floors of the house, making sure things ran smoothly and none of the teens tried to bolt. The bars on the windows helped with that too. 
But I wasn’t worried about Arlo screaming for help, since his office was soundproofed to keep other folks from hearing all the horrible things that happened inside. Arlo just hadn’t realized that one day, something horrible might happen to him in there too. 
“Arlo, this is Gin,” Hadley said, his voice streaming out of my phone as he led her forward. “Gin, this is Arlo, my big brother.”
Arlo got to his feet, buttoned his suit jacket, and extended a hand. “Gin, it’s nice to meet you. Hadley’s told me so much about you.”
Gin shook the giant’s hand, although she let out a little snort of disbelief. “Really? I find that hard to believe, since I only met him, like, an hour ago.”
Arlo’s blue eyes narrowed at her mocking tone, and he gave Hadley a dark look. Arlo wasn’t stupid. Like most predators, he could sense when others were near, and his radar was already pinging when it came to Gin. He dropped her hand and stared at her with suspicion, but she just gave him a winsome smile and started exploring the room the way any curious teenager might.
“Gin’s a runaway,” Hadley explained, trying to smooth things over. 
“Is that true?” Arlo asked.
Gin shrugged and picked up a crystal vase. “Not really. But my family’s all dead and burned to ash, so what does it matter?”
He frowned, but Gin put the vase down and moved over to a landscape painting hanging on the far wall. To a casual observer, she was just wandering aimlessly around the room, but she was doing exactly what I’d trained her to do: scanning the area for weapons, panic buttons, or anything else that might be a threat to her.
Arlo watched Gin, but when she didn’t do or say anything else suspicious or threatening, his unease faded away, and he looked her up and down. I could almost see the dollar signs flashing in his eyes as he calculated how much money he could make off her suffering.  
Arlo stepped out from behind his desk, moved over, and sat down on a wide white couch that took up the better part of one wall. He patted the thick cushion beside him. “Why don’t you come over here? I’d like to get to know you better. Hadley’s told you what we do here, right? How we run a sort of . . . halfway house for kids who don’t fit in anywhere else?”
Hadley fed that bullshit line to teens to get them into the house. After that, Arlo, his goons, and his drugs made sure they didn’t leave until they were all used up—or dead.
“Sure,” Gin chirped in a bright voice, but once again, her smile didn’t thaw the ice in her eyes. “Sounds great.” 
She moved over and plopped down onto the couch next to Arlo, while Hadley sat in a chair across from them. Neither giant noticed Gin’s right arm drop down to her side—or the bit of metal that glinted in her right hand.
“So,” Gin chirped again. “Is this where you assault all the kids you bring to your casino? Or do you drug them first so they don’t fight back? Is this where you beat Vana Wickersly for trying to escape?”
For a moment, Arlo’s mouth gaped, and Hadley wore a similarly stunned expression. Big brother was a little quicker on the draw, though; his mouth snapped shut, and his eyes narrowed. 
“How do you know that name?” Arlo growled, suspicion filling his face.
Gin smiled at him, but it was a cold, sharp expression. “Because I visited Vana in the hospital a few weeks ago, and her father wanted me to come here tonight and say hello for him.”
“What the—” Hadley sputtered.
Gin ignored him, surged forward, snapped up her hand, and drove her knife into Arlo’s chest. The giant’s eyes bulged in pain and surprise, and he opened his mouth to scream for help, even though it wouldn’t do him any good in the soundproofed office. But Gin didn’t give him the chance to yell. She leaped on top of the giant, even as she yanked the knife out of his chest. 
And then she cut his throat with the blade.
She turned her head, and blood spattered onto the side of her face, speckling her pretty features like thick drops of red, sticky paint. Gin’s lips tightened at the sensation, but she kept her eyes open and focused on Hadley, already thinking about how to take out her next target, since Arlo was already more dead than alive.
“You bitch!” Hadley screamed, scrambling to his feet. “This was a setup!”
Gin pushed herself up off the couch and leaped at Hadley, but he lurched backward, knocking over the chair he’d been sitting in. She landed at his feet, and he drew back his foot and kicked her in the ribs. Gin grunted at the brutal contact and rolled away from the enraged giant. She popped back up onto her feet, her knife still clutched in her hand.
Hadley stared at his big brother, still sprawled across the couch, his blood soaking into the white cushions. “You killed him! You killed Arlo!”
With a roar, he charged at Gin and slapped her knife away. Hadley grabbed Gin’s jacket, yanked her forward, and punched her repeatedly in the stomach. 
I didn’t remember reaching for the gun I had tucked into the small of my back earlier tonight, but suddenly, I was clutching the weapon. Worry burned through my veins like a wildfire roaring out of control. Gin’s pride be damned. I wasn’t going to let her die, not like I’d let her mother and older sister—
Gin groaned, but she reached up and clawed at Hadley’s eyes. He jerked back in surprise, and Gin managed to spin around and all the way out of her jacket. She stumbled across the room and fell on top of the desk, gasping for air. Her eyes landed on something resting on the smooth glass, and her hand snaked forward.
Hadley cracked the knuckles on both his hands. “Time to die, little girl.” 
He grabbed Gin’s shoulder, yanked her away from the desk, and turned her around toward him. Hadley drew back his fist to punch her, and I took a little better aim with my gun—
Gin surged forward, snapped up her hand again, and stabbed him in the throat. 
Somehow she had palmed a long, slender letter opener with a shiny pearl handle off the desk. It wasn’t as sharp as one of her knives, but it did the job, especially since she buried it up to the hilt in Hadley’s throat.
Hadley tried to scream, but all that came out was a series of strangled gasps and gurgles. Gin pulled the makeshift weapon out of his neck and shoved him away. The giant stumbled over his fallen chair and went down onto the floor on his back. Gin didn’t hesitate. She raised the letter opener again and used the weight of her entire body to drive it deep into his chest.
Hadley didn’t get up after that.
When it was over and Hadley was as dead as his older brother, Gin slowly pushed herself up and onto her feet. She stood in the middle of the office, swaying back and forth, eyes wide, with fear, panic, and more than a little disgust filling her face at what had just happened, at what she’d just done.
“Come on, Gin,” I whispered. “Pull yourself together. You can do it. This is what you were born to do, what I’ve been training you for.”
Gin closed her eyes and shuddered out a breath. When she opened them again, her gray gaze was sharp and bright as silverstone once more. Now she was the Gin I knew—the girl with an iron will and a heart of stone that had let her survive so many terrible things. The death of her mother and her older sister, being tortured by Mab Monroe, living on the streets, being trained by an assassin like me.
Gin sucked in a breath and stared at the two bodies. For a moment, I wondered if she’d be able to go through with the final part of the assignment. But her face hardened, and her lips flattened out into a thin line. Gin tiptoed over to Hadley, leaned down, and checked the pulse—or lack thereof—in his neck. Just because someone looked dead didn’t mean they actually were. You always had to check and make sure. She quickly moved over and repeated the process on Arlo. 
I nodded in satisfaction. Good. She’d done everything I’d told her to—and then some—and she’d made me prouder than I’d thought possible. 
I’d been right when I’d told Jo-Jo that Gin was ready for this. She was more than capable of doing jobs on her own. And soon, in a few more years, she’d be the equal of any assassin working today. And someday, maybe sooner than I realized, she’d be ready for what I was ultimately training her for: to kill Mab Monroe.
When Gin was satisfied that the two giants were dead, she shoved the bloody letter opener into her jacket pocket, then grabbed her knife from where it had landed on the floor and tucked it back up her sleeve. Then she went over, unlocked the door, and left Arlo Fazzone and his younger brother Hadley behind in the office. 
She didn’t look back.

      [image: image-placeholder]An hour later, Gin pulled open the front door of the Pork Pit, making the silver bell chime. She stepped inside, and her gaze skimmed over the blue and pink vinyl booths, the matching pig tracks on the floor, and finally back to the counter, where I sat reading an old, battered copy of  To Kill a Mockingbird. 
“Is the job done?” I asked, using one of the day’s credit-card receipts to mark my place in the book.
“You shouldn’t ask me that,” she said, a slightly hurt tone in her voice. “I wouldn’t have come back unless it was done.”
I nodded. “You’re right. Forgive me.”
Gin nodded back, then walked over and hopped up onto one of the stools in front of the counter. I looked her over, but her navy jacket did a good job of hiding the blood she’d gotten on her while killing the Fazzone brothers. She’d taken the extra step of zipping up her jacket to cover whatever stains might be on her T-shirt, and somewhere along the way, she’d scrubbed the blood off her face and hands. Overall, she’d covered her tracks well.
“Are you hurt?” I asked, thinking of the punches she’d taken in the office. “Do we need to get Jo-Jo to heal you?”
I’d sent the dwarf home after Gin had walked out of Arlo’s office, but I’d told Jo-Jo that we might come over to her beauty salon later, depending on how Gin felt.
She shrugged. “I have some bruised ribs, but that’s all. Nothing that can’t wait until morning. What I’d really like is some food. I’m starving, Fletcher.”
I grinned. “I’m one step ahead of you there.”
I turned around and retrieved the plate of food that I’d prepared for her. A thick, juicy cheeseburger with all the fixings, crispy fries, crunchy coleslaw, and baked beans smothered in the Pork Pit’s famous barbecue sauce. All of Gin’s favorites.
I pushed the food across the counter, along with a chocolate milkshake, and she immediately dug in. I knew she was hungry. I hadn’t let her eat supper before she’d gone to meet Hadley, for fear that she might throw up before or even during the job. It was always better to do a job on an empty stomach—especially the first time you went solo. 
I let her get halfway through her food before I asked the inevitable question. “So how was it?” 
I watched her carefully, looking for any sign of fear, regret, anger, or disgust. By now, she had had time to really think about what she’d done, and I didn’t want her emotions to start gnawing at her. But no guilt flashed in her eyes, and no self-loathing twisted her features. Instead, she sat at the counter, chewed her food, and thought about my question.
“It went okay,” Gin finally said. “I didn’t do a very good job convincing the Fazzone brothers that I was a runaway. I was too angry about what they were doing to really play the part like you told me to.”
Her self-analysis was spot-on. Her acting could have definitely used some work, but she’d gotten the job done. And next time, I knew she’d correct her mistake. I only had to tell Gin something once, and she did it, without hesitating and without asking why. 
“Well, it doesn’t much matter now, does it?” I asked. “The Fazzone brothers are dead, and you’re not. I’d say that makes the evening a grand success.”
I hesitated, not quite sure how to say what I really wanted to—or how it might sound to a sixteen-year-old girl who’d just killed two men. In the end, I decided on the direct approach. I’d never been one for smooth words, not like my son, Finnegan. That boy could charm the wings off a butterfly.
“I’m proud of you, Gin.”
“Really?” she asked in a soft, shy voice. “Really and truly, Fletcher? I did good?”
I nodded. “You did good, really and truly. The Fazzone brothers won’t be hurting any more kids, and you got justice for Vana Wickersly. Maybe what you did will bring her and her father a little bit of peace.”
She smiled then, and it was as if the moon had suddenly burst into the Pork Pit, bathing everything in its soft, silvery light. Still smiling, Gin turned her attention back to her food. 
I picked up my book again, but I couldn’t quite focus on the words—or hide the proud grin that quirked my lips.
Oh, yes. The girl was a natural-born assassin.
And I was going to make her the very best there was. So she could do what needed to be done—for herself and for her younger sister, Bria.
One day, Gin Blanco was going to grow up, get her own justice, and kill Mab Monroe. And I, Fletcher Lane, the Tin Man, was going to help her every step of the way.






  
  Poison

Finnegan Lane


This story takes place several years before Spider's Bite, book 1.


      [image: image-placeholder]I  hated the girl. 
I hated everything about her, from her painfully thin body, to her big, wounded eyes, to her absolute eagerness to do whatever my father, Fletcher Lane, told her to.
But I especially hated the fact that Dad had decided to train her to be an assassin instead of me.
The girl set a triple chocolate milkshake down on the counter in front of me. “Here you go, Finn.”
Her voice was soft, just like everything else about her. Soft brown hair, soft gray eyes, soft small body. Even her clothes were soft and baggy and utterly forgettable. She never raised her voice, she never interrupted a conversation, she never did anything the least bit dangerous or naughty or risky. It was as if she was determined to draw as little attention to herself as possible and blend into the background, no matter what.
She was so annoying. 
I didn’t even say thanks as I stuck a straw into the frothy concoction and started sucking down the milkshake. 
“Do you like it?” the girl asked, a bit of hope creeping into her voice. “I followed Fletcher’s recipe, but then I decided to add in even more chocolate to make it really rich and creamy.”
The milkshake was wonderful, absolutely wonderful, and even better than the ones that Dad made for me here at the Pork Pit. But I wasn’t about to tell her that. Most days, I didn’t even bother to speak to her.
I grunted. “It’ll do, I suppose.”
Behind the counter, Sophia Deveraux gave me a sharp look. Most people would have been intimidated by her glower, since the dwarf was as hard and muscled as the girl was soft and thin. Sophia wore solid black, from her heavy boots to her jeans to her T-shirt to the leather collar that wrapped around her neck. Even her hair was black, and she’d painted her lips the same color. The Goth dwarf was the real deal, a true badass, and she made the wannabes at my high school look like kids playing dress-up, which, of course, they were. 
But Sophia’s pointed glare didn’t faze me. Sophia and her older sister, Jo-Jo, had helped Dad raise me, and I knew that the two dwarves thought of me as their own son. For some inexplicable reason, though, both Sophia and Jo-Jo had taken an immediate liking to the girl, fussing over her just as much as they did over me. I didn’t know why. I didn’t think there was anything to like about Gin.
Gin—that’s what the girl called herself. Heh. We all knew that wasn’t her real name, but Dad had accepted it anyway. He’d even given her a last name too: Blanco. Gin Blanco. As if that wasn’t the cheesiest thing anyone had ever heard.
But Dad hadn’t stopped there. He had created a whole new identity for the girl, claiming that she was some distant cousin he’d taken in after her family had died in a car accident. She’d been with us several weeks now, and Dad had bought her clothes and fed her and even enrolled her in school. Since she was thirteen and I was fifteen, she wasn’t in my class, though. One small thing to be happy about. 
Since I was tired of looking at Gin, I swiveled around on my stool, still sucking on my milkshake. It was Monday afternoon, and business was a little slow at the Pork Pit, Dad’s barbecue restaurant. Only a few customers sat in the blue and pink vinyl booths by the storefront windows, although they were all eating their barbecue sandwiches, baked beans, coleslaw, onion rings, and thick steak-cut fries with obvious enthusiasm. 
A girl about my age put down her iced tea, slid out of a booth, and followed the faded, peeling pink pig tracks on the floor over to the women’s restroom. I grinned at her, and the girl stopped to look at me. With my walnut-colored hair, green eyes, and tan skin, I was the spitting image of my dad and just as handsome as he was. I winked at the girl, who giggled, ducked her head, and hurried on by.
Normally, Fletcher would have been here, sitting on a stool behind the cash register and reading a book in between helping Sophia and Gin dish up barbecue. But Dad was off on one of his jobs this evening, righting wrongs and eliminating bad people. Something he excelled at, as the assassin the Tin Man.
And now he was determined to teach Gin everything he knew about being an assassin.
He’d told me about his plan last night, even though I’d seen it coming way before then. A few weeks ago, a giant named Douglas, one of Dad’s disgruntled clients, had stormed into the restaurant. Douglas would have killed Dad—and me too—if Gin hadn’t stabbed him to death with the knife she was using to chop onions at the time.
For some reason, Dad thought that stroke of blind luck made Gin a prime candidate to become an assassin, just like him. He’d already given her a moniker: the Spider. Another fake, cheesy name to go along with her other one.
He should have been training me. After all, I was his son, his flesh and blood. My mother had died when I was a baby, and it had always been just the two of us, along with Sophia and Jo-Jo. I didn’t understand what Dad saw in Gin that he didn’t see in me. What he thought she had that I didn’t. 
I was older than her, smarter, stronger, tougher. I was already as good a shot as Dad was with his rifle. I wanted to learn the rest of the business too, but Dad didn’t see it that way. He claimed that Gin would make the better assassin, that she had the patience for it and I didn’t.
That had hurt worse than anything else he’d ever said to me.
The milkshake soured in my stomach, as though I’d been drinking pure poison instead of melted chocolate. Maybe I had been. I’d seen what Gin had done to Douglas with that knife. She’d stabbed the giant over and over like he was a piñata that she was cutting all the candy out of. I wouldn’t put anything past her, not even poisoning me so she could have my dad all to herself.
I swiveled back around to the counter, slammed my empty glass down, and shoved it away.
“You must have liked it,” Gin said, giving me a small, tentative smile. “You drank all of it.”
Instead of responding, I got to my feet, grabbed my jacket off the stool next to me, and put it on. It was the second jacket I’d bought in as many weeks. Gin had given my first one away to some homeless kid, just plucked it off the coat rack in the restaurant like it was hers instead of mine. Something else that had pissed me off. That poisonous feeling expanded in my stomach, burning like acid.
“Whatever,” I growled. “I’m out of here.” 
“Where?” Sophia rasped in her harsh, broken voice.
I shrugged. “A party with some friends.”
Gin frowned. “The party that Fletcher said you couldn’t go to?”
I didn’t respond. 
“Fletcher’s not going to like that,” Gin said in that soft voice again, the one that made me grind my teeth. “Especially since it’s over in Southtown. That’s why he said you couldn’t go in the first place. Because it’s dangerous over there.”
Next to Gin, Sophia grunted her agreement.
“I don’t care what Fletcher does or doesn’t like,” I growled. “Because he certainly doesn’t give a damn about what I do or don’t like. For example, I didn’t like it when he took you in. I still don’t. Not one little bit. But yet here you are anyway.”
Gin didn’t flinch at my words, but hurt and sadness sparked in her gray eyes. For some reason, it made me feel awful, like I’d done something wrong. But she was the trespasser here, not me. 
“Finn,” Sophia snapped, clearly wanting me to apologize.
For a moment, I opened my mouth, intending to do just that—to force out a gruff sorry. I knew that Gin had been through something horrible, something that had forced her to live on the streets, and I’d seen the spider runes that had been brutally branded into her palms. But I just didn’t understand how or when or especially why her problems had become Dad’s problems—and now mine too.  
“It’s okay, Sophia,” Gin said in that same soft, resigned voice. “Let him go.”
Then she turned away, grabbed a serrated knife, and started slicing a tomato. She didn’t yell or scream or curse at me, and she didn’t give me another wounded look. She just went about her business like I wasn’t even there, like I didn’t even matter to her or anyone else.
She had no right to do that—no right at all. This was my dad’s restaurant, not hers. He was my dad, not hers. But here she was, slowly taking over, taking away everything that was mine.
That poisonous acid flooded my veins again, burning even hotter than before. I wasn’t going to apologize to her. Not now, not ever.
So I stalked across the floor, flung the door open, and stormed out of the restaurant.

      [image: image-placeholder]I’d had too much to drink. Or maybe just enough. It was hard to tell. Everything seemed soft and hazy in the dark. 
The party had been held in an abandoned building over in Southtown. There had been lots of loud music, lots of people, and lots of booze. Everything else was a bit of a blur. 
Now I was trudging back to the Pork Pit, planning to use my key to let myself into the restaurant so I could sleep in one of the booths for the rest of the night. Dad would severely punish me in the morning for disobeying him, but going to the party had been worth it.
Getting away from Gin for the night had been worth it.
A group of us had left the abandoned building together, but one by one, my friends had peeled off, going their respective ways, until now it was just me, walking alone. I wasn’t too worried, though. I was only about seven blocks from the Pork Pit now. Surely, I could make it seven more blocks without something bad happening . . .
One minute, I was stumbling down the street, trying not to trip over the cracks in the uneven sidewalk. The next, I was pinned up against the side of a building by two guys, with a third guy standing in front of me, holding a knife. I still wasn’t too worried, though. Muggings were as common as sunsets in Ashland, especially in Southtown.
“Hey, hey,” I said, giving them a crooked smile. “There’s no need to be rough about things. Take my wallet if you want, although I’ve got to warn you, there’s not much in there.”
“Don’t worry, dude,” the guy with the knife said. “We will. And we’ll take your blood too. Every last drop of it.”
He smiled, revealing two yellowish fangs in his mouth. They were vampires. Hungry ones too, from the way they were eyeing me.
Suddenly, I was extremely worried.
If I’d been sober, I probably could have fought back, broken free from the two vampires who were holding me, and run away as fast as I could. But I wasn’t sober, and the third guy had a knife. Not good odds. Still, I struggled anyway, but my limbs felt slow and heavy, like I was trying to fight through water. The two vampires just laughed and tightened their grips. If I got out of this in one piece, I was never drinking again. Well, not until the next party, at the very least.
“Hold him still,” the guy with the knife said.
One of the other vampires forced my head back against the cold brick, exposing my neck. The vampire with the knife licked his lips and leaned forward. I winced, waiting for the pain from his vicious bite—
“Uh.”
Instead of tearing into my neck, the vampire let out a low grunt and slumped forward, his body pressing up against mine. 
“Brent?” one of the other vampires said, looking at his buddy. “What are you doing? Quit messing around. The rest of us want a taste too.”
He reached out and shook Brent, who pitched to the side and crumpled into a heap on the sidewalk.
The other two guys cursed and jumped back, but I wasn’t paying attention to them anymore. Instead, I was looking at the slender figure in front of me. 
Gin Blanco.
She looked rather ridiculous, standing there in her baggy jeans and fleece jacket, her hair pulled back into a ponytail, a bloody knife clutched in her right hand. I recognized the silverstone blade. Dad had given her the weapon to start practicing with—and she’d just used it to save my life. 
“Leave him alone,” Gin growled in a voice that was as cold and hard as the brick building behind me.
And suddenly, I saw what Dad saw in her: the fierce determination, the iron will, the unwavering loyalty. Even though I’d treated her awfully tonight, and every night since Dad had taken her in, Gin had still cared enough to follow me from the party just to make sure that I got back to the Pork Pit okay.
I knew it as instinctively as I knew that I would never resent her again—never.
The two vampires looked at each other, then at their fallen buddy, and then back at Gin. They launched themselves at her, but she stood her ground. 
Gin stabbed the first guy in the chest, driving the blade into his heart before yanking it out. He dropped without another sound, but the other guy was quicker. He leaped forward and managed to drive Gin down to the sidewalk and started grappling with her, trying to knock the knife out of her hand. But she fought him back just as hard, trying to stab him to death.
I stumbled forward, dug my hands into the vampire’s jacket, and yanked him off her. Then I forced the guy up and back and rammed his head into the brick wall. He moaned and flailed at me with his arms, so I heaved him forward and then shoved him back again—and again and again, until his head was a bloody, pulpy mass. 
Finally, I released the vampire, who toppled to the pavement. More blood gushed out of his head and filled in some of the jagged cracks in the sidewalk, looking like a glistening crimson spiderweb.  
Gin got to her feet, and the two of us stood there, breathing hard, the bodies of the three vampires at our feet. 
I looked up and down the street and listened, but I didn’t see or hear anyone. Good. The area being deserted had gotten me into this mess in the first place, and now it was going to get me and Gin out of it. Deaths were almost as common as muggings in Southtown, and since most of the cops were as crooked as the day was long, they probably wouldn’t search too hard for the vampires’ killers. 
I looked over at Gin. “You’ve been following me this whole time?”
She nodded. “I trailed you over to the party and hid outside until you came out of the building.”
It was close to midnight now, and I’d been at the party for several hours. I couldn’t believe she’d spent all that time just waiting for me to stagger outside. I certainly wouldn’t have had the patience for that sort of thing—or have been smart or concerned or thoughtful enough to attempt it in the first place. 
Maybe Dad was right about Gin. Maybe he was right about a lot of things.
“Why?” I asked. “Why would you do that?”
She frowned, like the answer should be obvious. “Fletcher wouldn’t like it if anything bad happened to you. And I wouldn’t either.” Gin paused, and when she spoke again, her voice was a low, raspy whisper. “Enough bad things have already happened to the people I care about.”
And just like that, all my poisonous jealousy vanished. She was trying so hard—to please Dad, to please me. The least I could do was meet her halfway, especially since she’d just saved my life.
I wasn’t an Air elemental, so I couldn’t see the future like Jo-Jo could, but I had a funny feeling this wouldn’t be the last time Gin got me out of a tough spot. I only hoped that I could do the same for her someday.
“Come on, Gin,” I said, holding out my hand to her. “Let’s go home.”
She wiped off her bloody knife on the closest vampire’s shirt and slid it back up her jacket sleeve. She also scrubbed her skin clean before slipping her right hand into mine. Her fingers felt strong and warm in my own.
Then we stepped over the vampires’ bodies and headed for the Pork Pit—together.
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      [image: image-placeholder]She was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. 
Everything about her was perfect and exquisite and whispered of money, from the artful tousle of her blond curls, to the diamond brooch set into her mint-green suit jacket, to the subtle shine of her French manicure. This was a woman who took excellent care of herself, probably with an organic diet, a vigorous exercise regimen, and Air elemental facials. Why, she might even be one of Jo-Jo Deveraux’s clients over at the dwarf’s popular beauty salon. I made a mental note to ask Jo-Jo the next time I saw her.
The woman stood in the lobby of my bank, First Trust of Ashland, and stared out over the gray marble floor, antique wooden desks and chairs, and crystal lamps. The woman scanned the long counter that ran along the back wall before glancing over at the steel door in the left corner. Beyond that door, a staircase went down to the basement where my office was located, along with several others. The bank’s most secure vault, which I had jokingly dubbed Big Bertha, was also on the basement level. 
I was on the opposite side of the lobby, perching on the edge of a desk, and talking to Pete, one of our stock analysts, about the shopping trip he’d recently taken with his husband to Bigtime, New York, and all the divine Fiona Fine menswear they’d bought.
“Duty calls,” I said, getting to my feet.
Pete followed my gaze and snorted. “It always does every time a pretty woman walks through the door, Finn.”
“You’re just jealous that she’s not a handsome dude.”
“Hardly. David and I are very happy.”
I grinned. “But it never hurts to look, does it?”
Pete just laughed and concentrated on his computer monitor again. 
I smoothed down my green tie, the one that brought out the matching color of my eyes, and headed over to the woman. My wing tips clacked on the floor, drawing her attention. She glanced up at my approach, and I hit her with a wide smile, which she naturally returned. I was Finnegan Lane, after all. Charming, handsome, confident. A hard combination for anyone to resist.
I stopped a few feet away. Up close, she was even more stunning, with bright hazel eyes and sun-kissed skin. A small set of gleaming white fangs marked her as a vampire, but that didn’t matter to me in the slightest. Giant, dwarf, vampire, elemental, a regular old human like me. A beautiful person was a beautiful person, no matter what kind of strength or magic they did or didn’t have.
“Are you the manager?” she asked in a light voice.
I breathed in. Her perfume smelled of honeysuckle, light, sweet, and subtle. “Nope, I’m not the manager, but I’m sure I can help you. The name’s Lane, Finnegan Lane. My friends call me Finn.”
The woman’s smile abruptly vanished, and her mouth flattened out. “Oh. Well, where is the manager?”
“I’m sure that I can help you,” I repeated, giving her my most charming smile. “I’m one of the senior investment bankers.”
If anything, my polite offer repelled her even more. 
“No,” she said, tightening her grip on the designer bag hanging off her slender shoulder. “I need to see the manager. I don’t want anyone else.”
I frowned. “But—”
“What seems to be the problem here, Lane?” A man’s voice cut in.
Tripp Hartford, the bank manager, stepped up to us. Tripp was a tall, trim, attractive fellow with blond hair, brown eyes, and ruddy skin. He could also be just as charming as me, something it pained me to admit. 
“Are you the manager?” the woman asked.
Tripp nodded. “I am. How can I help you . . .”
“Clarissa,” she replied, holding out her hand. “Clarissa Drystan.”
Tripp dropped his head, doing a smooth little bow over her hand before releasing it. “Well, Ms. Drystan, it’s a pleasure to meet you. How can I assist you?”
Clarissa gestured at her shoulder bag. “I have some family jewels that need to be put in a safe location. Some items that my soon-to-be-ex-husband doesn’t need to know about. I was told that you could help me with that sort of thing.”
Tripp nodded. “Of course. If you’ll just come with me, Ms. Drystan, I’m sure we can find a solution to your problem.”
Clarissa smiled at him, a big, bright, dazzling smile that only enhanced her beauty. 
Tripp gave me a triumphant grin. Then he escorted Clarissa across the lobby and through the door at the far end of the counter to take her to his downstairs office. Of course, he could have asked one of the tellers here in the lobby to set her up with a safety-deposit box, but I knew that Tripp wanted to give Clarissa some extra attention in hopes of earning even more of her business—and potentially scoring her phone number so he could ask her out later.
I would have done the same thing if I’d been in his wing tips.

      [image: image-placeholder]Clarissa came into the bank several times after that.  
On her second visit, Tripp walked up to the lobby to meet her. On her third visit, she came in just at closing, and the two of them left together. On her fourth visit, the very next day, she walked over to the door by the counter, and Tripp buzzed her down to his office. After that, Clarissa came and went as she pleased, so often that the giant guards stationed in the lobby automatically opened the downstairs door for her.
If I’d been dating someone as beautiful as Clarissa, I would have bragged about it to everyone, from the folks at the bank, to my friend Jo-Jo and her sister Sophia Deveraux, to my foster sister, Gin Blanco. Tripp was much more restrained, and he merely smirked at me every time Clarissa strolled into the bank. 
It still made me want to punch him, though.
One day, about six weeks after Clarissa’s initial visit, I was in my office trying to find a new mutual fund for Mallory Parker, one of my dwarven clients, to put some more of her considerable fortune into when the phone on my desk rang.
“Yes?”
“You have a visitor, Finn.” The voice of Cecily, one of the tellers, filled my ear. “A giant. Says his name is Xavier.”
“Bring him on down.”
“Roger that.”
I wasn’t sure why Xavier wanted to see me, since, to my knowledge, the giant didn’t have any money that needed hiding from anyone, but maybe he’d surprise me. I’d be happy to help him move some cash around—for a small fee, of course.
A few minutes later, Cecily knocked on my open door and gestured for Xavier to step inside. He maneuvered around her and walked over to my desk. 
Like most giants, Xavier topped out at around seven feet tall, with a thick, muscular body that was incredibly strong. We shook hands, and I could tell that he was taking care to keep his grip light, something my much more fragile human bones appreciated. 
His shaved head, dark eyes, and ebony skin gleamed under the lights, and a navy suit jacket paired with a white shirt stretched across his broad shoulders. Nice cut, quality fabric, perfectly draped. I always appreciated a well-made suit, and Xavier was totally rocking this one.
I sat back down in my chair and gestured for Xavier to take the seat opposite mine. 
The giant settled himself, then looked around the office and let out a low whistle. “I should have been a banker like you, Finn.”
I’d been at First Trust for several years now, ever since I’d graduated from business school, and as a result, my office was one of the biggest ones on this basement level. Tripp’s office was located here too, farther down the hall and closer to Big Bertha, the main vault.
I’d decorated my office in a style that was unapologetic, in-your-face, ostentatious comfort. I had the best of everything, from the thick rugs that covered the floor, to the first-edition volumes on the bookshelves, to the Brighton’s Best whiskey that gleamed in its bottle inside the liquor cabinet in the corner. 
My wide, antique mahogany desk was beautiful and sturdy and studded with almost as many secret compartments as the vault had safety-deposit boxes. All those little hidey-holes and false bottoms were perfect for storing certain supplies. Passports, a small bag of diamonds, a few bricks of cash, my guns, and the ammunition for them. When you swam with the sharks like I did, you never knew when you might need to get out of town in a hurry. My father, Fletcher Lane, had prepared me for that dangerous scenario, along with many, many others. 
My only real concession to modern functionality was the TV mounted on a stand to my right. Currently, it was tuned to a live feed of the bank lobby, which showed customers coming and going, tellers cashing checks, and more. In addition to working with clients, I also had a hand in security, thanks to the various favors that Stuart Mosley, the bank president, owed to my dad. Besides, I liked to keep a vigilant eye on all things money-related.
“Investment banker,” I said, correcting Xavier’s earlier statement. “And yes, it pays very, very well. Especially in a place like Ashland, where so many folks have so much money to hide—and so many bodies too.”
Xavier nodded, but he didn’t smile at my dark humor. Normally, cracking a joke about Ashland being such a corrupt, violent city would earn me a small chuckle from even the most jaded resident. No, the giant was all business today. Pity.
“What I can do for you, Xavier?” I asked. “Because as much as I like you, I know that you didn’t just come here to shoot the breeze with me.”
The giant hesitated, staring down at his shoes. Then he raised his dark gaze to mine. “I have a problem.”
Not what I’d expected him to say. With his size and strength, there weren’t too many problems that Xavier couldn’t handle all by himself, especially given the fact that he was a cop for the Ashland Police Department. 
“What kind of problem? What do you need my help with?”
“It’s not that I need your help, Finn,” Xavier said in a careful voice. “What I really need is Gin’s help.”
My eyebrows shot up in surprise. In addition to being my foster sister, Gin Blanco was also the assassin known as the Spider. 
Gin wasn’t just any assassin, though. She was one of the best in the business. At least, she had been. She’d retired a few months ago after my father and her mentor, Fletcher Lane, had been murdered. Now Gin spent her time running the Pork Pit, Dad’s barbecue restaurant, but she hadn’t forgotten any of her training, and she would whip out her silverstone knives without hesitation if she thought there was a call for them.
“What do you need Gin’s help with?” I asked, my voice calm, my face giving nothing away. I wanted to see exactly what Xavier knew about what Gin did—and how much of a threat he might be to us. 
“Well, first, I guess you should know that Roslyn and I are sort of . . . involved,” Xavier said. 
My eyebrows climbed a little higher on my face. This just kept getting more and more interesting. Roslyn Phillips was the vampire who ran Northern Aggression, the city’s most decadent nightclub. Xavier moonlighted as the club’s head bouncer, the guy responsible for making sure that everyone stayed more or less in line. 
“Involved?” I asked. “As in you and Roslyn are together now?”
“Sort of. I mean . . . it’s just . . . complicated.” He winced. “I hope you don’t mind me talking to you about this. I know that you and Roslyn used to be . . . friends.”
That was a polite way of saying that Roslyn and I had occasionally been friends with benefits. 
“Sure,” I replied in an easy tone. “Roslyn and I are friends—just friends, now. But if you’re with her, then congrats to you. Because she is smart, tough, strong, and beautiful, inside and out.”
Xavier smiled, but it wasn’t just any old smile. No, he practically beamed with the look of a man completely in love. 
I sighed. I might be a greedy, coldhearted bastard most of the time, but I had a soft spot for Roslyn. I’d really hate to threaten someone who cared that much about her, but I’d do it just the same—just like Gin would—in order to protect our secrets. 
Xavier cleared his throat. “Anyway, there’s been a . . . problem at the club lately. And from some things Roslyn has said, I thought Gin might be able to help.”
His careful words and tone told me exactly what he’d picked up from Roslyn: that Gin was an assassin. Roslyn knew all about what Gin did, since Gin had killed the vampire’s abusive brother-in-law not too long ago. 
Roslyn had first come to me about finding someone to kill her brother-in-law. I had denied all knowledge of such things, but not too long after that, the brother-in-law had met with an untimely demise. Roslyn was smart, and she’d put it all together—me, Gin, Dad, and what we did. In fact, Roslyn talking to the wrong person about Gin being an assassin had eventually led to my dad’s death. 
Gin didn’t think I knew about that, though. Gin didn’t think I knew about a lot of things. Killing was her specialty, but ferreting out information was mine.  
“Finn?” Xavier asked, wondering at my silence.
I sighed again. “No more word games. Just lay it out for me, Xavier.”
To my surprise, he did. For the next five minutes, Xavier sat there and told me what was going on. Every word he said made my stomach twist a little more with disgust and worry. Gin was not going to like this—not one little bit. I didn’t like it either, but Gin was going to take it personally. She was going to blame herself for what was happening at Northern Aggression.
“So do you think Gin will help?” Xavier asked in a low voice after he finished his story.
“Help?” I barked out a harsh laugh. “Of course she’ll help. She’s going to feel responsible for the whole horrible situation.”
Xavier shook his head. “It’s not her fault.”
“Gin won’t see it that way. She may be as cold as ice, but if you mess with somebody she cares about—even a friend of a friend—then you’d better watch out. Because she will bury you six feet under and not think twice about it.”
I started brooding then. About Roslyn and Xavier, about Gin, about the whole messy situation. I don’t know how long I might have sat there lost in my own thoughts if Xavier hadn’t cleared his throat and pointed at the TV screen. 
“Uh, Finn, who is that? And why are all those men with her?”
On the screen, Clarissa strode into the lobby. The vampire looked as gorgeous as ever, but for once, she wasn’t alone. Six giants wearing dark suits and carrying briefcases flanked her. 
“Oh, those guys?” I replied. “They’re here to rob the bank.”
Xavier frowned. “Here to rob the bank? How do you know that?”
“Because I’m Finnegan Lane, and I know things.”
Xavier kept staring at me so I told him the story about my very first meeting with Clarissa and all the times she’d returned to the bank since then.
“I was immediately suspicious when Clarissa went for Tripp instead of me,” I said, straightening my tie the tiniest bit. “Since I’m obviously the much better catch.”
Xavier let out a derisive snort. “Obviously.”
“Hey, now, keep the sarcasm to a minimum.”
A grin crooked up the corner of the giant’s lips.
I rolled my eyes. “Okay, so what really made me suspicious was how Clarissa insisted on seeing the manager, even though I repeatedly said that I could help her.”
Xavier frowned again. “Isn’t asking to see the manager a pretty common thing?”
“Yeah, but it was the way she asked and especially how she lost all interest when I told her I wasn’t the manager.” I shook my head. “Something about it just didn’t seem right, so I did some digging. There is no Clarissa Drystan in Ashland or anywhere else that I could find. However, there is a Clarissa Dagon, who has quite the reputation among the underworld. Guess what her specialty is?”
“Robbing banks?”
I shot my thumb and forefinger at him. “Bingo. First, Clarissa visits the bank, rents a safety-deposit box, and charms the manager. When the poor fool is head over heels, Clarissa goes to the bank with her crew. They rob the place and pretend to take her hostage. Since the manager doesn’t want his lady love to get hurt, he’s more than happy to give the thieves access to whatever they want, including the vault. Once the vault is empty, the thieves take Clarissa with them, supposedly using her as a human shield. Of course, it’s all just part of her getaway plan.”
Xavier nodded. “Smart. So what happens after Clarissa and her crew leave the bank? Do they just disappear until they pull another heist?”
I shook my head. “Not exactly. A couple of days after the robbery, the cops will get a tip about an unidentifiable body dressed in whatever Clarissa was wearing while she was in the bank, and everyone will assume that the robbers killed her. Then, a few weeks later, the police will find the robbers’ bodies somewhere. Clarissa doesn’t like to share her loot, so she offs her own crew after the job is finished. With no one to chase after, the cops eventually lose interest, the case is closed, and Clarissa is off to build a new crew of suckers and find a new bank to rob.” 
Xavier whistled. “That’s pretty slick.”
I nodded. “Yeah, it is. Just watch the monitor, and you’ll see.” 
Sure enough, it happened just like I said it would. One of the guys with Clarissa pulled a gun out of his briefcase, grabbed her, and pressed the weapon to her temple. After that, there was lots of screaming, so much that I had to mute the sound on the TV.
The bank guards surrendered, and the tellers emptied out all the cash drawers. Then the thieves started threatening to kill Clarissa unless the manager stepped forward. A few seconds later, Tripp shuffled out from behind the counter, where he’d been standing when the thieves had first entered the bank. The thieves waved their guns around some more, and Tripp quickly caved. He headed toward the door that led to the basement—including the vault.
“All right,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll get Gin to help you and Roslyn with this problem you all are having at Northern Aggression.” 
Xavier blinked. “Just like that?”
I nodded. “Just like that. I owe Roslyn that much. But right now, I’d like you to help me. After what you just told me about Roslyn, I really want to punch somebody. Want to help me stop a robbery? Stuart Mosley will be very grateful. Why, the police department might even give you a commendation for it.”
Xavier cracked his knuckles. His grin matched my own.
I hit some buttons on my desk. A couple of panels silently slid open, and I grabbed the guns hidden inside, along with a couple of other useful items. Gin might be the assassin in the family, but Dad had taught us both how to defend ourselves. Despite Gin’s skill with knives and her Ice and Stone elemental magic, even she admitted that I was much better with a gun than she was.
I offered a weapon to Xavier, but he declined. Then again, he didn’t really need a gun. As a giant, he was strong enough to beat someone to death with his bare hands.
We turned off the lights in my office. Since it was late Friday afternoon, everyone else had already gone home for the weekend, and I was the only one still working down here on the basement level. Good. I didn’t want any innocent folks getting hurt.
We didn’t have to wait long. We left the office door cracked open, and less than two minutes later, footsteps clacked on the marble floor and echoed down the hallway.
“Secure the basement, and make sure all the offices are empty,” one of the thieves said. “I don’t want anyone coming up behind us trying to play hero. The rest of us are going to the vault. That’s where the real money will be.”
“Got it,” another man replied.
Most of the footsteps moved on and then faded away, as the thieves, with Tripp and Clarissa in tow, headed toward the vault. But some of the footsteps grew louder and closer, clearly heading in this direction—two men, one to run point and the other for backup. 
Thanks to the TV screen, I could see that two of the thieves had stayed in the lobby to keep the guards, tellers, and customers under control. Since two were now headed this way, that meant Clarissa had taken two more to the vault with her, along with Tripp. 
The guys were thorough, I’d give them that. One by one, they peered into all the offices, turning on the lights and making sure they were empty before closing and locking the doors behind them. Clarissa had put together a decent crew—it was just her bad luck that she’d picked my bank to rob. 
I might hide money for my clients like a squirrel storing nuts for the winter, but I always protected what was mine—and this bank was mine. I was rather like Gin that way.
Finally, the thieves reached my office. The first guy stepped inside and flipped on the light switch.
“Clear—”
Xavier stepped forward and slammed his fist into the other man’s face, and the guy dropped like a stone. I couldn’t tell if Xavier had broken his neck or just knocked him out. 
But the guy’s buddy must have heard the crack of Xavier’s fist connecting, because he rushed into the office and aimed his gun at the giant. “Who the fuck are you—”
I slid out from behind the door and jammed my gun into his side. The thief froze.
“I was just going to ask you the same thing,” I drawled. “But I don’t really care who you are. I’m more interested in your boss, Clarissa. Xavier, if you would do the honors, please.”
Xavier pulled the roll of duct tape that I’d given him out of his pants pocket and went to work on the thieves. A minute later, he had them both trussed up like Thanksgiving turkeys. We left them in my office and headed toward the vault.
Clarissa had left one guy behind in the corridor, but he was more interested in glancing at the vault than in keeping watch like he was supposed to. One quiet, well-placed blow from Xavier, and he was down for the count. That left one more guy to take care of, along with Clarissa herself.
Xavier dragged the unconscious thief back into my office, while I peered into the vault. The door was standing wide open, revealing row after row of safety-deposit boxes, and the keyholes glimmered like hundreds of silent eyes, all staring at me. I slipped back into my office just as Xavier finished trussing up the thief.
“Think you can handle the two guys still up in the lobby?” I asked.
Xavier cracked his knuckles again. “Happily.”
“All right. I’ll take care of the other guy down here, along with Clarissa.”
Xavier nodded back, left my office, and headed upstairs. I slipped off my wing tips so they wouldn’t clack on the floor and crept down the corridor toward the vault. 
The clangs, bangs, and curses grew louder as I neared the open vault door. Sounded like someone was using a crowbar to pry the safety-deposit boxes out of the walls. Crude but effective, especially since the contents of just one box would make this whole operation worthwhile. 
I reached the open door, but instead of going inside, I crouched down. I pulled a compact mirror out of my pocket—one of the other items I’d had stashed in my desk—and angled it so I could see inside the vault.
The last thief stood in front of one of the rows of safety-deposit boxes, shoving a crowbar in between the creases in the metal and popping them out like they were peanuts he was shelling. Easy enough for a giant like him. 
Meanwhile, Tripp and Clarissa stood off to the side of the vault. Tripp looked dumbstruck. Every once in a while, a few tears would trickle down Clarissa’s face. The vamp was still playing her part to the very end of the game. I admired her professionalism and dedication to her craft.
I put the mirror away, straightened up, and stepped into the vault, my gun still clutched in my hand. “Don’t y’all know that it’s not nice to steal from other people?”
Startled, the giant whipped around. He snarled and charged at me, so I raised my gun and shot him twice in the chest. His crowbar hit the floor a second before his body toppled on top of Tripp, driving the bank manager to the ground. 
Tripp started yelling and blubbering about all the blood and guts dripping all over him, but the giant was so big and heavy that Tripp couldn’t wriggle out from underneath his body. I grinned. Maybe it was wrong, but I got quite a bit of satisfaction out of hearing Tripp squeal.
Clarissa immediately crossed the vault and threw herself into my arms. “Thank you! Thank you for saving us!”
She hugged me tight once, twice, three times. Most folks probably would have thought she was clinging to me for comfort, but I knew better.   
Amused, I let her hang on to me for a few more seconds, then drew back and gently put my gun up against her heart. 
Clarissa froze, one of her hands still curled around my neck. “What—what are you doing?”
“Oh, please,” I said. “Cut the act. How much longer were you going to keep hugging me before you stabbed me with that knife? Hmm? Where was it, by the way? I’m guessing tucked into the small of your back underneath your suit jacket. That’s where my sister keeps one of her knives.”
Clarissa stepped back, a knife clenched in her right hand that looked eerily similar to the blades that Gin used. The only difference was that hers would have been buried in my back in a few more seconds.
“How did you know?” she demanded. 
“Your insistence on seeing the manager, for starters. Plus, you made far too many trips to the bank over the past few weeks simply to be squirreling jewelry away in a safety-deposit box. Even Mallory Parker doesn’t have that many diamonds.”
“Aren’t you the detective,” Clarissa muttered.
I grinned. “I do try.”
“Mmm.” Clarissa studied me, and a sly smile slowly spread across her face. “Well, I’m sure that we can come to some kind of arrangement . . .”
“Finn.” I cheerfully supplied my name when it became apparent that she didn’t remember it. “But I’m afraid it’s too late for that. You underestimated me. Even worse, you bruised my ego, and there’s just not enough money in the world to soothe Finnegan Lane’s ego when it gets bruised. Especially not money stolen from my own bank. Sorry, Clarissa. Your impressive charm might have worked on Tripp, but I’m a tad bit smarter than he is.”
Clarissa’s eyes narrowed to slits. “And you should know exactly how good I am with this knife,” she growled, flashing the blade at me. “I’ve killed more than one person with it over the years. I’ll kill you with it too.”
“I doubt that, since I’m the one holding the gun.”
She eyed the weapon, which I’d lowered to my side once she’d backed away from me. “You really think you can get a shot off before I slit your throat? You’re just a human, after all. Slow, weak, and plodding. I’m a vamp, so my reflexes are much better and faster than yours.”
I shrugged. “Try me and find out.” 
We stared at each other. I might not have had enhanced senses like the vampire did, but I could still see her hand tightening around the knife, along with her weight shifting forward as she got ready to attack me. 
Clarissa had just made the wrong choice—the very last choice of her life.
“Don’t do it,” I warned. “Crooked as you are, I’d still hate to kill you.”
Clarissa smiled and crouched down like she was going to put the knife on the floor. But there was no warmth in her eyes, no give, no surrender. Her hand tightened a little more around the hilt, and she launched herself at me, the blade slashing through the air—
I snapped up my gun and shot her three times in the chest.
Clarissa staggered back, and the force of the bullets slammed her body up against one of the vault walls. She hung there a moment, suspended in midair, before her limbs crumpled, and she slowly slid to the floor. 
I waited a few seconds to make sure Clarissa was dead, then walked over and crouched down next to her. Despite the blood splattered all over her, I could still smell her perfume—that light, sweet honeysuckle scent, now horribly, irrevocably tinged with copper.
Even in death, she was still one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. 
“What a waste,” I murmured. “What a waste of your life.”
Then I stepped over Clarissa’s body and headed out of the vault to deal with the rest of the mess she had left behind.
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      [image: image-placeholder]The knock on my front door came just before midnight. 
Most folks would have already been tucked in their beds fast asleep, but I’d had a dream that she’d run into trouble tonight, so I’d waited up for her. I glanced at the cloud-shaped clock on the wall. Gin was late—an hour later than I’d expected her to arrive.
Then again, no psychic was perfect, especially not me.
The knock sounded again, a little harder and louder this time. Gin was the most patient person I’d ever met, but she hadn’t even given me time to get up out of my chair, much less get to the door. She must be hurt badly. 
I put down the beauty magazine I was reading and left the kitchen. It was a cold, snowy night, and my old house creaked, cracked, and moaned as the December wind howled around it like a pack of wolves. The sounds matched the snap, crackle, and pop-pop-pop of my bones as I shuffled toward the front of the house. Two hundred fifty-seven years of living would take its toll on anybody, even an Air elemental dwarf like me.
I opened the front door without bothering to peer through the peephole. I knew exactly who was out there and what she wanted—what she always needed, whenever she came calling in the blackest hours of the night.
Sure enough, Gin Blanco slumped against the side of the house, blood slipping off the fingers of her left hand. Drip-drip-drip. 
A small scarlet puddle had already formed on the white boards next to her black boots. Sometimes it seemed like I spent more time painting over the blood that Gin left on the front porch than I did doing people’s nails in my beauty salon in the back of the house. But I didn’t mind the extra work. I loved the girl like she was my own. 
In a way, Gin was the daughter I’d never had—the dark, dangerous daughter of my dreams. The one who was always surrounded by so much blood and so many bodies as the assassin the Spider.
I’d left the porch light on, and I stepped outside so I could get a better look at her. Despite the vision I’d had of Gin being injured, she was in worse shape than I’d expected. Blood and bruises coated her face like makeup, and one of her eyes had already blackened and puffed up like a proud purple peacock. 
I couldn’t see what other injuries she had beneath her fleece jacket, but I was willing to bet she had a few bruised ribs, given the fact that she had her right arm wrapped around her waist. Maybe a knife wound too, with all that copper-scented blood still dripping off her left fingers. Either way, I needed to start healing her—now.  
Some of my concern must have flashed in my eyes, because Gin smiled. Even her teeth were crimson-coated, showing me just how bad a beating she’d taken.
“Aw, don’t look so worried, Jo-Jo,” Gin drawled. “This is nothing. You should see the other guys.”
With those light, cheerful words, Gin’s gray eyes rolled up into the back of her head, and she passed out.
I jerked forward and caught Gin before her head slammed into the porch. She didn’t need a concussion on top of everything else. I put my arm under her shoulders, hefted her upright, and pulled her into the house. To most folks, she would have felt like deadweight, but my dwarven strength made it easy for me to maneuver her around like she was as light as a rag doll. 
Another gust of wind and snow zipped in through the front door before I was able to shut it, and the cold snapped Gin awake. She opened her eyes and sighed.
“Sorry about the blood on the porch,” she murmured. “I know you just repainted it—again.”
I’d repainted it twice, actually. The first time after Gin came in one night after Elliot Slater had almost beaten her to death at Ashland Community College and the second when she’d returned a few days later after killing some of Slater’s men and taking several hard licks herself in the process.
“That’s all right, darling,” I replied. “Let’s get you into the salon so I can take a better look at you.”
I hauled Gin down a long hallway that opened up into a room that took up the back half of the house. As Jolene “Jo-Jo” Deveraux, I ran an old-fashioned beauty salon that catered to clients in Ashland and beyond. Air elemental magic like mine was great for smoothing out wrinkles and fighting the ravages of sun, time, genetics, and everything else that took its toll on a person’s appearance. 
Padded cherry-red swivel chairs filled my salon, along with a variety of hair dryers, combs, scissors, and curling irons. Stacks of beauty magazines littered the tables, along with tubs of makeup and bottles of nail polish, most of which were some shade of pink, my favorite color. The harsh aroma of perms, hair dyes, and other chemicals filled the air, softened a bit by the vanilla-scented lotions, ointments, and other items I saturated with my Air magic and then used in various skin, hair, and nail treatments. 
I eased Gin down onto one of the salon chairs and helped her lean back and make herself comfortable. Then I went over to the sink along the wall and washed my hands. Of course, I wouldn’t be touching Gin to heal her—not exactly—but I still soaped up my fingers as thoroughly as a surgeon would. It was a quirk my mama had instilled in me when I was a girl—a lady always has clean hands.
Rosco, my beloved basset hound, cracked his brown eyes open from his basket in the corner of the room. When he realized that I didn’t have any treats, he shut his eyes and went back to his dream of chasing rabbits. 
Most folks thought Rosco was just plain lazy, but really, the dog knew what the important things in life were: food, sleep, and getting his tummy rubbed. If there wasn’t a good chance of one of those things happening, then Rosco usually decided to conserve his energy until a better opportunity presented itself. Smartest dog I’d ever had.
I turned off the water and dried my hands. Then I dragged a freestanding light over to Gin, turned it on, and sat down on a low stool next to her.
“Did you run into some more of Mab Monroe’s men?” I asked, peering at her battered face. 
Mab was the cruel, vicious Fire elemental who’d murdered Gin’s family, and Gin had vowed to kill Mab—or die trying. Of course, Gin didn’t think I knew about the die trying part. Then again, she didn’t think I knew about a lot of things.
She shrugged and then winced as a new wave of pain flooded her body at the motion. “No, I didn’t run into Mab’s men. It was a fluke, really. I was taking out the last bag of trash for the day and stepped out into the alley behind the Pork Pit. I heard screams, so naturally, I went to investigate.”
“Naturally,” I drawled.
Gin was just as curious as Fletcher Lane, her assassin mentor and my old friend, had been before his murder a few months ago. Fletcher had been an assassin himself—the Tin Man—and he’d taught Gin everything she knew about killing people, which was why she was still breathing tonight. More than anything else, Fletcher had taught Gin how to be a survivor, something she needed in the wild and wicked ole world of Ashland.
“Anyway,” Gin continued, “I followed the sounds of the screams around the corner, and I saw six guys carjacking a mom and her little girl on one of the side streets. They knocked the mom unconscious, and the girl couldn’t have been more than two, three tops. So I decided to do the cops a favor and take them out, just like the restaurant’s trash.”
“Then what happened?” I asked, gesturing for Gin to sit up so I could peel off her bloody jacket.
When I finished, she fell back against the chair, panting from the movement. It took her a few seconds to get her breath back.
“Then I jumped them,” Gin replied. “Only they were a mix of dwarves and vampires, and a little tougher and stronger than I’d expected. Still, I was holding my own, until one of them got in a lucky shot on my face with a tire iron. I went down, and they piled on, punching and kicking me. One of them even sliced my arm with a switchblade, but he got too close, and I was able to take him out with one of my knives. After that, the rest were easy pickings. Well, except for the last guy. He clocked me with the tire iron again, then ran away before I could finish him off with the rest of his buddies.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about the one who got away.” I had a good idea where the sixth man was going to be in a few minutes. I’d seen that in my dream too.
Gin looked at me, suspicion flaring in her eyes. “Why do you say it like that? Did you have one of your visions?”
Gin knew that I was something of a psychic, with a bit of precognition. In addition to tapping into and controlling all the natural gases in the atmosphere, Air elementals could also hear all the whispers of what might be in the wind around us. What Gin didn’t know was that I had dreams too—vivid, vivid dreams. About her, about Mab Monroe, about their final, inevitable confrontation. Among other things.
I’d never told Gin about the true depth and clarity of my visions, though. She was better off not knowing some things. Besides, she had enough to worry about right now, since she’d used her alter ego the Spider to declare war on Mab. Also on Gin’s mind was her younger sister, Bria, who was finally back in town and a detective on the police force to boot—one who wanted to bring both Mab and the Spider to justice. 
“Jo-Jo?” Gin asked, interrupting my thoughts. “Did you see something about the guy who escaped?”
“Not really,” I fibbed. “I just had a feeling, that’s all. Don’t worry. I don’t think your missing carjacker will get far.”
“Well, he shouldn’t,” Gin said. “Finn was eating a late dinner at the Pork Pit and came out into the alley to see what was taking me so long. He called Xavier and got the giant to come over and take the mom and the little girl to the hospital. Finn wanted to drive me over here to the salon, but I said I could make it myself and sent him out to look for the last carjacker. And of course, Sophia was working her usual shift at the restaurant. She was cleaning up the blood when I left.”
Finnegan Lane was Fletcher’s son and Gin’s foster brother, while Xavier was one of Gin’s friends who worked as both a cop and a bouncer. Sophia Deveraux was my younger sister, who disposed of many of the bodies Gin left behind as the Spider. 
We might not all be related by blood, but we were a family, and we always looked out for and took care of each other. Which is what I needed to do for Gin right now.
I raised my right hand and reached for my Air magic. I didn’t know what other elementals’ power felt like to them, but mine was as cool and refreshing as an autumn breeze kissing my face. My palm began to glow an opaque buttermilk white, and I didn’t have to look into the salon mirrors to know that the same magical light filled my eyes.
“Now, hold still, darling,” I warned. “Because this is going to hurt before it gets better.”
I leaned toward Gin and held my glowing palm over her battered face. Back and forth, I moved my hand over her features, grabbing hold of the natural oxygen in the air and forcing it into her body, making the healing gas circulate through her wounds, clean out the cuts, and draw the ragged edges of her skin back together again. Once the bruises and swelling had faded and her face looked the way it was supposed to look again, I moved on to her cracked ribs, the knife wound on her arm, and the rest of her injuries.
Gin hissed the whole time I used my magic. She usually did. Low and steady, like a teakettle that was almost ready to let out a final high, piercing whistle. My Air magic was the opposite of her own Ice and Stone power, and Gin had said more than once that it always felt like I was stabbing her with red-hot needles whenever I healed her.
I’d never told her that I could feel her magic too.
To me, Gin’s Ice and Stone magic was a cold, concrete shell that coated her from the inside out. More than once over the years, I’d reached out with my own Air power, testing it against hers and trying to break through that protective shell.
I had failed every single time.
Gin simply had no idea how strong she was as an elemental—or how much stronger she was going to become as she aged and her magic kept growing and growing. If I told her, it might scare, worry, or upset her. 
Mab Monroe had used her Fire magic to murder Gin’s mother, Eira Snow, despite the fact that Eira had been a powerful Ice elemental. As a result, Gin simply didn’t trust her own Ice and Stone magic, didn’t think it would be strong enough to help her defeat Mab. But she was going to find out soon enough on her own. About that and a lot of other things—all the things I’d dreamed about over the years.
“There,” I said, dropping my hand and releasing my magic when I’d healed the last of her wounds. “All better.”
Gin let out a long, shuddering sigh, unclenched her bloodstained fingers from the arms of the salon chair, and closed her eyes. All the tension went out of her then, like water swirling down a drain. I knew it was because I’d quit using my magic, and she didn’t have to feel it anymore, instead of the pain of her injuries finally being gone.
“Sleep now, darling,” I murmured, smoothing a strand of her dark brown hair back from her sweaty face.
Being healed by an Air elemental always drained a person, as the brain struggled to catch up and realize that the body wasn’t on the brink of death anymore. Given the severity of her injuries and the amount of magic I’d used to heal them, Gin would sleep for several hours, maybe more—as long as nothing else happened tonight to disturb her.
“Okay,” she said in a tired voice, finally giving in to the inevitable. “I’ll do that.”
She was asleep before I got up from my stool.
I covered Gin with a soft fleece blanket, then went back over to the sink and washed my hands again. I dried my hands off and stared at my reflection in the mirror. My skin was pale, and my eyes were clear, almost colorless, really, except for the tiny pinprick of black in the center of my irises. My white-blond hair was rolled up in pink sponge curlers for the night, and I wore one of my many pink housecoats, topped off by a string of pearls that hung from my neck. 
I reached up and stroked the large white beads. My mama, Jodie, had never had a string of pearls, though she’d often wished for them. But we’d been far too poor for that. Even things like shoes and socks had been luxuries at times, and I’d gone barefoot through more than one winter. I looked down at my bare toes. Something I continued to do to this day, though by choice, since I’d long ago amassed more money than I could ever spend, thanks to my salon’s success. 
I’d just never cared much for socks. They always seemed to fall down around my ankles, and I got tired of constantly yanking them back up. So these days, I just went without them more often than not. Besides, I was a tough old dwarf. Cold feet didn’t bother me. 
While Gin slept in the salon, I headed into the kitchen to put on a pot of chicory coffee for Finn. He’d be here sooner or later to check on Gin. So would Sophia, after she cleaned up the carjackers’ blood and bodies. 
I got out the fancy coffee maker Finn had bought me for Christmas last year, then pulled a heavy cast-iron skillet out of a cabinet. Even though it was late, I felt like making some corn bread. I had a jar of sourwood honey I’d gotten from Warren T. Fox, one of Fletcher’s friends, which would add the perfect touch of sweetness to the bread when it came out of the oven. Gin might be the best cook in the family, but I could hold my own—at least when it came to corn bread.
I’d just reached back into the cabinet for the cornmeal when the front door screeched open. A few seconds later, footsteps scuffed on the floor, and a menacing shadow appeared in the doorway. I turned to look at the intruder in my house and smiled.
“Why, hello there,” I drawled. “I’ve been expecting you.” 
The shadow stepped forward, congealing into the shape of a man. A tire iron dangled from his right hand, which was no doubt what he’d used to pry open the front door and barge into my house. He was short, right at five feet tall, and a dwarf with thick, powerful muscles, just like me. 
I eyed his biceps, which looked like they were about to pop out of his black leather jacket. No wonder Gin had had problems taking him down. Dwarves were always hard to kill, even for a skilled assassin. Our heavy musculature often made it tough to do much damage with traditional weapons like guns and knives. Most dwarves could even take a couple of blasts of elemental magic to the chest and keep on going. 
“Let me guess,” I said. “You’re here for the woman, right? The one who killed all your friends?”
In my dream, I’d not only seen Gin bruised and bloody, but I’d also seen the dwarf breaking into my house, hoping to finish what he’d started and beat her to death. But I wasn’t about to let that happen, so I closed the cabinet door and put my hand down on the counter, right next to my corn bread skillet.
“You got it, lady,” the dwarf snarled. “I followed her all the way from that stupid barbecue restaurant downtown. Tell me where she is, and I might let you live.” 
Despite his threats, I felt vaguely sorry for him. Poor fellow. He had no idea who he was dealing with. I might not be as deadly as Gin Blanco was as the Spider, but Jo-Jo Deveraux could take care of herself. I’d lived through the Great Depression and a host of other bad things over the years. An armed intruder in my house was nothing compared to all that.
“I don’t think so,” I replied in a mild voice. “You have two choices. You can turn around, skedaddle out of my house, and leave Ashland forever right now. If you do that, well, I can’t promise that you’ll have a long and happy life, but you’ll at least have a few more years left to terrorize folks.”
His dark eyes narrowed. “And what’s my second choice?”
I fixed him with a hard stare. “Or you can die right here and now in my kitchen.”
The dwarf stared at me for a moment. Then he smiled, showing off his crooked teeth. He sauntered toward me, casually swinging the tire iron back and forth. When he was right in front of me, he stopped and sneered at me again. 
“You know what? I think I’ll have some fun with you first before I find that other bitch.”
I nodded. “Have it your way, then.”
“Oh,” he practically purred, “don’t worry. I will.”
He reached for the front of my housecoat, and I snatched up my cast-iron skillet and slammed it into his face.
The blow surprised the dwarf, who staggered back. But it didn’t put him down. Not even close. He was a tough old dwarf, just like I was. 
“Bitch!” he hissed, rubbing the red welt that had risen on his left cheek. “You’re going to pay for that!”
He growled and lashed out at me with the tire iron. His weapon clanged against my skillet, shooting sparks everywhere. I ignored the flickers of light, grabbed the pot from Finn’s fancy coffee maker off the counter with my free hand, and smashed it into the dwarf’s head. Glass rained down on both of us and tinkled across the floor like we were stepping on piano keys.
The dwarf finally realized that I wasn’t just going to lie down and die, and he got serious about attacking me. Back and forth, we moved through the kitchen, him trying to hit me with his tire iron and me blocking his attacks with my skillet. I got in a couple more good whacks before the dwarf managed to knock the skillet out of my hands.
A triumphant smile curved his lips. “Now what are you gonna do?”
“Nothing much,” I drawled back. “Just this.”
I lifted my right hand and aimed it at his mouth. Then I reached for my Air magic and sucked all the oxygen out of his lungs.
I hadn’t used my magic to start with for fear of the sudden influx of power waking Gin. The noise of my fight with the dwarf probably wouldn’t penetrate her deep, dark sleep, but the feel of my magic surging through the house was one of the few things that might snap her wide awake. 
Gin needed her rest, but if she heard me and the dwarf struggling, then she would charge in here trying to help me and probably get hurt all over again. I didn’t want that to happen, but I couldn’t beat the dwarf any other way now. 
The dwarf’s eyes bulged in confusion, and it took him a few seconds to realize what was happening. He coughed and clawed at his throat, as if that would somehow put all that precious oxygen back into his lungs. When that didn’t work, he raised his tire iron and staggered forward, trying to hit me and get me to release my magic.
Too little, too late.
He fell to the floor at my feet—unconscious—and the tire iron tumbled end over end across the kitchen floor. As tough as we were, as much of a physical beating as we could take, even dwarves needed oxygen. Take that away, and we weren’t nearly as strong—or as difficult to kill. 
But the job wasn’t quite finished, as Gin would say. Oh, I could have held on to my Air magic until the dwarf was completely suffocated, but every second I used my power increased the risk that Gin would feel my magic, wake up, and stumble into the kitchen to investigate. So I released my power, got down on my knees beside the dwarf, grabbed my skillet, and went to work. 
It took me several solid whacks, but his skull finally cracked open. I only stopped hitting him when there was more blood on the floor than there was left in his head.
When I was sure he was dead, I set the skillet aside and pushed myself up to my feet, my bones once again snapping, cracking, and popping. I stood there over the dwarf’s body, breathing a little harder than I would have liked. No doubt about it, I was getting older, but I was still strong and tough enough to take care of my family, and that was all that really mattered.
“Jo-Jo?” Gin’s soft, sleep-filled voice drifted out of the salon. “Is everything okay? I thought I heard a noise.”
“Everything’s fine, darling,” I called back in a light, cheery tone. “I just dropped a skillet on the floor. You go back to sleep, now, you hear?”
“Okay, if you’re sure . . .” Gin’s voice trailed off, indicating that she was sinking back down into the restful darkness. Good. 
I looked around at the mess in the kitchen. During our struggle, the dwarf and I had knocked over everything from the supper dishes that had been on the table to the oven mitts that had been beside the stove to the towels embroidered with my personal cloud rune that had been piled next to the sink. 
I shifted my weight, and something crunched under my bare feet—glass from Finn’s fancy coffeepot. The shining shards littered the floor like splintered flakes of snow. He would be more upset that I’d broken his expensive gadget than about anything else, including the blood that had spattered everywhere. Finn would be here soon, though, and so would Sophia. They’d help me clean up the mess before Gin woke up again and realized what had happened. 
There was nothing to do but wait for them, so I went over to the sink and washed the dwarf’s blood off my hands, making sure that I scrubbed every single speck of it away. I dried off my hands with a clean dish towel and righted one of the overturned chairs. Then, I picked up my beauty magazine from where it had fallen to the floor, settled myself at the table, and started reading again. 
A lady always has clean hands, even when there’s a dead body cooling on her kitchen floor.






  
  Tangled Dreams

Part Two—Sophia Deveraux


“I’m sorry I made such a mess,” Jo-Jo said in a sweet, apologetic tone. “I tried to reason with him, but of course, he wouldn’t listen, so it had to be done.” 
“I think mess is a bit of an understatement, don’t you, Sophia?” Finn looked at me with his bright green eyes.
“Big mess,” I agreed in my low, raspy voice.
And it was. Jo-Jo had pretty much demolished the kitchen in her struggle with the dwarf who’d broken into our house and come looking for Gin.
Trampled magazines, smashed dishes, and tattered dish towels littered the floor, while Jo-Jo’s favorite cast-iron skillet rested in the pool of blood that had oozed out from underneath the dwarf’s head. I sighed. No fresh, hot corn bread for us tonight.
“I can’t believe you broke my espresso machine,” Finn said in a sad, woeful tone, bending over and picking up something from the mess on the floor. Jagged glass jutted out from the curved black handle in his hand. “How am I supposed to make my chicory coffee now?”
“You’ll live, darling,” Jo-Jo replied. “First thing in the morning, we’ll go and get you a brand-new coffeepot.”
Finn sniffed. “It’s not a mere coffeepot. It’s a state-of-the-art, top-of-the-line espresso machine that makes every coffee drink you could imagine. It’s part of Bella Bulluci’s new housewares line.”
Jo-Jo shook her head and looked at me, but I just grinned in return. We all knew that Finn couldn’t function without his coffee, and he’d pout about the broken espresso machine the rest of the night.
“Well, we’d better start cleaning up before Gin wakes up and wonders what happened,” Jo-Jo said. “Sophia, do you mind? I know you’ve had a long night already, taking care of the bodies of those other carjackers.”
Air elemental magic ran in the Deveraux family, but Jo-Jo and I each wielded our power in very different ways. My sister used her magic to heal, to sew ripped skin and knit broken bones back together again.
I used my magic to tear things apart, to grind them into dust and scatter the pieces on the wind. Blood, skin, tendons, bone. Air magic could disintegrate all those things and more just as easily as it could glue them back together again.
And our magic wasn’t the only way in which we were polar opposites. Jo-Jo was more than a century older than my one hundred thirteen years and had already slipped into middle age, at least for a dwarf. Jo-Jo also loved soft, feminine things, like her white pearls and pink-flowered dresses. I was happiest when wearing one of my Goth outfits of boots, jeans, and a T-shirt. The look matched the darkness in my heart, along with all the pain and sorrow that dwelled there—
“Sophia?” Jo-Jo asked in a soft voice, pulling me out of my musings.
I shrugged. “One more body in the trunk won’t hurt.”
It was the longest sentence I’d spoken all day, and the harsh syllables grated against my ears the way they always did. Every word I uttered strained my vocal cords, which had been ruined long ago—not to mention the awful noise of me actually speaking. My voice sounded like a rusty engine that whined and whined and just wouldn’t start, no matter how hard you turned the key in the ignition. And that was on a good day.
The old, familiar sadness sparked in Jo-Jo’s eyes as she listened to me. She had repeatedly offered to use her Air magic to fix my broken voice, but I always refused.  My ruined vocal cords were my mark of survival, just like the spider-rune scars branded into Gin’s palms were hers. My voice and her scars might not be pretty, but they were reminders of what we’d been through, of everything we’d suffered through and come out the other side stronger from.
“I’ll get to work,” I rasped.
Jo-Jo gave me a grim smile, as if she knew exactly what I was thinking about. “Yes, it’s time for all of us to get to work.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Jo-Jo and Finn concentrated on cleaning up the glass and other debris, while I got down on my knees and tackled the smears and splashes of blood on the kitchen floor.  
I still had on the heavy black coveralls I’d donned at the Pork Pit before I’d gone out to load up the bodies of the carjackers Gin had killed, so a little more blood on them wouldn’t hurt. I had dozens of pairs of coveralls just like these, and all of them had had someone’s blood on them at one point or another. Usually, more than one person’s at a time, thanks to Gin’s prowess as the Spider.
While Jo-Jo and Finn swept, straightened, and talked in low voices, I stretched out my right hand and reached for my Air magic. I’d always thought of my power as a heavy black cloud, one that swallowed up all the ugliness I saw and replaced it with something fresh, clean, and good. Like a cold March wind blowing in a fierce thunderstorm and just as quickly pushing it on out, leaving behind a clear blue sky and a beautiful spring day.
Back and forth and back and forth, I moved my right index finger over every bit of blood that coated the floor. Slowly, the crimson puddles dried up, as though they’d been on the floor for days instead of just a few minutes. The stains turned a rusty brown, then got darker and brittle-looking as I used all the natural gases in the air to break down the blood into minuscule molecules and then sweep them away. It didn’t take long. Like Gin and Jo-Jo, I was strong in my magic.
When the floor was spick-and-span, I moved on to the counters and the cabinets, giving them the same attention until the whole kitchen looked like it had been professionally cleaned from top to bottom. Only one thing left to do: get rid of the dwarf’s body, along with those of his carjacker friends. 
“Dump time,” I told Jo-Jo.
She nodded. “I’ll rustle up some breakfast for when you get back.”
I walked through the house and stepped out onto the front porch, where I’d put the dwarf’s body so it wouldn’t be in the way while we cleaned the kitchen. Finn followed me. I tossed him my car keys, then bent down and hefted the dead dwarf over my shoulder. Finn opened the trunk of my black convertible and let out a low whistle at the five bodies already stuffed inside.
“Good thing some of them were dwarves,” he said. “Otherwise, they might not have all fit in there.”
“Mmm-hmm,” I agreed.
I threw the dead dwarf on top of the other carjackers, then arranged his arms and legs in such a way that I could close the trunk lid. When that was done, I went around to the front of the car and slid into the driver’s seat. 
“Do you need some help?” Finn asked, handing me the keys. My skull-and-crossbones key chain glinted a ghostly silver in the moonlight. “Want me to drive you or something?”
I shook my head. I always preferred to do this part alone.
“Okay, then,” he said, stepping back and shutting the car door. “Happy body dumping.”
I grinned at him, then cranked the engine and drove away.

      [image: image-placeholder]I steered my convertible with its trunkful of dead men over to the old Ashland Rock Quarry. The abandoned quarry was a popular place to dump bodies, not just with me but with a lot of folks, since it was full of rocky outcroppings and hidden caves. You could slide a body into some of them, and it wouldn’t be found for years, if ever. Plus, you could always drive up to the top of the quarry and heave someone over the side. The fall and resulting splatter made it tougher for the coroners to determine exactly how someone had died—and who they were to start with, if you wanted to obscure your victim’s identity. 
The quarry might be one of the best places to get rid of the bad folks Gin killed as the Spider, but I didn’t use it exclusively. That was the beauty of living in Ashland. There were hundreds of hidden hollers, secret trails, and other quiet spots that made perfect graves. 
And I knew them all.
I parked my convertible about half a mile out from the quarry, under a stand of maple trees, and then spent the next two hours hauling the bodies over to the spot I wanted, a deep crevice in the rocky ground that would hide the dead men from sight. A few scraggly pines had stubbornly staked out their claims on the rim of the rocky opening, and their sad, drooping branches would further camouflage the bodies. The moon was full, so I didn’t need to risk using a flashlight to see what I was doing. It was cold too, and even the animals were quiet tonight, safe and warm in their nests and dens. 
When I’d gotten the bodies where I wanted them, I climbed down into the crevice, stripped off the dead men’s clothes and shoes, and put them into a garbage bag I’d brought along for the purpose. The cotton, leather, and rubber would all get burned in our old woodstove when I got back to the salon. I also fished the cash out of their wallets and slid it into an envelope, which I tucked into a pocket inside my coveralls. I’d anonymously donate the money to one of the local homeless shelters, just like I always did. Lots of folks in Ashland needed a helping hand, and these men certainly couldn’t spend the money wherever they were going. 
When I was done, I climbed up out of the crack and peered down at the men, making sure I hadn’t left anything behind. Some folks might have taken the time to throw some dirt over the bodies, but I figured the animals deserved to eat too. I’d come back in a few weeks when the bones were stripped bare and use my Air magic to dissolve them into powder that the wind would whisk away, just like I did to all the other bodies I’d gotten rid of over the years, first for Fletcher and now for Gin.
It was the least I could do after everything Fletcher had done for me—after he’d rescued me from the awful thing that had happened, after he’d risked himself to save me. Jo-Jo and I had both been so grateful that we’d pledged our Air magic to Fletcher for life, Jo-Jo to heal him and me to clean up after he eliminated someone as the Tin Man. It was a pact, a promise, that I’d never regretted. 
When Gin had taken over the assassination business from Fletcher, we’d switched our services over to her. She wasn’t quite on the same path that Fletcher had been on, doing the same good that he’d done, but she’d get there soon enough. Jo-Jo had told me that she’d seen it in her dreams.
I didn’t have dreams of the future like my sister did. Not exactly. Instead, I got flashes off people, the living and most especially the dead, flashes of who and what they’d been in their lives, of all the things they’d done, and of all the things they would have done if they’d still been breathing. 
As I looked down at the men, a tangle of images filled my mind. The men laughing, their hands curled into fists, the sharp sounds of glass breaking and a woman screaming. And I knew that the dead men would have severely beaten that woman, and her young daughter too, maybe even killed them, if Gin hadn’t come along tonight—just the way they’d done to all the other people they’d carjacked in recent months.
The images faded away, but I stayed where I was, listening to the echoes of the screams in my head. Or maybe they were the memories of my own screams, back before my voice had been ruined. It was hard to tell sometimes.
Either way, these men were dead, and they’d never hurt anyone again. A smile curved my lips at the thought.
“Good riddance,” I rasped, and walked back to my car. 

      [image: image-placeholder]By the time I left the rock quarry and returned home, the sun was rising over the eastern ridges of the mountains. I parked my convertible in the driveway, got out, and stopped a moment to admire the pleasing purples and graceful grays that streaked the sky like fingers slowly brushing aside the darkness. 
The dawn always gave me hope that someday the darkness in me would finally lighten too.
I stepped inside the house. The smell and sizzle of frying bacon filled the air, along with the clanking and clattering of dishes. 
“Breakfast in ten minutes,” Jo-Jo called out.
She’d timed things perfectly, the way she always did, thanks to her Air magic. I went upstairs to one of the bathrooms, stripped off my boots and bloody coveralls, and took a hot shower. I pulled my wet black hair back into a ponytail and threw on a fresh pair of black socks, boots, and jeans. 
I topped off my outfit with a black T-shirt covered with pink puckered lips and a pink leather collar studded with crystal hearts. I also covered my lids with a glittery pearl-pink shadow that brightened up my black eyes and put a similarly colored gloss on my lips. Maybe it was knowing that Gin had saved that woman and little girl from being beaten by the carjackers, but I felt strangely cheerful this morning, as warm and bright as the cracks of sun slicing in through the windows.
I headed downstairs to the kitchen. Finn was already sitting at the butcher’s block table, sipping a steaming cup of chicory coffee. I arched an eyebrow at the sight. 
“While you were dumping the bodies, I took the liberty of going out and buying a new coffeepot,” he said, grinning. “It’s not as good as the one Jo-Jo broke, but it will do for now.”
“Mmm.” I gave him a noncommittal grunt, although I leaned over and rumpled his walnut-colored hair.
Finn grinned a little wider and sipped some more coffee.
I sat down next to him, and Jo-Jo slid a plate piled high with scrambled eggs, bacon, and chocolate-chip pancakes in front of me, along with a glass of pomegranate juice. I breathed in, enjoying the sweet and salty scents mixing with the dark caffeine warmth of Finn’s coffee. 
“Any problems with the bodies?” Jo-Jo asked, fixing her own plate and taking a seat across from me.
“Nope.” 
I’d just picked up my fork when footsteps sounded, and Gin stepped into the kitchen. She’d taken a shower as well, washing off all the blood from last night, and was wearing a clean pair of sneakers, along with jeans and a long-sleeved blue T-shirt that featured the Pork Pit logo of a pig holding a platter of food. 
“Mmm-mmm-mmm. Something smells good,” Gin said.
“Help yourself, darling,” Jo-Jo said. “I thought I’d do you a favor and fix breakfast this morning.”
Gin dished out some eggs, bacon, and pancakes, then joined Finn, Jo-Jo, and me at the table. We all focused on our food, but once the first helpings had been gulped down, Gin turned to me. 
“Any problems with the bodies?” she echoed Jo-Jo’s earlier question.
I huffed in amusement. I’d been getting rid of bodies far longer than she’d been killing people as the Spider. 
“So that’s a no,” she murmured. “What about the last guy? The sixth carjacker who ran away? Any sign of him?”
Finn and Jo-Jo exchanged a guarded glance, but my lips twitched with amusement. Nope, no signs of him. Not now, after I’d sandblasted the kitchen clean with my Air magic and dumped his body somewhere it would never be found. I had no doubt that the crows and other critters in the rock quarry were already taking care of all the carjackers’ bodies and having just as fine a breakfast as we were. All in all, it had been a good night’s work.
“Don’t worry,” Finn piped up, a grin creasing his handsome face. “It’s all been taken care of.”
“Taken care of?” Gin asked, a suspicious note creeping into her voice. “How?”
“Oh, Sophia and I found the last guy’s body a few streets over from the Pork Pit,” Finn lied in an easy tone. “You must have done more damage than you’d thought, because he’d already bled out by the time we got there.”
Gin frowned. “But I don’t remember so much as nicking him with one of my knives.”
Finn shrugged. “Well, you must have, because he was dead. Looked like you caught him in the leg and severed an artery. Sophia loaded him into the trunk of her car with the other bad guys, drove them all off to parts unknown, and did her thing. Problem solved.”
Gin’s gray eyes narrowed, and I could almost see the wheels turning in her mind. Finn kept grinning at her, completely unconcerned by her cold, suspicious stare. That boy could lie better than anyone I’d ever seen. Sometimes I thought he could smile and talk his way out of anything, even his own death. 
Jo-Jo kept cutting her pancakes up into small, dainty bites, as though she didn’t have a care in the world. I followed her example and crunched down on another piece of crispy, salty, smoky bacon. Mmm. So good.
“Well, problem solved, I suppose.” Gin shrugged and started eating again. 
When she got up and went over to the stove for seconds, Jo-Jo, Finn, and I all shared a conspiratorial grin, the secret of what had really happened tangling up in the threads of all the others we shared and binding us that much closer together.
As friends—and as a family too.






  
  Tangled Schemes

Bria Coolidge


This story takes place after Venom, book 3.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Tell me everything you know about the Spider.” 
Hildie Mallas popped another pretzel into her mouth. She took her sweet time chewing the salty snack, then knocked back a long swallow of beer. Hildie smacked her lips to get rid of the foam that speckled them and reached for another pretzel, like she hadn’t even heard my question. 
I grabbed the plastic bowl of stale pretzels and pulled them away from her. “I want to know everything you know about the assassin the Spider—right now.”
Hildie looked at me through bleary, bloodshot eyes that stood out like brown marbles in her pale face. Her dull blond hair hung in flat, limp strands around her face and just brushed the collar of her shiny, black vinyl jacket. 
We were in a bar not too far away from Southtown. Hildie had suggested we meet here, and the establishment was exactly what I’d expected it to be: small, cramped, and seedy. 
Even though it was just after three in the afternoon, the dingy plastic blinds on the windows were closed, shutting out the weak December sun and making it seem much darker and later in the day than it really was. Twangy country music alternately wailed and sputtered from a battered, flickering jukebox in the back corner. Most of the patrons lounging at the scarred wooden tables wore leather pants and jackets that marked them as bikers, although a few sported cowboy hats and boots instead. Almost everyone had a drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other, and smoke hung in thick blue clouds over the wooden bar that ran down one wall.
Once I was sure that no one was more interested in our conversation than they should be, I turned back to Hildie. “You didn’t answer my question.” 
She shifted on her stool and took another swig of beer. Hildie Mallas was an informant, a small-time petty crook who occasionally snitched on others when the price was right. A couple of days ago, she’d contacted me claiming that she had information on the Spider. Everyone in the city was talking about the Spider these days, ever since the assassin had declared war on Mab Monroe, the Fire elemental who was the head of the city’s underworld.
As a detective with the Ashland Police Department, I had a sworn duty to find the Spider and bring her to justice for all the crimes she’d committed. No matter what.
But I didn’t know what to do, or especially how to feel, about the fact that the Spider also happened to be my older sister, Genevieve Snow. The girl I’d seen Mab torture the night the Fire elemental had murdered our mother, Eira, and our older sister, Annabella. The girl I’d thought Mab had killed that night, just like the Fire elemental had wanted to kill me.
Guilt churned in my stomach the way it always did whenever I thought of that awful night—and the cowardly thing I’d done to survive it. 
“Just relax, will ya, Detective Coolidge?” Hildie replied in a low, raspy voice. “I told you that I don’t know anything but that my friend does. She’ll be here soon, and she’ll be expecting the cash reward you’ve been promising for the info.”
Her eyes glittered with greedy interest, and I bit back a tired sigh. In other words, the mystery woman expected to be paid, probably for false information, and Hildie no doubt expected a cut as well. But it was my own fault, really. I wanted to find the Spider, wanted to find Genevieve, so badly that I’d started offering cash for any information about her. My own money, taken from the trust fund my adoptive parents had set up for me years ago. 
So far, I’d gotten exactly nothing for my time, trouble, and money. No leads on whom the Spider was masquerading as, where she might strike next, or why she’d decided to go after Mab Monroe. Of course, I imagined that Genevieve wanted to kill Mab for murdering our family, as that was the most logical conclusion, but I wasn’t sharing that information with the crooked cops on the force. 
Knowing that my sister was the Spider and that we both had a grudge against Mab would make me even more of a target with the other members of the police department than I was already. Good, honest cops like me were a rarity in Ashland. From the newest rookies to the most seasoned officers, almost everybody on the force preferred to take money to look the other way and ignore all the criminals who crossed their paths. Cowards and traitors, the lot of ’em.
But my most pressing problems were that I didn’t know what Genevieve looked like now, what name she might be using, or where she might be living in the city. It was like she was a ghost who just magically appeared, killed Mab’s men, and vanished into thin air. Genevieve had always been smart, but she’d taken it to a whole new level as the Spider.
I didn’t know whether that was good or bad. 
Hildie must have sensed my frustration, because she grinned, revealing the small gap between her front teeth. “Don’t worry, Detective,” she repeated. “My friend will be here soon, and then she’ll answer all your questions about the Spider.”
I unclenched my tight fists and slowly smoothed my hands down my jeans, resisting the urge to grab Hildie and demand that she tell me everything she knew right now—if she even had any information to start with.
Still impatient, I plopped down on a stool at the corner of the bar not too far from where Hildie was sitting and signaled for the bartender to bring me a beer. I had no intention of drinking anything, but it was better to blend in. As much as I could, anyway, what with all the biker leather and cowboy hats. 
The bartender put a dirty glass in front of me, his sharp movements making beer slosh over the side and fill in the jagged grooves in the wood. I laid a ten-dollar bill next to the spilled beer. The bartender swiped my money and headed on down the line to the next customer. He didn’t offer me any change. Of course not. 
I scooted the beer away and studied my reflection in the cracked mirror behind the bar. Blond hair, blue eyes, rosy skin, a navy coat worn over a matching sweater. Maybe it was the dim light or the clouds of choking smoke, but I looked tired—and I felt tired. I had for days now, but I was determined to see this thing through to the end, even if this meeting with Hildie and her mysterious friend was probably another waste of my time, energy, and money. 
I made sure that my back was to the wall and that I had a clear view of everyone in the bar. Once that was done, there was nothing else to do but sit here and ignore the suspicious looks coming my way until Hildie’s friend showed up.
Not for the first time, I considered how ironic it was that Genevieve was using her childhood pendant as her assassin moniker. A spider rune, the symbol for patience.
Because me? I hated waiting.

      [image: image-placeholder]It had all started with a plain brown envelope several weeks ago.  
Someone had scrawled Detective Bria Coolidge across the envelope. Nothing unusual about that—except the fact that it had been delivered to my home in Blue Marsh and not the police station where I worked in Savannah, Georgia. I kept my home address private, for obvious reasons, so I looked closely at the spindly, spiderlike handwriting. I could have sworn I’d seen that same handwriting somewhere before, but the memory just wouldn’t come to me.
Curious, I closed the front door, stood in the foyer, and carefully examined the envelope, wondering if someone had sent me a nasty surprise, since there was no return address. It had happened before. More than one criminal had thought they could scare me off a case by sending me photos of myself with a red bull’s-eye painted on my forehead or by stuffing a dead rat into a box and wrapping it up to look like a present.
I ran my hands along the envelope. There wasn’t much in it. A couple of sheets of paper, at most. No dead rats today. Hurray for small favors.
I went into the kitchen and pulled on the pair of rubber gloves that I kept by the sink so I wouldn’t contaminate the envelope’s contents with my fingerprints. Then I grabbed a knife out of one of the drawers and used it to slice open the end of the envelope. 
A single photo was nestled inside. I pulled it out the wrong way and found myself looking at the back of the picture. 
More handwriting was scribbled there: This was taken in August in Ashland. She needs you, Bria, and you need her. It’s time to come home.
It wasn’t the most ominous note I’d ever gotten. In fact, there was nothing threatening about it at all. But for some reason, it made my heart pound and my palms sweat.
I flipped over the photo, and everything just . . . stopped.
A woman’s right hand stretched out in the photo, her fingers splayed wide, like she’d been trying to block the camera, like she hadn’t wanted to have her picture taken. But the angle of the shot gave me a crystal-clear view of the scar in the center of her palm. A small circle surrounded by eight thin rays. 
A spider rune—my older sister Genevieve’s rune.
All the air whooshed out of my lungs, and my knees buckled. I sagged against the kitchen counter, then slid down to the floor. The dirty dishes in the sink rattled at my sharp, sudden movements.
For the last seventeen years, I’d thought that Genevieve was dead, that Mab Monroe had killed her just like the Fire elemental had murdered our mother and older sister. I’d seen what Mab had done to Genevieve that night, how the Fire elemental had made my sister hold on to her own rune while Mab superheated the silverstone and branded it into her palms. 
I’d heard Genevieve’s screams, and I’d smelled the stench of her burning flesh. I’d thought no one could survive that much pain, not to mention the collapse of our house afterward, but this photo proved otherwise. I would have known Genevieve’s spider rune anywhere—anywhere. 
Metal dug into my palm, snapping me out of my memories. I was clutching my own rune, a primrose, the symbol for beauty. I wore the silverstone pendant on a chain around my neck, just like the rest of my family had worn theirs. My mother Eira’s rune had been a snowflake, representing icy calm, while Annabella’s curving ivy vine had symbolized elegance.
I forced myself to release the pendant and looked down at my shaking hand. Three silverstone rings glinted on my left index finger. Snowflakes ringed one band, while ivy vines curled through another. The third ring had a small spider rune stamped into the middle of it. I wore the rings every single day, just like I did my own primrose pendant. It was my way of remembering and honoring my murdered family.
Except now I knew that Genevieve was alive—my sister was alive.
Legs trembling, I surged to my feet and rummaged through one of the junk drawers in the kitchen until I found a magnifying glass. Using the glass, I peered at the photo from every possible angle, trying to see every little detail and glean every single clue that I could from it.
But there wasn’t much to see. All I could make out in the background was the blurry curve of a smile. None of Genevieve’s other features was visible. Not her hair, not her clothes, nothing unique or distinctive. Whoever had taken the photo had been very careful to only show the scar on her palm and nothing else. 
Frustration burned like acid in my stomach. Was my sister okay? Was she safe and warm? Did she have a place to live, enough food to eat? Did she even remember me and what had happened to our family?
Did she miss me like I missed her?
The questions filled my mind, more and more of them until they crowded out everything else. But of course, I didn’t have answers to any of them—not a single one. I didn’t even know who had sent me the photo or why. Why now, after seventeen years? What did this mysterious person want? What was I supposed to do now that I knew Genevieve was still alive?
I looked at the scrawled message on the back of the picture again. She needs you, Bria, and you need her. It’s time to come home.
Home. Such a small, simple word, but it meant so many things—and not all of them were good. I’d once had a home and a family who’d loved me, until Mab had destroyed them with her Fire magic. 
But most of all, I’d had Genevieve. The two of us had been an inseparable team. Annabella had been older and more interested in boys than anything else, while Mother had often seemed busy, distracted, and worried, but Genevieve had always had time for me.
Memories flooded my mind. The two of us playing hide-and-seek and having pretend tea parties with my dolls and stuffed animals. Genevieve helping me shake the snow globes that our mother collected, as we tried to make the snow inside them all swirl up at the same time. Genevieve fixing me hot chocolate with extra marshmallows just the way I liked it. Genevieve letting me crawl into bed with her late at night whenever I had a bad dream. 
My heart squeezed in on itself with each memory, with every bittersweet reminder of what I’d lost when Mab Monroe had decided to destroy the Snow family. 
I reached down and twisted Genevieve’s ring around on my index finger. The spider rune set into the middle of the silverstone gleamed with the motion, almost like it was a real creature crawling along the metal. Suddenly, I knew exactly what I was going to do, what I had to do.
I was going back to Ashland. I was going home to find my sister and make Mab pay for what she’d done to us.
No matter what.

      [image: image-placeholder]I got lucky. A spot had just opened up in the Ashland Police Department, since a detective named Donovan Caine was looking to leave the city. I contacted Caine, and we arranged a simple swap—he’d take my job in Savannah, and I’d take his in Ashland. No muss, no fuss, not too much bitching from our supervisors.  
Donovan Caine sounded tired when I called him to make the final arrangements. 
“Are you really sure you want to come to Ashland, Bria?” he asked for the fourth time just on this call. “It’s not like what you’re used to down in Georgia.”
“What do you mean?”
Donovan sighed. “Ashland is an extremely tough place to try to enforce the law. Sometimes it seems like there are more criminals than decent, honest people.” He sighed again, the sound deeper and more despondent than before. “And some of the cops aren’t much better than the criminals they occasionally arrest. My partner was one of those. Actually, he was worse, and he did a lot of bad things to a lot of innocent people.”
“I grew up in Ashland,” I replied. “I know how violent the city is and how Mab Monroe has her fingers in everything.”
Maybe I hadn’t been truly aware of it when I was a kid, at least not until Mab had paid her late-night visit to my house, but everyone knew that Ashland wasn’t exactly the safest city. Most of the cops I knew in Savannah, Blue Marsh, and beyond thanked their lucky stars that they didn’t work in Ashland, and no one could understand why I wanted to move there. 
I hadn’t told anyone about getting Genevieve’s photo in the mail. My friends on the force would just try to convince me that someone was playing a sick game with me. Maybe they were, but I had to find out for myself. If there was even the slightest chance that Genevieve was still alive, then I was going to find my sister. 
“So why would you want to come here?” Donovan asked.
“It’s a family matter. I’m coming back home to track down a relative I haven’t seen in years. Now, here’s my question for you. Why do you want to leave so badly? Other than the sky-high crime rate and crooked cops?”
He hesitated a moment before answering. “There’s a woman I need to get away from.”
I frowned. “What woman? And why do you need to get away from her?”
Donovan let out a bitter laugh. “I hope you never find out. Good luck to you, Bria. You’re going to need it.”
He hung up on me.

      [image: image-placeholder]A few days later, we officially made the swap, and I was back in Ashland.  
I immediately set out to find Genevieve, but I had nothing to go on. I’d had the forensics department take a look at the photo before I’d left Blue Marsh, but there hadn’t been any fingerprints on it, and there was nothing special about the paper, ink, or envelope that had been used. So I started digging through the Ashland police reports and all the other official records I could get my hands on, but there were no mentions of a woman with spider runes branded into her palms ever having come through the city as either a victim or a criminal. 
I expanded my search to orphanages and foster homes, thinking that perhaps Genevieve had been adopted like I had, but I came up empty again. 
And again, and again. 
It was like Genevieve Snow had just ceased to exist after the night of the fire. Nothing gave me any clue about where she might have gone or where she might be now, and I was at a dead end before I even got started.
Oh, the other cops told me plenty of outlandish stories—rumors, really—about some assassin who went around the city calling herself the Spider. Supposedly, she was the best in the business and could get to anyone, anywhere, anytime. For the most part, I ignored the stories, since they couldn’t possibly be about Genevieve. She would never kill anyone, much less be a notorious assassin who murdered people for money. Not my sweet, gentle, kind, thoughtful big sister.
Donovan Caine had been right about the other cops, though. My partner, a giant named Xavier, was a good guy, but many folks on the force were far more interested in taking bribes and padding their already fat wallets than in helping people and putting criminals behind bars where they belonged. 
Still, despite the many obstacles, I did the best job I could, although my honesty quickly got me labeled as a coldhearted bitch who wasn’t a team player. Like I cared about such petty insults. I hadn’t come to Ashland to be popular—I was here to make a difference and help those who needed it. That’s the oath I’d sworn when I’d graduated from the police academy, and that’s what I was determined to do. 
Since I couldn’t find Genevieve, I focused on my other reason for returning home: taking down Mab Monroe. 
I dug through old reports, questioned witnesses, and started building my case against the Fire elemental. I didn’t know if I could get Mab for murdering my family, but I was damn sure going to try. I would happily nail her for whatever I could, even if it was just a minor traffic violation. It was a place to start, at least. 
The other cops tried to warn me off in a variety of friendly and not-so-friendly ways, but I let it be known that nothing was going to make me back down. The word suicidal quickly got tagged onto coldhearted bitch.
Then came the night Elliot Slater broke into my house. 
The giant worked for Mab as her top enforcer, the guy who permanently disposed of anyone who made too many problems—like me. I’d been expecting Mab to send someone after me since I was digging up all her dirty laundry, but Slater and his men stormed into my house and got the upper hand. I was gut-shot, and they were about to kill me when a strange woman wearing a ski mask appeared in my living room and took them out—with silverstone knives. 
At first, I thought she was the suicidal one. Who could possibly kill a roomful of giants with just a couple of knives? But one by one, she cut them down, and I realized that those rumors about an assassin named the Spider weren’t so farfetched after all, especially when she sent Elliot Slater running for his life. 
I thought she might kill me too, but instead, she actually wanted to talk to me—almost like she knew me. That should have been my first clue to who she really was, but I was in so much pain at the time that it took everything I had just to keep standing.
“What are you then?” I asked her at one point. “Some sort of guardian angel?” 
“The angel of death, maybe,” she drawled in a light tone. “People who have guardian angels generally don’t need my services.”
I passed out shortly after that, and when I woke up, I was completely healed, and all the blood and bodies had vanished from my house like they’d never even been there to start with. Someone had used Air elemental magic to put me back together and clean my house, and I could feel the faintest remnants of the power crackling in the air like static electricity about to shock me. The sensation put me on edge, especially since the lingering power felt so different from my own Ice magic.
But I didn’t have time to wonder about the assassin and why she’d saved my life, because Elliot Slater had another target: Roslyn Phillips, a beautiful vampire whom Slater was obsessed with. 
Xavier, my partner, was in love with Roslyn, which complicated matters, as did the fact that Roslyn refused my help and pretended nothing was wrong. But things came to a head after an ugly scene where Roslyn told everyone on board the Delta Queen riverboat casino about how Slater was making her pretend to be his girlfriend and how much he disgusted her.
Roslyn disappeared after that. I wanted to help her press charges against Slater for stalking, so I did my best to find her, but I didn’t have a single lead—until someone called in an anonymous tip about a bunch of bodies at Slater’s rustic mansion in the mountains above Ashland.
Xavier and I rushed up there to find a bloody, bruised Roslyn and several bodies not only in the mansion but in the surrounding woods as well. Roslyn told a story that was eerily similar to mine. Slater had abducted Roslyn and was going to beat her to death, but a masked woman had intervened, killing the giant and the rest of his men instead.
Word quickly leaked to the media, and I was standing outside with the reporters and other cops when someone triggered an explosive device, and a rune appeared, burning in the stone of Elliot Slater’s mansion.
A circle surrounded by eight thin rays. A spider rune—Genevieve’s rune. 
And just like that, so many things made sense. Why the assassin had saved me, why she had saved Roslyn, why she had killed Elliot Slater, why she was announcing her presence with everyone watching, including Mab Monroe.
I stood there and stared at the spider rune until it burned out and its silvery light finally faded away, but I couldn’t deny the truth any longer. 
My big sister Genevieve Snow was indeed alive—and she was the notorious assassin the Spider.

      [image: image-placeholder]After that night, I redoubled, tripled, quadrupled my efforts to find Genevieve, but I didn’t have any more luck this time around. I still had no leads, other than the photo, and no idea where to find any new clues. So I’d put the word out on the street that I was offering cash for information that would get me to the Spider. If I couldn’t find Genevieve, I figured I’d track down her alter ego instead. 
But no one knew who the Spider was, what she looked like, or where her home base might be. No one even seemed to know how you went about contacting and hiring her. She just seemed to magically appear, kill whomever she wanted, whenever she wanted, and then magically disappear again. And now she had her deadly sights set on Mab Monroe.
The harder and longer I looked and the more money I doled out for useless information, the angrier I got—at Genevieve. 
My sister had saved me from Elliot Slater, so she knew—she knew—that I was back in Ashland. Hadn’t she recognized me? Why didn’t she contact me? I could understand not wanting a face-to-face meeting, since I was a cop, but she could have called me at the very least. 
Didn’t she want to see me? Didn’t she care about me? Or had saving me from Slater just been a coincidence? Did she even remember me? Or had Mab burned all the memories of our family out of her heart that night so long ago?
I didn’t know the answers to any of my questions, and it was driving me crazy.

      [image: image-placeholder]A finger poked my shoulder, snapping me out of my memories. I looked over at Hildie, who had drained two more beers and emptied another bowl of pretzels while I’d been daydreaming. 
“What?” I growled.
She held up her phone. “My friend just called me. Didn’t you hear it ring?”
I shrugged, not bothering to explain what I’d really been thinking about.
“Anyway, my friend’s waiting outside,” Hildie said. 
“Why doesn’t she come into the bar?”
Hildie shrugged. “She doesn’t like crowds, especially this kind of crowd.”
I looked out at the folks huddled over their drinks. The bikers and the cowboys eyed each other with open hostility, and the tension between the two groups was as thick as the blue smoke hanging over the bar. 
“Fair enough,” I said.
I slapped some more money down on the bar to cover Hildie’s watery beers and stale pretzels, and then we both left the bar. 
Hildie led me outside, down the street, and into an alley at the end of the block. 
A woman leaned one shoulder against the wall, smoking a cigarette. She wore a fitted Fiona Fine pantsuit that cost more than everything I had on put together. The expensive fabric was a rich amber color that matched her hair, which was pulled back into an elegant twist. She was quite beautiful, with high cheekbones, perfect tan skin, and bright hazel eyes. A delicate gold chain ringed her neck, and a thick gold watch circled her left wrist. 
Nice clothes, expensive jewelry, striking face. The woman wasn’t what I’d expected, which made me even more uneasy. What would someone who looked so polished and put together have to do with Hildie, who was the very definition of small-time?
The woman must have sensed my wariness, because she smiled, revealing two small fangs that marked her as a vampire. 
“This is Cynthia,” Hildie said. 
I pushed my coat aside so Cynthia could see the gold detective’s badge and the gun clipped to my belt. She grinned, as though my being a cop amused her. 
“Hildie says you have information about the Spider,” I said. “You tell me what you know, and I’ll decide how much it’s worth. If I like what I hear, you get a few bucks.”
Cynthia took another drag of her cigarette, then flicked it away. It sparked a moment before dropping down and drowning in a puddle of oily water. The vampire pushed away from the wall and sauntered over to me. Instead of stopping in front of me, she circled around, examining me from all angles. When her inspection was done, she stopped, gave an approving nod, and looked over at Hildie.
“You did good finding this one,” Cynthia said in a husky voice. “She’ll fit in nicely with the other girls.”
My eyebrows shot up. Fit in nicely where? And with what other girls?
Cynthia saw my questioning look. She let out a low chuckle and smiled at me again. “You have no idea what’s really going on, do you? Well, let me explain it to you, honey. I have a business a few streets over, right in the heart of Southtown. Lots of girls work for me, a few guys too. But a couple of my clients, well, they have a certain type, and they want some fresh meat.”
A police report popped into my head, something that had crossed my desk earlier in the month, right before Elliot Slater and his men had been killed by the Spider. Someone was going around downtown Ashland kidnapping women, grabbing them right off the streets on their way home from school or work or overpowering them in parking garages. Most of the women were found in alleys just like this one a few days later. The ones who weren’t beaten to death or didn’t die from exposure had been pumped full of so many drugs they could barely remember their own names, much less what had happened to them.
“So you’ve been kidnapping women and handing them over to sick bastards to be abused? Well, you picked the wrong cop to mess with, honey,” I growled, anger and disgust roaring through my body. “Because I don’t take bribes.”
Cynthia’s smile grew a little wider, and her fangs gleamed like white razors in her mouth. “Oh, honey, I don’t want to bribe you. A business associate suggested that I convince you to work for me—one way or another.” 
So someone had set me up to be kidnapped by Cynthia. Probably Mab Monroe, trying to eliminate me yet again.
“With all that pretty blond hair and those big blue eyes, I can make enough off you to live in fine style,” Cynthia continued. “For a month or two, anyway, given my rather expensive tastes.”
For the first time, I realized I was only talking to Cynthia. Where was Hildie?
Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the other woman sneaking up on me. Hildie raised her hand, and something flashed silver in the afternoon sun. I whirled around and caught her wrist right before she would have jabbed a syringe into my neck. Hildie must have had some dwarven blood, because even though she was shorter than me, she was much stronger. 
We seesawed back and forth for several seconds before I finally managed to drive my boot into Hildie’s shin. She howled with pain, and I shoved her away. Hildie stumbled back against the alley wall, and the syringe fell from her hand and skittered across the concrete. 
I reached for my gun, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, pinning my hands to my sides.
“Just hold still, honey,” Cynthia murmured in my ear, her breath reeking of cigarette smoke. “You won’t feel a thing. Hildie, get that syringe over here right now!”
Even more anger and disgust roared through me than before. Bria Coolidge didn’t take bribes, and I never, ever gave up. 
I still couldn’t grab my gun, but I was far from helpless, even against a vampire who was physically stronger than me. Because in addition to our silverstone rune pendants, the women in the Snow family had another thing in common: we all had elemental Ice magic.
I reached for my magic, relishing the feel of the cool power rippling through my veins. As an elemental, I could create, control, and manipulate Ice any way I wanted to, including making objects with it. Maybe it was because I’d been thinking about Genevieve so much lately, about the Spider and all the people she’d killed, but it only took me a second to form a long, jagged Ice knife in my right hand. 
I raised my foot and smashed my thick, heavy boot down into Cynthia’s instep, right on top of one of her fancy Bella Bulluci pumps. The vampire snarled, but she didn’t release me. I didn’t really expect her to, but her grip on my arms loosened just enough for me to bring my hand up. 
Then I snapped my hand down and rammed the Ice knife into her thigh as deep as it would go.
The vampire screamed, high and loud enough to make me wince. Cynthia lurched back, and the Ice knife pulled free from her leg. I whirled around and slashed out with it. The cold shard sliced across Cynthia’s chest, tearing through her jacket and drawing blood. It wasn’t a deep wound, but it would certainly sting.
“Bitch!” she screamed. “You ruined my suit!”
I dropped the Ice knife, surged forward, and drove my fist into her face. Crunch. Cynthia’s nose broke with a satisfying sound, her head snapped back against the alley wall, and she slumped to the asphalt unconscious. 
A soft scuff sounded, and I looked over my shoulder. Hildie was standing behind me, once again clutching that syringe. When she saw that I was still standing and that her friend Cynthia wasn’t, Hildie’s mouth gaped in surprise, and she started backing away.  
I yanked the gun out of the holster on my belt and aimed it at Hildie’s heart. She froze.
“I’ve already got quite a lot of blood on me,” I said in a cold, furious voice. “But I’d be happy to add yours to the mix. So I’d stand still if I were you.”
Hildie decided to stand still.
Dark satisfaction filled me. I might not be as deadly as Genevieve had become as the Spider, but I could take care of myself when push came to shove.

      [image: image-placeholder]I used my phone to call the situation into the station. The other cops took their sweet time getting here, but eventually, several folks showed up, and Hildie and Cynthia were carted away. I went to the station to fill out the necessary paperwork and clean up. I was just getting ready to leave for the day when Xavier stopped by my desk. 
At around seven feet tall, Xavier was a giant with a strong, imposing body, and his shaved head gleamed like polished ebony under the station’s harsh lights.
“I just heard about the bust. Nice work, Bria.” Xavier grinned. “Lots of folks will sleep a little easier tonight knowing that Cynthia is off the street.” The grin dropped from his face. “But you should have called me for backup.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I’m a big girl, Xavier. I can take care of myself—and Cynthia has the stab wounds to prove it.”
“I know,” he replied. “But Southtown is still dangerous, no matter if you’re a dwarf, a giant, a vampire, or an elemental. You need to remember that. What were you doing over there, anyway? You weren’t scheduled to work today.”
“I was following up on a lead on the Spider.”
Some emotion flickered in Xavier’s dark eyes, although I couldn’t quite tell what it was. “Did you find out anything?”
I let out a frustrated sigh. “Of course not. Hildie and Cynthia didn’t know anything about her. They just lured me over there so Cynthia could use me like she did those other women she drugged and kidnapped. The Spider is still a ghost.”
Maybe it was my imagination, but something that looked a lot like relief flashed across Xavier’s face before he covered it up with another grin. Suspicion filled me. Xavier seemed like a good guy, but sometimes I wondered whose side he was really on—because I didn’t think it was necessarily mine.
“Are you headed home now?” he asked.
“Actually, I’m starved. I thought I’d swing by the Pork Pit and get something to eat first. You want to come? My treat.”
That weird emotion flickered in Xavier’s eyes again. “No, that’s okay. You go on ahead. I should check on Roslyn.”
I nodded. I didn’t know how long Xavier had been in love with Roslyn, but the giant had barely left her side since her ordeal at Elliot Slater’s hands. I admired Xavier’s devotion. Maybe if I was lucky, someday I’d find a guy to love me the way he loved Roslyn.
Finnegan Lane’s face popped into my mind, but I pushed the image away. Lane might be attractive in a cocky, smarmy kind of way, but the investment banker was about as far from honest, loyal, and devoted as you could get, and I had no desire to be just another conquest to him.
“Bria?” Xavier asked. “What are you thinking about?”
“Nothing,” I said, trying to ignore the surprising longing I always felt whenever I thought about exactly how green Finnegan Lane’s eyes were. “Nothing at all.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Xavier walked me outside, and we said our good-byes. Thirty minutes later, I slid into a booth in the Pork Pit.  
The barbecue restaurant was just a few blocks over from the bar where I’d spent the afternoon with Hildie and Cynthia, but the Pork Pit was a world apart from the seedy, run-down bar. 
Sure, the restaurant’s blue and pink vinyl booths might have a few decades on them, and the blue and pink pig tracks on the floor that led to the men’s and women’s bathrooms could use a fresh coat of paint. But no matter how worn it was, everything was clean and polished, from the tables to the chairs in the middle of the restaurant to the long counter that ran along the back wall. And the smell was absolutely divine—sugar and spices mingled in the air until I could almost taste the sweet, smoky barbecue sauce that was the restaurant’s claim to fame.
It was just after six, and the dinner rush was going strong. The waitstaff bustled through the restaurant, carrying plates piled high with steaming barbecue beef, pork, and chicken sandwiches, while a dwarf dressed all in black dished up bowls of baked beans behind the counter. Sophia Deveraux, I think her name was. My stomach rumbled, and I stared out the storefront windows and waited for someone to notice me.
“Rough day, Detective?” a familiar voice murmured.
I looked up to find Gin Blanco standing next to my booth. Gin was the owner of the Pork Pit, a slender but strong-looking woman with dark brown hair and eyes that seemed more gray than blue. She wore a blue work apron over a pair of dark jeans and a long-sleeved black T-shirt.
I didn’t know quite how I felt about Gin, especially since we hadn’t gotten off to a good start. Someone had severely beaten Gin while she was leaving class one night at Ashland Community College. I’d caught the case, but Gin had refused to tell me who had attacked her. Word on the street was that it had been Elliot Slater for some slight that Gin had committed against Jonah McAllister, a lawyer who worked for Mab Monroe. 
I was interested in anyone who was mixed up with Mab and her minions, and I’d set my sights on Gin, hoping to get her to press charges against Slater or whoever had attacked her in hopes of building my case again Mab.
Gin had refused, but I’d run into her again after Roslyn’s confrontation with Slater on the Delta Queen riverboat. I’d had a hunch that Gin might know where Roslyn was hiding from Slater, so I’d come to the Pork Pit. I’d tried everything I could think of to get Gin to tell me where Roslyn was, but Gin had put me in my place and claimed she didn’t know a thing—a claim Roslyn had later backed up.
I’d apologized to Gin, of course, and she’d said she’d forgiven me. 
On the surface, Gin Blanco seemed nice enough, but I always got the feeling that she treaded carefully around me—like she was hiding something, although I had no idea what it might be.
“Detective?” Gin asked again. “Rough day?”
I gave her a tired smile. “You might say that.”
“Well, some good hot barbecue will fix you right up. So what’ll it be?”
I ordered a barbecue chicken sandwich, along with baked beans, potato salad, onion rings, and a blackberry iced tea. Gin scribbled down my order on her pad, then went back behind the counter to fix my food.
I watched her work through the crowd of customers and waiters between us. Gin’s movements were smooth and fluid, whether she was dumping fries onto a plate or handing a customer his change. She had an easy grace that I admired, moving more like a ballet dancer than a cook. Just looking at her made me feel clumsy.
Gin also reminded me of Genevieve. 
It had taken me a while to figure it out. At first, I’d thought Gin reminded me of my college roommate, but lately, I’d realized that I was really thinking about Genevieve instead. Gin had the same coloring that I remembered Genevieve having—the same dark brown hair and light eyes—and she was in her early thirties, the same age my sister would be now. Then again, so were thousands of women in Ashland.
Of course, I knew that Gin wasn’t my sister. She couldn’t be. I’d dug into Gin’s background when I was investigating who might have beaten her, so I knew that she had been orphaned as a kid and that a distant cousin, Fletcher Lane, had taken her in. She’d inherited the Pork Pit from Fletcher after he was killed a few months ago. In an interesting quirk of fate, Gin also happened to be Finnegan Lane’s foster sister.
Still, I couldn’t help the small pang that pierced my heart at knowing that Gin wasn’t Genevieve. It would be . . . nice to belong to a place like the Pork Pit, someplace so warm and inviting. Maybe that was why I ate at the restaurant so often, because it had the homey feel that my own house didn’t, ever since Elliot Slater and his men had stormed inside and tried to kill me—
“Here you go.”
Gin put my food on the table, along with a large slice of cherry pie topped with vanilla-bean ice cream that was just starting to melt. That was another weird thing about Gin: she was always bringing me extra food. A slice of cake, cookies, a square of homemade fudge. I didn’t know why she gave me more than what I ordered. Unlike the other cops in Ashland, I didn’t expect freebies everywhere I went.
I shook my head. “I didn’t order the pie—” 
Gin waved her hand, cutting me off. “I know, but we had extra, and you looked like you could use something sweet to help drown out a bitter day. Enjoy, Detective.”
She winked at me and headed over to the counter to tend to some more customers. Then Gin sat down on a stool behind the cash register and picked up the book she was reading. I couldn’t see the title from here, although a framed copy of Where the Red Fern Grows was mounted on the wall near the cash register. Gin saw me watching her and gave me a little wave before she started reading.
I stared at Gin for another second before turning my attention to the food on the tabletop. Instead of picking up my sandwich, I grabbed my fork and dug into the cherry pie. I couldn’t help myself; I’d always had a weakness for sweets. I took a bite and sighed with happiness. The warm fruit was the perfect blend of sweet and tart, and the ice cream was a cool, creamy, vanilla ribbon mixed in with the warm, flaky, buttery crust.
I noticed Gin watching me, and I gave her a thumbs-up. She grinned and returned to her book.
I ate another bite of pie. Despite my terrible day, Gin was right: I felt a little bit better about things. Oh, I might not have learned anything new about the Spider, but I’d taken Cynthia and Hildie off the streets. That was a victory. Now I was eating a good meal in a good restaurant. I was better off than a lot of folks out there.
All that was left to do was find Genevieve, the Spider, or whatever she was calling herself these days. What I was going to do after that, if I was going to turn her in for being an assassin, well, I hadn’t quite decided that. But I was going to find my sister—and soon. I could feel it in my bones.
No matter what.






  
  Spider's Nemesis

Chapter One—Mab Monroe


This story takes place after Tangled Threads, book 4.


      [image: image-placeholder]The assassin just wouldn’t die. 
No matter what I did, no matter how hard I had my men look for her, no matter whom I hired to kill her, the Spider just wouldn’t die. Once again tonight, she’d escaped the trap I’d set for her—and embarrassed me in the process.
I hated being embarrassed. It wasn’t good for business or, more important, my image.
It was two days before Christmas, and I was standing in the old Ashland train yard. My property, which was currently littered with bodies.
The cops were already here, the blue and red lights on top of their city-issued sedans spinning around and around, throwing garish flashes of color everywhere. The bright pools of light illuminated the railcars that stood in the yard and made the rusty metal tracks gleam like bronze ribbons. The cops had already broken out the yellow crime-scene tape, stringing it up from one railcar to the next. 
I always wondered why they bothered with such asinine things after the fact. My men were dead. Cordoning off the area wasn’t going to do the dead giants any good, and there wouldn’t be much evidence to collect. The Spider never left anything important behind at the sites of her kills.
Just that damn rune.
Tonight she’d drawn it into the loose gravel underfoot, like a chicken scratching in the dirt. A circle surrounded by eight thin rays—a spider rune.
I stared down at the mark at my feet, my hands curling into fists and a bit of steam rising off my clenched fingers. I would have liked nothing more than to unleash hot, pulsing wave after wave of my Fire magic until that damn rune and all the ground around it were charred to ash. But I couldn’t do that, not while other people were watching.
Reporters from the city’s newspaper and the TV and radio stations, along with various social-media outlets, clustered in groups behind the crime-scene tape, their phones and cameras all aimed in this direction, filming the cops as they loaded the bodies onto gurneys to slide into the coroner’s vans that had been dispatched to the scene.
And folks thought I was evil. At least I wasn’t a media vulture. Sure, I killed people for money, whim, pleasure, or simply to make a point, but I didn’t film the process—or the aftermath. 
A few of the reporters noticed me staring in their direction and took that as an invitation to start squawking at me. 
“Ms. Monroe! Mab! Mab! Can you give us a statement about what happened? Is it true that the Spider killed several members of your security detail?”
The reporters’ questions all ran together, like a swarm of mosquitoes whining in the background. I ignored them and stared at the rune on the ground again. I wondered the same thing I always did whenever I saw the symbol. 
Why a spider rune? Out of all the runes out there, why had she chosen such a simple one to leave behind as her mark? 
The rune nagged at me, like a pin pricking my skin over and over again. I knew I’d seen the symbol before, but I couldn’t quite place where or whom it had belonged to. Someone I’d killed, most likely, since the Spider always cheerfully crowed about payback during the brief phone conversations I’d had with her. But who could it be? I’d long ago lost count of all the fools I’d eliminated over the years. 
You didn’t get to be the head of the Ashland underworld by being a shy, retiring type, and I’d risen through the ranks faster than most. Of course, I’d had some help from certain colleagues who preferred to remain hidden in the shadows, but I’d clawed my way to the top of the criminal food chain in no small part due to my own ruthless determination and especially my Fire magic.
The elemental power burned inside me, as though my veins were filled with lava instead of blood. Oh, sure, other elementals had Air, Ice, or Stone magic or pitiful offshoots of those areas like electricity, water, or metal, but nothing could compare to the feel of my Fire magic, to that molten heat that was always lurking just below the surface of my pale skin, ready to be used in the most vicious, painful, creative way possible. 
The snowflakes swirling in the cold December air hissed and steamed away as they came into contact with my copper-colored hair. I was one of those elementals who constantly gave off waves of power, even when I wasn’t actively using my Fire magic to let someone know exactly how unhappy I was with them. Right now, I would have loved nothing more than to show the Spider just how displeased I was with her—and that you tangled with Mab Monroe at your own bloody peril.
Once again, my gaze traced over the rune at my feet. Obviously, the spider rune referred to her assassin name, but I felt like there was much more to the symbol than that. It had to have some personal meaning to her, and if I could only figure out what that meaning was, then I’d know exactly whom I was up against—and how best to find and kill the bitch. A task that had morphed from an amusing pastime into a growing necessity.
Footsteps crunched on the gravel behind me, but I didn’t turn around. I knew who it was. He was the only one brave—or foolish—enough to approach me after such an embarrassing defeat. Any defeat, really. 
Jonah McAllister, my longtime lawyer, stepped up beside me. McAllister wore a long, heavy, black overcoat over a slick gray suit, and the flashing lights from the police cars made his elegant coif of silver hair take on cool blue and then garish reddish tones. His hair looked decidedly at odds with his ageless face. The tan skin there was so smooth and tight you could have bounced a quarter off his cheekbones.
“The official tally is four giants dead and, of course, Elektra LaFleur,” Jonah said, a note of regret creeping into his voice, since he’d been fucking her while she’d been in Ashland.
“LaFleur,” I muttered in disgust. “I never should have hired her. The only thing she excelled at was running her mouth. What a waste of time and money.”
My gaze slid from the spider rune over to the dead woman lying on the ground next to it. She’d once been quite pretty, with her bob of glossy black hair. Now her pale skin had taken on a waxy quality, and her green eyes were open wide with shock, pain, and more than a little fear.
Elektra LaFleur. Supposedly the best assassin money could buy, with powerful electrical magic that she used to fry her victims to a smoking crisp. I’d hired LaFleur to come to Ashland, track down the Spider, and kill her, but LaFleur hadn’t been up to the task, as evidenced by the stab wound in her chest and the blood that had pooled underneath her body.
“Well, at least the Spider didn’t burn down anything else while she was here,” Jonah said, trying to put a positive spin on things.
“No, Jonah,” I snapped. “She took care of that the last time she was here. Or have you forgotten what she did to my train depot?”
I stabbed a finger at the blackened remains of the depot. A few days ago, the Spider had snuck into the train yard to rescue a girl I’d had kidnapped and was holding as motivation for her father. The assassin had started a fire in the depot as a distraction, and the whole structure had burned to the ground.
Jonah swallowed and took a step back, appropriately wary of the venom in my voice. 
I turned away from him, reached down, and picked up something else the Spider had left behind tonight: a white orchid. The petals were cold in my hand, like delicate slivers of ice. The orchid was Elektra LaFleur’s signature, something she used to decorate the bodies of her victims, just like the Spider did with her quaint little rune. 
Assassins and their stupid symbols. I’d never understood why some folks felt the need to mark their kills. Knowing that your enemy was dead should be satisfaction enough.
It always was for me.
“What do you want to do about Bria Coolidge?” Jonah asked, wisely changing the subject.
“That depends. What’s she telling the other cops and the press?”
He shrugged. “That Elektra kidnapped her, put her in a railcar, and threatened to torture her. That she heard a struggle and didn’t see anything until someone opened the railcar. Coolidge claims that by the time she got outside, Elektra and the giants were dead and the Spider was gone.”
“Do you believe her?” 
Jonah shrugged again. “It fits some of the other eyewitness accounts about the Spider, but I think there’s more to Coolidge’s story than what she’s saying. She knows that you want her dead, Mab, and that you sent Elektra to do the job.”
This time, I shrugged. “I don’t care what she knows or whom she tells it to. Coolidge can’t touch me. No one can. I bloody own this city.”
I looked across the train yard. Detective Bria Coolidge sat in the back of an ambulance that had its doors open and was letting an EMT take her blood pressure while another one cleaned out the scrapes on her face. 
Xavier, the giant who was her partner on the force, stood nearby, keeping an eye on Coolidge and talking to one of their superior officers. Xavier was one of the few folks in the police department who wasn’t on my payroll. A shame. He seemed much tougher and far more competent than the people who did report to me.
Coolidge was pretty enough, with her shaggy blond hair, rosy skin, and blue eyes, but I focused on her necklace, a silverstone pendant shaped like a primrose. 
I’d seen Coolidge wearing the pendant before when our paths had crossed, but for some reason, I couldn’t stop staring at the rune tonight. A primrose, the symbol for beauty.
I started thinking about all the other symbols I’d seen tonight. The Spider’s rune. LaFleur’s orchid. And now Coolidge and her primrose.
It took a few seconds, but the memories bubbled up to the surface of my mind, erupting like a volcano. And suddenly, I remembered another girl and another necklace . . .






  
  Chapter Two

Years Ago


“Why are you wearing a snowflake necklace?” I asked. 
The girl looked at me with her big blue eyes. “Because it’s my rune. A snowflake for icy calm. The symbol of the Snow family.”
The girl’s name was Eira Snow, and we were sitting at a table that had been set up in my enormous playroom. Lemonade, cookies, cupcakes, and more covered the white wooden table, along with some of my mother’s fine china and stacks of white linen napkins. Stuffed animals, puzzles, and other toys crowded the floor, while glossy books were stuffed into the shelves that lined one of the walls.
Even though Eira was a teenager and several years older than me, we were supposed to be playing together, but I didn’t have any interest in the food or the toys. I’d already used my Fire magic to melt three of the cups and singe most of the fur off the stuffed animals, leaving only their glass eyes intact. I’d even used my finger like a blowtorch and scorched my name in cursive writing into the top of the wooden table.
Eira had looked at me with wide eyes when I’d done that, and she’d nervously fiddled with the end of one of her long golden pigtails, like she wanted to tell me to stop. But she hadn’t, and she wouldn’t—if she knew what was good for her. I was only seven, but I’d already discovered that it was much more fun to use my elemental magic on people than on my stuffed animals.
I knew a lot more than everyone thought I did, especially about what my family really did and where our money came from. My dad, Marcus, was a mob boss, just like in all the old movies I watched on TV. I didn’t know exactly what that meant, except that people did what my father said when he said it. And if they didn’t, he used his Fire magic on them until they cried and begged him to stop. He’d let me watch the last time he’d used his power on someone, telling me it was time that I learned exactly what my Fire magic was good for.
It had been . . . exciting.
“Where do you think my mom is?” Eira asked in a tense, worried voice.
I shrugged. “Probably still talking to my dad.”
The older girl started chewing on her fingernails. Eira and her mother had arrived at our estate this morning, along with several giant bodyguards. My father had welcomed them inside, and I’d heard him say something about a family feud and finally making peace before Eira and I had been brought here to my playroom while the adults talked. 
That had been hours ago. I didn’t understand what was taking so long or why my father didn’t just tell Eira’s mother what he wanted her to do. That would be the end of things, as far as I was concerned.
Eira shifted in her chair and took a small sip of her lukewarm lemonade. The movement made the silverstone pendant at her throat gleam again. It was a snowflake, delicate and pretty, with six sharp points. I loved silverstone, because the magical metal had the same sort of hunger that I had—the hot desire, the aching need to have everything that I wanted as soon as I wanted it.  
Eira carefully set her cup down, and her pendant glimmered again, even brighter than before. Jealousy surged through me. Despite all my toys, I didn’t have a necklace like that, and I wanted one. I wanted hers. Right now.
I got to my feet, walked around the table, and held out my hand. “Give me your necklace. I want to look at it.”
Of course, I had no intention of ever giving it back to her, but I didn’t tell Eira that. She would just cry big, fat, sniveling tears. 
Eira shook her head and wrapped her hand around the snowflake rune, as if that would protect it—and her—from me. “No. It’s my necklace. My mother gave it to me. Get your own.”
My eyes narrowed, and anger flared in my heart. “No, I want yours. Give it to me. Right now. Or I’ll tell my dad that you won’t.”
Her face paled a little at my threat, but she sat up straight in her chair. “And I’ll tell my mom that you tried to take it from me.”
For a moment, I didn’t know what to do. Nobody ever said no to me. Not my dad, not our servants, not even the giant bodyguards who went everywhere with us. Usually, they all hurried to give me everything that I wanted, especially now that my dad had said that I could use my Fire magic to hurt and burn people just like he did.
Eira kept staring at me, her eyes cold and wary now. Well, if she wouldn’t give the necklace to me, then I would just take it, the way I took everything else I wanted. 
I grabbed for the pendant, but Eira slapped my hand away. I lunged for the pendant again, but she got to her feet and backed up, so that she was standing on the other side of the table.
“Give me your necklace,” I commanded. “Or I’ll take it from you—and I’ll make it hurt.”
I reached for my Fire magic. Red sparks filled the air, and flames began to crackle and burn on my fingertips. I held the flames out to her and smiled, letting her imagine exactly what I would do to her pretty face with them.
Instead of being afraid of me, Eira held out her own hand, and a faint blue glow flickered in her palm before turning into a solid ball of elemental Ice. She had magic too, but her chilled, frosty power felt awful, nothing like the molten heat running through my veins. I shuddered at the horrible icy sensation and reached for even more of my magic. I didn’t know why, but I wanted to burn the other girl with my Fire now more than ever.
We stood there in the playroom, facing off across the table.
“Leave me alone,” Eira said. “And I’ll leave you alone.”
“Not until you give me your necklace,” I snapped. “Give it to me right now.”
She shook her head. 
Nobody told me no, especially not this . . . this girl. My anger burned a little brighter, flaring up into full-on hate. I reared my hand back, reached for even more of my power, and threw my Fire magic at her.
Eira’s eyes widened, and she ducked out of the way. My ball of Fire flew through the air and smacked into the wall behind her. Smoke boiled up, and an alarm started blaring, the same alarm that sounded whenever I used too much of my magic inside the house.
Eira turned and raced toward the closed door at the far end of the playroom.
“Oh, no, you don’t!” I hissed and chased after her.
I grabbed the back of her white dress just before she reached the door. Eira spun around and slapped my hands away. I lunged at her, and we both fell to the floor, rolling around and around, both of us screaming, Eira telling me to stop and me telling her to give me her necklace or else.
Heavy footsteps sounded, and I was dimly aware of the door banging open and hitting the wall. A few seconds later, hands pulled me off the older, larger girl. I kicked and lashed out, but the hands trapped my arms down at my sides. I looked up at my father, who held me firmly against his legs.
“Enough, Mab!” my father snapped. “That is enough!”
I wasn’t afraid of much, but I knew better than to disobey my father given the commanding tone in his voice, so I stayed still. 
“Eira, honey, are you all right?” a soft feminine voice called out.
A woman hurried into the playroom and helped Eira onto her feet. She looked just like Eira, all golden hair and big eyes with a faint blue glow. The woman was an Ice elemental, just like Eira was. 
In that moment, I hated the mother just as much as I hated the daughter.
I shifted on my feet, but my father kept his hands on me, holding me in place, almost like he knew what I wanted to do, how I yearned to lash out with my Fire magic and burn the other two elementals to ashes.
Eira’s mother grabbed her daughter’s hand and faced me and my father.
“I think we should go now,” the mother said. “Thank you for your . . . hospitality, Marcus.”
My father nodded at her. “Thank you for meeting with me, Elisabetta.”
The Ice elemental nodded back at him, then looked over at me. Her eyes narrowed in thought for a moment before she led Eira out of the room. The other girl stared back over her shoulder at me, and I caught a final glimpse of her snowflake pendant before she stepped into the hallway and vanished from sight.
That was the first time I fought with Eira Snow—but it wasn’t the last.


      [image: image-placeholder]Three days later, my father gave me a present. I unwrapped the box, popped off the top, and looked at what was nestled inside the white tissue paper: a dozen wavy golden rays strung together and surrounding a large ruby. 
“It’s a sunburst rune, the symbol for fire,” my father said in a proud voice. “I had this necklace made special just for you, Mab. Now, isn’t it much better than that silly snowflake you wanted?”
“Yes,” I whispered, stroking the shiny gold with my fingertips. “It’s so much prettier than her puny necklace.”
My father nodded, satisfied by my answer. He helped me put on the necklace, then stepped back so I could admire myself in the mirror over the vanity table. 
Red hair, black eyes, pale skin, and now a necklace around my pale throat. The light streaming in through the windows hit the golden rays, making it seem like they were flickering, like I was wearing a ring of fire around my neck.
“I love it,” I said, smiling up at my father.
He smiled back at me, elemental Fire flashing in his own black eyes. “Good.”
He left me in my bedroom, and I sat there in front of the mirror and studied my necklace from every angle. My father was right. My sunburst was so much prettier than that stupid snowflake. So much fiercer, so much stronger. Just like my Fire magic was better than any Ice elemental’s measly power.
Still, I wasn’t going to forget what had happened with the other girl. How she’d told me no. How she’d humiliated me in front of my father.
Someday, I vowed, I would have Eira Snow’s rune necklace, even if I had to melt it right off her throat.






  
  Chapter Three

Years Ago


“She’s going to kill you,” an old, slightly wheezy voice said.  
“Really?” I murmured, trying to find a place to sit down that wouldn’t stain my white pantsuit. “Well, I wish her luck in trying.”
I shoved a pile of twenty-year-old gardening magazines off a lumpy black velvet sofa and took a seat there, perching on the very edge of the moldy cushion. Dust puffed up as the magazines hit the floor, the motes shimmering in the sunlight streaming in through the window. I swallowed a sneeze and tried not to wonder how long it had been since fresh air had circulated through the room. Ten years, fifteen, maybe even longer than that.
I sat in what was quite possibly the filthiest house in all of Ashland. Overstuffed furniture that was fifty years out of date crowded into the small, square living room, along with clothes that were even older and were so worn that they were little more than stacks of threads strung together. 
Grimy, cracked jars held a variety of buttons, safety pins, and dried tea leaves, among other things, and more than a few gnarled bones nestled on the tabletops, right next to the glass figurines of the animals they represented. Books, magazines, and newspapers were also strewn throughout the room, most of them spattered with distinctive brown splotches of dried blood. Little paths wound through the whole mess, looking like the small, cramped tunnels in a rabbit’s warren—or a rat’s nest. I never could decide which description was more fitting.
An actual pigsty would have been cleaner than this room, and the rest of the house was just as bad. In the bathroom, the kitchen, and the bedrooms, piles of dirty dishes, rotten food, and other debris littered every single surface from the counters to the tables to the floor. Some of the piles towered five, six, and even seven feet in the air. 
Disgusting, absolutely disgusting, but I couldn’t get rid of the mess, short of burning the whole house to the ground. An option I’d considered more than once, but I wouldn’t take that drastic step just yet. I still needed Magda and her visions—for the moment. Once my hold on the Ashland underworld was complete and I was finally able to kill some of my more dangerous, demanding colleagues, well, then I would revisit the issue—and dear old Magda along with it.
“She’s going to kill you,” my aunt repeated in a firmer voice.
I dragged my gaze away from the filth and focused on my father’s aunt, my great-aunt. Magda Monroe was a short woman, barely taller than a dwarf, and she was as thin and hunched over as a blade of grass bowed down by heavy morning dew. Her salt-and-pepper hair stuck out in frizzy wisps around her head, and her tan skin was lined and splotchy with age. Her black eyes were still sharp, though, as sharp and hard as mine. Magda might be over ninety, but nothing was wrong with her mind—or her Air magic.
Magda crouched over the corpse of a freshly killed chicken in the back corner, which was the only relatively clear part of the living room. She had already sliced up the chicken and was peering at its bloody entrails, looking at something that only she could see or understand. Her black eyes glowed, burning like hot coals in her wrinkled face, while her Air magic brushed up against my skin like a sticky, humid breeze, but the sensation didn’t bother me. Air and Fire were two elements that complemented each other. It was Ice and Stone magic that I couldn’t stand, and the cold, hard waves of power that came along with them.  
“She’s going to kill you,” Magda said for the third time.
A tiny spider crawled out of the stack of magazines that I’d tossed onto the floor and darted across the warped floorboard in front of me. I used the toe of my black stiletto to grind it into the wood, enjoying the small crunch it made, before crossing that leg over my other one.
An annoyed sigh escaped my lips. “And just who is this mysterious person who’s going to kill me?”
I’d made the trip to this forsaken holler high in the mountains above Ashland because Magda had called and insisted that I come, saying she’d seen some vision that just couldn’t wait. Using Air magic to see the future wasn’t an exact science, and Magda dabbled in other things as well, like the blood of the dead chicken on the floor. But my aunt tended to be right more often than not, so I humored her requests and made sure she had a steady supply of poultry. 
Listening to Magda’s visions and advice had allowed me to expand my father’s business interests a few years before, when I’d assumed my rightful place as the head of the Monroe family empire. My father hadn’t wanted to step aside, of course, but he hadn’t had much choice. Oh, Marcus had put up a good fight, even challenging me to an elemental duel, but he’d realized that his days were numbered. He’d known that my magic was stronger than his—stronger than almost anyone else’s power—but he’d challenged me anyway. 
I’d almost regretted burning him to ash in his own study. At the very least, I should have done it outside, where what was left of him would have just blown away cleanly instead of dusting up my favorite chair.
“Snow,” Magda whispered, interrupting my thoughts. She ran her finger through the chicken’s blood and then used the sticky mess to draw on the floor. “Death by Snow.”
My whole body tensed, and I leaned forward, eager to know what nebulous thing she’d seen in the cluster of blood, bones, and feathers. 
“Snow?” I asked in a sharp tone. “Do you mean Eira Snow?”
The Ice elemental was still alive and still making trouble for me. Eira and I had been enemies ever since the first day we’d met in my playroom, and our feud had only grown over the years. The fragile truce that our parents had negotiated between our families had crumbled long ago. 
For the most part, we’d stayed away from each other while I’d been growing up, especially given the age difference between us. Although I had considered killing Eira when she married a man I had my eye on, Tristan Mitchell, a Stone elemental. I hadn’t had any real feelings for Tristan, but he’d been handsome and rich, and, most important, I’d thought his magic would be an interesting one to pass on to my own daughter someday. I’d pursued him, but he had actually loved Eira and had married her instead of me. Sentimental idiot. But it was just another way Eira Snow had embarrassed me without even trying.
Love. Such a foolish emotion. 
Still, that emotion and the grief that had followed had kept Eira out of my hair for the last several years, after her beloved Tristan had been killed. Well, that and the three brats she was busy raising. All girls and all Ice elementals, just like their cursed mother.
But Eira had once again become a thorn in my side as of late. Apparently, I’d killed one of her friends, along with the woman’s family, over a gambling debt that the husband couldn’t pay. I had no real malice toward the Graysons, but I was securing my hold on the last of the gambling operations in the city, and I’d needed to make an example of what happened when you didn’t pay Mab Monroe and her bookies. Burning the Graysons’ house to the ground with them locked inside had seemed like the easiest way to make my point. I hadn’t had any problems with late payments since then.
Plus, it had just been fun.
But Eira had taken it personally, the way she took everything. Over the last few weeks, I’d heard whispers that she was pressuring some city officials to look into my businesses, even though she knew I already had most of the cops, judges, and district attorneys in my pocket. Still, Eira persisted with her nonsense, to the point that it was starting to annoy me.
And people only ever annoyed me once.
I realized that Magda was staring at me, so I repeated my question. 
“You think that Eira Snow is going to kill me?” I let out a merry laugh. “That’s absurd. Her magic isn’t nearly as strong as mine, and we both know it. That’s the reason she hasn’t challenged me to an elemental duel for killing that friend of hers. Nobody’s magic is as strong as mine. You’ve told me so yourself—many, many times.”
Magda grinned, showing me a mouthful of stained yellow teeth that looked like tiny knives. “And that was true, until Eira had a girl with both Ice and Stone magic. Her power’s growing even as we speak. That girl, that’s the Snow I mean. She’ll be the equal of you someday, Mab. Eventually, she’ll be even stronger than you. And then she will kill you, just like you’ve killed so many other elementals.”
My eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”
Magda gestured at the floor. “The signs have shown it to me.”
I got to my feet, stalked over, and stared down over her shoulder. Magda had used the chicken’s blood to draw a series of runes on the floor. Snowflakes. Small circles with thin rays radiating from them. One after another, she’d drawn them on the floor, making a ring of them around the chicken’s body, as well as her own.
I frowned, bent down, and looked at the marks a little more closely. No, not snowflakes. Not exactly. Snowflakes didn’t have eight points on them. Then again, Magda’s hands weren’t as steady as they used to be. She’d probably put the extra marks there by mistake.
I shouldn’t have paid any attention to Magda’s prophecy. After all, she was occasionally wrong. Besides, I knew that I could kill Eira, that I could fry her to a crisp anytime I wanted to with my Fire magic. We’d come to blows more than once over the years, and each time, I’d known that my power was greater than hers. I could feel it deep down in my bones, and I trusted my instincts a whole lot more than I trusted the remains of a dead chicken. 
But a girl with both Ice and Stone magic . . . now, that could be problematic. Being able to tap into two elemental areas was a rare gift. I’d wanted to potentially give that ability to my own daughter, using Tristan and his Stone magic, but Eira and her daughter had gotten that power instead. Once again, Eira Snow had lucked into something that I’d wanted, something she’d gotten without even trying, without even planning or plotting or working so hard for it like I had. 
That old, familiar hate flared up in my heart, burning away everything else. 
“Which one?” I asked in a harsh voice. “Which one of Eira’s brats has dual powers?”
Magda dipped her fingers into the chicken’s blood, and her Air magic gusted through the filthy room again, like a hot breeze blasting against my face. After a few seconds, the sensation faded away, and Magda started rocking back and forth on her knees, making her bones pop and crack. She started muttering something I couldn’t understand, something about spiders and webs, and stings and stones, and she kept dipping her fingers into the chicken’s blood and using it to draw those lopsided snowflakes all over the floor.
Sometimes Magda got like this and became trapped in the twisted visions of her Air magic. Disgust and annoyance shot through me, and I sighed and reached for my Fire power. Hot, hungry flames danced on my fingers, eager to leap off my hand and consume every single thing they could. I curled my hand into a fist, then reached down and smashed it and the flames into Magda’s face. 
Magda shrieked with pain and toppled over onto her side. Her head cracked against the floor, but the sharp, painful motion jolted her out of the magical trance that had seized her mind. I watched her buck and writhe on the floor while she rode out the waves of pain and power rippling through her body. It wasn’t the first time I’d hit or burned her, and I’d do it again to get some answers.
“So what do I have to do to stop this prophecy of yours?” I asked when she’d finally calmed down and sat upright again. “The ludicrous idea that this little Snow brat is going to kill me?”
Magda peered up at me, a fist-sized burn on her left cheek. The leathery skin there had already blistered and swollen up. She shook her head. “There’s nothing you can do to stop it,” she rasped. “Not this time. Not this girl. She’ll be the death of you, Mab. Mark my words. She’ll be stronger than you—she’ll be stronger than anyone for a long, long time to come.”
Despite the hot, stuffy air in the living room, a cold shiver swept down my spine. I didn’t have Air magic like Magda did, so I didn’t have any sort of precognition or insight into the future, but I felt like someone had just walked over my grave all the same, all because of Eira Snow and her three brats.
Anger and disgust filled me again. I straightened up and paced back and forth, moving as quickly as I could through the narrow, twisting paths that snaked through the rotting garbage that filled the house. Thinking. Finally, I stopped and stared down at Magda once more.
“Your vision didn’t tell you which one of Eira’s daughters it is?” I asked. “Which girl has both Ice and Stone magic?”
Magda shook her head. “I didn’t see that for sure, but it’s probably the youngest one. That’s how these things usually work.” 
I didn’t know if Magda’s prophecy would ever come to pass or not, but there was something in her voice, something in the way she looked at me, that made me uneasy. Like she’d already seen my death and was just marking time until it happened. 
I hadn’t killed my own father and spent the last several years clawing my way to the top of the Ashland underworld to let someone threaten me now, to let someone destroy everything I’d worked so hard to get in the first place, even if she was just a girl. Children were simply tools, things that could be used to manipulate and motivate other people. I felt no more for them than I did for anyone else, which was nothing at all. 
“Well, then,” I said in a cold voice, “if you don’t know exactly which girl it is, I’ll just have to kill them all—and their mother, for good measure.”
Magda cackled her approval and drew another warped snowflake on the floor.

      [image: image-placeholder]“What do you mean the assassin said  no kids?” I barked at Elliot Slater.
The giant shrugged his massive shoulders. “He had almost agreed to do the job, but he balked when he realized that you wanted the three kids dead too, along with their mother. I even offered to triple his fee just like you told me to, but he wouldn’t hear of it. Apparently, he has a thing about not killing kids. Can you believe that?”
We sat in my study, drinking whiskey and discussing how best to arrange the deaths of Eira Snow and her three daughters. Elliot lounged in the red leather chair across from me, swirling the amber liquid around in his crystal glass. He was tall and powerful, even for a giant, although his chalky skin, thin blond hair, and hazel eyes gave him a pale, washed-out appearance. 
Elliot had been working for me for several years, steadily rising through the ranks, until now he was the head of the giant bodyguards I employed. He’d proven himself to be loyal, dependable, and as vicious as I was in his own way. Elliot enjoyed stalking beautiful women and then beating them to death when they didn’t return his twisted affections, and I made sure he had a steady supply of them, just like I did with Magda and her chickens. So far, both of us were pleased with the arrangement. Elliot also knew that if he failed to keep on pleasing me, he’d be as dead as his predecessors.
“What was this assassin’s name again?” I asked.
“The Tin Man,” Elliot replied. “Not much is known about him, but he’s supposed to be the best in the business. Credited with lots of kills over the years, although he’s smart about not having anything traced back to him. I had to go through three cutouts just to make contact, and I still don’t have a clue who he really is or if he’s based here in Ashland or somewhere else.”
I leaned back in my chair, took a sip of whiskey, and enjoyed the sweet, slow burn of the liquor in my mouth and throat. Not nearly as heady as using my Fire power, but the whiskey had its own kind of magic.
“What about other options? Other assassins?”
Elliot shrugged again. “Everyone I talked to said this Tin Man is the best. If he won’t do it, he won’t do it. I say you just let me and my boys go over to this elemental’s house and take care of business ourselves like usual.”
I shook my head. “Eira Snow would turn your men into Ice cubes. She’s not as strong as me, but she’s no pushover with her magic. Besides, she still has friends and influence in Ashland. If an attack by your men were to fail, everyone would know that I was behind it. And if Eira survived, she would cause even more trouble. I wouldn’t mind that so much, but of course, my friends in the Circle would frown on such unwanted attention being drawn to our organization. Mason Mitchell might have finally given me the green light to kill Eira, but I need to be somewhat discreet about it. That’s why I wanted it done by an assassin, so there would be no way to trace the attack back to me.”
Elliot leaned forward and stared at me. “Then perhaps you should handle it yourself and discreetly let everyone, including Mason, know just how strong you are, just how untouchable.”
I arched an eyebrow. “And what would that get me?”
The giant leaned back in his chair. “The respect of the few remaining underworld bosses we’ve been having problems with. And if not their respect, then something even better: their fear.”
I took another sip of whiskey and considered Elliot’s idea. I’d been quietly amassing power for years, ever since my father’s death. A piece here, a piece there, until I almost had the whole pie. 
To many folks in Ashland, I was a wealthy, benevolent businesswoman who donated millions of dollars to various charities every year. Those fools didn’t realize that those charities were merely fronts for my organization and that I had my hands in every illegal business in the city. My father had been an underworld prince, sharing power with others, but I was going to be a bloody queen and answer to no one.
The more I thought about the giant’s idea, the more I liked it. Eira was a powerful elemental, wealthy, influential, and respected. Her death would send shock waves through Ashland, and everyone would wonder if they might be next if they pissed off the wrong person—me. 
Still, I wasn’t going to be too blatant about things. It was one thing to have people suspect you of murder, but it was quite another for them to know that you actually did it. Most of the time, the suspicion was all you needed, especially given how painful I planned to make Eira’s and her daughters’ deaths.
“Fine,” I said. “I’ll do it myself, and if Mason doesn’t like it, then too bloody bad. It’ll be more fun, anyway. It always is.”
Elliot nodded his approval. “What do you want me to do about the assassin? He’s returned the fee that he requested.”
“As if that would be enough to save him for saying no to me,” I scoffed. “Find out who this mysterious Tin Man really is and kill him.”
“I’ll get Douglas on it,” Elliot said.
I nodded. Douglas was one of Elliot’s more capable men. He’d track down the assassin and eliminate the mysterious Tin Man. And if Douglas didn’t, then I’d keep sending men until one of them succeeded. Giants were disposable that way. Everyone who worked for me was disposable that way, even Elliot, even if he didn’t realize it.
I settled back a little deeper in my chair and sipped some more of my whiskey. A smile curved my lips as I started thinking about the most painful, pleasurable way to kill Eira Snow.






  
  Chapter Four

Years Ago


Killing Eira was easier than I’d thought it would be. 
Breaking her daughter was much, much harder.
It was ridiculously simple for Elliot and his men to overcome the bodyguards Eira had hired to protect her mansion and her daughters. Most of the guards barely had time to scream before Elliot bashed their heads in with his massive fists. He did the same to a few of the servants as well before someone sounded the alarm, and the others fled into the woods that surrounded the house. 
Then Eira jumped into the mix, using her Ice magic to cover the servants’ escape and kill as many of the giants as she could. I trailed behind Elliot and his men, more than content to let them handle the frontal assault. Let Eira fritter away her magic, trying to save the people who’d abandoned her. The more she used now, the less she would have later, when I finally confronted her.
It took half an hour before Elliot and his men drove Eira into a hallway in the downstairs part of the mansion where she decided to make her last stand.
The giants fell back, and I stepped forward to face my oldest enemy. Eira’s eyes narrowed, her blue gaze cold and frosty with the glow of her Ice magic.
“I should have known it was you, Mab,” Eira snarled, creeping back toward the living room that lay behind her.
I smiled, matching her slow retreat step for step. “Yes, you should have. My only regret is that I didn’t do this a long time ago. The first day we met, actually.”
Her mouth flattened out into a thin line, and her hand crept up to clutch the snowflake pendant hanging around her neck. She still wore it, all these years later. “You tried, remember?”
“Well, tonight I’m finally going to succeed. Look at you, Eira. You’re a scared, sweaty mess. You’ve already used up most of your Ice magic trying to help people who ran at the first sign of trouble. You won’t last a minute against my Fire power.”
Doubt flickered in her eyes, but she dropped her hand from her snowflake rune and straightened her shoulders in defiance. “We’ll see.”
And then we dueled.
It took a little longer than I’d expected, but my plan worked. Eira had squandered so much of her Ice magic trying to get others to safety that she barely had any left to fling at me. I could have killed her immediately, but it was much more satisfying to let my Fire creep closer and closer to her, cutting through all the pitiful Ice that she managed to create. 
Eira knew she was dead. At the very end, she didn’t even look at me. Instead, she turned her head to the side, glanced up, and said . . . something. I wasn’t sure what.
I never found out her last words, because my Fire washed over her a second later. One moment, Eira was fighting me. The next, the ashy remains of her body crumpled to the floor.
The sight made me smile like nothing else ever had. Not my father’s death, not the other underworld bosses I’d dispatched, not all the other enemies I’d eliminated over the years.
A few seconds later, Eira’s oldest daughter ran down the stairs and crouched by her mother’s side. She wasn’t nearly as strong in her magic as Eira had been, and it only took one ball of Fire to turn her into a pile of smoking ash. 
Two down, two to go.
But the other two brats turned out to be a little luckier or perhaps even a little smarter than I’d expected. It took Elliot about twenty minutes of searching before he caught the middle brat sneaking through the house. He dumped her unconscious body at my feet.
“I thought you’d want to do it yourself,” he said.
I nodded. “And the youngest daughter? The one with both Ice and Stone magic?”
The giant shook his head. “Haven’t found her yet. This one led my men on a merry chase through the house, though. I think she might have hidden her sister somewhere. That, or the youngest brat realized what was going on and hid herself.”
I stared down at the middle girl. She was young, maybe twelve or thirteen, with a wild tangle of brown hair instead of Eira’s smooth golden locks. She looked like a broken doll splayed at my feet, like one of my toys that I’d long ago smashed to bits. The only thing left to do was burn her alive, just like I already had done to her mother and older sister.
I had raised my hand and started to do just that when I noticed something gleaming around her neck. Curious, I bent down and shoved her hair aside.
The girl wore a silverstone pendant, just like Eira had when she was younger. Just like the Ice elemental had until I’d killed her less than an hour ago.
A strange sort of fury filled me then. I ripped the necklace from around the girl’s throat and closed my fingers over the pendant, not even bothering to see exactly what the symbol was. The silverstone was cold and smooth, and the round shape of it dug into my palm, along with several rays radiating out from the center. Another damn snowflake, most likely, just like the one Eira had worn. 
I’d torn the pendant off Eira’s burned body and done the same thing to the ivy vine her oldest daughter had been wearing, to keep as a reminder of my triumph tonight. But two pendants were enough, and I didn’t need any more trophies. 
My fingers tightened around the silverstone. I grabbed hold of my Fire magic and started to melt the metal— 
Elliot cleared his throat. “Mab?” he asked. “What do you want to do now?”
The giant’s voice penetrated my odd rage, and I looked down at the girl again. Thinking. 
“Tell your men to keep searching for the youngest daughter,” I replied. “You’re going to stay here and help me with this one.”
“Why?” he asked. “Kill her and be done with it.”
“No,” I said, smiling again, my fingers tightening around the pendant in my hand. “That would be too easy, just like killing Eira was too easy. The mother might be dead, but I can still make her daughters suffer—starting with this one.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Sometime later, the girl jerked awake with a start.  
I lounged on a nearby couch and watched her, enjoying her confusion, then her panic, then her terror, as she realized that she was tied to a chair and that I’d had Elliot duct-tape her precious silverstone rune between her hands. 
Even more delicious was the fact that the girl couldn’t see what was going on, since I’d had the giant blindfold her as well. A trick I’d learned from my father. People were so much more easily frightened when they couldn’t see what horrible thing was about to happen to them. The anticipation alone was enough to break most folks.
Still, after a moment, the girl pushed aside her terror and started struggling, trying to break free of the heavy ropes that Elliot had lashed around her body. I got to my feet, went over, and leaned down so that my mouth was close to her ear. 
“There’s no use in struggling,” I purred. “I’ve made sure those ropes are quite secure.”
I trailed a fingernail down her cheek, letting her feel my Fire magic. The girl yelped and jerked away, but of course she had nowhere to go. I started questioning the girl, asking her where her sister was, but the little brat refused to talk, even when I threatened her with my Fire magic. 
I stared at her, at the stubborn set of her chin and the hardness of her mouth. This one was her mother’s daughter, after all, determined to be a thorn in my side until the very end.
“So brave, so young, so very stupid. Have it your way then,” I said.
I stepped back and reached for my Fire magic, concentrating my power on the pendant trapped between the girl’s hands. It was easy for me to direct my magic into the bauble, to focus my Fire on that one area and slowly, agonizingly heat and melt the silverstone until the magical metal seared itself into her tender palms.
The girl screamed and cried and thrashed against the ropes, but surprisingly, she still didn’t tell me what I wanted to know, not even when I knew she could smell her own burning skin. The stench of it filled the air, mixing with that of Eira and the oldest girl.
Finally, I grew tired of torturing the middle brat and left her alone, still weeping and wailing. She wasn’t going anywhere, and she wasn’t the one I wanted dead, anyway. Her younger sister was—the one Magda believed had both Ice and Stone magic. Bria was her name. Which made the middle brat, the one I’d just tortured, Genevieve, according to the information Elliot had gathered for me.
I found the giant crouched down in the kitchen, opening the cabinet doors and peering at the pots and pans, as if Bria might actually be hiding in such a small, cramped space. 
“You still haven’t found her?” I asked in a sharp voice.
Elliot looked over his shoulder at me. “We’re doing the best we can. It’s a big house, and she’s a little kid. There are a lot of places she could be hiding. Or she might have darted off into the woods. But don’t worry. We’ll find her sooner or later—”
A scream sounded, a sharp, high-pitched wail that radiated with terror. A few more screams followed that first one.
Elliot grinned and got to his feet. “See? I told you they’d find her sooner or later. Now all we have to do is go get her—”
Another scream sounded. This one was also full of pain and terror, but something else dominated the sound, something that made even me take heed. 
Fury—pure, raw, elemental fury.
The girl’s magic ripped through the house in much the same way mine had slammed into Eira earlier—intense and unstoppable. The blast of power slashed through the whole mansion, gaining force with every second, and the girl’s magic sliced into my skin like an ice-cold whip, one that had a granite core.
And I felt something I hadn’t felt in a very long time: fear.
“Magda was right,” I whispered. “She is strong.”
The scream faded away, and for a moment, there was an eerie silence. Then, one by one, the stones under our feet began to splinter. No, not splinter. That was too slow. The stone simply shattered, and I knew it was because of her scream, because of her elemental power. 
Not mine.
The whole mansion began to shake and buck and heave, and I staggered back, clutching a counter for support. Jagged cracks zipped through the ceiling, and chunks of plaster started falling like raindrops.
“Let’s get out of here!” Elliot shouted above the growing roar of destruction.
I was already sprinting toward the nearest door, throwing it open, and stumbling outside. Elliot was right behind me. We staggered to the edge of the woods, then turned and looked back at the house. 
It was like something out of a disaster movie. Piece by piece, room by room, floor by floor, the mansion simply collapsed in on itself. Dust, smoke, and other debris filled the air. Glass shattered, wood snapped, and fires bloomed like orange orchids in the mess. What had once been an immaculate mansion had been reduced to rubble by a girl who hadn’t even come into her full power as an elemental yet. 
A shiver rippled down my spine, and once more, I felt like someone had just walked over a grave—my own.
“Well,” Elliot said when the noise and dust finally settled down. “I guess you don’t have to worry about finding the other brat now. Nobody could have survived that. Not even the elemental who caused it. Whoever was in that house is dead now—dead and buried.”
He was right. Genevieve, the middle brat, the one I’d left tied up in the mansion, was certainly dead, killed by her own sister’s magic. Even I couldn’t have survived something like that, such sudden, massive destruction.
“Come on,” Elliot said. “Let’s see if any of my men made it out of the mansion on the other side. I know how you hate to waste resources.”
The giant started skirting around the edge of the ruined structure, calling out for his men. I followed him. Just before I rounded a corner on the back side of the mansion, I stopped and looked over my shoulder. 
The fires were rapidly spreading, consuming all the wood, glass, and plaster and leaping from one mound of rubble to the next. The flames would eat up whatever hadn’t been destroyed by the house collapsing. Elliot was right. Eira Snow and her three daughters were dead and buried—forever.
So why couldn’t I shake this nagging feeling of dread?






  
  Chapter Five

A Few Months Ago


Once word of the deaths of Eira Snow and her daughters hit the news, things got much easier for me. No one could point a finger at me and say that I’d caved Eira’s own house in on her, but most folks figured that I’d had  something to do with her death. 
Either way, it worked out well for me. The few remaining pockets of resistance in the underworld melted away, and I took control of the city just the way I’d always planned, just the way I’d always dreamed. 
I finally had everything I had ever wanted—and it was wonderful. 
Oh, I still had minor problems here and there over the years. An Air elemental named Alexis James thought she could embezzle from her father’s company after I took it over, although someone killed her before I could get around to doing it myself. 
An assassin managed to take down Tobias Dawson, someone who thought he was a business associate of mine. That same assassin also had the audacity to kill Jake McAllister, Jonah’s son, during a party at my mansion. Plus, I still hadn’t found a way to eliminate some of my more demanding colleagues in the Circle, including Mason Mitchell, who still thought I worked for him instead of the other way around. 
Still, everything was more or less under control—until the day Detective Bria Coolidge came to Ashland.
Elliot was the one who broke the news to me, and we discussed it one night while having dinner at Underwood’s, the city’s most expensive restaurant. Really, there was nothing to discuss. Somehow, some way, Bria Snow, now Bria Coolidge, had survived the destruction of her family’s mansion, and now she had returned to Ashland. 
Magda’s prophecy, the one I’d all but forgotten about, came rushing back to me, and I felt the same uncomfortable dread and annoying touch of fear that I had experienced all those years ago when I’d first heard Bria’s elemental scream of rage, pain, and fury.
“Kill her,” I ordered. “Tonight.”
But Elliot didn’t manage to do it. He slunk back to my mansion, telling some ridiculous tale about a masked woman—an assassin—who’d killed his men and saved Bria Coolidge.
Normally, I would have burned his skin from his bones for spouting such a ridiculous story. Only . . . his story wasn’t quite as ridiculous as it first seemed. 
Alexis James. Tobias Dawson. Jake McAllister. This was one setback too many, and I started wondering if there was more to Alexis’s, Tobias’s, and Jake’s deaths than I’d originally thought.
Then came the night that Elliot himself was killed, and I got a call from a woman I’d met once before—in my own bathroom, right after she had killed Jake McAllister and dumped his body in the bathtub, although I hadn’t realized what she’d done at the time. 
She’d crowed at me a little before finally getting down to business. “You’re finished in this town, Mab. You and all your cronies and minions. I’m putting you on notice. I’m going to take down your organization one piece, one player at a time, until you’re the only one left. And then I’m coming for you.”
I’d countered her threats with some of my own, and she’d spouted back some nonsense about leaving her calling card on the side of Elliot’s mountain mansion.
“That fucking spider rune?” I’d asked, staring up at the symbol burning in the stone. “Why a spider rune? It’s so simple, so weak.”
She’d hesitated a few moments. “Why a spider rune? Because it’s the symbol for patience. And I can wait however long I have to until I get you. So look at the rune, Mab, memorize it, and remember it well. Because you’ll be seeing it again real soon, sugar. Including the second before you die.”
Then she’d hung up on me. 
My gaze flicked over to Bria Coolidge, wondering if it could have been her I’d been talking to, but the detective was staring up at the burning rune just like everyone else was. She wasn’t even holding her phone.
She wasn’t the one who’d killed Elliot and the rest of my men.
For the first time in a very long time, I had a real enemy—one who was just as vicious and deadly as I was.






  
  Chapter Six

Present Day


“Mab?” Jonah asked, breaking into my jumbled thoughts and pulling me back to the here and now. 
I blinked, and the last of my memories faded away, like the snow still melting in my hair. Yes, I had an enemy, and now she’d killed the assassin I’d hired to kill her. 
I stared down at Elektra LaFleur, my gaze once again going to the spider rune that had been scratched into the gravel beside her body. The snow had picked up speed while I’d been lost in my memories, the individual flakes swiftly filling in the spider rune—
And then I remembered.
Eira’s snowflake necklace flashing around her throat when we were young. The snowflakes Magda had drawn when she’d first told me about her vision that a girl with both Ice and Stone magic would kill me. The strange, lopsided snowflakes that had eight points instead of six. The feel of the middle brat’s silverstone rune in my hand and all those rays radiating out of that one solid circle.
“Not snowflakes,” I whispered. “They were never snowflakes. They were spiders and webs instead. Spiders and webs, and stings and stones, just like Magda said.”
“Mab?” Jonah asked again. “What are you talking about? Of course they’re snowflakes. They’re all around us.”
I ignored him, my mind racing in a dozen different directions, putting all the puzzle pieces together. It didn’t take long. Now that I finally remembered, I knew exactly what I had to do.
I stared down at the white orchid I was still clutching. My fist exploded with elemental Fire, and the beautiful flower instantly disintegrated. I opened my fingers and let the smoking ash float away on the cold winter wind. Like Elektra LaFleur, the orchid was of no further use to me.
Jonah skittered to the side like a cockroach. He always got nervous whenever I so casually unleashed my Fire power. He’d seen me kill too many people with it over the years to be anything but wary around me. It was the only quality I admired about him.
“I know who she is,” I said in a satisfied voice. “I should have realized it immediately, but it was such a long time ago, and I’ve killed so many people since then. But I know exactly who she is now. More important, I know how I can find her and hurt her like she hasn’t been hurt in a long, long time—not since the last time we met, as a matter of fact.”
Jonah blinked. “You know who the Spider is?”
I nodded.
“Who—who is it?”
“Nobody important,” I replied. “Just a lost little girl I should have killed a long time ago, along with her baby sister. But I’ll rectify that situation very, very soon.”
Jonah’s silver eyebrows drew together in confusion, although the rest of his face didn’t move along with them. “How are you going to do that?”
I outlined my plan. He listened to me intently, his perfectly smooth features betraying nothing of what he was really thinking. Sometimes I thought that was the reason Jonah got all those Air elemental facials, so he could better hide his true feelings from me.
“It will take a few weeks to arrange everything,” Jonah said when I was finished. “Especially if you want to lure quality talent to Ashland and cast a net over the whole city.”
“Take however long you need to, and spend as much money as necessary. I don’t care what it costs. Just make sure the job is done properly this time. Because Jonah?”
“Yes?”
I let him see the black fire burning in my eyes. “This is your last chance.”
The lawyer pressed his lips together, swallowed, and nodded his head.
I stalked through the train yard and headed toward my waiting limo. The driver hurried to open the back door. Before I slid inside the car, I stopped and looked over my shoulder.
Bria Coolidge was staring at me, along with her partner, Xavier. Both of them had calculating looks on their faces, clearly wondering what I was up to, where I was going, and what I might be plotting against them and their mysterious friend. I gave them a dismissive glance and slid into the back of the limo. The driver shut the door and hurried around to the front.
I reached forward, opened the bar, and poured myself a glass of whiskey. Outside, Bria and Xavier kept staring at my limo. Even though they couldn’t see me through the tinted windows, I raised my glass to them in a silent toast, then drained all the whiskey inside.
Let them wonder. Let them worry about what I was up to. They’d find out soon enough.
Because it wouldn’t be long until Bria Coolidge was dead—and her sister, Genevieve Snow, the Spider, along with her.






  
  Haints and Hobwebs

Chapter One—Gin Blanco


This story takes place after Tangled Threads, book 4.


      [image: image-placeholder]The first time I saw the haint was in the cemetery. 
Shocking, I know, a ghost hanging out in a graveyard, but the pale, wispy figure still caught my eye, if only because it was the first one I’d ever seen.
You’d think I would have been visited by more haints in my time, given the fact that I was a semiretired assassin and that I’d helped a lot of people move on from this life to the next with a slice or two of my silverstone knives.
I had come to Blue Ridge Cemetery to place some forget-me-nots on the grave of Fletcher Lane, my murdered mentor. The old man had taken me in off the streets when I was a teenager, trained me to be an assassin like him, dubbed me the Spider, and then set me loose on the greedy, corrupt citizens of the Southern metropolis of Ashland.
Good times.
I had been crouched over Fletcher’s grave for about ten minutes, brushing the dry, withered remains of the autumn leaves off his granite gravestone and arranging the blue forget-me-nots in an empty soda bottle I’d brought along for the purpose. The slick green glass was the same color as Fletcher’s eyes.
It was a bitterly cold January day. The sun looked like it was submerged under dingy dishwater clouds rather than hanging in the sky, and its weak rays didn’t even come close to melting the thin patches of crusty snow that littered the ground like shreds of tissue paper.
But I didn’t pay much attention to the cold—I was too busy talking to Fletcher. I’d been catching the old man up on everything that was happening in my life, from the reappearance of my baby sister, Bria, back in Ashland to my ongoing war against Mab Monroe, the Fire elemental who’d murdered my mother and my older sister when I was thirteen.
Fletcher’s grave was my own private confessional, a place where all my whispered secrets and worrisome weaknesses would be whipped away by the biting winds that whizzed across this particular ridge of the Appalachian Mountains.
Weaknesses that I had to hide as Gin Blanco—and most especially as my alter ego, the Spider.
I had just finished telling Fletcher about my deepening feelings for my lover, Owen Grayson, when a flash of movement caught my eye. I immediately palmed one of the silverstone knives hidden up my sleeves. I might be mostly retired from being the Spider these days, but I still had plenty of enemies who wanted me dead, namely Mab, now that I was openly gunning for her.
My fingers curled around the knife’s hilt, and a small symbol stamped into the metal pressed into a larger matching scar embedded in my palm. Both of them spider runes, a small circle surrounded by eight thin rays. The symbol for patience. The same rune, the same scar, was branded into my other palm. It was my assassin name and so much a part of who and what I was.
Knife in hand, I turned my head, ready to face whatever danger might be lurking in the cemetery—and to put it down, if necessary, in the bloody, permanent fashion I was fond of and so very good at.
And that’s when I first saw the haint.
She hovered over a gravestone about twenty feet away from where Fletcher was buried. I’d never given much thought to ghosts before. They were dead, after all. It was the living you had to watch out for—the people who could still screw you over six ways from Sunday the second they got the chance.
Still, it surprised me how translucent she was, like a shadow cast by the moon. Everything about her was pale silver, from her sweet, old-fashioned gingham dress to the wild, wavy hair that cascaded down her back like a waterfall. Her features were sharp, though, painfully so. Big eyes, full lips, a crook of a nose. She wasn’t what I would consider pretty—her features were too angular for that—but something in her face made you take a second look at her.
All put together, she looked like an old-timey mountain girl, someone who had once lived in one of the hundreds of forested hollers that clutched around the city of Ashland like thin, green, grasping fingers.
Besides, haints or not, only mountain girls went around barefoot in the winter. Like Jo-Jo Deveraux, the Air elemental who healed me whenever I needed patching up. I eyed the ghost’s toes, which rested on a patch of snow. I wondered if she could even feel the cold in whatever half-life she was clinging to.
I had told Fletcher everything that was troubling me, at least for today, so I slid my knife back up my sleeve and focused on the ghost. It took me a minute to realize that she was trying to clean off the gravestone, just like I’d done with Fletcher’s. I didn’t know if she could really brush aside the glittering cobwebs that swooped from one side of the gravestone to the other with her silvery fingers, but the tight set of her mouth told me that she was sure determined to try.
I got to my feet and walked over to the grave. The haint didn’t stop her phantom brushing, much less look at me. I supposed that she was used to being ignored. So was I. As the Spider, I had spent a good portion of my life creeping through the shadows and being as invisible as possible—until the moment I chose to strike.
I watched the haint work for a while. Maybe it was just my imagination, but the thick, sticky cobwebs seemed to quiver, shiver, and slowly break apart one tangled thread at a time under her relentless touch. Maybe she really could brush them away if she focused hard and long enough. And what was time to a haint?
My gray gaze traced over the faint markings on the smooth stone.
Thomas P. Kirkwood, beloved son, 1908–1929.
Maybe it was because I had been thinking about Owen so much lately and trying to come to terms with my feelings for him, but I didn’t think the long-dead Thomas was the haint’s son. No, I thought, only a lover could inspire that kind of devotion, even among ghosts and, most tellingly, all these years later.
Curiosity was one trait that Fletcher had instilled in me above all others, so I crouched down in front of the gravestone, then reached forward and ran my fingers across the weather-worn words.
The stone radiated sorrow.
People’s actions and feelings sink into their surroundings over time, especially into stone. As a Stone elemental, I could sense those psychic vibrations in whatever form the element took around me, from the proud whispers of a beautiful jewel to the harsh cries of a concrete floor spattered with blood.
The gravestone’s sad murmurs filled my mind, along with soft, whistling notes that told of the crumbling passage of time and how the sun, wind, rain, and snow had slowly worn away the hard, pointed edges of the marker. Not unusual emotions in a cemetery. The same feelings would eventually sink into Fletcher’s gravestone as the years rolled on by.
What surprised me was the rage.
It pulsed through the stone like a cold, black, beating heart—slow, steady, and unending.
Thump-thump-thump-thump.
Somehow I knew it was the haint’s rage. After all, if she’d died around the same time as Thomas, then she’d probably been haunting the cemetery since the 1920s, which meant that she’d had decades for her feelings to sink into the gravestone.
But who was the haint so angry at? Thomas? Had their love affair somehow gone wrong?
I concentrated on the rage, listening to the harsh mutters buried deep, deep down in the stone. I got the sense that the ghost’s anger was directed at someone else, someone who’d taken Thomas away from her. Sharp, anguished shrieks of helplessness also trilled through the stone, punctuating the rage and mixing with faint whispers of guilt.
Whatever had happened to Thomas, there was nothing the haint could do about it now, and it was eating her up inside. If she even had an inside anymore. Maybe that was why she hadn’t faded away into the afterlife yet. Maybe she couldn’t until things were set right. At least, that was what always seemed to happen in the stories I read for the various literature classes I took in my spare time at Ashland Community College.
Guilt, rage, helplessness—I could relate to all those emotions since I’d felt every single one of them every single day since Mab Monroe had murdered my mother and my older sister. Really, they were the driving forces of my life—and would probably be the death of me when I finally went up against the Fire elemental.
So I took pity on the ghostly mountain girl. I leaned forward and spent the next few minutes brushing off all the cobwebs that decorated the gravestone.
No one had touched the marker in years, decades probably, and the webs were so thick and sticky that they clung to my skin like grayish glue. Hobwebs, Fletcher would have called them. When I was younger, he used to tell me stories about how little hobgoblins would start hiding in the silky strands if I didn’t clean the cobwebs out of the corners of my bedroom. I smiled at the memory and kept working.
In addition to getting rid of the hobwebs, I also dusted off all the dried leaves and snapped twigs that the wind had carried this way.
When I was finally done, I looked over at the haint. “There,” I said. “Better now?”
I must have surprised her, because for a moment, she zipped around me like moonlit lightning. I blinked, and there she was, shimmering a few feet away. The mountain girl’s eyes met mine. When she realized that I was actually looking at her, that I could actually see her, her mouth rounded into a perfect O. After a moment, she crept forward and waved her hand in front of my face.
“What?” I asked, brushing away her cool, ghostly fingers. “If you’re trying to make me cold, I don’t think it will work. I’m an Ice elemental, you see. Ice and Stone, actually. I can create Ice cubes with my bare hands that are colder than you are. And if you’re trying to scare me, well, you should know that I’ve spent a good part of my life being an assassin and killing people—bad, bad people. So I don’t scare easy.”
The mountain girl dropped her hand. She backed up a few steps, crossed her arms over her chest, and considered me, her silvery gaze taking in every little thing about me, from my heavy fleece jacket to my chocolate-brown hair to my pale skin and gray eyes that were almost as cold as hers.
I stood there and let her stare. As an assassin, I was used to being patient, used to waiting for my targets to become vulnerable, no matter how long it took—minutes, hours, days, weeks, months. Or in Mab’s case, years.
But even I couldn’t compete with a haint. She had all the time in the world, and I had things to do, specifically a restaurant to run.
“Well,” I said, “I hope you find what you’re looking for. Peace, revenge, whatever. Maybe I’ll see you the next time I come here to visit Fletcher.”
The haint didn’t speak, of course, but I didn’t really expect her to. Still, the mountain girl stood next to Thomas’s forgotten grave and watched me disappear into the darkening twilight.






  
  Chapter Two


“I think I’m being haunted,” I said the next day. 
Finnegan Lane, my foster brother and partner in murder, mayhem, and mischief, arched an eyebrow. Amusement filled his bright green eyes, which were the same color as those of Fletcher, his father. “Really? Has one of your previous dark and dirty misdeeds come back to bite you in the ass?”
“Nothing as dramatic as that. I seem to have brought home a haint from the cemetery.”
I jerked my head to the right. Finn stared at the spot, but he didn’t see the mountain girl spinning around and around on the stool next to him, a small, silly smile on her face. I wasn’t quite sure how she could spin like that and the stool not move, but then again, haints weren’t my specialty. Killing people was. So I just sighed and leaned my elbows down on the counter.
It was almost closing time at the Pork Pit, the barbecue restaurant I ran in downtown Ashland, and my Gin joint was largely deserted. I’d already sent the waitstaff home for the day, and the only people inside were me, Finn, and Sophia Deveraux, the dwarf who was the head cook.
Well, us plus the haint.
I’d first noticed the mountain girl when I opened up the restaurant this morning. I didn’t know how she’d tracked me from the cemetery to the Pork Pit, but she had. I’d found her wandering around inside, looking at the well-worn but clean vinyl booths, the peeling blue and pink pig tracks on the floor that led to the men’s and women’s restrooms, respectively, the long counter in the back of the restaurant, even the bloody framed copy of Where the Red Fern Grows that hung on one of the walls.
She’d perked up when I came into the restaurant, her ghostly figure pulsing a brighter silver. I’d tried to talk to her, to ask her what she was doing here and what she wanted, but all she did was stare at me with big eyes that almost glowed with hope.
I had no idea why. I wasn’t one to inspire hope in people—more like fear, followed quickly by terror, blood, and death.
The mountain girl had hung out in the restaurant the rest of the day, always keeping me in sight. When I went over to a booth to take someone’s order, she tagged along. When I went into the alley in the back of the restaurant to dump the day’s trash, she stayed two steps behind me. She even followed me into the bathroom, until I shooed her away and told her that I liked to do my lady business in private.
But none of the folks who’d come into the Pork Pit noticed her hovering over their shoulders, wistfully eyeing their thick, juicy barbecue beef and pork sandwiches, steak-cut fries, and baked beans coated with Fletcher’s secret barbecue sauce. Apparently, I was the only one who could see her.
Well, me and Sophia.
I supposed it made sense. Sophia was an Air elemental, which meant she could create, control, and manipulate all the natural gases in the air the same way that I could in the stone around me. No doubt, she sensed the psychic vibrations the ghost was giving off. Not that Sophia would say anything about it, since she didn’t talk much. Still, every once in a while, she would stare at the mountain girl out of the corner of her eye.
And the mountain girl stared right back at her. That was because Sophia wasn’t just a dwarf—she also happened to be a Goth. Sophia wore black from the bottoms of her heavy boots to her jeans to her T-shirt, which featured a white, grinning pirate skull-and-crossbones. A matching silverstone skull dangled off the black leather collar that ringed her neck. Her hair and eyes were black too, although her lips were a bright, glossy pink in her pale face.
Sophia’s clothes stood out in stark contrast to Finn’s slick gray designer Fiona Fine suit and my simple long-sleeved blue T-shirt and jeans.
“And why do you suppose this particular haint has decided to haunt you?” Finn asked, taking a sip of the chicory coffee he favored. “You didn’t kill her, did you? Or someone she cared about?”
“No. According to the gravestone she was floating around, she probably died long before I was even born.”
Finn perked up. “Gravestone, eh? What was the name on it?”
In addition to being an investment banker, Finn also had a network of spies throughout Ashland and beyond. To him, digging up dirt on other people was an amusing hobby, as was seducing whatever woman happened to be strolling by at the time. I’d never been able to decide what Finn liked best—money, secrets, or women. But his unashamed pursuit of all three was one of the many things I loved about him.
This time, I raised my eyebrow. “You really want to research this for me? It’s just a ghost.”
“A ghost who’s haunting you,” Finn pointed out. “She’s got to have a reason, right? Otherwise, why not just stay in the cemetery and hang out for another hundred years or so?”
He had a point. Truth be told, I was kind of curious myself about why she’d latched onto me. Oh, I could tell that the haint wanted something—I just didn’t know what it was or why she thought I could give it to her. As a semiretired assassin, I wasn’t known for my kind and generous nature. Quite the opposite, in fact.
“All right,” I said. “See what you can find out.”
I told him Kirkwood’s name, along with the year he’d died.
Finn toasted me with his coffee mug, downed the rest of his brew, and left to get started on his mission. On his way out the front door, Finn passed someone coming into the Pork Pit.
Owen Grayson.
A smile creased my face at the sight of the sexy businessman, and all sorts of warm feelings flooded my veins—feelings that I didn’t want to examine too closely. Owen and I had been lovers for several weeks now, and it always surprised me how much I’d come to care about him in such a short time.
But the really crazy thing was that he seemed to care about me just as much.
Owen knew all about my violent, bloody past, present, and future as the Spider, but it hadn’t made him run screaming in the other direction—yet. He never shied away or ignored who I was and what I did as an assassin, mainly because he’d done his own share of dirty deeds over the years to protect his younger sister, Eva.
Owen’s complete acceptance of me was one of the things I liked most about him, along with the fact that he always gave me the time and space I needed, whether I was stalking a target or trying to come to grips with our blossoming relationship.
Still, despite all we’d been through, some small, cynical part of me couldn’t help but wonder when it would end. When Owen would get tired of the danger I put myself in and all the nights I came over to his house with blood spattered on my clothes. When he’d tell me we were through. Sure, Owen cared about me, but I didn’t know that we were meant to last forever.
I wanted us to, though—far more than I should have.
As the woman Gin Blanco, my deepening feelings for Owen were unsettling enough, since I’d never been the type to wear my heart on my sleeve. As the assassin the Spider, they were downright disturbing, since I knew just how very easily someone could take Owen away from me forever. I’d already lost so many people—my mom, Eira; my older sister, Annabella; Fletcher. I didn’t want to lose Owen too. Not now, not ever.
I smoothed out my features and kept the troubling turmoil out of my eyes. “Hey there, handsome,” I drawled.
“Hey there, yourself,” Owen rumbled.
He leaned across the counter and gave me a quick kiss that made me wish we could skip the dinner reservations he’d made and go straight to his house for dessert.
He drew back, and I realized the mountain girl had stopped her spinning and was staring at him. No surprise there. Oh, Owen wasn’t as handsome as Finn—few men could compete with my foster brother’s perfect features and smarmy smile—but something in Owen’s face had attracted me right from the start.
I’d never been able to figure out if it was the slightly crooked tilt of his nose or the thin scar that slashed underneath his chin. Or maybe it was his piercing violet eyes, which were further set off by his blue-black hair and tan skin. Either way, once you looked at Owen, you didn’t want to stop. At least, I didn’t want to stop.
“You ready?” he asked. “Our reservation is at eight. I figured we’d swing by my place first so you could shower and change.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Shower, eh? You know, I never end up showering alone at your house. Why do you think that is?”
A devilish grin spread across his face, and heat sparked in his eyes. “Well,” he said, matching my earlier drawl, “I wouldn’t want you to get lonely in there. Besides, you need someone to wash your back, and I’m more than happy to volunteer for that particular job.”
I laughed. “Well, how can a gal refuse such a generous offer? Just let me close up for the night and get my bag.”
Owen made a low, formal bow. “As you command, my lady. Now and always.”
His voice dropped to a raspy murmur on the last word. The intense look in his eyes made my heart quiver with longing, but I pushed the wistful feeling aside. For what seemed like the thousandth time, I told myself not to care too much for Owen Grayson, even if I knew it was already too late.
Sophia helped me turn off all the appliances before grabbing her own things and leaving through the swinging doors that led to the back of the restaurant. The dwarf would close up behind her, which left me to lock up the storefront.
I was so busy laughing and talking with Owen that I forgot about the mountain girl until I stepped outside and turned to pull the front door shut behind me. She stood there in the doorway, and I hesitated, wondering how rude it would be to reach through her translucent body to grab the doorknob.
The mountain girl’s silvery eyes flicked to Owen, then to me. An aching sadness filled her face for a moment before her mouth flattened out into that determined line again. She reached over and touched the brick that lined the door of the restaurant, pressing her ghostly fingers into the stone as best she could. Then she looked at me again, raising her eyebrows in a silent question.
I frowned, then reached over and put my hand on top of hers, so that we were both touching the brick.
As always, my Stone elemental magic let me hear the clogged, contented murmurs of the brick—the ones that matched the stomachs and arteries of so many of my customers after eating at the Pork Pit. But there was something else in the brick now, some other faint emotion mixed in with the usual pleasure.
I closed my eyes and concentrated, focusing on that sound, pulling it out of the stone, and trying to make some kind of sense of it.
Help him, a soft voice whispered in my mind. Please.
Startled, I dropped my hand from the brick. My eyes snapped open, and I found the mountain girl staring at me once more.
Who was him? Thomas? And why did she want me to help him? Thomas was dead and buried in the cemetery, just like Fletcher. There was nothing I could do for either one of them now. I killed people—I didn’t bring them peace after the fact.
“Gin?” Owen asked. “Is something wrong?”
“No,” I said, plastering a smile on my face. “Everything’s just fine.”
Her ominous plea delivered, the mountain girl stepped back inside the restaurant. I hesitated a moment, then leaned forward, grabbed the knob, and pulled the door shut.
My hand trembled the faintest bit as I slid the key into the lock and turned the dead bolt. I looked inside at the haint once more. The mountain girl’s sad silver eyes were the last thing I saw before Owen put his arm around me and pulled me away from her for the night.






  
  Chapter Three


“She’s definitely a haint, all right,” Jo-Jo said two days later. “Definitely a haint and not a ghost.” 
“What’s the difference?” Bria asked.
I was curious about that myself. Fletcher had always used the words haint and ghost like they were interchangeable, and so had I.
“Well,” Jo-Jo said, leaning over to put another coat of magenta polish on Bria’s nails, “for the most part, ghosts are just troublemakers. Mean old souls who like to scare the living. They rattle chains, moan and groan, break mirrors, and generally make pests out of themselves. But haints, now, haints have a specific purpose. A mission, if you will. They’re clinging to this life for a reason, and they can’t or won’t let go until that mission is completed, no matter how long it takes.”
Well, that told me the mountain girl wanted something from me, but it still didn’t tell me what that something was.
“Why do you think I can see her?” I asked. “I thought only Air elementals like you and Sophia could see haints or ghosts. Not someone with Ice and Stone magic like me.”
Jo-Jo shrugged. “It might be because you’re supposed to help her with her mission. It happens like that sometimes, no matter what kind of elemental magic you have or even if you have none at all.”
I looked to my left. The haint was here today, of course, pacing back and forth across the room. She’d been shadowing me for three days now. Every time I turned around, there she was—including when I’d been in the shower with Owen a few nights ago.
I would have knifed her for that little intrusion if I could have. She must have seen the murderous glint in my eyes, though, because she backed off a little after that. I hadn’t seen her again until the next morning, when I opened Owen’s bedroom door and found her slumped against the wall outside. Ever since then, though, she’d been my constant, silent companion.
Now the three of us—well, four, if you counted the haint—were in Jo-Jo’s beauty salon, located in the back of her large antebellum house.
Jolene “Jo-Jo” Deveraux made her living as a self-proclaimed drama mama. In addition to healing wounds, Air elemental magic was also great for fighting the ravages of time, and Jo-Jo used her power to do everything from smoothing out crow’s feet to getting rid of pesky sunspots to putting various body parts back up to where they had been ten years and twenty pounds ago.
Scissors, combs, tweezers, blow dryers, curling irons, and every other tool that could be used to cut, wax, pluck, or exfoliate could be found in Jo-Jo’s salon, along with cherry-red chairs, stacks of beauty magazines, and dozens of bottles of pink nail polish. Rosco, Jo-Jo’s basset hound, snoozed in a wicker basket in the corner.
Like her sister, Sophia, Jo-Jo was also a dwarf, although she was as light and sugary-sweet as cotton candy compared to Sophia’s darker Goth nature. Jo-Jo’s white-blond curls were perfectly arranged on top of her head, she wore a pink dress covered with enormous pink daisies, and a string of pearls dangled from her neck. Even though it was January and the salon floor was cool to the touch, Jo-Jo’s feet were bare.
Mountain girls, I thought, and smiled.
Jo-Jo had offered to give Bria and me manicures and pedicures so we could spend some time together. Bria Coolidge might be my long-lost baby sister, but she was also a detective for the Ashland Police Department, and one of the few honest cops on the force. A few weeks ago, Bria had not only found out that I, Gin Blanco, was really her big sister, Genevieve Snow, but she’d also discovered that I was the assassin the Spider.
Needless to say, Bria had had more than a few problems with my former profession and occasional pro-bono deeds for the good citizens of Ashland. Still, we were trying to have some kind of relationship, trying to get to know each other again, and it was more than I had ever dared to hope for.
Jo-Jo had already finished my nails and was now working on Bria’s. I wasn’t much for manicures. As an assassin, I always kept my nails short, since it made it easier to get rid of the blood that settled underneath them. But Bria had always loved playing with our mother’s makeup when we were kids, so I’d come to the salon and sat through Jo-Jo’s ministrations. The dwarf had also trimmed Bria’s blond hair, shaping it into a bob that was sleek and tousled at the same time.
“I heard of a few haints when I was living in Savannah,” Bria said. “But nothing like what Gin’s describing. What do you think this one wants? What do you think her mission is?”
I shrugged. I hadn’t told anyone about the whispered words the haint had sent me through the brick at the Pork Pit, but they’d echoed in my head ever since.
Help him. Please.
“Well, I don’t know exactly what she wants, but I know who she is,” Finn called out from the doorway.
My foster brother swaggered into the salon, a cup of steaming chicory coffee in one hand and a thick manila folder in the other. He pulled up a chair so that he was sitting between me and Bria, then turned and gave my sister his most charming smile.
“Love the new ’do, Detective,” Finn murmured. “It really brings out your bone structure.”
Bria snorted, but a spark of interest shimmered in her blue eyes. Finn had laid a very public, very passionate kiss on my baby sister a few weeks ago during a Christmas party at Owen’s house. Ever since then, the two of them had been engaged in their own sort of mating dance, with Finn running after Bria the way he did when any beautiful woman crossed his line of sight and Bria just as easily resisting him.
I didn’t know what the final outcome would be, but so far, it had been entertaining to watch their battle of wills.
After another moment of eyeing Bria, Finn turned his attention to me and held up the file.
“You know, I didn’t expect this to be quite the challenge it was,” he said. “I actually had to go over to the newspaper office and bribe one of my sources to let me into their morgue.”
“Poor baby,” I murmured with false sympathy.
Bria snickered at my tone. Finn glared at her a second before turning his attention back to me.
“Seriously, Gin, do you know what a pain in the ass it is to go through microfilm? It took me hours to find the information. Hours I could have spent in the arms of a good woman—like sweet Bria here.”
Bria rolled her eyes, and this time, Jo-Jo snickered.
“You were the one who volunteered.” I plucked the folder from his hand. “So lay it out for me.”
Finn batted his eyes at my baby sister one more time. “The guy who’s buried in the cemetery is one Thomas P. Kirkwood.”
“I already knew that.”
I opened the folder and found a black-and-white picture on top of a stack of papers. Thomas Kirkwood had been a handsome man. Thick, curly hair, kind eyes, nice smile. Even a couple of dimples in his cheeks. I could see why the haint had been drawn to him. Most women would have been.
The mountain girl floated over to me. She bit her lip and stretched out her fingers, caressing Thomas’s face, even though it was only a photo. A silver tear slid out of the corner of her eye, streaking down her face like a falling star.
“Yes,” Finn said in a smug tone. “But you don’t know how he died. You don’t know how he was murdered.”
“Murdered?” Bria asked, bristling. “When?”
“Relax, Detective,” Finn said. “This was back in the nineteen twenties, well before you were a twinkle in anyone’s eye. Apparently, there was something of a feud going on between Thomas and another man, Homer Graves.”
Jo-Jo stiffened at the name.
“Do you know him?” I asked.
The dwarf looked at me with her clear, almost colorless eyes and nodded. “I do. He’s a vampire. Probably around three hundred years old or so. Lives up on top of one of the ridges not too far from Warren Fox’s store, Country Daze.”
Her words were innocent enough, but concern filled her middle-aged face. Whoever Graves was, he was a bad person—bad enough to worry even Jo-Jo, who was one of the strongest elementals around.
“Anyway,” Finn continued, “Thomas was in love with a girl named Tess Darville. By all accounts, she was in love with him too, but her parents wanted her to marry Graves instead.”
My eyes flicked over to the haint. She looked at me and nodded.
Tess, I could almost hear her say. My name is Tess.
“So what happened?” Bria asked.
“Well, everyone thought that Tess and Thomas just up and ran off together.” Finn hesitated. “Until their bodies were found two weeks later. They’d both been tortured. Mutilated, really, with their throats slashed from ear to ear. But the worst part was that their, um, hearts were cut out of their chests and never found. Of course, Homer Graves was the prime suspect, but the cops could never prove anything. They just didn’t have the forensic science back then that they do now. It’s all there in the copies I made of the newspaper clippings.”
Bria frowned. “Their hearts were cut out of their chests? Where were the bodies found?”
Finn looked at her. “Out near the old Ashland Rock Quarry. Why?”
My sister’s face tightened. “Because I got called out to a body dump there three days ago. Two victims, a young couple, both eighteen. They’d been missing for almost two weeks.”
“And let me guess—their hearts were cut out of their chests,” I finished.
Bria nodded. “I need to call in about this. See if Graves has any connection to my two victims.”
She barely waited until her nails were dry before getting to her feet. She pulled out her cell phone and called Xavier, the giant who was her partner on the force, filling him in. Finn trailed my sister out of the salon, insisting that he was going with her, that he could tell her even more.
I waited until I heard the front door of the house shut behind them before I turned to Jo-Jo. “What else do you know? I saw how you tensed up when Finn said Graves’s name. He’s rotten, isn’t he? Rotten to the core.”
She hesitated. “There was some other talk about Graves as well. Not only that he murdered that poor couple way back when but about how he did it.”
My eyes narrowed. “What kind of talk?”
“That he was an Air elemental in addition to being a vampire,” Jo-Jo said in a low voice. The dwarf raised her clear eyes to mine. “That he . . . that he actually ate their hearts. Fried them up like hamburgers, put them on a bun, and everything. Supposedly, cutting out their hearts helped him suck their souls out of their bodies. Eating them, well, I think he did that just for fun.”
I’d seen a lot of bad things in my time as the Spider, and I’d done more than my fair share of dark deeds myself. But that turned even my stomach.
“Can you . . . can you even do that with Air magic?” I asked. “Tear someone’s soul out of their body?”
Jo-Jo slowly nodded.
I rubbed my chest, which was suddenly aching, and glanced over at Tess Darville. The mountain girl floated over and took Bria’s chair. For a moment, her features blurred, and she looked exhausted.
Just . . . exhausted.
I had no doubt that Graves had murdered her and Thomas Kirkwood out of jealousy or spite or both. But I still had so many questions.
Had the Air elemental vampire really sucked out Tess’s soul? Was that what I was looking at right now? And where was Thomas? Where was his soul or spirit or whatever? If he’d loved Tess as much as she loved him, then why wasn’t he here with her, even if they both had been murdered?
Tess stared at me, and I could tell exactly what she was thinking.
See? This is why I’ve been haunting you. Because you’re the only one who can help me. Because you’re the only one strong enough to do what needs to be done.
Suddenly, I knew exactly what Tess wanted and why she’d latched onto me that day in the cemetery. It was my own fault, really, for telling her who I was and what I did. I should have known better than to open my mouth, even to a haint. Fletcher had taught me to be smarter than that.
But the old man had also taught me that it was okay to help folks who couldn’t help themselves—and that sometimes the only way to do that was with the point of one of my knives.
I stared at the mountain girl. After a few seconds, I nodded. Tess blinked at me in surprise for a moment before she nodded back.
“Gin?” Jo-Jo asked, looking first at the haint, then at me. Since Jo-Jo was an Air elemental, she could see Tess just like Sophia could. “What are you going to do?”
“What I do best,” I said. “What I’ve done so many times before as the Spider. I’m going to kill that murderous son of a bitch Graves so Tess here can finally rest in peace.”






  
  Chapter Four


Jo-Jo gave me directions to Homer Graves’s place. I grabbed a bag of tools that I kept stashed in her house just for these sorts of situations, got into my car, and headed out. 
Normally, I would have been more cautious, would have waited to do some recon at the very least before going in with knives slashing. But there was no time. Not with Bria sniffing around. She’d do the right thing, the cop thing, and get a warrant before she went to question Graves.
I already knew Graves was a murderer who liked to torture his victims. I didn’t want my baby sister anywhere near him, especially if he was a soul sucker like Jo-Jo thought.
Besides, Tess had waited so long already. I figured she was anxious to get on with things. Even a haint could only be so patient.
I got as close to Graves’s rugged, remote property as I could, then pulled my car off the side of the road, shouldered my bag of supplies, and hiked the rest of the way in on foot.
Tess floated beside me the whole time, her face tight with worry, her hands fisting in the ghostly folds of her gingham dress. I didn’t know why. I was the one sticking my neck out here—hers had already been cut long ago by Graves. Still, her concern touched me.
According to Jo-Jo, Graves lived at the top of a holler in the mountains above Ashland. I followed her directions up a faint hiking trail, then stopped when I crested a forested ridge and spotted Graves’s house through a screen of trees. Above me, the bare skeletal branches creaked and cracked back and forth as the wind tangled through them. The faint whispers almost seemed to be warning me.
Stay away . . . stay away . . . stay away . . .
I pushed my unease aside and used the binoculars I’d brought along to peer at the house in front of me. It could have been a replica of a hundred others I’d seen in hollers like this one—white clapboard that had long ago turned dingy with age, a porch with warped, weathered, sagging boards, and a dull tin roof dotted here and there with black mold. Charming.
Whatever else he was, Graves definitely didn’t care what kind of disrepair his property fell into. Still, his neglect would make my job easier. It was only around three in the afternoon, and he would have easily seen me creeping through his yard if the grass hadn’t been as high as my waist and choked with winter weeds and black briars.
Once again, that feeling of unease crept up on me. Maybe it was because the area was so completely lifeless. No birds fluttered in the trees, no rabbits scurried through the fallen leaves, nothing moved at all but the wind, with its relentless whistle of cold air.
“Okay, Tess,” I whispered, turning to the haint. “Time to earn my pro-bono services as the Spider. Where’s Graves most likely to be? I want to do this quick and quiet-like, before he even knows I’m here.”
Tess bit her lip, then pointed to the left side of the house. Still keeping inside the tree line, I put my binoculars back into my bag and skulked in that direction.
A small shack was attached to the back side of the house, made of the same dingy clapboard as the main structure. I got down on my belly and left the trees behind, crawling through the grass and masking my furtive movements with the gusts of wind that blew across the overgrown yard.
Five minutes later, I reached the side of the shack and eased back up into a standing position. I peered in through one of the windows, but an inch of grime covered the glass. All I could see inside was a faint glow, like someone had left a bare bulb burning.
The windows were too small for me to go through, so I dropped my bag on the ground, palmed one of my silverstone knives, and tiptoed over to the door. And then I waited, counting off the seconds in my head.
Five . . . ten . . . fifteen . . .
Five minutes later, I was still waiting, and I hadn’t heard a peep from inside the shack. No rustles of clothing, no soft footsteps, no whispers of movement. Graves wasn’t here.
“All right, Tess,” I said in a low voice. “He’s obviously not in there. So where to now? The main house?”
The haint shook her head and pointed at the door. I sighed and started to move away, but she darted in front of me, stomped her bare foot into the ground, and stabbed her finger at the door again. Whatever was in there, Tess wanted me to see it.
“Getting bossed around by a haint,” I muttered. “Finn will never let me live this down.”
I hesitated a moment, then reached out and tried the knob. To my surprise, it turned, so I eased the door open and slipped inside. I thought it would take a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the semidarkness, since the windows were smeared with dirt, but there was plenty of light in the shack.
Hundreds of lights, actually—all trapped in glass snow globes.
The globes sat on shelves that covered all four walls of the shack from floor to ceiling. A large stone table was set into the middle of the packed dirt floor. Even from here, I could see that the table was crusted with dried black blood, and I could hear the harsh, ragged screams that raged through the stone.
Bad things had happened on that table—some very bad things indeed.
This was where Graves had tortured Tess and Thomas and who knew how many other innocent people over the years, including the two bodies the cops had discovered in the rock quarry. This was where he’d cut out their hearts.
This was where Graves had stolen their souls.
I’d never given much thought to my immortal soul before. As an assassin, I figured I’d already booked a front-row seat on the express bus downstairs a long time ago. But somehow I knew what was in the globes: souls. It was the only explanation that made sense. The lights were the same pale silver as Tess, the same pale, translucent silver that I’d never seen anywhere else.
Two of the lights bounced around inside their globes like tennis balls, as if they could somehow knock the globes off the shelf, break the glass, and free themselves. But the others—all the others—had sunk into the bottoms of their globes, and they barely glowed at all.
My mother had collected snow globes before she died. It was bone-chilling to see something so harmless used in such an evil way.
It was one of the most disturbing things I’d ever seen.
“Graves brought you here and hurt you, didn’t he?” I asked Tess. “Because you didn’t love him like he loved you. Graves kidnapped and tortured you and Thomas because you two were in love. You and Thomas both died, but somehow you kept Graves from getting your soul. Thomas is trapped here somewhere, isn’t he? In one of the globes. That’s why you needed my help. To kill Graves. To free Thomas . . . and all the others.”
Tess gave me a haunted look and slowly nodded. She floated over to the back wall and hovered there in front of a globe. Judging from the thick hobwebs wrapped around it, this snow globe had been in the shack longer than all the others. For a moment, the light inside perked up and glowed at Tess’s appearance. Then it settled back down into the bottom of the globe and winked out like a firefly.
Tess wrapped her fingers around the globe, trying to pick it up, but of course, she couldn’t. She might be able to brush away a few leaves, but something this heavy was beyond the haint’s abilities.
The longer I stood in the shack looking at all those trapped souls, at all the people Graves had murdered over the years, the angrier I got, until my rage matched what I’d felt when I touched Thomas’s gravestone.
“That soul-sucking son of a—”
That was all I got out before I noticed Tess waving frantically. I heard footsteps behind me and immediately whirled around, but I was already too late. I turned my head just in time for someone to smash me in the face with a shovel.
I was out cold before I even hit the dirt floor.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I came to, I was strapped down on the stone table that I’d seen when I first came into the shack. Thick ropes lashed my legs and feet, while two more held out my arms as if I was crucified. Not too far-fetched an idea, given what I knew about Homer Graves. 
“You’re finally awake,” a smooth voice said. “Excellent.”
Footsteps sounded, and a man came into view.
Homer Graves was not what I’d anticipated. Given the decrepit state of his house and yard, I’d expected a run-down man who wasn’t too big on personal hygiene. But Graves’s black hair was carefully styled and slicked back from his high forehead, and he’d just shaved, because I could smell his lemon-scented cologne. A fitted black suit draped over his thin body, and a silver tie had been artfully knotted at his skinny neck.
All put together, he looked like an undertaker—mine, if I wasn’t careful.
“So you’re the big, bad Air elemental vampire who gets his kicks by cutting out people’s hearts and stealing their souls. I thought you’d be taller.”
I made the words as light and mocking as I could, considering how hard my head was pounding. Graves had whacked me but good with that shovel, and I felt scattered and hollow inside, like a piece of me was already missing. I slowly moved my jaw and blinked my eyes. My vision was okay, but I could taste hot, salty blood in my mouth. I wasn’t in the best shape of my life, but I was still a long way from dead.
Graves regarded me a moment, then held up something where I could see it—one of my knives.
I bit back a curse. Of course he’d searched me while I was unconscious and found them. Two up my sleeves, one in the small of my back, and two more tucked into the sides of my boots. The vampire probably thought he was going to carve me up with my own blades, but I’d be damned if I let that happen.
Instead of responding to my taunt, Graves smiled, revealing two gleaming white fangs. Then he leaned forward and drew the knife across my stomach. The swift strike wasn’t deep enough to kill me, but it definitely got my attention.
Blood immediately soaked into my shirt and jeans. Underneath me, the stone of the table started to wail. It knew what was coming next—more cuts, more blood, more pain.
So much more pain.
I ignored the stone’s cries, sucked in a breath, and focused on pushing away the burning fire of the cut.
The vampire cocked his head to the side. “So you’re not a screamer, then. Well, that’s disappointing. Before I kill you, though, I suppose I should ask the basic questions. Who are you? And why did you come here?”
Despite my precarious position, Graves wasn’t going to be breathing much longer, so I saw no reason not to tell him the truth. Besides, I wanted to rattle his cage a bit. Rattled people often made mistakes, and I needed the vamp to make one right now, so I could cut myself free before he started in on me with my own knife again.
“Tess sent me. Tess Darville, the woman you murdered in the nineteen twenties.”
For a moment, Graves’s hazel eyes widened, and he looked as shocked as he could, what with his hangdog face. Then his features smoothed out into a pleasant mask once more.
“Tess? Tess sent you? Is she . . . is she here now?” He licked his lips and looked around the shack.
Suddenly, I knew what he wanted—what he’d always wanted. Tess’s soul, trapped in one of those snow globes along with all the others.
“That’s why you killed all those other couples, isn’t it?” I whispered. “Because Tess somehow got away from you.”
Graves shrugged, but he kept staring around the shack, a sharp, sick, hungry look in his eyes now. Since I was tied down, I couldn’t see if Tess was here, but I hoped she wasn’t. I didn’t want Graves to trap her too.
“I had already killed Tommy Kirkwood,” Graves said. “I left the shack just for a second to go put on a clean suit. I wanted to look my best for Tess before I took her soul. She was special, you see. So special to me. The first woman I ever loved, the first woman I ever killed. But when I came back, she was gone. She’d somehow gotten free. She didn’t get far, though. I found her just inside the trees, but she was already dead, and her soul was already gone . . .”
His voice trailed off, and I could tell that he was lost in his memories. A lot of vamps were like that. They lived so long that the past and the present often blurred together for them. After a moment, Graves came back to himself. He looked at me and smiled.
“You know, I never could lure Tess back in here, not even when I used Kirkwood’s soul as bait. But I’m sure she’ll come for you, since she sent you here in the first place. I’m sure when she hears you screaming, she’ll come running, and then my collection will finally be complete.”
Graves stepped closer and tightened his grip on my knife. “Tell me, where would you like me to make the first incision? I used to be a doctor during the Civil War, so I always give my patients a choice about where I cut them first.”
He’d been a doctor during the Civil War? Okay, this was getting creepier by the second. I supposed that explained why Graves liked to butcher people, though, since surgery had been quite barbaric back then. Well, that and the fact that he was just a sadistic son of a bitch.
Graves brought the knife up again. He gently drew the bloody blade down my cheek, then my neck, before finally stopping the knife right over my heart. He pressed down, and the blade pierced my shirt and nicked my skin.
I felt the hot blood well up over the knife, roll across my left breast, and start trickling down my side.
“I think I’ll start with your heart,” he murmured. “Everyone screams during that. It’s sure to bring Tess flying straight to you.”
Graves drew back, and I tensed myself for what was to come. I’d only get one shot to take him down, and I had to make it count—
“You’re not going to do a damn thing to her,” a loud voice boomed.
Graves whirled around just like I had a few minutes before.
Owen stepped into the shack, threw himself forward, and crashed into the vampire.






  
  Chapter Five


The two men fell to the dirt floor, punching, kicking, and grunting. 
“Owen,” I whispered.
Soft wonder warmed my heart at the fact that he’d come for me without my even asking him for help. I let myself revel in the emotion and its heady power for a sweet, sweet second before I pushed it out of my mind. Owen had given me the opening I needed to free myself—something I had to do, or we were both dead.
Graves had taken away my silverstone knives, but that didn’t mean I was helpless. Far from it.
I was an elemental, after all, so I reached for my Ice magic. A cold silver light flared in my right palm, centered on the spider-rune scar there, and a second later, I was holding a jagged Ice knife. I had to bend my wrist at an awkward angle, but I managed to slice through the rope that tied one hand down. I used the Ice knife to cut the rest of the ropes and sat up.
The wound in my stomach stung with every movement, but I hissed through the pain and used my magic to make a second Ice knife. They weren’t as strong as my regular blades, but they’d do the job.
I’d make sure of that.
By this point, Owen was on top of Graves. He drew his fist back to punch the vamp, but Graves brought up his hand. The vampire’s eyes burned like topaz torches in his face, and a blast of wind exploded from his palm and blew Owen off him.
Owen flew through the air, crashed into the doorjamb, and fell to the ground. The globes on the shelves closest to him rattled like dry bones at the vibration, and the lights brightened, shocked out of their slumber by the sudden bout of violence.
The spider-rune scars branded into my palms itched and burned at the influx of the vamp’s elemental magic, but I forced the sensation aside, hopped off the table, and put myself between Graves and Owen, who was groaning and struggling to get to his feet.
The vamp saw my weapons and let out a polite, cultured laugh. “Ice knives? Really? Do you really think those pitiful blades will beat me? Silverstone is so much better, so much sharper.”
I smiled. “That’s the thing about me, Graves. I always make do with what’s available.”
This time, I was the one who sent out a burst of magic with my hand—but it wasn’t Ice. I was the rarest of elementals, gifted in not one but two areas, and this time, I put my fingers down on the edge of Graves’s butcher’s block and used my Stone magic to shatter the table into a thousand pieces.
Chunks of bloody rubble blew back onto Graves, who lost his footing and went down on the floor.
I was on him a second later.
I cut and cut and cut him, making Ice knife after Ice knife as they broke and shattered in my hands, but the vampire just wouldn’t die. He wasn’t even bleeding, no matter where or how deep I cut him, and I couldn’t figure out why. All that appeared on his skin were these thin silver lines, like I had dipped my fingers into a bucket of liquid silver and painted stripes all over him.
I let out a low growl of frustration, and Graves just laughed in my face.
“Let me know when you get tired,” he said. “I’ll be happy to kill you then.”
A ghostly hand waved at me, and I turned my head to see Tess standing in the middle of the shack, right where the table had been. She held her hands out wide and whirled around and around, the faint shimmer of her body reflecting like moonlight off the snow globes. It took me a second to realize what she was trying to tell me.
“The souls,” I whispered.
Somehow Graves was drawing his power from the trapped souls. That was why I couldn’t kill him—because he couldn’t be killed until they were all free.
Graves saw me hesitate, then used his Air magic to blast me off him the same way he had blasted Owen. I let him. I crashed into one of the shelves, then slumped down onto the floor and stayed there.
Graves got up, straightened his tie, and stepped toward me. “And now I think it’s time for you to die, my dear.”
I ignored him. Being smug was a quick way to get dead in my experience. Instead, I stretched up a hand, reaching for the closest globe. It only took a second for me to use my magic to make it Ice over. I kept concentrating, and my elemental Ice quickly spread from one globe to the next. In seconds, the Ice had coated all of them, and the shack looked like a snowstorm had suddenly erupted inside.
“What are you . . . what you are doing?” Graves asked, but it was already too late.
“Killing you,” I snarled.
I sent out a final brilliant burst of Ice magic and shattered each and every one of those damn snow globes.






  
  Chapter Six


For a second, nothing happened. Then, one by one, the globes erupted like miniature volcanoes, until the smashing symphony of glass was all I could hear. 
Well, that and Graves’s screams.
As the globes broke, all the trapped souls spilled out. One by one, they woke from their long slumber and winked back to life, until the whole shack pulsed with their bright, beautiful lights.
And then they went after Graves.
It was like watching a swarm of killer bees attack a wounded animal. One after another, the lights—the souls—slammed into Graves until they covered his entire body.
The vampire screamed and screamed, but the souls kept attacking. He fell to his knees and then onto his back, but the souls kept on with their psychic swarm, feasting on him the same way the vamp had once feasted on them.
I couldn’t really see what was happening, but I got the impression that the souls were taking back whatever pieces of themselves Graves had stolen in the first place.
It seemed to go on and on, although it couldn’t have lasted much more than a minute, two tops. Finally, the souls started to peel off. In ones and twos, they flew out of the shack, escaping up into the atmosphere—to the stars, to heaven, or maybe someplace else entirely.
Either way, they were finally free.
And when it was over and the last of the silvery souls was gone, I got to my feet, dug one of my knives out of the rubble, and walked over to where Graves lay spread-eagle on the floor.
The vampire was a mere husk of his slick self—literally. However he’d used his Air elemental magic to trap the souls in the first place, however they’d been sustaining his existence over the years, all that power was gone now—and him along with it.
His skin was dry, splotchy, and shriveled, like he was severely dehydrated. His black hair slid out of his scalp in clumps, and his formerly white fangs were now brown and brittle-looking.
I’d seen photos before of vampires who’d been starved, who’d been denied the blood they needed in order to survive. That was what Graves looked like now. It was nothing less than he deserved and far kinder than what he’d inflicted on his victims.
Soft whimpers rasped out of the vampire’s throat, and he looked like he was about a minute away from dying. As the Spider, I was good at judging things like that. His desperate gaze fixed on me, and I leaned over him just like he’d done to me earlier.
“You know what the difference is between you and me, Graves? I don’t give people a choice about where I cut them,” I said. “I know it’s not very sporting, but one slice is usually all I need.”
Then I leaned over a little more and cut the bastard’s throat, just to be sure.
This time, he bled, and his blood was just as red as mine.

      [image: image-placeholder]Once I was sure that Graves was dead, I helped Owen to his feet, and the two of us stumbled out of the shack and into the yard. We found a rickety iron bench half hidden in the weeds, and the two of us sat down until we got our breath back. 
Owen picked glass and other debris out of his hair, while I lifted up my shirt and looked at the wound on my stomach. Still bleeding, but I’d be all right until I got to Jo-Jo and she healed me.
I turned to Owen. “Jo-Jo called you, didn’t she? And told you where I was going?”
He winced. “She said she had a feeling you might need help and sent me after you. Are you mad at her? Or . . . me? For coming after you? I know you like to . . . work alone.”
I might have been angry before, back when I’d been the Spider full-time and still killing people for money. But since then, I’d learned that it was okay to rely on other people—sometimes, anyway.
If anything, today proved that Owen’s feelings for me were real—and so were mine for him. Owen had come after me when I needed him to, and I knew that if I didn’t find a way to kill Graves, the vamp would have sucked out Owen’s soul and stuck it in one of those eerie snow globes. And that upset me more than anything had in a long, long time.
“I don’t want to crowd you, Gin,” Owen said, taking my silence for disapproval. “But I’m always going to come for you, no matter how much danger you’re in, and no matter how much danger that puts me in. I hope you know that. I hope you know just how much you mean to me. You’re just . . . everything.”
The intensity burning in his violet eyes took my breath away. I reached over and squeezed his hand in mine, trying to put all my feelings into that one simple gesture. Owen squeezed back, telling me that he understood—and that he always would.
“I do know that,” I said in a soft voice. “And I feel the same way about you. I’m glad Jo-Jo told you what I was doing. Believe me, I was happy you showed up when you did.”
Owen grinned. “You know, we make a pretty good team. I come in as the distraction, and then you take care of the bad guy. Or something like that.”
I shook my head and laughed. We sat there, holding hands and resting, for a few more minutes. I was just about to suggest that we hike down the holler to my car when a shimmering light caught my eye and Tess strolled out of the shack.
And this time, she wasn’t alone.
The mountain girl was holding hands with a man who was just as pale and translucent as she was. Thomas Kirkwood. I recognized him from the photo Finn had shown me at Jo-Jo’s salon.
The two of them drifted away from the shack, then stopped. Thomas stared down at Tess, and she beamed right back at him.
“Wow,” Owen whispered.
I eyed him. “You can see them?”
“I can,” Owen said in a low voice. “They look so . . . happy. So . . . in love.”
And they did. Thomas gently brushed a strand of Tess’s hair back over her shoulder, his fingers lingering there like he couldn’t believe she was real, like he couldn’t believe they were finally together again after all these long years apart.
Tess clamped her hands over her mouth like she was trying not to cry, then threw her arms around Thomas’s neck. She rained kisses on her lover’s face, and a silver star exploded with each press of her lips against his skin. Thomas turned his head and caught Tess’s lips in his, and a whole shower of stars flickered and danced around them.
“Wow,” I whispered, echoing Owen’s sentiment.
We sat there and watched the two lovers.
Finally, Owen spoke again. “Do you think that’ll be us in a hundred years?”
I arched an eyebrow. “You mean, will we finally be reunited after you’ve spent almost a century being a soul-sucking vampire’s power source and lightning bug? I sincerely hope not.”
Owen bumped me with his shoulder. “You know that’s not what I mean.”
“I know,” I said, laughing.
I turned my attention back to Thomas and Tess. They had their arms wrapped around each other. Somehow I knew that they’d never be apart again.
Tess saw me staring and gave me a happy wave. Her smile was so wide and bright that I thought she’d never stop glowing. Maybe she never would, in whatever afterlife she was headed to now that she’d been reunited with her long-lost love.
“I don’t know if that will be us or not,” I said, my voice thick with all sorts of emotions that I didn’t want to think about too much right now. “But it’s a nice thing to hope for, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is,” Owen murmured. “Yes, it is.”
He slipped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. I laid my hand on his heart and rested my head on his shoulder.
Quiet, still, bruised, and bloody, we sat there on the bench until the sun set and Tess and Thomas finally faded away for good. Finally at peace and with each other as they belonged, as they were always meant to be—and as they’d always stay from now on.
Now and always.






  
  Parlor Tricks

Gin Blanco


This story takes place after Deadly Sting, book 8.


      [image: image-placeholder]“A carnival? Really?” 
Detective Bria Coolidge looked at me. “You don’t like carnivals?”
“Not particularly,” I said. “There are already enough people around here looking to con you without you having to actually pay for the privilege.”
Bria rolled her eyes. “That’s just a stereotype. Not all carnivals are looking to cheat folks.”
“I know that,” I said. “But I also know that this is Ashland. So if there was any place for a carnival to be crooked, this would be it.”
Bria didn’t answer me. She knew as well as I did that corruption was a way of life in our sprawling Southern city, along with violence, magic, avarice, and greed. Cheating, beating, and even murdering your enemies wouldn’t get you jail time in Ashland as much as applause, admiration, and respect—and someone immediately plotting to take you down the same way you had taken down your enemies.
My baby sister and I stood at the entrance to the Ashland Fairgrounds, a wide, grassy clearing that was nestled in among the Appalachian Mountains, which ran through and around the city. Tree-covered ridges towered over the clearing, giving the landscape a bowl-like shape. The fairgrounds hosted a variety of events throughout the year, everything from livestock shows to sporting tournaments to camps for kids. On this warm June evening, it was the site of The Carnival of Wondrous Wonders! At least, that’s what the banner stretched above the entrance said.
Bria had parked her sedan in the gravel lot, and we’d eased into the stream of people heading for the fence that cordoned off the clearing. Most of the other carnival-goers were families with young kids or sullen teenagers looking to escape from Mom and Dad’s watchful eyes for a few hours. Bria looked a little out of place with her jeans, her blue button-up shirt, and the gold detective’s badge glinting on her belt, right next to her holstered gun. So did I with my boots, jeans, and long-sleeved black T-shirt.
“Well, look at it this way,” Bria said in a cheery voice. “The odds of anyone here knowing you are pretty slim. If nothing else, you can just relax and not have to worry about anyone trying to kill you tonight.”
Heh. I wouldn’t count on it.
By day, I was Gin Blanco, owner of the Pork Pit barbecue restaurant. By night, in the shadows, I was the Spider, Ashland’s most notorious assassin. Actually, I suppose these days, I was more infamous than notorious, since most of the underworld thought—or at least suspected—that I was the Spider, the woman who’d killed powerful Fire elemental Mab Monroe back in the winter. As a result, many of the crime lords and ladies had sent men after me, trying to take me out, these past few months. With Mab’s death, all of the underworld movers and shakers were grappling for power, and some of them thought that murdering the Spider would go a long way toward cementing their position as the city’s new head honcho.
“Gin?”
“Okay, okay,” I grumbled. “You’re right about that. I doubt any of the crime bosses and their goons will be here tonight.”
A country-fried clown wearing blue-and-white gingham coveralls, a blue shirt, and brown boots that were about five sizes too big waddled over to us. Bits of straw stuck out of the pockets of his coveralls, and a battered straw hat was perched on top of his curly red wig. White pancake makeup covered his face, although it had started to run in the heat. His painted-on, oversize red lips were curled up into a garish grin, although red and blue tears also covered his face, as though he didn’t know whether he wanted to laugh or cry. I’d definitely cry if I had to walk around in that getup. Or kill the person who’d made me wear it. That would definitely turn my frown upside down.
Bria smiled at him, which the clown took as an invitation to dance around us, mock-tripping over his enormous boots. Finally, he reached inside his coveralls. I tensed, ready to tackle him if he came up with a weapon, but he was only going for a red balloon stashed away among the straw. He spent the better part of two minutes not-so-comically huffing and puffing, trying to blow it up, before he eventually succeeded. Then he danced around us again and started twisting the balloon into the shape of a man. When he was finished, the clown sidled up to me, probably hoping to get me to smile and laugh like Bria was.
“Go away,” I growled. “Or you’ll be crying real tears when I make you eat that balloon.”
The clown frowned, not quite sure whether I was joking, but I let the coldness seep into my gray eyes, and he got the message. He tucked his balloon man under his arm and quickly scurried away from me.
“Did you have to do that?” Bria asked, exasperation creeping into her light voice. “He’s a clown. He was just trying to do his job and entertain you.”
“No, I didn’t have to do that, but I don’t like clowns.”
“Is there anything about carnivals that you do like?”
I thought about it, then brightened. “Corn dogs. If they’re not too greasy.”
Bria shook her head in exasperation.
“Look, I’m sorry. But when you said you wanted me to help you with something, I didn’t expect this. Why are we here, anyway?”
“Because I got a report about a missing girl, and this is the last place she was seen.” Bria reached into the back pocket of her jeans, drew out a photo, and handed it to me. “Her name’s Elizabeth Robbins. Sixteen. Parents died in a car accident six months ago. She lives with her aunt, Fran, who’s one of the police department dispatchers. Fran said she dropped Elizabeth off here with some friends last night. The friends and Elizabeth got separated, and no one’s seen her since.”
“What else does Fran say?”
“She says Elizabeth’s been acting out a little lately, cutting classes, things like that,” Bria replied. “But she says Elizabeth always checks in and lets Fran know where she is, and it’s not like her to just disappear.”
“I’m guessing your fellow boys in blue weren’t too concerned about a missing girl,” I said. “At least, not one who isn’t related to someone wealthy and important, even if her aunt does work for the police department. They probably labeled her a runaway.”
She nodded. “You know it.”
Like almost every other institution in Ashland, the police department had more than its share of corruption. Most members of the po-po took bribes to look the other way, but my sister was one of the few good, honest cops on the force.
I stared at the photo. Elizabeth Robbins was a pretty girl. In fact, with her blond hair and blue eyes, she looked a lot like Bria. She was even wearing a necklace, the way Bria always did, although Elizabeth’s was a small diamond heart rather than Bria’s silverstone primrose rune. But the camera had captured the tightness in her young features and the shadows that clouded her gaze. This was a girl who was still grieving for her parents. I knew the feeling, since my mother and older sister had also died when I was young.
I started to hand the picture back to Bria, but she shook her head.
“Keep it. I have a copy.” She reached into her back pocket and drew out another photo.
I arched an eyebrow. “So you knew I’d help you after you showed me her picture. Have I ever told you how much you excel at emotional manipulation?”
Bria grinned.
“Well, let’s get started,” I said. “Before that clown comes back.”

      [image: image-placeholder]We spent the next hour roaming from one side of the fairgrounds to the other, looking at all the carnival attractions. Game booths, concession stands, a Ferris wheel, and other spinning, whirling rides lined both sides of a long thoroughfare. Smaller paths branched off the main drag and led to other areas, including a house of mirrors, a tent where a magician did tricks, and a petting zoo. Like the clown, everything had a Southern feel to it, from the boiled and roasted peanuts sold in the concession stands, to the slow, twangy drawls of the carnival workers, to the Mountain High roller coaster, which really wasn’t more than ridge-high in these parts. 
But the carnival really did have some wondrous wonders, thanks to all the magic users on staff. Fire elementals made flames shoot out of their fingertips before forming balls out of the flickering Fire and then juggling them. Crowds of kids squealed with excitement as an Air elemental took a group of colorful animal balloons and made the creatures float up and down and do loop-the-loops in the breeze, as though the plastic blue and pink bears, lions, and tigers were engaged in old-fashioned aerial combat. Dwarven and giant strongmen and strongwomen hefted small cars full of carousing clowns over their heads. There was even a drinking contest for vampires to see who in the crowd could down the most pints of blood in two minutes. The winner got a giant stuffed bat.
I let Bria take the lead. She showed the missing girl’s picture to the carnival workers, but they all shook their heads and said they didn’t remember seeing Elizabeth. Nothing unusual there. It was Friday night, and the carnival grew more crowded by the minute. The workers were all rushing to get folks their food, get them on the rides, and get them involved in—and shelling out dollars for—the games.
But the more people Bria asked about the girl, the more convinced I became that something was wrong.
For one thing, everyone was just too friendly. Instead of being pissed that Bria was interrupting them, they all smiled and politely nodded at her. Sure, she was a detective, but they had customers to see to and money to make. They should have been more upset that she was cutting into their profit margins. 
Then there was the fact that staff members were passing signals to one another. As soon as Bria started to move on to the next booth, the worker she’d left behind would either pull out his cell phone and text something on it or make a hand gesture to another carnival member standing nearby. Now, that could have been standard stuff: be nice to the po-po or anyone else asking questions, but warn one another all the same. Still, the most telling thing was the way all the workers’ eyes slid away from the photo and how the smiles dropped from their faces the second Bria turned her back to them.
Oh, yes. Something was definitely wrong here.
Bria finished talking to the vampire running the ring toss. He moved off to give some metal rings to a group of kids to throw at the poles that were the targets. She watched him for a few seconds, then turned to me.
“Do you get the feeling all these folks know more than they’re telling?” she asked in a low voice.
“Absolutely,” I replied. “Not to mention the fact that they’re all watching us.”
Bria’s gaze cut left and right as we walked down the thoroughfare. Her face tightened as she noticed all the furtive looks that came our way from the workers, especially since they stared at her more than at me, their features dark, troubled, and twisted with fear. I wondered if it was because of the badge on her belt or for some other reason. Maybe they were nervous because she was a cop. Or maybe they were worried she’d figure out what happened to Elizabeth Robbins—and their part in it.
Either way, Bria kept showing the girl’s picture and asking about her. I watched my sister’s back, ready to reach for one of the five silverstone knives I had on me—two up my sleeves, one against the small of my back, and two in my boots. My weapons of choice as the Spider. But everybody remained just as sugary-sweet as the cotton candy they were selling, and no one made any sinister moves. Still, I thought it was just a matter of time before someone tried something, and I would be ready for them when they did.
Finally, around nine o’clock, a bugle sounded, and everyone headed toward the center of the fairgrounds, where a series of wooden bleachers had been arranged around a circular stage. Bria grabbed one of the pink fliers the country clowns had been passing out, and she read through the colorful, splashy type.
“It says this is the main show,” she said as we climbed to the top row. “And that we should be prepared to be awed and amazed.”
“Awed and amazed. Check.”
We sat down, and the red-, blue-, and green-tinged spotlights focused on the stage dimmed, and shadows fell over the fairgrounds, causing the crowd to slowly hush. A lone white light snapped on, illuminating the center of the stage. A low drumroll started, slowly growing louder and louder until my brain pounded from the ominous sound—
BANG!
The sharp, sudden explosion was even louder than the thunderous drumroll, and the noise reverberated through the fairgrounds, echoing up the ridges that surrounded the clearing and back down again. For a moment, everything went dark, making more than a few folks scream in surprise. Then the lone spotlight snapped back on. Pale green smoke billowed up into the starry night sky, and a woman appeared in the center of the stage to the strains of triumphant music.
Ta-da.
The woman wore a short red ringmaster’s coat over a ruffled white silk shirt and black satin short-shorts. Black tights encased her lean, long legs, while a pair of black stiletto boots gave her a few more inches of height. She bowed low, removing her tall black top hat and showing off her hair, which was a rich strawberry blond and piled on top of her head in an artful array of soft curls.
“I thought this was a carnival, not a circus,” I muttered to Bria. 
“Shhh.”
The woman straightened up. She waved her hand, and a summer breeze gusted through the clearing, whipping away all the wispy strands of green smoke that were hovering over the stage. So she was an Air elemental, then—a strong one, judging from the sharp burst of power rolling off her. 
I was an elemental myself, gifted with Ice and Stone magic. Since my elements were the opposite of hers, the woman’s Air power felt like invisible needles stabbing into my skin. Her magic also made the scars embedded in my palms itch and burn. Each of the marks was shaped like a spider rune, my rune, the symbol for patience. Something I would need a lot of if this show was as cheesy and over-the-top as the rest of the carnival.
I shifted in my seat, trying to get away from the uncomfortable sensation of the other elemental’s power, although I knew it would vanish as soon as she quit using her magic. Beside me, Bria did the same thing, since she had Ice magic as well. She didn’t like the feel of Air power any more than I did.
“Greetings, kind friends!” the woman proclaimed in a voice that was almost as loud as the smoke explosion had been. “I am Esmeralda the Amazing, and I’m here to welcome you to our wonderful carnival!”
The crowd politely clapped. Esmeralda beamed and bowed low again, accepting the applause.
“And now,” she purred, “be prepared to be awed . . . and amazed!”
Zippy, cartoonish music blared to life, and the colorful spotlights zoomed this way and that, as a variety of performers ran, tumbled, cartwheeled, and pratfalled across the stage. For the next half hour, Esmeralda narrated the action as carnival members performed trick after trick. Clowns goofed off and tried to escape from the strongmen and -women who tossed them back and forth like rag dolls. Acrobats tumble-tumble-tumbled before forming swaying human pyramids, while a guy coaxed a black bear to roll back and forth on top of an oversize red ball embossed with white stars. There was even a woman dressed up like a superhero—Karma Girl, I think—who got shot out of a cannon.
All around me, folks laughed and cheered and clapped and whistled. But I tuned out the cacophony and looked past the bright lights and blur of movement onstage. My eyes scanned the shadows and all the workers behind the scenes manning the lights, sound system, smoke cannons, and all the other things that went into such an elaborate production.
I wondered if this was where Elizabeth had been taken.
It would be easy to snatch someone out of the crowd. With night already settled in and all the spotlights focused on the stage, deep, dark shadows surrounded the bleachers. All you’d have to do was wait for someone to go get a drink or a snack, follow them under the bleachers, and either rob, murder, or spirit them off to parts unknown. Since Elizabeth’s body hadn’t been found, I was assuming whoever had grabbed her had gone with the third option.
I wondered what they’d wanted with the girl. Lots of terrible things happened in Ashland on a daily basis. Beatings, robberies, murders. Maybe Elizabeth had caught the eye of an unsavory character. Maybe someone had tried to mug her and she’d fought back. Maybe she’d seen something she shouldn’t have. Any one of those or a dozen other scenarios could have taken place, and I had no way of knowing which one.
The only thing I did know was that something was going on at this so-called Carnival of Wondrous Wonders. The workers had all been too polite to Bria and too prepared to say that they hadn’t seen anything at all, almost like they’d been expecting those very types of questions about a missing girl. In fact, the whole thing seemed like a drill they’d gone through many times before, right down to their quick, pat denials.
Finally, the clowns, the dancing bear, and the other performers left the stage, and Esmeralda was alone once more.
“And now for our final performance of the evening,” she said. 
The stage went dark. The bombastic music swelled for a few seconds before giving way to that low, booming drumroll. The lights dimmed again, then—
BANG!
“The Wheel of Death!” Esmeralda called out.
A spotlight snapped on, illuminating a large white wheel with four spokes on it, two at the top and two at the bottom. The crowd oohed and aahed right on cue.
Esmeralda held out her hand, and another spotlight lit up the stage. “Please welcome Arturo the Most Magnificent Bladesman!”
BANG!
More noise, more smoke, more theatrics. Esmeralda used another blast of her Air magic to sweep the smoke away, and a man appeared in the second spotlight—a giant who was almost seven feet tall, with pale skin, slicked-back black hair, and a long, drooping black mustache that curled up at the ends. He was dressed in a sleeveless green silk shirt and black pants, but the most interesting thing about him was the black leather sash he had slung over his wide, muscular chest, one that practically bristled with knives.
I perked up. I liked knives.
Bria noticed my sudden interest in the show. I couldn’t hear above the crowd noise, but I thought she snorted, either in disgust or amusement. I wasn’t sure which one.
“And now, ladies and gentlemen,” Esmeralda proclaimed, “watch in awe and wonder as I brave the Wheel of Death!”
The crowd oohed and aahed some more as Arturo took Esmeralda’s arm and escorted her over to the wheel. She threw her top hat into the crowd, blew everyone a kiss, then turned and put her back against the wheel. She reached up and grabbed the two spokes at the top while she rested her stiletto boots against the two spokes at the bottom, forming a star shape with her body. One of the clowns got back up onstage and started turning a hand crank to make the Wheel of Death go ’round and ’round.
Arturo and Esmeralda bantered back and forth for a minute before the giant pulled one of the knives from his sash. He used it to slice an apple that another clown handed to him, supposedly proving how razor-sharp the blade was, then turned his attention to Esmeralda. Arturo held his knife out and frowned, his bushy black eyebrows drawing together in exaggerated concentration, as though this were the very first time he’d ever done this shtick.
Thunk!
A knife landed beside Esmeralda’s right arm, inches away from her dainty wrist.
Thunk!
Another knife, this one close to her left wrist.
Thunk!
Thunk!
Two more knives, one on either side of her legs.
And on and on it went, the crowd gasping at every safe throw, until Arturo had used all the knives in his sash and the Wheel of Death looked more like a pincushion than the cheap plywood it was. Finally, the contraption stopped, and Esmeralda got off. This time, she was the one who plucked a knife from the wood. She turned to face Arturo, and the crowd collectively sucked in an excited breath as folks realized what she was about to do. Esmeralda paused and furrowed her lovely brow with the same dramatic effect Arturo had used before, then threw the weapon at him.
The giant caught the knife between his teeth. 
Ta-da.
I knew it was a trick, misdirection and sleight of hand, but I had to admit that they pulled it off well. I might have even believed it was real if I hadn’t felt another gust of Esmeralda’s Air magic sweep across the stage, blowing a bit of smoke over Arturo and obscuring him at just the right moment to help with the illusion.
She took Arturo’s hand, and they both bowed low before—BANG!—disappearing in another puff of green smoke.
Everyone in the crowd surged to their feet, clapping, whistling, and cheering. Even I joined in and politely applauded.
“Don’t tell me the Wheel of Death finally impressed you,” Bria said as we trudged down the bleachers with everyone else.
“Parlor tricks are all well and good if flash is all you’re going for,” I said. “But we both know that I use my knives for more . . . practical purposes.”
Bria snorted again, but she gestured at the stage. “Come on. Since it looks like Esmeralda is the big attraction around here, let’s go see if she knows anything about Elizabeth.”
“Don’t hold your breath.”
She shrugged. “If I ask enough people enough questions, somebody will let something slip. They always do.”
I followed her to the stage. Esmeralda and Arturo had reappeared and were autographing carnival fliers and posing for pictures. Bria and I stood by and waited until they finished with their fans. I eyed the knives, which had been tucked back into Arturo’s sash. They looked like decent blades, if a bit thin, but I could tell by the way the edges glinted that they were as sharp as he’d claimed them to be onstage. The giant himself was extremely muscular and showed off his enormous strength by picking up a couple of kids and bench-pressing them over his head, one in each hand, while their parents took pictures.
Finally, all the autographs had been signed, all the photos had been taken, and the crowd drifted away, leaving Esmeralda and Arturo alone together. My sister stepped up to them and plastered a polite smile onto her face.
“Hi, I’m Detective Bria Coolidge with the Ashland Police Department. I was wondering if I might have a few moments of your time . . .”
She told them about Elizabeth and showed them the missing girl’s picture. Arturo gave it a cursory glance and shrugged, but Esmeralda took the photo from Bria and studied it carefully. Then she too shrugged and handed it back.
“Sorry, Detective,” Esmeralda said. “I’m afraid I haven’t seen her. As you can see, we get quite a few teenagers in here—hard for one of them to stand out. Why, we had such a large group from Cypress Mountain that they practically took over the whole fairgrounds a few nights ago.”
Bria nodded. That was pretty much the same line all the other workers had given her, although it sounded much smoother and far more sincere coming from Esmeralda. She definitely knew how to sell her act.
The ringmaster looked at Bria and smiled. “But you, on the other hand, are quite striking. Has anyone ever told you what lovely skin you have? Why, it’s practically flawless.”
“Um, thanks,” Bria said.
Esmeralda kept staring at my sister, as though Bria were a sculpture she was admiring. Up close, I could see that the ringmaster was pretty flawless herself, actually. Her skin was as pale and smooth as freshly fallen snow. Rich red highlights shimmered in her blond hair, while her eyes were a dark hazel, with flecks of gold flashing in the whiskey-colored depths.
Arturo noticed his boss’s interest in Bria, and he peered at my sister a little more closely before glancing at Esmeralda. He raised his eyebrows in a silent question. She winked at him, and he nodded.
The quick exchange made me wonder what they were up to. I tensed a little, once again ready to reach for one of my knives if Arturo came at us, but he turned and headed toward the main thoroughfare. I wondered where he was going, but I didn’t follow him. Keeping Bria in my sights was much more important.
Esmeralda didn’t say anything to me. In fact, she didn’t so much as glance at me, but I was used to that. My dark chocolate-brown hair and gray eyes weren’t nearly as striking as Bria’s classic features.
Finally, Bria cleared her throat. “Anyway, thanks for your help. I appreciate it and how nice all your workers have been, taking the time to look at the photo.”
Esmeralda waved her hand. Her long nails were the same bloodred as her jacket. “No problem at all, Detective. You look thirsty. Be sure to get something to eat and drink before you head home for the night. The carnival stays open until midnight. Tell Cathy that Em sent you, and she’ll give you a discount. I always like to help out local law enforcement. Why, it’s just disgraceful, the poor salaries they pay such decent, honest, hardworking folks like you.”
I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. She obviously didn’t know how corrupt the police were in Ashland. With all the bribes they took, crooked cops around here did just fine. Some of them even had mansions up in Northtown, the rich, fancy, highfalutin part of town.
“Thanks,” Bria said, managing to keep her face smoother than mine. “We’ll do that.”
Esmeralda gave us another beaming smile and moved over to talk to one of the acrobats, but she kept her gaze fixed on Bria the whole time.
“Let’s get out of here,” I murmured to my sister.
“Yeah,” Bria said. “This place is starting to weird me out.”
“It’s taken this long?”
She shrugged. We left the stage area and walked down the main drag back toward the entrance.
“Come on,” Bria said. “I missed dinner, so we might as well eat before we leave. I’m starving.”
We got in line at one of the concession stands that bore the name Cathy’s Sweets, although it looked like Cathy was serving up the usual carnival fare—burgers, fries, and all the greasy fixings in between. Smoke from the grill drifted out from the stand, mixing with the smells of sizzling meat, fresh-cut lemons, and cinnamon. I breathed in, enjoying the flavorful aromas, and my stomach rumbled in anticipation. Finally, it was our turn to order.
“What can I get you?” The woman behind the counter gave us a tired, uninterested look.
“I’ll have a grilled chicken sandwich, onion rings, and a sweet iced tea,” Bria said.
“And you?” The woman looked at me.
“Give me a lemonade, two corn dogs with spicy mustard, fries, a cinnamon-sugar pretzel, and a cone of cherry cotton candy,” I replied.
Bria blanched a little at my choices, but she pulled some money out of her jeans pocket and handed it over the counter. A few minutes later, we sat down at a blue plastic picnic table to the right of the stand. Since the main show of the night was over, the crowd had thinned out quite a bit, and we were the only ones sitting in the shadows. I scanned the area. Once again, I felt the eyes of the carnival workers on me, but since it didn’t seem like any of them was going to be stupid enough to approach us, I took a sip of my lemonade, then picked up one of my corn dogs.
“Do you know how disgusting that is?” Bria asked, wrinkling her nose. “Not to mention what it’s going to do to your heart and arteries.”
“It’s meat on a stick, batter-dipped and deep-fried,” I said. “If Finn were here, he’d say it was nature’s perfect food.”
My sister smiled at the mention of Finnegan Lane, who happened to be her significant other as well as my foster brother. “Yeah, well, Finn doesn’t need to eat that stuff any more than you do.”
Instead of answering her, I dipped the corn dog in the mustard and took a big bite of it. The spicy heat of the mustard tickled my tongue, while the cornmeal batter on the meat was crispy on the outside but soft and fluffy on the inside. 
I was as hungry as Bria, and we both downed our food. I even managed to persuade her to eat some of the pretzel and cotton candy. She grumbled about all the sugar going straight to her ass, but she sighed with contentment after she took the first bite of the light-as-air cotton candy.
“This was actually pretty good,” Bria said when we’d finished.
She stood, grabbed her empty greasy plates, and dumped them in a nearby trash can. She turned back to me and then stopped, slapping at something on her neck. A second later, she crumpled to the ground.
“Bria? Bria!”
I leaped to my feet and started to go over to her, but something stung my arm. I looked down. A red-feathered dart stuck out of my bicep. I cursed and immediately yanked out the dart, even though I knew it was already too late.
“Damn . . . tranquilizer . . . darts,” I mumbled as the realization of what had happened flitted through my mind.
I whirled around, searching for my attacker, but everything was fuzzy and distorted, as though I were staring at it through one of those freaky carnival mirrors. Still, I stumbled forward, heading toward Bria so I could see whether she was still breathing. Even as I tried to get to her, I was aware of someone slinking through the shadows, moving closer and closer to us. I blinked, and Arturo came into focus. The giant was holding a small gun in his beefy hand.
“Get them out of sight.” Esmeralda’s voice drifted out of the darkness. “Quickly.”
That bitch had Arturo drug us, probably with the same tranquilizers they used on the dancing bear. She was going to pay for that—in blood. Even as I tried to palm one of my knives to fight back, everything grew even fuzzier.
The ground rushed up to meet my face. My eyes closed, and the world went black.

      [image: image-placeholder]I woke up with my neck twisted at an awkward angle. At first, I thought I was at home in bed, but then the night came rushing back to me. Carnival. Missing girl. Questioning the workers. Esmeralda and her Wheel of Death. The dart stinging my arm. 
Since I didn’t know where I was or who might be watching, I kept still, although I cracked my eyes open.
I was in a cage.
Someone had tossed me into a cage, although the bars were made of thick wood instead of metal. My body was sprawled across a bed of hay, which reeked of some animal, probably one of the goats from the petting zoo. The musty stench made my nose itch and twitch, but I held back my sneeze. Unconscious people did not sneeze.
I didn’t hear any movement, so I risked opening my eyes a little more. It looked like I was in some sort of makeshift barn. Old, weathered boards formed the walls before arching up to create the roof. A few more wooden cages like the one I was in sat inside the building, but the rest of them were empty. Tools and other odds and ends covered the walls, and I spotted the dancing bear’s big red ball slowly listing from side to side in the corner.
But the most important thing in the barn was Bria.
My sister was a few feet away from me, propped up in one of the clown cars. I watched her for a few seconds. Her chest rose and fell with a steady rhythm, and some of my worry eased. She was still breathing, which meant that everything else that might have been done to her could be fixed. All I had to do was get us out of here.
Too bad I didn’t have my knives to help me with that. Arturo must have searched us, because I spotted my silverstone knives sitting on a wooden table a few feet away from the clown car. Bria’s gun and badge were also lying there—
A low moan sounded, and I slowly turned my head to the side. Elizabeth Robbins lay in another clown car off to my left. She barely resembled the young, pretty girl in the photo Bria had given me. Her skin was waxy and gray, and her face had a hollow, gaunt, sunken look, as though she was on the verge of death. Her blond hair was matted, and large clumps of it had fallen out. The golden strands littered her slumped shoulders like the hay in my cage. The only reason I knew it was her was because she was wearing the same diamond heart necklace as in the photo Bria had shown me.
What had happened to the girl? I didn’t know, but I was going to get her and Bria out of here before things got any worse. I had started to reach for my Ice magic to create a set of lockpicks so I could get out of my cage when the barn door opened and Esmeralda and Arturo stepped inside.
“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Arturo said as he hurried after the ringmaster. “I mean, this chick is a cop. Not some moody teenage girl.”
“Are you kidding me? Did you not see her? She’s perfect,” Esmeralda said.
I kept my eyes open just wide enough to watch the ringmaster lean down and stare at my sister once more. She stroked Bria’s cheek, lightly digging her nails into my sister’s flesh.
“All that lovely, lovely skin,” Esmeralda murmured, then clucked her tongue. “Youth truly is wasted on the young.”
“But someone’s sure to come looking for her,” Arturo said. “Who knows how many people she told she was coming here tonight? Not to mention all those knives the other chick had on her. You don’t carry quality blades like that unless you know how to use them. You’re taking a big risk with them.”
Esmeralda turned to glare at him with cold eyes. “And so are you, for even daring to question me. So shut your mouth and lock the door. It’s time to get started. We need to be gone from here in the morning.”
Arturo stabbed his index finger at Elizabeth, who hadn’t stirred since letting out that one moan. “And what about her? I thought you were going to drain her the rest of the way tonight.”
Esmeralda shrugged. “Not now, not when I have such a fine specimen here. Crack her skull open and dump her body in some cave in the woods like you usually do. I don’t care—just make sure she disappears. At least long enough for us to get out of town.”
Drain her? What were they talking about? Esmeralda was an elemental, not a vampire.
I watched Esmeralda crawl into the clown car right next to Bria. She spent a few moments fussing, moving first one way, then the other, as though she needed to be as comfortable as possible for whatever foul thing she was planning. Finally, Esmeralda took Bria’s hand, and her hazel eyes began to glow with her Air magic.
And I watched while she took my sister’s life and made it her own.
The rosy, healthy flush in Bria’s cheeks slowly faded away, replaced by a dull, sickly pallor, and her face started to take on the same gaunt look Elizabeth’s had. Esmeralda sighed with contentment, and I realized that her skin was growing brighter, warmer, almost as if she was taking the glow from Bria’s cheeks and putting it into her own.
My eyes narrowed. That was exactly what she was doing. 
My friend Jolene “Jo-Jo” Deveraux was an Air elemental, one who used her magic to heal folks. Jo-Jo grabbed hold of oxygen and all the other natural gases in the air and used those molecules to clean wounds, restore vitality, and put ripped skin back together. Esmeralda had the same sort of power, only she was using her Air magic and all those molecules to pull Bria’s health and well-being into her own body. Draining the life out of my sister like a vampire sucking someone dry of blood, until there would be nothing left of Bria and she would die.
I wondered how many girls Esmeralda had done this to over the years. The carnival was the perfect cover for something like this. No doubt, Esmeralda had Arturo snatch up a girl or two at every town the carnival visited, drained them, disposed of their bodies, then packed up and moved on before anyone realized exactly what had happened. A nice little murderous scheme.
Well, it was going to stop—right now.
Arturo was busy watching Esmeralda, so he didn’t see me wrap my hands around two of the wooden bars on my cage. Forget the lockpicks, and screw being subtle. Not with these monsters. I reached for my Ice magic, letting the cool power bubble up from the deepest part of me. Cold silver lights flared, centered on the spider-rune scars embedded in my palms, and I pushed the power outward. It took me only a second to completely coat the bars with an inch of elemental Ice, pushing it into all the tiny holes and cracks in the wood.
Esmeralda must have sensed me using my magic, because her head turned in my direction. She realized that I was awake and trying to break free. She snapped her fingers at Arturo.
“Get her!” she hissed, tightening her grip on Bria’s hand.
“Don’t worry,” I snarled. “I’m coming out.”
I sent out a burst of magic, shattering the elemental Ice that had been driven deep into the wood. The cage bars snapped like matchsticks under my fingers.
Arturo hurried over to the cage, but I was quicker. I crawled out and stayed on the ground, waiting until he was in range. Then I lashed out with my foot, catching the giant in the knee. His leg buckled, and he put a hand on the ground to keep from falling flat on his face. He staggered upright, and I got to my feet and darted forward so that I stood right in front of him.
Then, looking him in the eyes, I grabbed one of the knives out of his leather sash and stabbed him in the chest with it.
He screamed. I smiled and twisted the knife in deeper, just as I had done a hundred times before as the Spider. Blood spurted from the wound, spattering onto my hand, face, and clothes, but I didn’t care. The giant would be bleeding a whole lot more before I was through with him—and so would his sick, twisted bitch of a boss.
Arturo screamed again and swung his fist at me. This time, I reached for my Stone magic and used it to harden my skin into an impenetrable shell. The giant’s fist plowed into my chin. The sharp, strong blow didn’t break any of my bones, thanks to my magic, but there was still enough force behind Arturo’s punch to throw me off him.
I slammed into the dancing bear’s ball and bounced off it, but as soon as I hit the floor, I scrambled right back up onto my feet, still clutching his knife. 
Arturo and I faced each other, about twenty feet of empty space between us. Apparently, the giant thought this was going to be a repeat performance of what he’d done onstage earlier. He reached for the knives in his sash and started throwing them at me—only this time, he wasn’t looking to miss. No, this time, he aimed for my heart.
Thunk!
Thunk! Thunk!
Thunk!
Since I was still holding on to my Stone power, I didn’t bother ducking Arturo’s knives. The blades bounced harmlessly off my magic-hardened skin and clattered to the barn floor, tumbling every which way. 
Instead, I ran toward the giant even as he backed up. But he wasn’t paying attention to where he was going, and he bumped up against another one of the clown cars. Arturo’s arms windmilled, and he ended up with his ass in the bottom of the car and his long legs dangling over the side. He raised his hands, trying to fend me off, but I smashed my Stone-hardened fist into his face, snapping his head back.
“Catch this between your teeth,” I growled.
Then I rammed the bastard’s own knife into his throat. Arturo arched back, clawing at the blade in his windpipe, so I obliged him by ripping it out. Blood sprayed everywhere, as bright, thick, and runny as the greasepaint the clowns wore. 
Wheezing all the while, the giant clutched his throat with both hands, as if that would save him from the brutal, fatal wound. But after several seconds, his hands slipped off his bloody throat, and his dark eyes grew blank and glassy—
A blast of Air magic threw me across the barn.
It was like being picked up and hurled by a tornado, but I managed to hold on to my Stone power as I smacked into the far wall. The tools there rattled from the sudden, violent disruption, but they stayed on their pegs. Another gust of wind picked me up and tossed me against the wall again before turning me around and holding me there, two feet off the ground.
I glared at Esmeralda, who climbed out of the clown car and slowly approached me, one hand held out in front of her to help her control the gusts of Air swirling around me. The ringmaster’s eyes glowed a bright hazel as she used her magic to keep me right where she wanted me.
“I’ll kill you for daring to interfere with Esmeralda the Amazing!” she bellowed.
“Oh, don’t make promises you can’t keep, sugar,” I drawled.
I pushed back against her magic with my own Ice and Stone power, raised my arm, and chucked the knife I was still holding at her.
Esmeralda shrieked, threw her hands up, and sent out a haphazard burst of Air magic. The sharp gust of wind knocked the knife off course, and the weapon sailed harmlessly off to the left. But my toss had ruined her concentration, and the feel of her Air magic quickly died down to a mere whisper of a breeze. I slid down the wall onto my feet, then grabbed another one of Arturo’s knives from where it had landed on the floor and headed in her direction.
But Esmeralda recovered fast. She tossed another blast of Air magic my way, forcing me back while she sprinted for the barn door. I started after her, but my feet got tangled up in a pile of oversize clown boots. Cursing, I broke free of the mess, even though I knew I wasn’t going to be quick enough to catch her before she ran outside—
Click.
Esmeralda knew that sound as well as I did. She froze, then slowly turned around. Bria had one hand braced on the side of the clown car to hold herself upright. With her other hand, she pointed her gun at the ringmaster’s chest.
Sometime during the fight, my sister had woken up, climbed out of the clown car, and stumbled over to the table where her gun was. Sloppy, sloppy, sloppy of Esmeralda not to have put the weapon somewhere more secure. Then again, she hadn’t planned on Bria ever waking up to use it.
Bria leveled the gun at the ringmaster’s heart. “Needless to say, you are under arrest,” she growled.
Esmeralda stayed where she was, although I could see her trying to think of a way to escape. I moved over to stand beside my sister, careful not to get in her line of fire.
“You okay?” I asked.
Bria nodded. “Other than feeling completely exhausted, I’m fine. What did she do to me?”
“The same thing she did to Elizabeth and I’m guessing a lot of other girls,” I said. “She was using her Air magic to pull the life out of you.”
Esmeralda laughed, the ugly sound bouncing around inside the barn. “Not the life, you idiot. The beauty.”
“And what would you need with my beauty?” Bria asked. “You have plenty of your own.”
Esmeralda let out another harsh laugh, then gestured at her own face and body. “Please. You have no idea how long and hard I’ve worked to look this way. The diets, the face creams, the makeup. And when I was finally perfect, do you know what happened?”
Neither Bria nor I answered her, but we didn’t have to.
“Old age,” Esmeralda hissed, as though it were the vilest thing ever. “Gray hair, wrinkles, sagging skin. Nobody wants to see that. Nobody pays to see the old crone at the carnival. They all want to stare at the pretty young woman in the center of the ring. But I figured out a way to stop it—to stop all of it.”
“Yeah,” I said. “And all you had to do was kill a bunch of innocent girls.”
Esmeralda shrugged. “Youth is wasted on the young—and so is beauty. If they weren’t strong enough to keep theirs, then that was their fault, not mine.”
“Well, it’s over,” Bria snapped. “You’re going to jail, where you belong. I wonder how long it will take for all that stolen beauty of yours to fade. What do you think, Gin? Six months?”
“Nah,” I said. “Not with all that magic she wasted trying to kill me. I’d give her a month, two tops, before she looks her real age, whatever that is. It won’t be pretty, though, will it, Esmeralda? Sad, since we know that’s all you really care about.”
Panic filled the ringmaster’s eyes, and her gaze darted left and right, but there was no way out and nowhere for her to run. The witch had finally been caught, and soon everyone would see her exactly as she was—warts, wrinkles, and all.
“I’d rather die!” she screamed.
Esmeralda reached for her Air magic to throw at us. I tightened my grip on the knife in my hand and headed toward her, determined to end the ringmaster once and for all—
Crack! Crack! Crack!
Bria shot her in the chest three times.
Esmeralda’s eyes bulged in pain and surprise. Her mouth opened wide, as though she were going to scream, but the only sound that escaped her lips was a soft rasp, like the air leaking out of a balloon. She toppled over onto the floor, blood soaking into the hay around her.
I waited until my ears quit ringing, then looked at my sister. “What did you do that for? I would have taken care of her.”
“I know,” Bria replied in a grim voice. “But who knows what else she might have tried to do to you with her Air magic? She might have tried to suffocate you with it or something worse. I didn’t want to take that chance, and I especially didn’t want her to hurt you like she hurt me—like she hurt all those other girls.”
I nodded. Bria protecting me, caring about me, fighting side by side with me, was something I was still getting used to, after her being gone for so many years. But keeping your family safe no matter what was a need I understood all too well. Sometimes I thought it was the only thing I understood. Well, that and retribution. And sometimes they were one and the same.
Bria grabbed her badge off the table while I tucked my knives away in their usual slots. Then we both walked over to look at the ringmaster—at least, what was left of her. 
Death had snuffed out the magic that had sustained Esmeralda, and her body was already starting to deteriorate. Wrinkles grooved her once-smooth skin, gray streaked her hair, and her perfect bloodred nails had come free from her gnarled, knotted fingers. She looked like she’d been dead for months instead of just a few minutes.
“How old do you think she was?” Bria asked.
I shrugged. “Doesn’t much matter now, does it? Because she’s as dead as can be.”
While Bria pulled her phone out of her jeans and called her fellow boys in blue to report what had happened, I went over to the clown car where Elizabeth was lying.
I put my hand on her forehead. She was cool to the touch, but she was still alive. Jo-Jo could take care of the rest. Elizabeth jerked awake at the feel of my hand on her skin, her eyes wide with panic and fear. I gently squeezed her shoulder, letting her know that everything was all right. After a moment, when she realized that it wasn’t Esmeralda looming over her, the girl’s face relaxed.
“It’s okay, sweetheart,” I said in a gentle voice. “You’re safe now.” 
Elizabeth nodded, and her eyes slid shut in exhaustion once more. “I used to like the carnival,” she muttered. “Not anymore.”
I smiled, even though she couldn’t see it. “I know the feeling.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Bria and I were at the carnival late into the night. In addition to calling the cops, Bria also contacted Fran, the girl’s aunt. I watched as Fran got out of her car, ran over to where Elizabeth was resting in the back of Bria’s sedan, and hugged her niece tight. Jo-Jo would be here in a few minutes to fully heal her, and the girl would be right as rain again soon enough. 
Bria said something to them, then headed in my direction. I was sitting on top of the fence that lined the clearing, and she hopped up next to me.
“Elizabeth should be fine in a few days,” she said. “It looks like Esmeralda didn’t do any lasting damage. I talked to Jo-Jo on the phone. She said that since Esmeralda didn’t fully drain Elizabeth, it’s sort of like Elizabeth is suffering from severe dehydration. Some Air magic and a lot of fluids, and she’ll be okay.”
I nodded. “Good.”
“I also called Finn and asked him to do some research into the carnival,” Bria said. “He found an old newspaper article from the early eighteen hundreds that talked about a traveling Carnival of Wondrous Wonders. The main attraction was a knife-throwing act that featured a particularly beautiful woman.”
“Esmeralda the Amazing.”
She nodded. “There’s no telling how many people she murdered over the centuries to keep herself young. Dozens, maybe even hundreds. We’ve already started contacting law-enforcement agencies in other towns the carnival passed through so we can look into all the missing-persons reports.”
I’d figured it would turn out to be something like that. “What about the other carnival workers? Were they all involved in it?”
Bria shook her head. “Apparently, Arturo was the only one who actually helped her abduct and kill the girls. The other workers were never allowed into that barn, which they set up at every carnival site, so they never actually saw what Esmeralda did to the girls. The workers were suspicious, but mostly they were too afraid of Esmeralda to really look into it. I need to get back and finish interviewing them. It shouldn’t take too much longer.”
“I’ll wait for you,” I said.
Bria nodded, hopped off the fence, and moved back into the crowd of cops. The carnival workers also milled around, looking shell-shocked. I wondered what would happen to the carnival now, if it would continue on or if the workers would have to find another one to join. I had a feeling that the wondrous wonders would be no more, just like Esmeralda and Arturo.
Since Bria was busy, I left my perch on the fence and wandered back through the carnival. Finally, I wound up at the main stage. I climbed the steps and looked out at the bleachers. They were empty now, but I could almost hear the roar of the crowd, feel the heat of the spotlight, see everyone’s eager eyes fixed on me. Esmeralda had loved this so much that she’d murdered for it. Well, I supposed people have murdered for less—including me.
I was about to leave the stage when I noticed a tin pail of apples sitting next to the Wheel of Death. I looked around, but no one was in sight, so I walked over and grabbed an apple. I skewered the fruit on a piece of plywood that had splintered on the wheel—right where Esmeralda’s heart would have been if she had been on the contraption. 
When I was satisfied the apple would stay in place, I cranked up the Wheel of Death until it was spinning around and around at a dizzying pace. Then I walked to the opposite side of the stage, several feet behind where Arturo had stood.
I palmed one of my silverstone knives. I hefted it in my hand for a moment, then tossed it up, caught it by the blade, and threw it at the spinning wheel.
Thunk!
The apple exploded into pieces.
Ta-da.
I grinned. The wheel slowed down, and I went over and pulled my knife out of the plywood. I flipped the blade up into the air before catching it with ease and giving a low bow to the empty bleachers.
“This old girl’s still got it,” I murmured, straightening back up. “Parlor tricks and all.”
Whistling, I slid my knife back up my sleeve and left the Wheel of Death and the stage behind.
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  Excerpt from Only Hard Problems

Zane Zimmer


The words haunted me. 
Five little words, seven simple syllables, twenty-three ordinary letters.
And yet the combination of those words, syllables, and letters had rocked my perspective of, well, everything.
Everything I had always been told. Everything I had always believed. Everything I had always known to be an absolute truth—especially when it came to my family.
Vesper Quill is your sister.
Ah, those five pesky little words.
Kyrion Caldaren had telepathically whispered that thought to me while I had been escorting him to Lord Callus Holloway, the ruler of the Imperium, during a midnight ball at Crownpoint palace. Even now, two weeks later, I could still see the satisfied smirk on Kyrion’s face as he tossed out the revelation like it was the ultimate trump card in the cutthroat Regal game we’d been playing our entire lives. Even worse, I could still feel his bloody smugness with my telempathy, like he was standing right beside me and grinding his stormsword into my ribs one slow, painful inch at a time—
“Lord Zane?” A low voice intruded on my dark thoughts. “Is the solstice suit not to your liking? You haven’t said anything in five minutes.”
A seventy-something man hovered by my side and studied me in the floor-length mirror propped up in the corner. He was a few inches shorter than me, with iron-gray hair, tan skin, and long, slender, nimble fingers that could wield a needle and thread with expert precision. Fergus had been the House Zimmer tailor longer than I had been alive.
Fergus’s dark brown eyes flicked over me from top to bottom as he searched for faults in his work. “Per your instructions, I made the solstice suit a sleeker, more fashionable version of your Arrow uniform.”
A crisp white shirt peeked out from the V at the top of the fitted tailcoat that stretched across my broad shoulders. The front of the coat only came down to my waist, although the twin tails in the back dropped to my knees. Two rows of blue opal buttons marched down the front of the ice-blue coat, while matching blue pants and knee-high black boots completed my ensemble. I almost always wore my family’s colors, even though everyone already knew exactly who I was, thanks to the gossipcasts that breathlessly covered my exploits.
Fergus was wearing a similar tailcoat, although his was dark gray with ice-blue trim and silver buttons stamped with tiny Zs, a sign that he belonged to House Zimmer.
“How is it that you can make the same coat look dashing and distinguished, whereas I always feel like a little boy playing dress-up?” I grumbled.
A wry smile curved the corner of Fergus’s mouth. “Skill, my lord.” He gestured at my tailcoat in the mirror. “Although as you’ve told me many, many times, the ice blue of House Zimmer brings out your eyes much better than it does mine.”
I studied my own reflection in the mirror. He was right. The ice-blue fabric did bring out the similar shade of my eyes. My grandmother and my father both had the same color eyes. So did several of my cousins. In fact, just about everyone with even a drop of Zimmer blood had ice-blue eyes.
Except for my sister.
Vesper had the dark blue eyes of her mother, Nerezza Blackwell, although silver flecks often appeared in Vesper’s gaze whenever she was emotional, using her seer power, or tapping into her truebond connection with Kyrion—like she had during the midnight ball.
The memories erupted in my mind, as sharp, bright, and clear as videos playing on a holoscreen. Vesper and Kyrion in the middle of the throne room floor, yelling and crawling toward each other, even as Imperium soldiers tried to drag them away from each other . . . The two of them lunging toward each other, blue sparks flickering around their fingertips like tiny butterflies . . . The couple finally clasping hands, and those blue butterfly sparks coalescing and erupting into bright, crackling lightning that had danced around them in jagged forks as though they were caught in the center of a violent electrical storm . . . 
“Zane?” Fergus asked in a low, hesitant voice. “Is something wrong?”
I blinked and focused on Fergus, who stared back at me, concern furrowing his forehead. The tailor was a true friend, and I had confided many things to him over the years, but I wasn’t about to confess my inner turmoil. Not now. Not until I decided how I felt about having a long-lost sister—and all the tough truths and hard problems that came along with the startling revelation.
“Your design and work are impeccable as always, Fergus,” I replied, forcing some false cheer into my voice.
He opened his mouth to ask another question, but I cut him off and spewed out the first lie that popped into my head. “I was just thinking about the solstice celebration.”
The summer solstice was the first major holiday and event since the disastrous midnight ball, and everyone who was anyone in Regal society was scheduled to attend. Except for Callus Holloway, of course. He rarely left the security of Crownpoint for any reason, preferring to force the Regals to come to the Imperium palace to seek an audience with him. But these days, the greedy siphon had a singular focus: finding Vesper and Kyrion so he could take the psionic power of their truebond connection for his own.
More memories crashed over me. Vesper and Kyrion battling Adria and Dargan Byrne, a pair of siblings who also had a truebond . . . A wounded Kyrion staring at me from the back of the open cargo bay while Vesper steered his blitzer, the Dream World, out of the Crownpoint docking bay . . . The spaceship streaking through the sky like a shooting star, carrying the couple to safety, before winking out of sight . . .
I blinked again. This time, I managed to banish the memories to the back of my brain, although annoyance sparked in my chest at the gigantic bloody mess Kyrion and Vesper had left behind—a mess that I was tasked with cleaning up. The truebonded couple might have escaped Holloway’s clutches, but in doing so, they had caused a multitude of problems for me.
Holloway had offered an enormous bounty for Kyrion and Vesper’s capture, but no one had seen them since they had fled Corios, the planet that was the Imperium’s seat of power.
There was a slight chance the couple was dead. A flight director had reported seeing Adria Byrne slip onto Kyrion’s ship before it had left the Crownpoint docking bay. She could have killed Kyrion and Vesper in retaliation for her brother Dargan’s death, but if so, she would have returned to Corios with their bodies. Adria’s continued absence led me to believe that Kyrion and Vesper had ended her instead.
Holloway also thought they were still alive, which was the only thing we agreed on. He would probably spend the solstice holiday poring over supposed sightings of Kyrion and Vesper and listening to his generals theorize about where the couple might be heading. Arrogant fool. He should be worrying about what the Techwave was plotting next. The terrorist group was much more of a threat to the Imperium than Kyrion and Vesper, but Holloway always put his own dark desires and unending lust for power above everything else, including the people he was supposed to lead and protect.
“The solstice, eh?” Fergus said, drawing my attention back to him. A teasing grin spread across his face. “Wondering how many times you’ll have to dance with Lady Asterin at the solstice ball to placate your grandmother?”
I bit back a groan. Lady Asterin Armas was yet another one of my many problems. “Something like that,” I muttered.
Fergus reached up and clapped me on the shoulder. “Ah, don’t look so dour. Asterin seems like a lovely woman. Dancing with her shouldn’t be a chore. Besides, it’s nothing you haven’t done for the gossipcasts before, right?”
“Right,” I replied, giving him a bright, cheerful smile in hopes of ending this unwanted topic of conversation.
Fergus’s dark eyes narrowed. My patented smile might dazzle the gossipcast reporters, but he’d known me too long to be so easily fooled. Fergus hesitated, then squared his shoulders, as if bracing himself for an unpleasant task. “I’ve noticed some . . . tension between Beatrice and Wendell lately.”
I dropped my gaze from his and tugged down my right sleeve, even though it was already perfectly in place. “What sort of tension?”
“Wendell seems to be greatly upset with your grandmother for some reason. Of course, I’ve asked Beatrice about it, but she said it was a minor squabble. Some new design that your father is having an issue with that she doesn’t approve of.”
I tugged down my left sleeve with a sharp motion, almost ripping off an opal cufflink. “You know how cranky my father gets when he’s stuck on a project, and how much crankier my grandmother can be when she doesn’t immediately see the results she wants. I’m sure they’ll both figure it out soon, and then things will return to normal.”
The lies dripped easily off my tongue, although guilt knotted my stomach. Fergus was a dear friend, and I hated deceiving him, but it was a necessary evil, like so many other things in my life, both as an Imperium Arrow and as the heir to House Zimmer.
I raised my gaze back to Fergus’s and gave him another false smile. This one must have been much more convincing than the last, because some of the tension and worry eased out of his wrinkled face.
“Good to know,” Fergus replied.
He smiled back at me, then gathered up his pins, scissors, spools of thread, rolls of fabric, and other supplies. Unlike many Regal tailors, Fergus eschewed magnetic and robotic technology in favor of simple, old-fashioned tools. His designs, like my beautiful tailcoat, often took hundreds of hours to complete, but the fit, stitching, and other details were exquisite and well worth the wait.
Fergus packed everything into a battered wooden sewing box, which he hoisted into the crook of his elbow. “See you at the ball, Zane.”
“I wouldn’t miss it, especially when I look this good.” I winked at him, then spun around, making the tailcoat flap against my legs.
Fergus chuckled, then left the room.
As soon as the door shut behind him, the smile dropped from my face faster than a meteor plummeting toward the ground. I stepped down off the raised dais, moved away from the mirror, and wound my way past the tables, chairs, and settees piled high with books, weapons, plastipapers, and wayward tea mugs that filled my tower library. The housekeepers always clucked their tongues about the mess, but I found the clutter comforting—and I needed all the comfort I could get right now.
I went past a long table covered with chrome appliances, including a brewmaker and a beverage chiller, both designed by Vesper, and stopped in front of one of the windows. In the distance, catty-corner across a busy thoroughfare, Imperium soldiers were stationed in front of Castle Caldaren, an enormous, hulking, dark blue stone structure that looked as grim and dour as its absentee owner.
The soldiers had been guarding the castle for two weeks, more than long enough to know that Kyrion wasn’t coming back anytime soon, and they shot bored looks at the horse-drawn carriages that rattled over the Boulevard, the wide cobblestone avenue that fronted many of the Regal homes, including my tower in Castle Zimmer. Several more Imperium soldiers were stationed nearby at the edge of Promenade Park, their bloodred uniforms and silver blasters making them resemble man-size flowers with metallic thorns that had sprouted out of the park’s grassy, rolling lawns.
My tablet chimed. Time to finish getting ready for the solstice celebration.
I turned away from the window and went over to a nearby table. A small weapon that was a cross between a hairpin and a dagger rested atop an uneven stack of paper books. Blue opals and sapphsidian chips adorned the butterfly-shaped hilt, although dried blood crusted the thin, sharp silver blade, marring the weapon’s delicate beauty. I’d been so busy chasing down leads for Holloway about where Kyrion and Vesper might have gone that I hadn’t had a chance to clean Dargan Byrne’s blood off the blade yet.
More memories drifted through my mind. Taking the weapon from my mother’s jewelry collection before the midnight ball . . . Handing the butterfly dagger over to Inga, one of the Crownpoint servants, so she could secretly slip it to Vesper . . . Vesper yanking the butterfly dagger out of her hair, whipping around, and stabbing Dargan with the blade . . .
For the third time, I blinked and pushed the memories away. I hadn’t known about my familial connection to Vesper when I’d arranged for her to receive the dagger. I’d just wanted to ease my own guilty conscience and give her a sporting chance to escape the horrific fate Holloway had in mind for her. Without risking myself, of course.
But now . . . now I wondered if my subconscious had known the truth about Vesper all along.
I was a psion, a broad term that also included seers, siphons, spelltechs, and other people with telekinesis, telepathy, telempathy, and other extraordinary mental abilities. No one knew exactly where psionic powers came from or how to consistently replicate them with science and technology, which was why many folks referred to such abilities as magic. I was a particularly strong telekinetic, able to move objects with my mind, but perhaps something else in my psionic powers had whispered a warning and prompted me to act so recklessly. Either way, Vesper Quill had caused nothing but trouble ever since she’d burst into my life a few months ago.
I glared down at the sparkling jewels, then reached past the dagger and grabbed my stormsword off an even larger and more haphazard pile of books. The long, sharp blade was made of lunarium, a precious mineral that enhanced psionic abilities and could even transform them into physical elements like fire, ice, lightning, and wind. The opalescent blade gleamed with a pale blue sheen in a reflection of my own psion power, but the bits of sapphsidian embedded in the silver hilt seemed to soak up the late-afternoon sunlight, making the jewels look black rather than the deep blue they truly were.
I traced my index finger over a piece of sapphsidian nestled in among the many Zs that were carved into the hilt. Perhaps it was my imagination, but the jewel looked like a wide, open, accusing eye embedded in the silver, like Vesper Quill herself was staring at me from somewhere deep inside my own sword. She was a seer. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that she could be psionically spying on me.
Vesper seemed to be quite powerful in her own right, and her truebond with Kyrion would make her even stronger, since the connection would allow the two of them to share thoughts, feelings, and instincts, along with strength, fighting skills, and psionic abilities. During the midnight ball, their combined psion power had ripped through the Crownpoint throne room in a vicious shock wave, toppling bronze sculptures off the walls, cracking the white marble floor, and knocking over Regals, servants, and guards. Vesper peering at me through a jewel in my own sword would be child’s play compared with that previous decimation. Or perhaps it was just my own turbulent thoughts giving life to such fanciful musings.
I had always been so bloody proud that my sword bore the Zimmer family sigil, just as I had always been so proud to wear the ice-blue color of House Zimmer. But now . . . now I didn’t know how I felt about my family tree, especially this new, unexpected branch.
Holloway might be focused on where Vesper and Kyrion were going, but ever since they had fled from Corios, I had been secretly retracing their steps, trying to learn everything I could about my wayward sister and the rogue Arrow who had been my former boss.
I didn’t have all the details, but someone—most likely Daichi Hirano, Kyrion’s chief of staff—had discreetly hacked into the Regal archives a few months ago to compare various DNA samples. Daichi had hidden his tracks well but not quite well enough. According to the time stamps I’d found, Daichi—and by extension Kyrion—had been trying to figure out who Vesper’s father was for months, although they hadn’t matched my DNA to Vesper’s until after the midnight ball.
I had no idea how Kyrion had figured out that Vesper was my sister without the DNA confirmation. Perhaps I would ask the smug bastard when I finally caught up with him.
But the more important question was: What did Vesper think about the information? That she was a Zimmer? That Wendell was her father? That I was her brother?
Most people would have been absolutely thrilled, especially since House Zimmer was among the most powerful Regal Houses, with an abundance of wealth and influence. At the very least, Vesper could have engineered a hefty payday out of the information. Many Regal lords and ladies were known for having ill-advised dalliances, especially when they were away from their home planet of Corios, and it was quite common for Regals to pay off unwanted children to disappear back to the tourist planets and other distant reaches of the galaxy from whence they came.
But so far, there had been no communication from Vesper. No demands for money, no threats to sell the scandalous story to the gossipcasts, no dire warnings about all the ways she was going to torture us with the information.
The silence worried me. I didn’t know Vesper Quill very well, but she was smart, strong, and more than capable of causing immense financial pain to House Zimmer and severe emotional trauma to my family. More so than she had already caused by simply existing.
My tablet chimed again, a little louder and sharper. I sighed. Like a prince out of an old-fashioned fairy tale, it was time for me to attend the ball, whether I wanted to or not.
So I shoved my stormsword into a slot on my belt and stomped out of the library, secrets and schemes still swirling around in my mind.

      [image: image-placeholder]Want to keep reading? Order  Only Hard Problems, book 3 in the Galactic Bonds science-fiction fantasy series.
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