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			It was the perfect night to kill someone.


			Thick, heavy clouds obscured the moon and stars, deepening the shadows of the cold December evening, and an icy drizzle spattered down from the sky, slowly covering everything in a slick, glossy, treacherous sheen. Icicles had already formed on many of the trees that lined the street, looking like gnarled, glittering fingers that were crawling all over the bare, skeletal branches. No animals moved or stirred, not so much as an owl sailing into one of the treetops searching for shelter.


			Down the block, red, green, and white holiday lights flashed on the doors and windows of one of the sprawling mansions set back from the street, and the faint trill of Christmas carols filled the air. A steady stream of people hurried from the mistletoe-festooned front door, down the snowmen-lined driveway, and out to their cars, scrambling into the vehicles and cranking the engines. Someone’s dinner party was rapidly winding down, although it was only nine o’clock. Everyone wanted to get home and be all safe, warm, and snug in their own beds, dreaming of sugarplums, before the weather got any worse. In ten minutes, they’d all be gone, and the street would be quiet and deserted again.


			Yes, it was the perfect night to kill someone.


			Too bad my mission was recon only.


			I slouched down in my seat, staying as much out of view of the passing headlights as possible. But none of the drivers gave my battered old white van a second look, and I doubted that any of them even bothered to glance at the blue lettering on the side that read Cloudburst Falls Catering. Caterers, florists, musicians. Such service vehicles were all too common in Northtown, the part of Ashland where the rich, social, and magical elite lived. If not for the lousy weather, this entire street probably would have been lit up with holiday cheer as people hosted various parties, each one trying to outdo their neighbors with garish light displays.


			Once the last of the cars cruised by and the final pair of headlights faded away, I straightened up in my seat, picked up my binoculars from my lap, and peered through them at another nearby mansion.


			A stone wall cordoned this mansion off from the street, featuring a wide iron gate that was closed and locked. Unlike its neighbor, no holiday lights decorated this house, and only a single room on the front was illuminated—an office with glass doors that led out to a stone patio. Thin white curtains covered the doors, and every few seconds, the murky shape of a man would appear, moving back and forth, as though he were continuously pacing from one side of his office to the other.


			I just bet he was pacing. From all the reports I’d heard, he’d been holed up in his mansion for months now, preparing for his murder trial, which was set to begin after the first of the year. That would be enough to drive anyone stir-crazy.


			Beside me, a soft creak rang out, followed by a long, loud sigh. Two sounds that I’d heard over and over in the last hour I’d been parked here.


			The man in the mansion wasn’t the only one going nuts.


			“Tell me again. How did I get stuck hanging out with you tonight?” a low voice muttered.


			I lowered my binoculars and looked over at Phillip Kincaid, who had his arms crossed over his muscled chest and a mulish expression on his handsome face. A long black trench coat covered his body, while a black toboggan was pulled down low on his forehead, hiding his golden hair from sight, except for the low ponytail that stuck out the back. I was dressed in all black as well, from my boots to my jeans to my turtleneck, silverstone vest, and fleece jacket. A black toboggan also topped my head, although I’d stuffed all my dark brown hair up underneath the knit hat.


			“What’s wrong, Philly?” I said. “Don’t like being my babysitter tonight?”


			He shrugged, not even bothering to deny it. “You’re Gin Blanco, the famed assassin turned underworld queen. You don’t need babysitting.” He shifted in his seat, making it creak again, and shook his head. “But Owen insisted on it. . . . The things I do for that man.”


			Phillip was right. As the Spider, I could handle myself in just about any situation. I certainly didn’t need him here, but Owen Grayson, Phillip’s best friend and my significant other, had wanted it this way. But I hadn’t protested too much when Phillip had shown up at the Pork Pit and told me that he wanted to tag along tonight.


			With the mysterious members of the Circle out there, a little backup might come in handy. Even if said backup was whinier than one would hope.


			“Why couldn’t Lane sit out here with you?” Phillip asked. “Or Jo-Jo or even Sophia for that matter? Why did I get elected to freeze my balls off tonight?”


			Finnegan Lane, my foster brother, was often my partner in crime in all things Spider-related, while Jo-Jo and Sophia Deveraux respectively healed me and cleaned up the blood and bodies I left in my wake.


			“Because Finn is still dealing with the mess that Deirdre Shaw left behind at First Trust bank, and Jo-Jo and Sophia had tickets to The Nutcracker,” I said, ticking our friends off on my fingers. “And of course, you know that Owen promised Eva that he’d help out with that holiday toy drive she’s leading over at the community college.”


			“I would have been happy to help Eva with her toy drive,” Phillip grumbled. “Thrilled. Ecstatic even.”


			Despite their roughly ten-year age difference, Phillip was crazy about Eva Grayson, Owen’s younger sister, although he was waiting for her to finish college and grow up a bit before pursuing a real relationship with her.


			“Anything would have been better—warmer—than this.” He popped up the collar of his trench coat so that it would cover more of his neck, then slouched down even farther in his seat.


			“Aw, poor baby. Stuck out here in the cold and dark with me tonight.” I clucked my tongue in mock sympathy. “And to think that I was just about to offer you some hot chocolate.”


			His blue eyes narrowed with interest. “You have hot chocolate? Homemade hot chocolate?”


			I reached down and pulled a large metal thermos out of the black duffel bag sitting between our seats on the van floor. “Of course I do. You can’t have a stakeout on a cold winter’s night without it.”


			I grabbed two plastic cups out of the bag and handed them over to Phillip, who held them steady while I poured. The rich, heady aroma of the decadent drink filled the van, cutting through the icy chill that had crept inside the vehicle. I breathed in the fumes as I capped the thermos and put it away. Phillip passed over my cup, and I drew in a couple more deep, steamy breaths before taking a sip. The dark brew coated my tongue with its bittersweet flavor, softened by the vanilla extract and raspberry puree that I’d added to the mixture.


			Phillip cradled his cup like a bum huddled over a trash-can fire. He took a long slurp and sighed again, this time with happiness. “Now that’s more like it.”


			We both settled back in our seats, watching the mansion and sipping our hot chocolate.


			The folks who’d been hosting the dinner party must have decided to go to bed, since the recorded carols abruptly cut off, and the holiday lights winked out one door, window, and plastic snowman at a time, further blackening the landscape. The icy drizzle picked up as well, turning into more of a steady rain, each drop tinking against the van windshield. It truly was a night fit for neither man nor beast, but these were my favorite kinds of environments as an assassin. The cold, the rain, and the darkness always made it that much easier to get close to your target and then get away after you’d put him down. If I’d wanted someone dead, I would have waited for a night just like this one to strike.


			And I was willing to bet that someone might have the same idea about the man in the mansion.


			Phillip tipped his cup at the shadow still pacing back and forth behind the patio doors. “You really think that he knows something about the Circle?”


			I shrugged. “He’s the best lead I have right now—and the only person still alive who might know anything about them.”


			Two weeks ago, I’d been kidnapped and held hostage by Hugh Tucker, a vampire who claimed that he was part of a secret group that supposedly pulled the strings on the underworld and everything else in Ashland. That had certainly come as news to me, since I was supposedly the head of the underworld these days. But Tucker had claimed that the Circle was an organization of criminals so high-and-mighty that no one could touch them, especially not a lowly assassin like me. The vamp had also said that the Circle monitored everything from behind the scenes—and that they could kill me and my friends anytime they wanted to.


			But the most shocking thing he’d revealed was that my mother, Eira Snow, had supposedly been one of them.


			My mother had been murdered when I was thirteen, a deep loss that I still felt to this day. But I’d viewed her like any other kid. She was my mom—nothing more, nothing less. I’d never really thought about who she was, much less what kind of person. The good things she did, the bad ones, how she felt about all of them. I didn’t know any of that. But Tucker had turned my world upside down with his accusations, and I wanted to know if they were true: I had to know if my mother had been the good person I’d always assumed she was, or just as rotten, heartless, and depraved as the rest of this shadowy Circle.


			“You know, we could just go knock on his door and ask him about all this,” Phillip said.


			I snorted. “He wouldn’t tell me anything. Nothing I could trust anyway. He hates me too much for that.”


			Phillip shifted in his seat again. “Well, at least we could get this over with and go home. That would certainly keep my balls from turning into ice cubes—”


			A pair of headlights popped up in the van’s rearview mirror. I gestured at Phillip, and we both slouched back down in our seats.


			A black SUV cruised down the street, passing our van. The vehicle stopped at the end of the block and made a right, disappearing from sight. Phillip started to sit back up, but I held out my hand, stopping him.


			“Wait,” I said. “Let’s see if they come back.”


			He rolled his eyes, but he stayed still. “Why would they come back? It’s probably just somebody who lives in the neighborhood—”


			Headlights popped up in the van’s rearview mirror again, and that same SUV cruised by our position. This time the vehicle turned left at the end of the block.


			“Maybe they’re lost,” he said. “All these cookie-cutter Northtown streets and mansions look alike, especially in the dark.”


			I shook my head. “They’re not lost. They’re seeing how quiet and deserted the area is for whatever they have in mind. They’ll be back. You’ll see.”


			We sat in the van, watching our mirrors. Sure enough, a minute later, that same SUV cruised by us again. Only this time, the vehicle didn’t have its headlights on, or even its parking lights. It whipped a U-turn in the middle of the street, pulled over to the curb, and stopped—right in front of the mansion we were watching.


			“Hello,” I murmured. “What do we have here?”


			The doors opened, and two people got out of the front of the SUV, both wearing long black trench coats akin to Phillip’s. They were giants, each one roughly seven feet tall with thick shoulders and broad chests; most likely they were the muscle and bodyguards for whoever was in the back of the vehicle.


			Sure enough, one of the giants opened a rear door, and a shorter, thinner figure emerged, also sporting a black trench coat, along with a black fedora and a matching scarf wrapped around their neck. I peered through my binoculars, but the person’s back was to me, so I couldn’t see their face, although from the size and gait, I did get the impression that it was a woman.


			“Some late-night visitors here for a hush-hush meeting with our old friend?” Phillip mused.


			“Maybe.”


			One of the giants squatted down. At first, I wondered what he was doing, but then the woman in the fedora and scarf ran over to the giant, who hoisted her high up into the air. Ms. Fedora grabbed hold of the top of the iron gate and swung her legs up and over it with all the grace of an Olympic gymnast. Landing deftly on her feet in the driveway on the other side, she straightened up and started striding toward the mansion with deadly purpose.


			I cursed, realizing that I was about to lose my one and only lead on the Circle. I’d considered the possibility that someone might come here to silence him, but part of me hadn’t thought that it would actually happen since everything else I’d tried to track down the members of the Circle had been a dead end.


			“Not a meeting,” I growled. “They’re here to kill him.”


			Since Fedora was already past the gate, I didn’t have time to ease out of the van, sneak through the shadows, and stab the giants in the back the way I normally would have. So I dropped my binoculars, kicked my door open, barreled out of the vehicle, and ran down the street toward the SUV.


			“Gin! Wait!” Phillip shouted, scrambling to get out and follow me.


			But I needed to get to the man in the mansion before Fedora did, so I tuned him out. The giants whirled around at the sound of Phillip’s voice and spotted me racing toward them. They cursed, pulled guns from inside their trench coats, and snapped up the weapons.


			Pfft! Pfft! Pfft!


			I zigzagged, and the first round of bullets went wide. But when the giants paused to take more careful aim, I reached for my Stone magic and hardened my skin into an impenetrable shell.


			Pfft! Pfft! Pfft!


			The second round of bullets also went wide. The giants had come prepared, and the silencers on the ends of their weapons muffled the sounds of the shots. No lights snapped on inside the neighboring mansions. They wanted to keep this quiet? Well, so did I.


			Pfft! Pfft! Pfft!


			Two of the shots went wide again, but the third punched into my right shoulder, spinning me around. Still, thanks to my magic, it didn’t blast through me the way it otherwise would have. I skidded on the ice coating the street, but I managed to regain my balance and charge forward again.


			Instead of heading toward the giants, I ran straight at the SUV. When I was in range, I leaped up onto the bumper, then the hood, then scrambled up onto the roof. Before the giants realized what I was doing, I raced forward and leaped off the vehicle’s roof, pushing off hard and trying to get as high in the air as possible. Lucky for me, they’d parked close to the curb and the narrow sidewalk. A second later, my hands hit the top of the wall that fronted the mansion, and I dug my boots into the slick stones so that I could pull myself up onto the ledge. Fedora wasn’t the only one who could do gymnastics.


			I rolled off the top of the wall and dropped ten feet down to the other side, landing in a crouch. I palmed one of the silverstone knives tucked up my sleeves, surged to my feet, and darted forward across the lawn. The ice-crusted grass crunched like brittle bones under my boots.


			The light spilling out from the office perfectly illuminated Fedora, who was fifty feet ahead of me and moving fast, her breath streaming out behind her in a trail of frosty vapor. She must have heard the disturbance out on the street because she picked up her pace, pulled a gun out of her trench coat, and shot through the lock on the patio doors with one smooth motion. A second later, she was inside the mansion.


			“Hey!” a man’s voice shouted from inside the office. “Who are you? What do you think you’re doing?”


			I didn’t hear her reply, if there even was one.


			Pfft! Pfft! Pfft!


			Pfft! Pfft! Pfft!


			More and more shots sounded on the street behind me, but the giants weren’t aiming at me anymore. Phillip must have gotten into the fight. He could take care of himself, so I focused all my energy on sprinting across the lawn, trying to get to the mansion, even though it was already too late.


			Pfft! Pfft! Pfft!


			Sure enough, gunfire flashed inside the office, as bright as the holiday lights had been earlier. Someone had just been shot.


			A second later, Fedora stepped through the doors and out onto the stone patio. I squinted, but the office lights were behind her, and all I could see in the darkness was the pale glitter of her eyes above the black scarf wrapped around her face. She gave me a mocking salute with her gun before ducking back inside the mansion. Now that her mission was accomplished, no doubt she’d leave through one of the back doors and disappear into the woods. All without my even getting a good look at her face.


			I cursed. Even though I wanted to rush inside the mansion, I forced myself to slow down and approach the patio doors with caution, just in case she might be lying in wait to try to kill me too. I also grabbed hold of even more of my Stone power, hardening my skin as much as possible, on the off chance that she decided to blast me with bullets and elemental magic. As a final precaution, I reached out with my power, listening to all the emotional vibrations that had sunk into the stone walls of the mansion.


			Harsh, shocked mutters echoed back to me, from the shots the woman had just fired. Alongside that was a high, whiny chorus of worry, fear, and paranoia. But there were no sly whispers or dark murmurs of evil intent that would have signaled that she was hiding in the office, ready to put a bullet in my head the second I stepped inside. Whoever the woman was, she was long gone.


			Still, I was careful as I eased into the office, my knife still in my hand, my other hand up and lightly glowing with my Ice magic, ready to blast whoever might attack me.


			But only one person was in the office: the man I’d been watching.


			Jonah McAllister, my old nemesis, lay sprawled across the floor.
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			I stared down at Jonah, who remained absolutely motionless, his arms flung out to his sides, his legs twisted awkwardly beneath his body. Frustration filled me that Fedora had gotten to him, that she’d infiltrated his house as quickly and easily as, well, I could.


			My plan had been to stake out McAllister’s mansion and capture anyone the Circle might send to kill him, since he was the most obvious—and so far only—loose end that might lead back to them. Then I would have taken my sweet, bloody time questioning that person about her bosses. But Fedora had been faster and far more clever than I’d expected, and I was once again left with nothing. Just another in my growing string of failures when it came to the shadowy group.


			I was sick and tired of losing to those bastards, whoever they really were.


			I started to move past McAllister and leave the office to search the rest of the mansion for Fedora, even though I knew that she was already gone. But then I noticed that no blood had pooled under his body. In fact, I didn’t see any blood anywhere—not oozing across the floor, not spattered on the chairs, not even sprayed on top of the papers that had slipped off his desk and fallen around him like oversize snowflakes. So I stopped and took a closer look at him.


			Jonah McAllister was much thinner than the last time I’d seen and confronted him in this office. Black circles ringed his eyes, and his cheekbones poked out like arrows trying to punch through his face, as though he’d lost thirty pounds overnight. Even his skin, which he took such pride in and kept young, tight, and baby-smooth with a strict regimen of expensive Air elemental facials, seemed old, loose, and wrinkled, like wet paper that was barely clinging to the rest of his skull.


			His silver mane of hair was as glorious as ever, though, artfully styled and as bright and burnished as holiday tinsel even when the rest of him was littering the floor like a broken toy. I wondered how much product he’d used to keep his hair so firmly, perfectly anchored in place even as he’d been shot. Even Finn would have been impressed with his do.


			But the thing that caught my eye was the Christmas sweater that covered his chest—bright green with a grinning brown reindeer stretching across the front, complete with a red-sequined nose. Not McAllister’s usual slick suited style at all. In fact, the sweater looked handmade, although I couldn’t imagine who would take the time and trouble to knit Jonah a sweater—any sweater, much less one this hideous.


			Given how skeletal the rest of him was, the sweater seemed suspiciously thick and bulky, and I realized exactly what was underneath it. Of course. McAllister might be a weasel, but he was a smart weasel. He knew exactly how angry folks still were with him over the Briartop robbery, and he would have taken precautions against being murdered in his own mansion.


			So I crouched down, drew back my hand, and slapped him across the face. McAllister winced at the sharp, stinging blow, but he didn’t open his eyes.


			So I slapped him again, harder this time.


			McAllister let out a little squeak of pain, but he still didn’t open his eyes, determined to play possum as long as possible.


			“Wakey, wakey, Jonah,” I drawled. “You can either open your eyes, or I can keep slapping you. I’m okay with that. I still need to get my cardio in for the day.”


			McAllister’s brown eyes popped open at my threat, then narrowed to slits as he recognized me. “Blanco?” he said. “What are you doing here?”


			“Well, I was hoping to capture your would-be assassin, but she managed to escape. I can’t decide if I’m happy or disappointed that you’re still alive.” I nodded at his ugly Christmas sweater. “I didn’t realize that Rudolph came equipped with a bulletproof silverstone vest these days.”


			“It seemed like a wise precaution.” He wet his lips and glanced around the office, as if he was worried that Fedora was going to come back and finish what she’d started.


			I almost wished that she would. Even now, despite how useful McAllister might be, part of me wanted to raise my knife and just end him for all the times he’d tried to have me killed. That would have been the smart move. But I’d been anything but smart these past few weeks. Why start now?


			“Gin! Gin!” Phillip called out, his voice growing louder and louder. “Are you okay?”


			“I’m fine!” I yelled back. “I’m here! In the office!”


			I got to my feet and went over to the patio doors. Phillip ran up to me, a gun clutched in his hand. His breath steamed in the air, and his cheeks were tomato red from the cold. I looked past him at the iron gate, which was standing wide-open now, but the black SUV that had been parked outside McAllister’s mansion was gone.


			“The giants banged off a few shots at me, then got in their car and left before I could get close to them. I tried to shoot out their tires, but . . .” Phillip shrugged.


			I nodded, disappointed but not surprised. Given the way she’d so easily infiltrated the mansion, Fedora had proven that she was clever. Of course she would have told her men to skedaddle at the first sign of trouble, especially if that trouble was me. She wouldn’t have wanted to risk the giants getting captured and questioned about her and the Circle. But frustration surged through me all the same. Once again, all I’d accomplished was a big fat lot of nothing, but I forced myself to focus on what was important right now.


			“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Are you okay?”


			Phillip nodded. “Yeah. Just a little winded from trying to catch up.” His gaze flicked over to McAllister, who was slowly getting to his feet. “I see that he managed to survive after all.”


			“Seems our good friend Jonah likes to pad out his holiday sweaters by wearing a silverstone vest underneath them.”


			“How practical,” Phillip said, “given how many people want to kill him.”


			“Indeed.”


			McAllister looked down and pulled his sweater away from his chest. The reindeer’s left eye, right over McAllister’s heart, had been obliterated, and I could see the glint of the three bullets caught in the black vest underneath. Fedora hadn’t been messing around. All of those were kill shots, and the tight grouping was especially impressive. So she could shoot too, in addition to her acrobatics. She’d definitely wanted him dead, which only made me more curious as to what, if anything, he might know about the Circle.


			Jonah McAllister had been the personal lawyer for Mab Monroe, the Fire elemental who’d run the Ashland underworld for years before I’d killed her. Mab had also been the bitch who’d murdered my mother, Eira, and my older sister, Annabella.


			For years, I’d thought that Mab had killed my family because of a long-standing feud between the Snows and Monroes, as well as her worries about my Ice and Stone magic potentially overtaking her Fire power someday. But Hugh Tucker had claimed that Eira had been making trouble within the Circle, so he and the other members had given Mab the go-ahead to murder her. Something else that had come as a stunning, horrifying revelation, and something else that had made me even more determined to get answers about my mother, the Circle, everything.


			Starting right now.


			McAllister grimaced and let his sweater drop back down into place, even though the one-eyed reindeer looked anything but cheerful now. He glanced back and forth between me and Phillip, his mouth pinching in thought. I could almost see the wheels turning in his brain as he wondered what we were doing here—and how he could best twist the situation to his advantage.


			I was still holding my knife, so I stabbed it at the couch along the wall. “Sit.”


			McAllister swallowed, but he moved over and plopped down on the couch. I grabbed a chair that was beside the desk and moved it into the open space in front of the couch. Then I turned it around, sat down, and leaned my elbows across the back of it. Phillip stayed by the patio doors, glancing outside and keeping watch, just in case Fedora and her giants decided to double back and take another shot at us.


			I looked at McAllister, and he stared back at me, wetting his lips over and over, as well as repeatedly dry-washing his hands. If he knew how desperate I was for information—any information—about the Circle, he wouldn’t tell me a damn thing, just like I’d told Phillip earlier in the van. So I kept staring at McAllister, my face calm and blank, waiting for him to crack and start talking to fill the tense silence.


			It didn’t take long.


			“What do you want, Blanco?” McAllister snapped.


			“Well,” I said, still keeping my easy tone and casual posture, “in case you haven’t heard, locked up here in your ivory tower, I am officially the queen bee of the ­underworld these days.”


			He scowled, but he didn’t say anything.


			“It has come to my attention that there are some folks who want you dead, Jonah. Well, more so than usual, anyway. Given my new position, you would think that these people would check in and get my permission for the hit, especially when it’s so well-known how very much I want you to stand trial for your crimes at the Briartop art museum back during the summer. But these folks didn’t get that okay from me, so I decided to come by and spoil their little assassination party.”


			It was complete bullshit. The only reason I wanted McAllister to keep on breathing was so I could pump him for information, but he didn’t need to know that.


			“Now, I’ll admit that these folks actually surprised me, actually got the better of me. I didn’t think that they would be quite so smart, quick, and determined. But that only makes me more curious about who’s decided to stir things up in my sandbox.”


			“Your sandbox?” McAllister sneered. “It’s not your sandbox, and it never will be. Not the way that it was Mab’s. The other underworld bosses were too afraid of her to make much trouble. At least, not so openly. You, my dear, are a completely different story. Queen or not, you’ve killed enough of their friends that they all want you dead.”


			I snorted. “Please. My body count isn’t nearly as impressive as Mab’s. She fried people just for looking at her the wrong way.”


			“Certainly,” McAllister agreed. “But Mab never pretended to be anything other than the stone-cold, ruthless bitch she truly was. Everyone’s sick and tired of your little moral code and annoying self-righteousness. Sooner or later, one of the other bosses is going to succeed in taking you out. I just hope that I’m still alive to see that day when it comes.”


			“Going to dance on my grave, Jonah? That’s a bit cliché.”


			He scowled at me, anger staining his cheeks and making them almost as red as the reindeer nose on his garish sweater.


			I shrugged. “You’re probably right. I never wanted the job, but now that it’s mine, I’m going to make the best of a bad situation and all the bad, bad folks who come along with it.” I leaned forward. “Now, tell me what you know about the Circle.”


			He frowned. For once, his forehead actually wrinkled the way a normal person’s would, despite all his years of Air elemental facials. “The Circle? What Circle?”


			McAllister was a good lawyer and more than capable of all sorts of theatrics, including lying to my face. I studied him, but for once he seemed genuinely confused.


			“The Circle,” I repeated, trying to keep my voice smooth and even and not let him know how important this was to me. “They’re the ones who sent that assassin after you tonight.”


			He shook his head. “Never heard of them.”


			I glanced at Phillip, who shrugged back at me. He thought that McAllister was telling the truth too.


			“The Circle,” I said for a third time, a bit of annoyance creeping into my tone. “Some secret group that Mab was involved with. I want to know everything you know about them.”


			McAllister shook his head again. “Sorry, but I’ve never heard of any Circle. What kind of idiotic nickname is that anyway? Sounds like a yoga group.”


			I had to grind my teeth to keep from leaping up out of the chair, shoving my knife up against his throat, and screaming at him to give me some answers. It took me a moment to unclench my jaw.


			“Okay, say that I actually believe that you’ve never heard of the Circle. What about Hugh Tucker?” I asked, trying a different avenue. “Vampire, black hair, goatee, really fast. Tends to blend into the background most of the time.”


			McAllister chewed on his lower lip. “Hugh Tucker, Hugh Tucker. Why do I know that name . . .” He snapped his fingers. “Tucker. I remember him. Mab used to go out with him from time to time. Smug, smarmy bastard. I never did understand what she saw in him.”


			That was Tucker all right. My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean go out with him? Were the two of them . . . involved?”


			He shrugged. “As involved as Mab ever got with any of her one-night stands. Tucker was the only one that she ever had back for seconds and thirds, though. She told me once that the two of them were old friends, that she’d known him ever since she was a kid, and that they’d grown up together. That was one of the reasons why he stuck out to me.”


			“And why is that?”


			McAllister gave me a look like the answer should have been obvious. “Because most of the people that Mab knew for any length of time wound up dead, usually by her hand.”


			Well, that was certainly true. Mab had never been shy about roasting people with her Fire magic for the slightest infraction. Still, I kept quiet, waiting for him to continue, but the lawyer stared back at me with a puzzled expression, obviously not understanding my sudden interest in one of Mab’s old lovers.


			“That’s it?” Phillip growled. “That’s all you know about the Circle?”


			“I told you already. I don’t know anything about any stupid Circle—” McAllister stopped and tilted his head to the side, studying me with new interest. “This is really important to you, isn’t it, Blanco? This Circle . . . they’ve really pissed you off.”


			“You might say that.”


			I kept my face blank, but McAllister smelled blood in the water, and like any shark he went straight to it.


			He smiled, the sinister expression creating deep lines at the corners of his eyes. For the first time, well, ever, he seemed genuinely happy to be in my presence. “Now that I think about it, I might know more about Hugh Tucker after all, along with this Circle that he belongs to.”


			“But?”


			“But, as you know, I’ve been under a lot of stress these past several months, preparing for my upcoming murder trial. My memory’s not what it used to be.”


			Liar. His memory was probably better than mine, but I recognized the negotiating tactic for what it was. I sighed. “What do you want, Jonah?”


			“I want out.”


			“Out of what?”


			“Out of Ashland, out of my trial, out of this damn prison you’ve stuffed me in,” he growled. “I want to start over somewhere that no one knows me. I don’t even care where at this point. I just want out of here.” His gaze darted around the office, and his mouth twisted with disgust before he focused on me again. “You make that happen, and I’ll tell you everything I know about Hugh Tucker and the Circle.”


			He sat back against the couch and crossed his arms over his chest, giving me a smug, toothy smile, absolutely sure that I would give in to his demands.


			For a moment, I was tempted—so damn tempted. Because the Circle already knew every single thing about me, and I was scrambling to play catch-up. I didn’t even know who any of them were, besides Tucker, and my friends and I hadn’t been able to find a trace of the vampire since the night that Deirdre Shaw had died. If I could at least identify the members of the Circle, then I could study them—kill them—before they lashed out at me again or, worse, my friends.


			And I could finally get the answers to all my questions about my mother.


			I opened my mouth, ready to give in to McAllister’s ridiculous demands, but then I glanced over at Phillip, who was still standing by the patio doors, his gun clutched in his hand, keeping watch. And I remembered how pale he’d looked, lying on the marble floor at the Briartop museum, slowly bleeding out after being shot by one of the giants that McAllister had hired to rob the museum and steal Mab’s will from the vault. I remembered how much pain Phillip had been in. I remembered how Eva had cried over him and how worried Owen had been about his best friend.


			And just like that, I shut my mouth. Nobody fucked with my friends and got a free pass, not even to satisfy my burning curiosity about my mother and the Circle. I might be an assassin, but there were some lines that I wouldn’t cross.


			Besides, Jonah McAllister was not the least bit trustworthy. As badly as I’d screwed him over by revealing his involvement in the Briartop heist to all of Ashland, I had no doubt that he would be more than happy to feed me a passel of lies and scamper out of town, secretly laughing at me the whole time. Even if I threatened him, even if I tortured him, even if I cut him to ribbons with my knives, he was stubborn enough and hated me enough to hold out and not tell me a damn thing.


			No, I couldn’t risk him lying, spinning some story, and sending me on some wild-goose chase. I wouldn’t risk it. And I especially wouldn’t insult Phillip and his suffering like that.


			“Well, Blanco?” McAllister crowed, still so confident that I was going to give in to his demands. “What do you say?”


			I shook my head. “Never going to happen, Jonah. Never going to happen.” I got to my feet and headed toward the patio doors. “Come on, Phillip. Let’s go. We’ve wasted enough time here.”


			Phillip followed me, although we hadn’t taken three steps out onto the lawn before McAllister hurried after us.


			“Wait! Wait!” he called out, scrambling to catch up to us.


			I whipped around and snapped up my knife, and McAllister had to pull up short to keep from ramming reindeer-first into the blade.


			“No, Jonah,” I growled. “I don’t have time to wait, and I especially don’t have the time, patience, or energy for you to try to work your weaselly wiles on me. You might know some dirty little details about Tucker from seeing him with Mab, but you drew a complete blank when I first mentioned the Circle, which means that you don’t know anything about them at all.”


			He opened his mouth to protest, but I cut him off before he could get started.


			“I’ll admit that torturing you for what little information you might have would be fun, a nice diversion after the shitty couple of weeks that I’ve had, but I couldn’t trust anything you would scream out. And frankly, I have better things to do than getting your blood on my clothes tonight.”


			He wet his lips again, his eyes darting left and right, as if he expected more assassins to suddenly appear out of the icy drizzle. “And what about me? What do I do now?”


			“For all I care, you can stay right here in your mansion, stewing in your own juices just like you have been for months now. Although it won’t be long before Fedora realizes that you’re not nearly as dead as she wants you to be.” I stared him down. “What do you think will happen then?”


			I slashed my knife through the air right in front of his throat, just in case he didn’t get the point.


			He gasped and staggered back. “She’ll come back.”


			I nodded. “That she will, and I imagine that next time, she’ll make sure that you’re good and dead before she leaves.”


			His face paled, making him look even more skeletal than before, as that horrifying fact slowly sank in. Dead man walking in more ways than one.


			“Enjoy your life, Jonah,” I snarled. “What little is left of it, anyway.”


			I gave him a mock salute with my knife, then turned and stalked off into the night.


			*   *   *


			Once again, Phillip followed me, although we hadn’t taken five steps before McAllister started hissing at me.


			“Blanco!” he said, his sharp voice dissolving into a bitter wail. “You can’t do this! You can’t leave me here! Not again! I can’t take it! Not again!”


			I kept right on walking.


			Phillip glanced over his shoulder. “You should be happy,” he murmured. “McAllister is leaning against the doorframe and clutching his chest like he’s about to have a heart attack.”


			I snorted. “He’d have to have a heart first.”


			Phillip grinned, but he kept looking at me out of the corner of his eye. “I know why you told him no,” he said. “But don’t make this about me. McAllister’s not the one who shot me.”


			“No, but he set up the whole art heist, and you got hurt as a result of his plan. Not to mention the innocent people who died just because he wanted to hide the fact that he was embezzling from Mab’s estate and didn’t want Madeline to find out about it. That makes him responsible for the whole shebang. And now he wants a get-out-of-Ashland-free card for all of that? For some tenuous information about Tucker that probably won’t tell me anything that I don’t already know about the vampire? No—no way.”


			Phillip didn’t say anything else as we crossed the lawn, and the only sound was the crunching of the ice-coated grass under our boots. After the warmth and light of Mc­Allister’s office, the night seemed colder and blacker than before. The drizzle picked up again, turning into more of a steady, icy rain, and our breaths hovered around us in chilly clouds. Or maybe it was just my own sense of failure that made everything feel dark, dreary, and desolate.


			Phillip had shot through the lock on the iron gate and shoved it open on his way into the mansion, so we stopped at the entrance and looked up and down the street. But there was no sign of Fedora, the giants, or the SUV, and all the neighboring houses were still dark. No one had heard the gunshots or seen us skulking around. Good. One less headache to deal with tonight.


			Phillip and I hurried down the street and slid inside my van. I cranked the engine, turning the heat up as hot as it would go, but the warm air did little to dispel the frigid despair and weariness that filled my body.


			“So now what?” Phillip asked. “You’re not really going to leave McAllister out here all by himself, are you?”


			I looked over at Phillip.


			He held up his gloved hands.“Don’t get me wrong. Being murdered in his own home couldn’t happen to a nicer guy. Frankly, I’d like to strangle him to death with my bare hands for what he put Eva, Owen, and everyone else through that night at Briartop.”


			“But?”


			“But I know how important finding out about this Circle is to you, and especially learning the truth about what your mom was involved in. I would feel the same way, if it were me.” Phillip drew in a breath and slowly let it out. “I’ve always felt the same way about my own parents. I looked for them for years, but never got anywhere. It took me a long time to accept the fact that they were probably dead. Or just didn’t care enough to try to find me themselves.”


			He growled out the last few words, but I could still hear the hurt in his voice. His shoulders slumped, and his body seemed to deflate, like air slowly leaking out of a balloon. He stared out the windshield instead of looking at me, but a muscle in his jaw ticked, as if he were grinding his teeth to keep from showing any more emotion. Something that I had more than a little experience with, especially these past few weeks.


			Phillip had been abandoned as a toddler and had grown up in some bad foster-care situations before finally running away and living on the streets. That’s where he’d met Owen and Eva, and the three of them had formed their own family, along with Cooper Stills, Owen’s blacksmith mentor. Phillip didn’t know anything about his parents, although he thought that one of them must have been a giant and the other a dwarf, given his own enormous strength.


			I reached over and squeezed his gloved hand with my own, telling him that I understood his pain, anger, and frustration. He looked at me out of the corner of his eye, squeezed my hand back, and slipped his fingers out of mine.


			“Enough of that,” he said, his voice a little lighter than before. “Wouldn’t want Owen to get jealous.”


			“Someone has a rather high opinion of himself.”


			“Always.” Phillip grinned at my teasing, then jerked his head at the mansion again. “But what are you going to do about McAllister? If Tucker and the rest of the Circle want him dead, then he has to know something about them, right? Maybe he just doesn’t realize that he does.”


			The thought of what the slimy lawyer might or might not know sent little spikes of pain shooting through my temples. I rubbed my aching head. “I don’t know. I just don’t know anymore. Maybe McAllister knows something, maybe he doesn’t. Maybe Tucker just wants McAllister dead to prove a point. To prove that he can reach out and kill me and anyone else he likes anytime he wants to.”


			“But?” This time, Phillip asked the question.


			“But you’re right. I have to do something about him, as much as it pains me.”


			I sighed, pulled my phone out of my jacket pocket, and hit a number in the speed dial. He answered on the first ring, as though he’d been sitting by his own phone, waiting for my call. He probably had been. He was annoyingly efficient that way.


			“Yes, Gin?” the smooth voice of Silvio Sanchez, my personal assistant, filled my ear. “I take it that something happened with Jonah McAllister.”


			I glanced over at the mansion. McAllister had disappeared back inside, shut the patio doors behind him, and cut off all the lights, as if that would keep him safe.


			“You might say that. Someone tried to kill him.”


			Through the phone, I could hear Silvio pounding away on his keyboard. Even though it was after nine o’clock, he was still busy working, although I had no idea what or why he was typing right now. Most sane people would have been sprawled across the couch, watching TV or reading a good book, but the vamp was always available and always on his computer, no matter how late I called.


			“Hmm,” Silvio murmured. “Well, that’s not an entirely unexpected development. You thought that the Circle might come after him to keep him quiet.”


			“I don’t think that he actually knows anything about them,” I said. “That’s the real problem.”


			I filled the vampire in on everything that had happened, including Fedora’s assassination attempt on the lawyer.


			When I finished, Silvio kept typing for several more seconds before finally stopping. “I’ve made a note to see if Bria and Xavier can get me the traffic-camera footage from the area in the morning. Perhaps we can at least get a license plate on the SUV they were driving.”


			“I applaud your efforts, but I’m not holding my breath.”


			Detective Bria Coolidge, my baby sister, and Xavier, her partner on the force, had been helping me with my search for the Circle, especially Bria, who wanted answers about our mother just as badly as I did. Over the past few weeks, Bria and Xavier had scoured all sorts of police databases, trying to find info on Tucker and anyone he might be associated with. But so far, the two cops had come up empty, just like me, Silvio, and the rest of our friends.


			“So what do you want to do about McAllister, Gin?” Silvio asked. “There are any number of options available to you.”


			He was right. Since I was the head of the underworld, I could do anything I wanted to with Jonah McAllister, from going back inside his mansion and killing him myself, to having any number of underworld flunkies do it for me, to simply leaving the lawyer to simmer in his own fear, paranoia, and misery the way I had been for the last several months now.


			That was the real kicker, the brutal, bitter irony of this whole situation. Everyone thought that I was the big boss, that I was the head honcho, that I was the one in charge, but I knew the dark, dirty truth. That I was just a front man, just a puppet, just a convenient prop for the Circle to hide behind while they merrily continued on with their own machinations behind the scenes. I’d told Tucker that I would never, ever work for the group the way that Mab had, but the Circle was still using me all the same. The thought further soured my mood.


			“Gin?” Silvio asked again. “What do you want to do about McAllister?”


			I looked back at the mansion, which was as dark and silent as all the others on the street now. No doubt Jonah was still wide-awake, though, hiding in a closet somewhere and clutching a gun. The lawyer was probably still wearing his garish Christmas sweater and silverstone vest, desperately hoping that Fedora wouldn’t come back and finish him off.


			I doubted that she’d be back tonight since she thought that she’d already killed him, but she would come back, and I had to prepare for that. If McAllister did know something about the Circle, something he might not even realize that he knew, then I wanted another chance to pry it out of him.


			Oh, I didn’t think that I could stop Fedora from killing McAllister if she was truly determined to do it. I couldn’t watch or protect him 24-7, not even if I dragged him kicking and screaming to a safe house somewhere. But even if Fedora did succeed in offing the lawyer, then maybe I could at least learn more about her, which might lead me back to Tucker and the rest of the Circle. At this point, I’d take whatever bread crumbs I could get.


			“Gin?” Silvio asked for a third time.


			“Call Jade Jamison and ask if she can spare a couple of folks who work out in this neighborhood to keep an eye on McAllister. She probably already has some cooking, cleaning, and other people in the mansions out here, especially this time of year.”


			Jade Jamison was an underworld figure who ran a variety of cleaning and other service businesses throughout Ashland. In this neighborhood, cooks, housekeepers, gardeners, and even security guards would be as invisible as holiday snowmen, and no one would give them a second look. Not McAllister and hopefully not Fedora, when or if she came back to try to kill him again.


			“But tell Jade that I only want her folks to watch Mc­Allister,” I added. “I don’t want any of them trying to save him if he gets attacked again by Fedora or someone else. He’s not worth their lives, and neither is any information that he might or might not have.”


			“Roger that.” Silvio started typing again. “Anything else?”


			“Nah. Although this can all wait until morning. You should go to bed. Get some rest.”


			“Mmm-hmm.” The vampire started typing even faster than before, completely ignoring my suggestion.


			I sighed, knowing that I couldn’t stop him from calling Jade the second we hung up. Silvio didn’t like to procrastinate about anything, not even for a few hours. It was one of the things that made him such a great assistant, even if it sometimes annoyed me.


			“I’ll see you at the restaurant in the morning,” I said, giving in to the inevitable.


			“Of course. And I’ll have an update for you first thing. See you then.”


			We both hung up, and I looked over at Phillip.


			He frowned at me. “Eyes only on Jonah? That’s not your usual style. I’m surprised that you’re not storming back in there right now and asking him some more pointed questions with your knife at his throat.”


			Maybe that’s what I should have done, but I just didn’t have the energy to be intimidating tonight. Not when the Circle had already outsmarted me again. Besides, I wouldn’t trust a word that McAllister said right now, and there was no way to be sure how much he would try to play me just to keep on breathing.


			“What can I say?” I drawled. “It’s a Christmas miracle.”


			Phillip laughed as I put the van in gear and drove away into the cold, icy night.
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			I dropped Phillip off at the dock to the Delta Queen, his home and riverboat casino, then drove along the river until I reached a paved lot that fronted a small park and a wooded area. I pulled in there and stopped, peering out the windows.


			I was only a few miles away from the Delta Queen, but I might as well have driven to the moon, given the startling differences. Instead of a gleaming white riverboat, high-end shops, and gourmet restaurants, abandoned buildings, cracked sidewalks, and busted-out streetlights dotted the landscape. I was squarely in Southtown now, the part of Ashland that was home to gangs, hustlers, and other violent, dangerous folks.


			Normally, I would have expected to see a couple of homeless guys huddled over the trash cans at either end of the parking lot, burning the garbage inside to stay warm. But it was too wet and cold for that tonight, so the area was completely deserted. Good. I didn’t want anyone to see me or especially to realize where I was going.


			Silvio could—and did—track my phone, so I turned it off and left it in my car, which the vamp could also track, thanks to the GPS locator he’d hooked to the undercarriage. He might be home working, but I had no doubt that Silvio was checking his phone every so often, just to see where I was. I admired the vampire’s efficiency and dedication, but knowing that he could keep tabs on me so easily creeped me out a little. Besides, a girl had to keep some secrets to herself.


			Especially when it came to the Circle.


			I got out of my car. It had finally stopped raining, but the ice accumulations made the air even colder than before, so I pulled up my jacket collar, yanked down my toboggan, and stuck my gloved hands into my coat pockets, trying to seal in all my body heat. That worked for about five seconds, then the first gust of wind slapped me across the face and sliced through all my many layers of clothes. I shivered, put my head down, and started walking.


			I left the parking lot behind and headed over to a winding path that ran along the river. During the warmer months, the wooded area was popular with walkers, joggers, and cyclists, but no one in their right mind would be out here tonight, given the weather. Then again, I was rarely in my right mind, according to Phillip, Silvio, and the rest of my friends.


			The path was covered with ice, so I walked through the grass to the side, judging that to be safer. I kept an eye out, but everyone had taken what shelter they could find for the night, and I was the only person hurrying through the dark.
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