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Dedication


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

To my mom and my grandma—for everything.






Chapter One


“I didn’t think our date night would end up here.”
I looked over at Owen Grayson, my significant other. “I thought you were looking forward to our quiet time,” I said. “You, me, together in the dark, having a nice romantic interlude.”
“Oh, you and me together in the dark is one of my favorite things.” Owen’s voice took on a low, husky note that sent chills racing down my spine, and a sexy grin slowly curved his lips.
The moonlight streaming in through the windshield frosted the tips of Owen’s black hair, bringing out the blue sheen in the thick locks, and added a soft, silvery tint to his face, as though he was made of polished marble instead of flesh and blood. Violet eyes, a slightly crooked nose, a white scar that cut across his chin. The small imperfections gave Owen a rough, rugged vibe that only made him that much more handsome to me.
Even better, his minor flaws, both physical and otherwise, fit together perfectly with my own many sins and much deeper faults. Sometimes I thought we were like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that had snapped together, despite the small odds of us ever finding each other.
“Oh, yeah. You and me together in the dark is always great.” His grin slowly faded away. “It’s the location that concerns me.”
Several minutes ago, Owen had pulled his car over to the side of the twisty mountain road. In the distance, a large sign gleamed in the moonlight, the letters spelling out a familiar name: Blue Ridge Cemetery.
“Don’t get me wrong. I always love spending time with you, Gin.”
I arched an eyebrow. “But?”
“But when you suggested a date night, I was hoping for something warm and cozy. You, me, a roaring fire, some good food, maybe a nice bottle of wine.”
“We already had some good food,” I said. “Or have you forgotten about the rehearsal dinner already?”
We had spent the last three hours at the Five Oaks Country Club. Our friends Mallory Parker and Stuart Mosley were getting married in a few days, and Owen was a groomsman, while I was a bridesmaid. After running through the ceremony, Mallory and Stuart had treated the wedding party to a private dinner at the club.
Grilled chicken kebabs served with a warm fig dipping sauce. Filet mignon sliders slathered with tangy blue-cheese mayonnaise. Crispy spring rolls filled with sweet-and-sour carrots, cabbage, and other veggies. And those had just been the appetizers. The main course had been roasted, apricot-glazed turkey with apple-sage dressing and mashed potatoes. For dessert, we had enjoyed a decadent pear bread pudding drizzled with warm caramel sauce and topped with vanilla-bean ice cream. The food had been absolutely delicious, and the company of our friends even better.
“The rehearsal dinner was great.” Another sly grin curved Owen’s lips. “But I was looking forward to having a nightcap at your place.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’ve been hanging around Finn too long. That cheesy line sounds like something he would say.”
Finnegan Lane was my foster brother and had been a shameless flirt until he’d gotten involved with Detective Bria Coolidge, my baby sister. Finn still liked to flirt, but everyone knew his heart belonged to Bria.
“You can’t blame a guy for trying,” Owen replied. “Either way, I was hoping for something a little less…”
“Dark, dirty, and dangerous?”
“Yeah.”
I didn’t begrudge Owen his dreams of a more typical date night. I would much rather have been curled up somewhere warm and cozy with him, instead of sitting in his car, slowly freezing in the dark.
But I was Gin Blanco, the supposed queen of the Ashland underworld, and this was my life, like it or not.
“What do you think?” Owen asked, looking through the windshield. “Are we clear?”
I checked the time on my phone. Ten minutes had passed since we’d stopped and Owen had stuck a plastic bag in the driver’s-side window, as though we were having engine trouble. Owen and I had been waiting to see if we were being followed, but not a single vehicle had zoomed by. Most people didn’t like visiting cemeteries in the daylight, much less on a cold winter’s night.
I peered into the woods that flanked both sides of the road, but nothing moved in the shadows, and I didn’t see any human-size shapes lurking farther back in the trees. “We’re clear.”
We got out of the car. Owen popped the trunk, and we each grabbed a thin black vest, along with a pair of heavy-duty black coveralls. Owen put his vest and coveralls on over his navy suit. I ditched my heels, zipped my vest and then the coveralls up over my royal-blue pantsuit, and shoved my feet into a pair of socks and then boots. We both pulled black toboggans down over our hair, completing our transformation from normal folks out for a night on the town to a couple of cat burglars up to no good.
Then again, as the assassin the Spider, I was almost always up to no good.
“You ready?” Owen also grabbed two shovels out of the trunk.
“Yeah. But why are you suddenly so eager to get on with our mission?”
Owen grinned, his eyes glimmering like amethysts in the moonlight. “Because I still have hopes for that fire, food, and wine tonight.”
I snorted. “I’m starting to think fire, food, and wine is code for sexy times.”
“Sexy times? Now you sound like Eva.” His grin widened. “Although my sister does have a way with words.”
I crinkled my nose. “You are totally ruining your attempt at suave, seductive charm by bringing up your baby sister.”
“Well, then, I’ll have to try harder and make it up to you later.”
“Promise?” I teased.
“Promise.” His low, husky voice sent more chills down my spine.
Owen reached out, grabbed my hand, and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. The heat of his skin soaked into mine, and those chills pleasantly zipping through my body settled in my stomach and spread out, turning into warm waves of anticipation.
Owen released my hand and straightened. “After all,” he murmured, another mischievous grin spreading across his face, “this humble blacksmith does so love to please his pirate queen assassin.”
I groaned. “Don’t remind me about the renaissance faire.”
A couple of weeks ago, Owen and I had attended the Winter’s Web Renaissance Faire in Riverfront Park. What had started as a fun, innocent event had quickly spiraled into a dangerous confrontation, with Owen getting kidnapped and both of us almost dying at the hands of Darrell Kline, a greedy, disgruntled accountant who had wanted to steal everything from Owen.
“Look on the bright side,” he rumbled. “At least we won’t run into any costumed characters with swords tonight.”
“No, but we might run into Hugh Tucker and some Circle goons instead.”
The muttered words slipped out before I could stop them. Owen’s grin vanished, and a troubled look filled his face.
I grimaced. Way to kill the mood, Gin.
Hugh Tucker was my personal nemesis, a smart, cunning vampire who worked for the Circle, a secret society responsible for much of the crime and corruption in Ashland. For the last few months, I had been investigating and slowly killing my way through the Circle ranks, trying to find the group’s leader, the person who had sent Fire elemental Mab Monroe to murder my mother and my older sister. A few weeks ago, I’d finally found that leader, the head of the monstrous hydra, as it were.
My uncle Mason.
The revelation had come as an absolute shock, like lightning striking my head, a knife plunging into my back, and a bomb exploding underneath my feet all at once. I’d known that my mother, Eira Snow, had been a member of the Circle, but I hadn’t realized that my father, Tristan, had also been part of the group. My father had supposedly died in a car accident when I was a kid, so I didn’t remember much about him, and I knew nothing about his family.
I had certainly never dreamed that his brother, my uncle, was the root cause of so much pain, misery, and suffering in my life. But now that I’d found out about Uncle Mason, I was determined to kill him.
“Gin? Are you okay?”
Owen kept staring at me, that troubled look still on his face, so I forced myself to smile as though nothing was wrong.
“You’re right. We won’t run into any costumed characters tonight, which is a definite plus after what happened at the ren faire. So let’s go.”
“Why the sudden hurry?” he asked.
I leaned over and kissed his cheek. I breathed in his rich, metallic scent, then drew back. “You’re not the only one looking forward to fire, food, and wine tonight. The sooner we leave here, the sooner we can get there.”
“Work first, nightcap later?” Owen teased me again. “That could be your new motto as the Spider.”
“When it comes to you and me?” This time, my smile was completely genuine. “Definitely.”
[image: image-placeholder]I shut the trunk, while Owen hefted the two shovels up onto his shoulder. Together, we left the car and headed into the trees.
I took the lead, slipping through the shadows and scanning the surrounding woods, with Owen creeping along behind me. It was just after nine o’clock on this clear February night, and the luminous full moon and pinprick stars brightened the landscape, as did the crusty patches of snow and ice that still dappled the ground from the most recent winter storm. The woods were utterly still and quiet, and not so much as a breeze rattled the tree branches.
The silence should have reassured me, but a frosty finger of unease slid down my spine, even colder than the night air, and I palmed one of the knives hidden up my sleeves. The mark stamped in the silverstone hilt pressed into the larger, matching scar embedded in my palm—each of them a small circle surrounded by eight thin rays. A spider rune, the symbol for patience.
A pendant shaped like a spider rune hung from a chain around my neck, and the symbol was also stamped into the ring on my right index finger. My Ice magic rippled through both pieces of silverstone jewelry.
Normally, the cool touch of the jewelry on my skin and the solid strength of my knife in my hand would have comforted me but not right now. Or perhaps my continued unease was caused by our destination, along with our mission. I scanned the landscape again, but I only saw the same trees, ice, and shadows as before. The woods seemed to be completely empty, and even the owls, squirrels, and other animals had vanished for the night.
A few minutes later, we reached the edge of the woods. Owen stopped beside me, and we peered out at the area before us.
Blue Ridge Cemetery.
The moon- and starlight clearly illuminated the cemetery, which spread out for acres. An uneven carpet of dull brown winter grass rose and fell with the hills and ridges that creased the land like wrinkles grooved into an elderly dwarf’s face. Tombstones of all shapes and sizes dotted the ground, from square slabs to Celtic crosses to tall, elegant spires topped with wings and other symbols. A few trees rose up here and there, their bare branches hanging over and casting long, bony, fingerlike shadows onto the tombstones below. The shadows filled in many of the names and dates carved into the markers, making the old weathered letters and numbers look like they had just been stamped on the stones in thick, wet black ink.
Most people would have been creeped out to be in the cemetery at night, but I had an extra reason to be uncomfortable: I could hear the tombstones’ wails.
Love, hate, anger, grief, rage, despair. Over time, people’s feelings sink into whatever stone is around them, and few places conjured up more deep, wild, varying emotions than a cemetery. As a Stone elemental, my magic let me hear the soft sobs and bitter, plaintive wails of everyone who had grieved for loved ones, as well as the sly, smug murmurs of happiness from those who had been delighted to see the deceased go into the ground. The sorrow and the satisfaction made for an odd, disturbing, disparate chorus, and the incessant screeching between the two factions caused a dull headache to bloom in the back of my skull.
“Gin?” Owen asked. “Are you okay?”
I blocked out the stones’ cries as best I could and scanned the grounds again, but I didn’t see anyone lurking behind a tree or crouched beside a tombstone. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
We left the woods and went over to a gray stone path that curled through the grass like a dull, tattered ribbon. Owen and I followed the winding walkway for about three hundred feet before stepping off the path and climbing up one of the hills. We stopped atop a ridge that featured a massive maple looming over five graves, each one marked with its own separate tombstone. Another, much larger stone statue shaped like a snowflake was set into the ground above and behind the tombstones, denoting this as a family plot.
The tombstones represented the five members of the Snow family—my mother, Eira; my older sister, Annabella; my younger sister, Bria; and myself, Genevieve Snow. Of course, Bria and I were still alive, although, sadly, the rest of our family was very much dead, thanks to Mab Monroe and Uncle Mason.
Owen rested his hand on my shoulder, letting me know he was there if I wanted to talk. I flashed him a grateful smile and squeezed his hand. Then I moved over to the fifth and final marker—the one for my father, Tristan.
His tombstone was the oldest and most weather-worn, and I crouched down and yanked off the dead kudzu vines that had snaked across the stone. It didn’t take me long to get rid of the frozen, brittle tendrils and reveal the writing underneath.
Tristan. Beloved Husband and Father.
The words flowed across the stone in a simple script, along with the dates of his birth, June 2, and death, March 24, and the corresponding years. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and snapped some photos of the tombstone, zooming in and focusing on the dates. Then I texted the photos to Bria, and also to Silvio Sanchez, my personal assistant.
My sister had left the rehearsal dinner early to work a shift at the police station, so she didn’t respond, although my phone chimed with a new text from my trusty assistant less than a minute later.
Got them. Starting work right now!
“Silvio?” Owen asked in an amused voice.
I tucked my phone back into my pocket. “Yep. There is something seriously wrong with that man. No one should be that eager to work, especially not this late.”
Silvio had also been at the rehearsal dinner, and I had told him where Owen and I were coming afterward. My vampire assistant had an annoying habit of tracking my phone and car, so it was just easier to tell him what I was up to rather than trying to keep it a secret. Silvio had made me promise to send him what was on Tristan’s tombstone so he could start digging up info on my father and see if he could find any clues that would lead me to Mason.
My mother had claimed that my father died in a car accident, although I doubted that was true. No, I had a sneaking suspicion the Circle was behind Tristan’s death, just as the group had been behind my mother’s and Annabella’s murders.
Perhaps Tristan hadn’t liked being under his brother’s thumb and the two of them had some falling-out that led to Mason eliminating my father. Then, later on, Mason had ordered my mother to be killed when he learned that she was planning to expose the Circle. At least, that was what I thought Eira had been planning. So much of this was still just hunches and guesswork on my part.
I’d come here hoping to get some answers, but the information on Tristan’s tombstone didn’t tell me anything new. Frustration flooded my stomach, curdling the fine dinner I’d eaten earlier. Owen was wrong. My motto as the Spider should be More Questions, because that was all I ever seemed to get regarding my parents and Mason.
Owen slung the shovels off his shoulder and crouched down beside me. “I never realized it until right now, but you’ve never told me your father’s last name.”
“That’s because I don’t know what it is.”
He frowned. “Why not?”
“My father died when I was five, so I barely remember him. Ever since we discovered that Mason is the head of the Circle, I’ve been thinking back, trying to remember every little thing I can about my father. But Tristan is just this vague, hazy image in my mind—a nice smile, a warm laugh, a pair of gray eyes like mine.” I shook my head. “I don’t know if that image is real or simply what I want him to be.”
“And Mason?”
I shook my head again. “Nothing. I draw a total blank when it comes to him. I don’t remember anything about my father’s family. I always assumed Tristan didn’t have any family, but of course, now I know that’s not the case. But no matter how hard I try, I haven’t been able to remember anything helpful about Tristan, not even his last name.”
Owen pointed to my mother’s marker. “But Snow is your mother’s last name, and yours too. Not your father’s.”
“I was hoping Tristan’s last name would be on his tombstone, but it’s not.”
“Maybe your father decided to use your mother’s last name,” Owen said. “Maybe he didn’t want anything to do with Mason, not even something as simple as sharing the same surname.”
“That’s what I think too. That Tristan was so disgusted with Mason and the Circle that he disowned himself from their family.”
At least, that was what I hoped. I didn’t want to contemplate the idea that my father might have been just as evil and horrible as Mason was.
“Well, Silvio is working on it now, and if anyone can figure out my father’s last name and where Mason is hiding, then it’s him. But we have another mission.”
Owen lifted the shovels and tapped them point-first against the ground. “Are you sure you want to do this? We don’t have to. I know how hard this is.”
“I appreciate that, but we need more information about the Circle, and this is the only place I can think of where Fletcher might have hidden it. Even Silvio hasn’t been able to crack all the codes in that Circle ledger, and we’re running out of time to decrypt the info before Mason and Tucker target us again.”
A few weeks ago, during an auction of items from Mab Monroe’s estate, I had stumbled across what seemed to be a blue book of Circle secrets. Hugh Tucker had been after the ledger, as had Alanna Eaton, a vampire cannibal. That book had turned out to be a decoy, but I had still ended up with the genuine item. Fletcher Lane, Finn’s dad and my assassin mentor, had given the real ledger to Stuart Mosley for safekeeping years ago, but Fletcher had never gotten a chance to tell Mosley what to do with the tome.
But perhaps the most surprising thing was the fact that my mother had written the book.
I had recognized her handwriting immediately, and Silvio and I had been working to decode the contents ever since. My mother had been some sort of accountant or bookkeeper for the Circle, and the blue ledger chronicled assassinations, kidnappings, and other crimes the group had committed, orchestrated, and profited from, as well as bribes and payments they had doled out to various people.
Silvio was still trying to crack the last few bits of code, but the ledger hadn’t been quite the smoking gun I was hoping for. Sure, it cataloged some of the Circle’s dirty deeds, but most of the crimes were more than twenty years old, and many of the people associated with them were long dead. I wanted—needed—more information about the Circle’s past plots, as well as what its members had been up to in recent years, so I’d come to the cemetery to try to get it.
“Do you really think Fletcher knew how Tristan was connected to the Circle?” Owen asked. “And that Fletcher left something here for you to find? Buried in your father’s grave?”
I shrugged. “If anyone knew about Tristan and Mason, then it was Fletcher. Besides, the old man seemed to know everything else about the Circle.”
Owen tapped the shovels against the ground again, still unsure. I didn’t blame him. I didn’t want to dig up my father’s grave, but Fletcher had left me information in this cemetery before, and it was the only place I hadn’t checked yet.
Owen shifted his stance, and a bit of moonlight slid past his body and hit the tombstone, illuminating a small dark spot in the lower right-hand corner. I scooted forward and leaned down to get a better look at it.
“Find something?” he asked.
“I’m not sure.”
The spot was right above the grass, and I wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t cleared away the dead vines. I yanked up a tuft of grass and tossed it aside, then leaned down lower so that I could get an even better look. It wasn’t a spot at all but rather a rune that had been carved into the tombstone.
And not just any rune—a small circle surrounded by thin rays. My spider rune.
“Fletcher,” I whispered.
I traced my fingers over the rune. Unlike the name and dates on the tombstone, which were neat and smooth and had obviously been done by a carver with professional equipment, this symbol looked thin and jagged, as though it had been crudely scratched into the stone with a blade meant for something else—like an assassin’s knife.
I stared at the knife in my hand, then dug the point into the stone and drew a short line with the blade. My gaze snapped back and forth between my mark and the rune already on the tombstone. They matched exactly.
“Fletcher,” I whispered again. “You sly fox.”
The old man had once again left me a clue from beyond the grave. My heart lifted, excitement zipped through me, and I surged to my feet and turned to grab one of the shovels from Owen. To my surprise, he was also on his feet, frowning and looking off into the distance.
“Something wrong?”
He stabbed his finger toward the bottom of the hill. “There’s a freshly dug grave down there.”
“So what? This is a cemetery.”
Owen shook his head. “So there are no flowers on it. And look where that grave is. I know that spot, Gin, and so do you.”
I peered in that direction. A grave had been recently dug at the bottom of the hill not too far away from where we were. No flowers were strewn across the turned earth, and no funeral wreaths were propped up on metal stands. But what made my heart sink was the grave’s location. Owen was right. I knew that spot all too well.
“That’s Fletcher’s grave.” Shock blasted through me, but it was quickly drowned out by sick understanding. “Someone dug up Fletcher’s grave.”
“Who would do that?” Owen asked. “And why?”
It took me a moment to force the words out past the hard knot of emotion clogging my throat. “Because they were looking for clues, just like we were. They must have thought there was something in Fletcher’s grave—or his casket—worth stealing.”
Owen’s eyes narrowed in understanding. “Like a blue ledger full of Circle secrets?”
“Yeah.”
I kept staring at the grave, not wanting to believe that someone had been so cruel as to disturb Fletcher’s final resting place, even though I was here to do the same thing to my father.
Then my assassin training kicked in, and I realized how much danger we were in. Not only had the grave been freshly dug, but a couple of shovels were propped up against Fletcher’s tombstone.
“We need to get out of here,” I told Owen. “Right now. Before whoever dug up that grave comes back—”
It was as if my whispered words made the very worst possible thing happen. Footsteps crunched on the frosty grass, and two giants rounded a tree and stepped into view at the bottom of the hill, heading straight for Fletcher’s grave.




Chapter Two


Owen and I both froze like two deer caught in the harsh glare of unexpected headlights on a dark, deserted country road.
Then I grabbed his arm and yanked him back, tugging him behind the large snowflake statue that marked my family’s graves. The sharp motion pulled Owen off-balance, and he lost his grip on the two shovels, which thump-thumped to the ground.
I grimaced at the unwanted noise, but I hunkered down behind the statue with Owen beside me. The seconds ticked by, and I strained to listen, but I couldn’t hear anything above the pounding roar of my heart and Owen’s quick breaths rasping in my ear. Maybe, just maybe, the giants hadn’t heard the shovels hit the ground, and they would go on about their business without realizing that we were here—
“Hey, Wynn. Did you hear that?” one of the giants called out.
“Yeah. I think it came from the top of the hill,” the second man responded. “C’mon, Vance. Let’s check it out.”
So not only had the giants and I picked the exact same time to dig up graves, but now they were coming to investigate the noise Owen had made. I bit back a curse. Lady Luck was really screwing me over tonight. But I couldn’t track what I couldn’t see, so I scooted forward and peered around the side of the statue.
The two giants were climbing the hill. Both were around seven feet tall, with thick, wide, strong bodies and guns clutched in their hands. Each man had brown hair and tan skin, but what really caught my attention was their clothes. The giants were wearing long black coats over black suits, and their black wing tips were as shiny as glass, despite the fact that they’d been digging up a grave. They looked like they’d showered and shaved just a few minutes ago, and I got a whiff of spicy sandalwood cologne wafting off one of them.
The giants weren’t mere grave robbers—they were Circle enforcers.
Once again, I bit back the curse dangling on the tip of my tongue. I had been so worried about someone following Owen and me from the rehearsal dinner to the cemetery that it hadn’t occurred to me that Mason might dispatch his own men here.
It seemed Uncle Mason and I were on the same wavelength, at least when it came to where Fletcher might have hidden Circle secrets. The fact that I might have anything in common with Mason made my skin crawl, but I shoved the disgusting thought aside and focused on the two problems at hand.
“Stay still and quiet,” I whispered to Owen. “Maybe the giants will think it was the wind and leave. I don’t want to fight them unless we absolutely have to.”
Owen nodded, and the two of us held our position behind the snowflake statue. I peered around the side of the stone again and watched the giants climb the hill.
They took their time, not hurrying but not dawdling either, and their heads swiveled back and forth as they scanned the grounds. Both men had their guns up, ready to shoot anything that crossed their path. They seemed well organized and well trained, which made them even more dangerous.
I looked past the giants, examining the rest of the cemetery, but the area was empty, and the two men appeared to be alone. Well, at least there wasn’t a whole squad of them. Maybe Lady Luck hadn’t screwed me over as badly as I’d thought.
The giants stopped about twenty feet away from Owen and me and turned around in a circle, once again scanning their surroundings. They must have seen the same emptiness that I did, because they relaxed and lowered their guns.
My heart lifted. Maybe the giants would return to Fletcher’s grave. The second their backs were turned, Owen and I could grab the fallen shovels, creep down the opposite side of the hill, and disappear into the woods beyond. Normally, retreating was a last resort for me, as was leaving bad guys alive to fight another day, but I didn’t want Mason to realize that I’d been here searching for clues.
The giants shrugged at each other, as if they didn’t know what had made the mysterious noise.
Go on, I thought. Leave. You don’t want to stand around with the cold wind whipping in your faces. Go down the hill, down the hill, down the hill…
I kept chanting the words over and over again in my mind. Maybe if I thought them long and hard enough, I could actually make them happen.
One of the giants moved as if to head down the hill, but then he stopped, and his gaze locked onto the two shovels Owen had dropped.
I let out a soft, resigned sigh. Nope, not going to happen. I should have known better than to hope for something as capricious as luck to fall in my favor. This would only play out one way now. Of course. This was how my late-night trips to the cemetery almost always ended.
“Hey, Wynn,” one of the giants said. “Did you bring some extra shovels up here?”
“Nope, Vance. Those aren’t mine. I thought you brought them?”
Wynn shook his head. The two giants exchanged a look and raised their guns.
I let out another soft, resigned sigh and tucked my knife back up my sleeve.
“What are you doing?” Owen whispered.
“I don’t want to kill them with my knives or my Ice magic unless I have no other choice,” I whispered back. “Stay hidden while I distract them, then follow my lead. Try to grab one of their guns and shoot them, if you can.”
Owen frowned in confusion, but he nodded. He always had my back, which was one of the many things I loved about him.
I loudly cleared my throat, got to my feet, and lifted my arms.
“Hey, fellas.” I stepped out from behind the snowflake statue where they could see me. “Funny running into you guys here. I didn’t realize the cemetery was such a popular late-night hangout.”
The two giants whirled around and aimed their guns at my chest.
“Shit!” Wynn muttered. “That’s Gin Blanco. That’s the Spider.”
He shuffled back a few feet, as if he didn’t want to be within arm’s reach of me. Smart man. It was good to know my reputation preceded me, even among Mason’s minions.
Vance gave his friend a short, sharp nod, although he never took his gaze off me. “Yep. She’ll want to know about this. You call her. I’ll keep an eye on Blanco.”
I took a step forward. “She? Who are you going to call?”
“You’ll find out soon enough,” Vance said. “But trust me, you won’t like the surprise.”
So the giants were reporting to someone other than Mason. Interesting. Maybe I could get them to scream out exactly who it was before the end.
I took another step forward, my arms still raised. “You’re right. I hate surprises. So why don’t you go ahead and tell me? It’s so much easier to talk when you’re not choking on your own blood.”
Vance’s dark brown eyes narrowed, and he aimed his gun a little more carefully at my chest. “You take one more step, and I will shoot you where you stand, orders or not.”
Orders? What kind of orders? And who had given them? Mason? Hugh Tucker? The mysterious she?
Wynn stared at me, his pale blue eyes wide in surprise and fear, but Vance jerked his head at the other man.
“Quit gaping like an idiot, and make the call,” Vance growled. “Tell her that we’ve captured Blanco.”
I couldn’t help myself. I laughed.
Wynn yanked his phone out of his coat pocket, but instead of calling for reinforcements, he kept staring at me. “What’s so funny?”
I let my chuckles trail off and spread my arms out even wider. “You think this is me being captured? Really? Oh, fellas. You are in for a very rude awakening.”
Wynn wet his lips and shifted on his feet. He was clutching his gun in one hand and his phone in the other, not sure what to do. Vance didn’t have that problem. He kept his gun trained on my chest and his gaze locked on my face.
“Wynn,” he snapped. “Make the call. Right now.”
“Yes, Wynn,” I drawled. “Make the call. Let’s invite some more people to our graveyard soiree. I’ll kill them just like I’m going to kill the two of you.”
Wynn’s eyes bulged even wider, and he sucked in a ragged breath and shuffled back another couple of feet. He looked at Vance again and opened his mouth to say something, but Vance turned his head and stared down the other man.
“I told you. Make the call—”
The second Vance focused on Wynn, I charged at the giant. But Vance was expecting the attack, and he immediately snapped back to me. A second before I would have tackled him, Vance pulled the trigger and shot me.
[image: image-placeholder]The bullet punched against my chest with brutal force, but it didn’t actually slam into my body and blast my heart to pieces the way Vance had intended. My coveralls were just heavy-duty fabric, but the vest I was wearing underneath was lined with silverstone, and the magical metal stopped and kept the bullet from killing me. Still, I let out a loud scream and toppled to the ground, as though Vance had murdered me on the spot.
And then I waited, just waited, for the giant to come close enough for me to strike. I knew he would. They always did.
But Vance was smarter and more careful than most. Five seconds passed, then ten, then twenty. Finally, after about thirty long, silent seconds, I heard his wing tips scuff through the grass, and his shadow fell over me, blotting out the moonlight. I reached for my Stone magic and flexed my fingers.
“Is she dead?” Wynn asked in a high, nervous, breathless voice. “No one is going to like it if she’s dead.”
I frowned into the grass. Someone wanted me alive? Who? Why?
“Better her than us,” Vance growled. “Let me check and make sure she’s dead before you call it in.”
The giant crept even closer, and his shadow engulfed me like a black cloak. I curled my fingers into a fist and kept waiting.
“Hey,” Vance muttered. “I don’t see any blood—”
Before he could finish his thought or shoot me again, I surged up and onto my feet and cracked my Stone-hardened fist against his chin.
Vance yelped and staggered back. I darted forward, reached out, and grabbed hold of the barrel of his gun. I curled my Stone-hardened fingers around the weapon, getting a firm, concrete grip on it, then yanked the gun away from him.
“Wynn!” Vance yelled. “Shoot her! Shoot her, you idiot!”
Wynn dropped his phone and snapped up his gun, but before he could shoot me, Owen charged out from behind the other side of the statue, lowered his shoulder, and plowed into the giant. The two of them went down in a heap on the grass, rolling, rolling, rolling all the way down the hill to Fletcher’s grave. Owen landed on top of Wynn, knocked the giant’s gun out of his hand, and started punching him in the face.
I would have raced down the hill to help Owen, but I had my own giant to battle. Before I could flip the stolen gun around and fire it, Vance growled and charged forward. He wrapped me up in a bear hug, lifted me off my feet, and then threw me down. I barely had time to grab hold of my Stone magic and harden my skin into an impenetrable shell before my body slammed onto the cold, frozen ground.
THUD!
I landed hard on my back side. The blow rattled me from head to toe, but thanks to my Stone magic, the damage was minimal, and it didn’t do much more than bruise my ass and my ego. Vance threw himself down and forward and reached out, trying to wrest his gun away from me. I fumbled with the weapon. Somehow I managed to flip the gun around so that it was pointing at him. Then I pulled the trigger—
Crack!
Vance yelped again and dropped on top of me like a tree felled by an ax. His heavy weight punched the air out of my lungs, as well as bruising a little more of my ass and my ego. I tensed, expecting the giant to try to punch or strangle me, but Vance remained limp and still.
I sucked down a breath and grabbed his shoulder. It took me a few seconds, but I managed to shove him off me and over onto his back. Vance’s arms and legs flopped out to his sides, but his face didn’t so much as twitch. Blood had already covered his shirt from the wound in his chest, and he stared up at the night sky, his eyes fixed and frozen in death.
One giant down, one to go.
Still clutching Vance’s gun, I scrambled to my feet and started down the hill. I’d only taken a few steps when my boots slipped on a patch of grass, and I fell on my ass. My hand slammed into the ground, and I lost my grip on the giant’s gun, which tumbled away. Rather than waste time chasing after the wayward weapon, I surged to my feet and raced down the rest of the incline to where Owen and Wynn were still fighting.
Wynn had gotten to his feet and was reaching for one of the shovels propped up against Fletcher’s tombstone, although Owen had latched onto his leg and was trying to pull the giant back down to the ground with him.
I scanned the grass around them, searching for Wynn’s gun, since I still needed a weapon to shoot the giant. Where was it? Where was it?
There.
I darted forward and snatched up the weapon. Wynn finally broke free of Owen’s grip, stumbled forward, and grabbed one of the shovels. The giant snarled, whirled around, and lifted the tool high, intent on bringing it down on top of Owen’s head.
I moved forward, snapped up the giant’s gun, and shot him in the chest.
Wynn screamed and pitched to the ground, still clutching the shovel. He moaned a few times, but he quickly went quiet and still and bled out just like Vance had.
When I was sure the giant was dead, I lowered the gun to my side and looked over at Owen. “You okay?”
He got to his feet and dusted some of the dirt and grass off his coveralls. “Yeah. You?”
“Fine.”
Owen stared down at Wynn’s body, then peered up at Vance’s, which was still at the top of the hill. “Why did you kill the giants with their own guns? Why not use your knives? Or your Ice magic?”
“Because the giants have to be working for Mason. Otherwise, why would they dig up Fletcher’s grave?”
Understanding flashed in Owen’s eyes. “You don’t want Mason to know that we were here, that you killed the giants.”
“Yeah. Right now, my only advantage is that I know who he is. I need to hold on to that for as long as possible. Once Mason realizes that I know he’s the leader of the Circle, he won’t have a reason to hide anymore. Then all bets are off, and there’s no telling what he might do in order to get what he wants.”
Owen focused on Fletcher’s grave. “What do you think Mason wants? What do you think the giants were looking for?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know, but whatever it is, they didn’t find it. Even Fletcher couldn’t cheat death long enough to bury something in his own grave, which means we still have a chance to find this mystery item before Mason does.”
Owen gestured at the dead giants. “What are we going to do about them? Call Sophia?”
Sophia Deveraux was the head cook at the Pork Pit, my barbecue restaurant in downtown Ashland. In addition to making delicious sourdough rolls, Sophia was also the best body disposer in the city. She could make a corpse vanish into thin air, and I’d used her services more than once as the Spider.
I shook my head again. “No. If the giants disappear, then Mason and Tucker will suspect that I was involved, and Mason will start wondering what I was doing here. I’m not ready to face him. Not yet. So we need to make it look like the giants killed each other.”
More understanding flashed in Owen’s eyes. “That’s why you wanted to shoot them with their own guns.”
“Yeah, but it’s not that simple. We need to set the scene—fast. The giants were probably supposed to report to someone about what they found here.”
Owen and I trudged up the hill and grabbed Vance, along with his gun and Wynn’s phone. Vance was heavy, but we managed to pick him up and haul him down to where Wynn was lying close to Fletcher’s grave. From there, it was just a matter of wiping off my fingerprints and putting the guns in the giants’ hands to make sure the ballistics matched. I also used the giants’ hands to fire two more shots into the air so their skin would be covered in gunshot residue. Mason might have such a test—or others—performed to find out how his men had died.
The only problem was that I had killed Vance and Wynn with their own guns, instead of the other way around. I couldn’t fix that mistake, so I just had to hope no one else would notice that minor detail.
Once the giants’ bodies were arranged, I patted down their pockets and pulled out their wallets. Vance and Wynn were both carrying driver’s licenses and credit cards, but I didn’t recognize their names. The giants were just hired muscle.
I also looked at the giants’ phones, but the devices were locked with pass codes, so I slid them back into the giants’ pockets. If I took anything, even the loose change from their wallets, it would be a sign that someone else had killed the giants, instead of them offing each other. And that was something I couldn’t afford.
Not yet. Not until I’d put my own plan in place to deal with this unexpected, unwanted complication.
Once we were done arranging the bodies and the guns, Owen and I walked back up the hill to my family’s graves and smoothed down the scuffs and divots in the grass from the fight. I also grabbed the brittle vines and draped them across my father’s tombstone, hiding Tristan’s name from sight again.
Oh, I doubted my crude gardening job would fool anyone for more than a few seconds, and the wind could always blow off the vines, but I hoped the tendrils would keep anyone from looking too closely at the tombstone—or wonder what secrets might be buried in my father’s grave.
Owen picked up our two shovels and hoisted them onto his shoulder. “Are you sure you don’t want to dig up Tristan’s grave?”
My gaze dropped to the spot where my spider rune was carved into my father’s tombstone. I had covered the rune with vines just like the rest of the marker. As much as I wanted to see what secrets Fletcher might have left behind, I couldn’t risk it. Not tonight. Digging up Tristan’s grave would be a sure sign that I had been here and killed the Circle giants.
“No. We’ll come back and do it another night. We’ve already been here way too long—”
A phone rang, cutting me off. It wasn’t my phone, and Owen shrugged, indicating that it wasn’t his either. I palmed a knife and whirled around, thinking someone else was in the cemetery, but no one was lurking among the trees, shadows, and tombstones. I cocked my head to the side, listening. The ringing was coming from…Wynn.
I tucked my knife back up my sleeve, hurried down the hill, and fished the device out of the giant’s pocket. I expected the phone to cut off, but it kept ringing and ringing. Whoever was on the other end definitely wanted to be answered. I flipped the phone over so I could see the screen. And that person was…
Hugh Tucker.
The vampire’s name and number filled the screen. I yanked my own phone out of my pocket and snapped a photo of the screen so that I would have Tucker’s digits. Then I showed the device to Owen. His face tightened with worry, and he started scanning the cemetery.
The ringing finally cut off, the sudden silence seeming even louder and more ominous than the phone’s cheerful chimes.
I slid the device back into Wynn’s pocket, then stood up. “Time to go.”
We hurried away from Fletcher’s grave and quickly reached the woods on the edge of the property. Owen stepped into the trees, but I stopped and looked back over my shoulder, staring at the giants’ bodies in the distance, still lying where Owen and I had arranged them.
I might have sold Owen on the idea that everyone would believe the two giants had shot each other, but Mason and Tucker were both smarter than that. I had made a grave error tonight, and I couldn’t help but wonder when Mason would realize my mistake—and retaliate.




Chapter Three


Owen and I made it back to his car with no problems. Twenty minutes later, he steered the vehicle up a long, bumpy gravel driveway. The car crested the top of the hill, and a sprawling, ramshackle structure came into view.
Fletcher’s house—my house now—was a mishmash of styles and adorned with everything from white clapboard to brown brick to dull, gray, weathered tin. Owen parked in the driveway in front of the house and threw the car into gear, but he left the engine running.
I scanned the front yard, along with the surrounding woods and the steep ridge that dropped away on the other side of the house, but I didn’t see anyone skulking through the trees or hiding among the rocks. I also reached out with my Stone magic. The driveway gravels chirped of the churn of tires across them, the rocks in the woods grumbled about the icy leaves piled on top of them, and the bricks in the house murmured sleepily about the cold night air that had crept into their cracks and crevices.
“We’re clear,” I said.
Owen killed the engine, and we got out of the car and went inside the house. I locked the front door behind us, then toed off my boots and stripped off my coveralls and silverstone vest, revealing my pantsuit underneath. Beside me, Owen did the same.
“I need to get cleaned up.” He showed me his dirt- and grass-stained hands. “Then maybe we can have that fire, food, and wine?”
“Why wait?” I murmured.
I gave him a wicked grin, then grabbed his hand and tugged him along behind me. We ended up in one of the downstairs bathrooms. I shut the door behind us, then turned the shower on a warm, slow trickle so I could wash my hands and bring a bit of heat to the chilly tile room. Owen rinsed and dried off his hands as well.
We faced each other. He stared at me, and I looked right back at him. Then, with one thought, we both surged forward and came together.
I pressed my lips to Owen’s, even as I unbuttoned his suit jacket. He kissed me back just as fiercely, even as he unbuttoned my own jacket. Our lips and tongues dueled, darted, and stroked together time and time again, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted to feel, touch, taste more of him. Steam rose up from the running water, but it was nothing compared to the liquid desire scorching through my veins.
Once our jackets were out of the way, we went to work on our shirts, undoing the buttons and peeling them off each other as fast as we could. I stepped into Owen’s arms, and he cupped my face in his hands and gently stroked his thumbs over my cheeks. I splayed my fingers across his bare chest, feeling the thump-thump-thump of his heart, beating hard and fast, just like mine was.
Owen leaned forward and pressed soft butterfly kisses to my eyelids, nose, and cheeks. I drew in a breath, drinking in his rich, metallic scent, which was somehow made even more intense by the hazy steam slowly filling the bathroom.
“I don’t say this nearly enough, but you mean everything to me, Gin,” he whispered in a low, husky voice between kisses. “Whatever happens with Mason and Tucker and the Circle, we’ll face it together. You and me.”
His words, his certainty, his devotion filled my heart with even more love, and I reached up and curled my arms around his neck, drawing him closer still. “You and me,” I promised, staring into his violet eyes.
I leaned forward and kissed him again. I licked at his lips, and Owen opened his mouth, his tongue darting out to meet mine. I trailed my hands over his broad shoulders, then down his chest, enjoying the flex and quiver of his strong, hard muscles under my searching fingertips. My heart beat faster, and that liquid desire burned even hotter as it trickled down into my stomach and pooled between my thighs.
Owen nuzzled my neck, and his hands snaked around behind my back and unhooked my bra. My hands darted lower, and I undid his belt. Still nuzzling my neck, Owen slid my bra down my arms and tossed it aside. I did the same thing to his belt, then unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. He reached around, grabbed his wallet from his back pocket, and drew out a condom. I took my little white pills, but we always used extra protection.
Owen stepped out of his pants, socks, and black silk boxers, then covered himself with the condom. I peeled off my own pants and socks, along with my underwear.
“Now,” I whispered in a breathless voice. “I want you inside me right now.”
Owen grabbed me and picked me up. Our mouths crashed together again, and he set me down on the edge of the bathroom counter. I hissed at the feel of the cool tile against my ass, but then Owen moved forward and thrust inside me, and I forgot about everything else.
We both moaned. I kissed him again, raking my nails down his back, even as he surged inside me again.
“You feel so good,” Owen murmured against my lips. “You always feel so good, Gin.”
I would have told him that he felt the same, but I was too busy kissing him and gasping for breath every time he slid inside me.
We plunged into a quick rhythm, and the sensations crashed over me one after another. Owen’s breath rasping in my ear. His scent filling my nose. His warm, strong hands locked on my hips as we moved together. So wonderful, familiar, and overwhelming all at once. My head fell back, and my hands left streaks in the steam on the bottom of the mirror behind me.
The pressure and the pleasure inside me built and built, and it wasn’t long before I was leaning forward and digging my nails into Owen’s back as the orgasm ripped through me. He surged forward again and cried out, finding his own release. We stayed like that, locked together, every single part of us tangled up, and both of us riding the waves of pleasure cascading through our bodies.
Sometime later, Owen shuddered out a breath and drew back.
“What do you say, Grayson?” I asked. “Was that fire, food, and wine worth the wait?”
He pressed a kiss to the top of my bare shoulder. “It’s always worth the wait with you, Gin.”
Owen got rid of the condom, then reached down and dug another out of his wallet.
I arched an eyebrow. “What are you up to, Grayson?”
He picked me up off the counter, and I looped my arms around his neck and locked my legs against his waist.
With one hand, Owen held me tight against his body. With the other, he opened the glass shower door. “Showing you that I’m worth the wait too.”
He grinned and carried me into the shower. I laughed and kissed him again, even as the warm water cascaded down on our intertwined bodies, and more steam rose up all around us.
[image: image-placeholder]After a very nice interlude in the shower, Owen and I actually did light a fire in the den and have some food and wine before going to bed.
Owen quickly drifted off to sleep, but I stared up at the ceiling, replaying the events in the cemetery over and over again in my mind. I came to the same worrisome conclusions as before, so I slipped out of bed, put on some clothes, grabbed my knives and phone, and went downstairs to Fletcher’s office—my office now.
I flipped on the lights, walked past the metal filing cabinets and the bookcases along the wall, and sat down behind the old, battered desk in the back of the room. Instead of the usual office clutter, only a few things were perched on the surface—a bottle of gin, a couple of glasses, a framed photo of Fletcher, and a single manila folder.
I poured myself a glass of gin and used it to make a toast to the old man’s smiling face. Then I opened the folder and started reading through the information inside.
I had already reviewed the file a dozen times, and the documents said the exact same things as before. Fletcher had kept tabs on all the major criminals in Ashland, as well as anyone else he thought might be a threat to us, given his past as the assassin the Tin Man and my activities as the Spider.
A couple of weeks ago, I’d gotten an idea about one of the folks in the Ashland underworld, and I’d dug out the old man’s file on that individual. I had also conducted my own discreet investigation into the person in question, but Fletcher’s information and observations had been spot-on, and I had agreed with his conclusions. Now it was up to me whether to go through with my crazy plan.
Decision time.
I grabbed my phone and pulled up a message I’d saved in the drafts folder a few days ago. My thumb hovered over the button, and I thought of the dead giants lying in the cemetery, just waiting for Hugh Tucker to come find them. Death was the one thing nobody could undo, not even me, and my decision had been made the second I killed those two men.
I hit the send button.
Less than five minutes later, my phone chimed with a new message. On my way.
Short and sweet, just how I liked things. Good. Maybe this would go better than I thought.
I grabbed the bottle of gin, the other glass, and the folder and left the office. I stopped long enough to shrug into a coat from one of the downstairs closets and carried everything out onto the front porch to wait for my guest. I’d already had my date night with Owen, and now it was time for my final nightcap.
From Fletcher’s file and my own investigation, I knew that he lived nearby, and it didn’t take him long to arrive. Fifteen minutes later, the crunch of gravel sounded, a pair of headlights popped into
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