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To all the fans who wanted more Elemental Assassin and Mythos Academy stories—this one is for you.

To my mom—for everything.






Author's Note


Spider and Frost is a 28,000-word crossover novella between the Elemental Assassin adult urban fantasy and the Mythos Academy young adult urban fantasy series. It is told from the points of view of Gin Blanco and Gwen Frost.
Spider and Frost takes place after the events of Last Strand, book 19 in the Elemental Assassin series. 




Chapter One

Gin


“I’m going to kill Finn,” I growled. “Slowly. Deliberately. Painfully. Really take my time. Really make it  hurt.”
A disbelieving snort echoed out of my phone, and the woman on the screen shook her head, making her shaggy blond hair fly around her shoulders. Despite my ominous threat, she laughed, which made her blue eyes sparkle and her rosy skin glow. 
Detective Bria Coolidge, my baby sister, smiled at me. “As much as I hate to admit it, Gin, the situation isn’t Finn’s fault,” she said. “Not this time—”
Bria’s voice cut off, and she disappeared from the screen. A moment later, a man popped into view, with Bria hovering behind him. With his walnut-brown hair, green eyes, and tan skin, the man was as handsome as my sister was pretty, and the two of them made a striking couple. 
Finnegan Lane, my foster brother, peered at me through the phone screen. “You cannot possibly blame this little snafu on me,” he said in an indignant tone. “Like Bria said, it’s not my fault that some sort of rockslide is blocking the road. Or whatever is holding up traffic.”
“No,” I replied. “But it is your fault that I’m stuck here at the train station by myself. You’re the one who told me to go ahead and leave the hotel and that you, Bria, and Owen would meet me here.”
“Hey, don’t blame me because your significant other just had to have blueberry muffins this morning,” Finn replied. “Why, I would say it’s entirely Owen’s fault that you’re at the train station alone. Not mine—”
His voice cut off, and he too disappeared from view, much like Bria had done a minute ago. 
When the phone stilled again, another man was staring through the screen at me. The early-morning sunlight brought out the blue highlights in his black hair, as well as his violet eyes and tan skin. His nose was slightly crooked, and a white scar slashed across his chin, but the tiny imperfections only added to his rough, rugged appeal, and I thought he was the handsomest man I’d ever seen. Then again, love could make anyone biased, even a bitter, jaded assassin like me.  
Owen Grayson, my significant other, grimaced with guilt. “Finn’s right. I was the one who wanted to get some blueberry muffins from that great little café we ate at yesterday.”
He held his hand up, revealing a large white paper bag dangling from his fingers before slowly lowering it again. 
“On the bright side, I got enough muffins for everyone, along with some whipped cream cheese. I know that’s your favorite, Gin.”
Some of my annoyance faded away, and a smile crept across my lips. Blueberry muffins slathered with cream cheese were one of my favorite breakfast treats, and it warmed my heart that Owen had remembered that small fact and gone out of his way to get me said muffins, even if it was keeping us apart right now. 
“What am I supposed to do?” I asked. “The train is leaving in fifteen minutes. There’s no way you all will make it to the station by then—”
The loud shriek of a whistle drowned me out. 
Bria, Finn, and Owen might currently be stuck on the side of the road, but I was standing smack dab in the middle of the Pine Crest train station. A few days ago, the four of us had left Ashland to take a much-needed vacation and escape the myriad problems and clever criminals that populated our violent, dangerous city.
Finn had had his heart set on exploring Pine Crest, a charming little town tucked away in the Appalachian Mountains in North Carolina that catered to skiers in the winter and tourists in the summer. Distance-wise, Pine Crest wasn’t all that far from Ashland, but in some ways, it might as well have been a completely different realm. 
Instead of run-down, graffiti-covered buildings, colorful storefronts filled the downtown area, which boasted everything from cafés and bakeries, to antiques shops and bookstores, to artisan workspaces where you could learn how to blow glass, sculpt clay, and carve wood. In addition to shopping, we’d spent the last three days at the Pine Crest Resort, taking advantage of its luxurious spa and gourmet restaurants. Even though it was late March, a winter storm had recently swept through the area, leaving behind cold temperatures and plenty of snow for some late-season ice skating and sledding. 
This morning, we were supposed to take a scenic train ride from Pine Crest over to the nearby town of Cypress Mountain. In addition to the beautiful scenery, the trip also featured a stop at a historic train depot, where lunch would be served.  
The train ride was the grand finale of our trip, one last chance to relax before we drove back home to all the usual problems waiting for us in Ashland—demanding underworld bosses, old enemies lurking in the shadows, new rivals rising up and trying to take us down.
Fighting for my life was practically a monthly occurrence for me, Gin Blanco, the notorious assassin the Spider. Now that I had finally defeated Mason Mitchell, my evil uncle and the head of the Circle, the secret society responsible for much of the crime and corruption in Ashland, I was the official, undisputed queen of the city’s underworld. We’d only been gone a few days, but I was sure that a dozen new problems and even more enemies were already waiting for me back home.
But right now, I only had one problem: the fact that I was here, and Bria, Finn, and Owen were stuck elsewhere. 
I sighed. “I could always take the shuttle back to the resort and wait for you all there. We have to get our luggage anyway before we leave for home.”
Earlier this morning, Owen had slipped out of bed so that I could sleep late, although he had texted me about his plan to grab some muffins and other snacks before coming to the train station. The resort shuttle had dropped me off at the station about five minutes ago, which was when I’d realized the others weren’t already here. I’d called Bria to find out where they were. 
The answer? Stuck on the opposite side of Pine Crest. Apparently, the clipper storm that had dumped enough snow here for us to go skating and sledding had also caused some rockslides in the area, including on the main road that led into town. Hence my being stranded miles away from my loved ones. 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Finn said, his face popping into view over Owen’s shoulder. “Go on the train ride. Relax, eat, enjoy the scenery. I already paid for the tickets, and I sent yours to your phone last night.”
“Yeah,” Bria chimed in, shoving her face in next to Finn’s. “There’s no reason why you should miss out on the fun.”
“Think of it as a test run,” Owen said, still in the center of the screen. “If you like it, then maybe we can come back and ride the train again. Maybe in the fall, when the leaves are changing colors. That would be nice.”
I knew they were right, but I still hesitated. “Well, if you’re sure you don’t need me to call for a ride and head that way . . .”
Finn rolled his eyes. “We’re fine, Gin. It’s just a little traffic jam. It’s not like black-clad villains are running around wild and we’re all in mortal danger again.”
Bria shoved her elbow into his side, making him hiss with pain. “Don’t jinx us. We’re still on vacation until the end of the day, remember?”
Finn gave her a sour look and rubbed his ribs, but he didn’t say anything else. 
“Finn’s right,” Owen chimed in. “Go on the train ride, and we’ll be waiting at the Pine Crest station to pick you up this afternoon. And if the food isn’t as good as advertised, then at least you’ll have some blueberry muffins to look forward to, right?”
He waggled the paper bag, and I smiled back at him. 
“Okay, then, I’ll see you all in a couple of hours. Oh, and Finn?”
“Yeah?” he said, leaning toward the screen.
“If you eat all my blueberry muffins—”
Finn huffed, cutting off my warning. “I know, I know. You’ll kill me. Slowly. Painfully. Deliberately. Really take your time. Really make it hurt.”
“So you were listening earlier,” I drawled. “Excellent. I do so hate having to repeat myself.”
He huffed again. “I wonder if I’m the only person who has to deal with death threats from their sister the assassin on a regular basis.”
I snorted. “In Ashland? Please. There are more family feuds in our city than customers at the Pork Pit.”
Finn tipped his head in agreement. “Either way, enjoy the trip. Oh, and Gin?”
“Yeah?”
He winked at me. “Try not to kill anybody today, okay?”
I glanced around at the cutesy shops lining the storybook-looking street that ran in front of the train station. “Somehow I don’t think that will be a problem. This place is about as far away from Ashland as we could get and still be in the Appalachian Mountains.”
Finn chuckled at my words, as did Bria and Owen. I joined in with their laughter, but a small, nagging part of me wondered if Bria was right—and if Finn had just jinxed us all with his talk of villains and killing. 
[image: image-placeholder]I ended the call, slid my phone into the back pocket of my jeans, and headed inside the train station. Just like the rest of Pine Crest, the station was colorful, charming, and immaculate, with beige brick, glossy black wooden beams, and stained-glass windows featuring, you guessed it, trains. Black wrought-iron chandeliers shaped like train wheels and studded with bare bulbs dangled from the high ceiling, while old-fashioned lampposts shaped like pine trees stood at the ends of the wooden benches that lined the walls.   
Dozens of people were milling about in the main lobby, checking their phones and drinking coffee, and everyone seemed happy, relaxed, and cheerful. But I knew how deceiving looks could be, so I took up a position in the far corner, close to one of the wide archways that led into the back of the station, and studied everyone around me. I didn’t spot any immediate, obvious threats, so I reached out with my magic, listening to the brick walls.
People leave emotional vibrations behind in whatever stone is around them, and as a Stone elemental, I can hear and interpret all those feelings, from amusement to annoyance to murderous rage. But the brick walls only whistled about all the trains that had rumbled through the station over the years, along with the hurried, harried passengers who were eager to board and get to their next destination, wherever it might be. 
A woman opened a metal door marked Employees Only and stepped through one of the archways close to the corner where I was standing. She was about my age, early thirties, with dark brown eyes and tan skin. Her blond hair was sleeked back into a low ponytail, and she was sporting an old-fashioned conductor’s uniform of a black suit jacket with shiny gold buttons over a ruffled white shirt and black pants with a thick gold stripe running down each leg. The only thing that ruined her polished, professional look was her footwear. Instead of shiny black wing tips to match the rest of her spiffy uniform, the conductor was sporting scuffed, stained, brown hiking boots. 
A brimmed black hat trimmed with gold thread topped the conductor’s head, and she stopped and tugged it down, as if something had knocked it askew. She also ran her hands down her jacket, smoothing it into place. 
The woman spotted me, and she turned and smiled. “You here for the trip, ma’am?”
I nodded. “Yep.”
Her smile widened, and she nodded back at me. “Excellent. I’m Winifred. I’ll be your conductor today. See you on board.”
I nodded at her again. She flashed me another smile, then stepped through the archway, moved deeper into the station, and vanished from view.  
“Attention, passengers. Now boarding. The ten o’clock Lunch and Look tour,” a voice announced through the station’s crackling intercom system. “Please have your tickets ready and start making your way out to the tracks, and we’ll be under way shortly.”
I plucked my phone out of my pocket, pulled up the text and ticket info that Finn had sent me, and got in line with everyone else. As the group slowly snaked toward the archways, I noticed a girl standing alone in the opposite corner and surveying the people in the lobby, just as I had done earlier. And just like me, she had her arms crossed over her chest, and a wary look filled her face. 
The girl couldn’t have been more than eighteen, but she seemed far more suspicious than excited about the trip. She reached up and ran a hand down her dark brown hair, although her thick locks immediately frizzed out to where they had been before, despite her halfhearted attempt to tame them. A gray messenger bag was slung across the girl’s chest, and something odd was sticking up out of the side. Did she play some kind of sport? Was that a hockey stick? I squinted, but I couldn’t quite make out exactly what the shape was—
The person ahead of me stepped forward, and suddenly, I was at the front of the line.  
“Ticket, please,” Winifred chirped in a bright voice.
“Here you go.” 
I showed her my phone, which she zapped with a handheld scanner. A cheery beep sounded, a light on the scanner turned green, and the conductor gestured for me to step forward through the archway into another, much smaller waiting area. The other passengers were already opening the glass doors in the far wall and heading outside to the tracks. I moved out of the way of the folks coming up behind me and looked back over my shoulder, but the girl had vanished.
I glanced around, but I didn’t see her anywhere in the main lobby. A bit of unease trickled down my spine. There was no way any of my old enemies from Ashland could have possibly tracked me here, much less sent some girl I had never seen before to spy on me. 
But that didn’t mean other, new enemies weren’t lurking around somewhere, just waiting to strike. 
If Finn were here, he would have said I was being paranoid, which admittedly was my usual state of mind. Oh, yes. Finn, Bria, Owen. They all would have told me to relax and enjoy the ride and not even think about enemies or danger or anything else untoward. 
But I couldn’t do that. I hadn’t been able to do that since my mother and older sister were killed when I was thirteen, and I certainly couldn’t do it now, given everything that had happened to me as both Gin Blanco and the Spider over the years.
A compromise, then.  
As I pushed through a door and stepped outside to board the train, I told myself I was going to do my very best to relax—and still be on the lookout for trouble in the meantime.




Chapter Two

Gwen


“I don’t like this,” I muttered. “Not one little bit.” 
“Oh, stop worrying, Gwen,” a voice with a biting English accent piped up. “Everything is fine, and so far, everything is going exactly according to plan.”
I glanced down at the sword sticking up out of the top of my messenger bag. Instead of being plain and featureless, half of a man’s face was inlaid into the sword’s silver hilt. An arched eyebrow, a sharp cheekbone, a hooked nose, even the round bulge of an eye. The features were as familiar to me as my own face, as was the sword’s larger-than-life voice and confident, boisterous personality. 
I shook my head. “I still don’t like this.”
Vic, my talking sword, rolled his purple eye. “You never like anything having to do with artifacts.”
That was certainly true. During my time at Mythos Academy, I had encountered far too many artifacts that had been used, wielded, or worn by various mythological gods, goddesses, warriors, and creatures over the centuries. And I had witnessed all the damage the magical weapons, armor, clothing, books, jewelry, and other items could do, especially to the people I cared about. But I was an Oracle, someone who had been gifted with magic by the gods, as well as the Champion of Nike, the Greek goddess of victory, so it was my duty to protect artifacts from anyone who wanted to use them to do bad, bad things. 
A while back, I
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