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About Cast in Hellfire

Marion Garin is the daughter of Metaraon, the former Voice of God. Now she's also the steward of the Winter Court, which has been in anarchy since a revolution five years earlier.

Problem: Marion still doesn't remember anything that happened before two weeks ago.

Seth Wilder has a lead on her memories. Whoever stole them and sold Marion's essence to a demon lord in Sheol. Marion wants to help steal them back, even though that means abandoning the Winter Court to war. And Seth can't seem to tell Marion no.

He wants Marion nearby. Very nearby. Possibly in his teeth. See, Seth has this little problem where he's developing a killing urge, and it seems to be centered primarily on the half-angel girl who adores him. It conflicts with everything Seth believes himself to be: a moral man, a doctor who heals instead of hurts. Yet he's obsessed with Marion. She wants her memories, and he wants her to have them as much as he wants her blood.

They'll work together to make Marion whole, come hell or high water. Even if it means war. Even if it means Seth might hurt Marion. And damned be the consequences...
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In tuo adventu suscipiant te martyres,

et perducant te in civitatem sanctam Duat
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​

N

ovember whispered

cool air over the Mojave Desert, sending dust devils swirling through the sagebrush to blast into Seth Wilder’s face. He was lying atop a ridge under a veil of gaean magic, hiding from surveillance, but he couldn’t help coughing.

“There,” said Brianna Dimaria. “Beyond the Joshua trees.” She handed the binoculars down to Seth. She had brought a lawn chair to the stakeout, refusing to get in the dirt like Seth did. The tie-dyed canvas was plastered with so many illusion spells that it seemed to vanish every few seconds, even from within the magic circle.

He looked in the direction the witch had indicated. She’d spotted another pile of rocks that was too uniform to be natural, stacked into a symmetrical, three-sided pyramid. Its unnatural evenness would be obvious from the air, assuming that one was flying low enough to see such a small formation; Brianna had managed to spot it from half a mile away on the ground. She had good eyes for stakeouts, if not the temperament.

The fact that they needed to have a stakeout was ridiculous. The target that Seth intended to rescue never should have been moved to the detention center in the first place. If she’d been given a trial, any judge would have happily released her.

But no matter how much time passed or how many government regulations were forced upon the Office of Preternatural Affairs, they still had a nasty habit of imprisoning people without due process.

On the bright side, it meant Seth felt no guilt about breaking the law to free said prisoner.

Seth set the binoculars down. The sun was dropping low. It was almost nighttime, which meant that shifts would be changing soon. He needed to move in. “You can head out.”

“How will you escape without my help?” Brianna asked.

“Not your problem,” he said.

Seth jumped over the edge of the rocks. He slid down the steep slope, knees bent, arms stretched out to balance himself like a surfer in the desert. Pebbles sprayed behind him.

The messiness of his entrance blew the secrecy of the illusion spells, which was exactly what he’d intended to do.

Men appeared in a desert that had, until that moment, appeared empty. They stepped from behind the trees, stood behind sagebrush. They were dressed to be as obvious as Seth in their own way. Their black clothes leaped out against harsh yellow desert painted violet by sunset.

Much like the signs that had warned Seth that he was entering a restricted zone, the agents were meant to send an obvious message.

Turn back or be shot.

Seth drew his gun. Three agents closed in. Their chests, heads, and shins were protected by body armor, so he fired three gunshots aimed for their unprotected thighs.

He hit with every single bullet.

They weren’t killing blows, but they hurt. It would take people trained better than American government employees to absorb that kind of gunfire without falling.

These guys fell.

When they tumbled, there were others behind them. Another three—no, five. Several more than Seth had expected to find at the facility. He only had so much ammunition, and only so much time.

Seth aimed again but didn’t get a chance to shoot.

Magic sizzled over the desert, reeking of burned hair. Brianna whipped a dust storm through the valley that froze the sweat on Seth’s skin.

Her magic caught the agents up, lobbed them into the air. Random gunshots thunder-cracked high above and echoed off of the hills.

Seth had to trust that she caught them on the way down. He didn’t have time to watch.

When he reached the unnatural cairn of rocks, the door at its rear was still open. It was only open for fifteen minutes a day in five-minute spurts, allowing changing shifts to enter and exit. The door, ordinarily cloaked by magic similar to Brianna’s, was clad in steel and lit by red warning bulbs that flashed every second. They reminded Seth of the lights along runways that guided airplanes to takeoff.

He leaped through the door and plunged into cool darkness while the agents were still screaming in a dust storm five hundred feet above the desert.

Seth landed at the bottom of stairs with his gun raised.

It didn’t take much time to get his bearings, even though he’d never been in that particular place before. Once you’d visited one building designed by the Office of Preternatural Affairs, you’d visited them all. They were hideously uniform in their narrow lobbies and sterile furnishings. White walls, blue carpet, furniture from Office Outlet. The government agency with most of the defense budget should have been able to hire better interior decorators.

Two agents leaped to their feet at Seth’s entrance. They must not have seen much action at an OPA installation in the middle of the Mojave—they weren’t ready to be attacked. They didn’t even have sidearms. With all the agents guarding the surface, they shouldn’t have needed them.

Both had security badges with their surnames and photos on them. The man on the left was named Stalwart. The man on the right was Hanes.

Seth was on the guy on the right in a heartbeat, arm locked around his throat, Beretta pressed to his temple. He wouldn’t shoot, not ever, but they didn’t know that.

“Open the cells,” Seth said.

“Do what he says,” whimpered Hanes, his captive.

Stalwart backed away, looking bewildered. “But the revenant isn’t drugged yet and—”

“I’m not making a request.” Seth shoved the gun hard enough into Hanes’s temple that his neck bent. “Open the cells.”

Stalwart bolted for the stairs.

If he thought he’d be able to escape like that, he was probably right. As soon as he hit the surface, he was going to enjoy a flight courtesy of Air Brianna.

“Damn it,” Seth said. He stared at the control panel behind the desk. It was a mess of runes, switches, buttons, and security monitors. If there was an easy way to let himself into the cells, he didn’t see one. “How do I get in back?”

Hanes answered by kicking out. His heel caught the control panel, flipping a switch.

The door behind the desk unlocked.

Seth tossed the agent back into his chair. “Stay here.” He plucked the security badge off of Hanes’s lapel.

“No,” the agent protested weakly. He didn’t care all that much, or else he would have surely tried to fight back, rather than remaining limp in his chair like Seth had sucked all the energy out of him.

It wasn’t Seth who had weakened him like that.

His heart was laboring to beat.

Seth stopped by the door behind the desk, gripping the handle, as he stared at Hanes. It was like a black cloud was descending on the man. He was sick, his arteries clogged with plaque, inadequate oxygen reaching his organs.

Special Agent Hanes was dying. He needed prompt intervention.

It seemed unlikely that he knew.

“What are you waiting for?” Hanes asked nervously when Seth didn’t move.

That was a great question.

Seth wasn’t working as a doctor at the moment, and he wouldn’t have been treating OPA agents at the facility if he were. There was someone nearby in much more dire need of help.

Seth pushed the door open and faced a hall so long it might have been endless.

“If I were an OPA paper-pusher, where would I hide a revenant?” he muttered to himself.

There were steel doors on either side of the hallway, each of them equidistant, none of them labeled. It was a prison, of a sort; a simple prison, and one that looked unremarkable despite its insidious purpose. Those doors led into rooms where the OPA intended for people to vanish without due process.

Five years had elapsed since the OPA’s habit of detaining people without observing their constitutional rights had been revealed in an expos?, but the wheels of justice were slow. Preternaturals who got arrested still had too good a chance of disappearing down hallways like these, never to be seen again.

Seth propped the door open with his foot. The lock clicked repeatedly, unable to secure itself while he was in the way. “Where’s the revenant?”

“I don’t know.” Agent Hanes was sweating so hard that it dripped down his neck. His heart thumped unsteadily in his chest. “I don’t assign the rooms.”

Rooms. It was a nice thing to call the caskets of this veritable mausoleum.

Thumping echoed from upstairs. More agents were heading into the facility, which meant that they’d escaped Brianna.

Seth needed to find that revenant.

He let the door fall shut behind him. The lock clicked.

With the door closed, it was eerily silent. The only sound that followed Seth deeper into the hallway was the beat of his footsteps against carpet. It was only once he was a dozen doors down that he realized the hallway was dipping lower, slowly dropping deeper into the desert.

It could have been endless for all Seth knew.

How many preternatural prisoners was the OPA detaining under the Mojave Desert? The revenant had been arrested less than a week earlier. New prisoners could have been miles deep.

“Damn,” Seth muttered.

But he heard a thudding when he passed one room—a fierce banging like claws against metal.

He stopped, backtracked. Returned to that door.

It was only two-dozen, maybe three, doors away from the lobby entrance. Too close to the surface to have recently confined anyone there.

Agent Stalwart had said that the revenant hadn’t been drugged yet, unlike the other prisoners.

“Charity?” Seth asked, pressing his hand to the door.

A distant lock clicked.

The door to the lobby opened again. At least two agents were on the other side—probably more, but Seth couldn’t see them. It was a narrow entrance.

He swiped Agent Hanes’s badge and pushed the door open.

The room on the other side was too dark for Seth to distinguish anything beyond the first few inches of concrete floor. It wasn’t carpeted for sure. No bland office decorations for detainees.

A tall, slender figure emerged from the darkness, shimmering with rage.

The revenant.

Seth backpedaled. It felt wrong going deeper into the hall, like he was headed in the wrong direction. He should have been escaping. Going toward the surface. But now the revenant was between him and the guards, so there was no way to escape.

The revenant studied him with unrecognizing eyes like sunken pits. She was a lanky creature with pallid skin, bony joints, and a black tongue so long that it dangled from the gash of her mouth.

Seth tried not to lift the gun. He had to rail against every instinct that told him to flee or attack or something because his life was in danger.

He pointed a finger. The revenant turned to see what he was indicating. Those hollow eyes fixed on the agents. Her mouth opened to release a furious hissing.

Seth leaped back as the revenant launched at the agents.

He’d been reading up on the species in the last few days. Revenants were similar to vampires: creatures who had been human until death, then resurrected as something else. What was unique about revenants was that it wasn’t the body that returned. It was the soul. So they weren’t exactly tangible in the way that vampires were, nor were they as vulnerable to flame or wood.

In short, revenants were big, angry, and difficult to kill.

And he’d just released one that was especially vengeful from her cell.

She moved in a flash of colorless flesh and smoke. Her foggy form obscured the agents, so Seth could only hear the screaming.

He hadn’t meant for them to die.

“Wait!” he yelled.

By the time he raced up behind the revenant, she was done. She stood, hunched, over a pile of bleeding agents.

The revenant had gone easy on them.

When Seth had first seen her attack, she’d decapitated a man with her bare hands, wrenched his jaw out, and scraped the meat of his tongue off with her teeth. So the fact that only one agent was little more than a collection of limbs and a crushed skull... Well, it could have been worse for them. Most looked to have died instantaneously.

A ragged gasp drew his attention into the lobby again.

Agent Hanes had fallen from his chair. He gripped his left arm, cheeks reddening, sweat pouring from his forehead.

Seth elbowed past the revenant. He kneeled over Hanes, rolled him onto his back, tipped his chin back to open the airway.

Dying.

The revenant hissed again behind Seth. Bodies crunched wetly.

She was feeding.

Agent Hanes’s panicked eyes were fixed on Seth’s face. His mouth open and closed wordlessly.

The scent of blood was thick in the air. It sent Seth’s heart pounding, being trapped within such narrow confines with that stench. He caught himself staring at the spread of murky black blood through blue office carpet.

It slurped under the revenant’s feet when she shifted her weight, trickling into the shallow gouges left by her toenails. Every motion seemed to waft more of that coppery odor toward Seth.

So much blood.

If Agent Hanes was having a heart attack, what was Seth supposed to do?

He’d been a doctor for a decade. Saved thousands of patients. Spent thousands more shifts working in the emergency department.

The medical knowledge had fled from him.

Seth’s entire awareness had narrowed down to the pinpoint flickering of Agent Hanes’s fading life.

“Charity,” he said. “Nurse, help me.” His tongue was thick in his mouth. He was salivating, becoming nauseous.

The revenant’s hands trapped another man on the floor behind Seth. It was Agent Stalwart again. His coworkers must have dragged him back into the facility, and he hadn’t died yet.

He emptied his gun into her body, but he must have been armed with something like iron or silver: excellent for taking down the common preternatural species, but useless against vampiric breeds. The bullets punched through Charity’s revenant body, shredding flesh to tattered ribbons, exposing dusty-dry bones. Holes exploded in the drywall.

Even being so close to gunshots wasn’t quite enough to clear Seth’s head.

Agent Hanes wasn’t struggling to breathe anymore. As Seth held him, his heart stopped beating, and the blood stopped flowing. The life faded out of him.

It was sweet—so sweet, a perfect moment.

Charity wrenched Agent Stalwart’s arm off. Seth snapped out of his reverie. He pitched to his feet, leaving Agent Hanes on the floor. Seth’s head was ringing and his fingers tingled.

“Hey! Charity, stop that!” Seth’s fingers brushed her shoulder.

The revenant spun, backhanding him. He bounced off the wall.

Pain rushed through him.

Now he tasted blood on his tongue. It came out of his body, so it was human blood, intoxicating and richer than chocolate cake.

The taste coupled with the smell of so much death was too much, even for him. Good intentions could only take a man so far.

When Seth bounced off the wall, he landed on hands and knees. His fingers were in the spreading puddle of blood. He was slick with it. The whole world seemed to vibrate around that blood, like gravity sucking him toward it.

He should have been trying to restrain the revenant he’d released.

Instead, he sat back on his heels, lifting his blood-slicked hands to stare at them. Focused on his own extremities, Agent Hanes’s recently dead body was little more than a blur, though Seth was acutely aware of his cooling corpse.

So much death.

Seth licked his fingers.

It was like he’d been thirsty for years—for his entire life, ever since he’d woken up after Genesis—and for the first time, he had gotten a sip of water.

He’d never tasted anything so good.

Seth rubbed his hand in the sodden carpet and licked again, and again.

The death of the agents nearby was little more than a distant, hollow throbbing, softer than the pounding of his heart. The blood nourished him, flushed him with heat, made his muscles burn strong.

He was growing.

Filling.

In that blood, Seth tasted mortality: the way that life could break in an instant, a rubber band snapping into fragments.

Legs appeared in front of him.

He forced himself to look up, gaze tracking from the knobs of Charity’s ankles to her jutting hips and hollow belly—not quite so hollow now that she was glutted on the flesh of OPA agents. The bullet holes were already sealing, but her shriveled organs still peeked through the holes.

When he finally met her gaze, he noticed the ghost of recognition in her.

He got to his feet, simultaneously leaden with the desire to drink more blood and exhilarated by the strength it had given him. The revenant had killed all the agents. Every last one of them, aside from Agent Hanes, who had died all on his own while Seth did nothing to help.

Charity’s hands flexed at her sides. Blood drizzled from her shiny black fingernails. Her head fell to the side as she studied Seth thoughtfully, questioningly.

Seth extracted a pair of thick-framed glasses from his breast pocket and lifted them toward the revenant.

“I recovered these for you from evidence,” Seth said. He’d accidentally smeared blood on the lenses.

Charity’s mouth puckered with surprise. She took the glasses. Her blunt thumbs pressed to the gems inside the arms and she slipped them onto her face.

Reality folded in on itself around her.

Seth blinked.

When his eyes opened again, Charity Ballard looked the way she had when Seth had first met her—back when he had been known as Dr. Lucas Flynn, and Charity had been a nurse. She was petite and mousy. Her hair was tangled. Her pointed chin was dotted with blood, though not as much as had been on her face as a revenant.

The glamour was good enough to affect a physical change. She didn’t just look different. She was different. A lot of the carnage had been stripped away when her physical form changed.

She also looked shocked at the sight of Seth drenched in blood. He could feel it caked on his chin and hands, much like it had been on her.

“What’s wrong with you?” She hadn’t been distracted by the killing enough that she hadn’t seen what Seth had done. She knew the blood on his body didn’t belong to him.

It must have been bad when a murderous revenant was the one asking him what was wrong with him.

“If only I knew,” Seth said.
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M

any hundreds

of miles away in the United Nations, Marion Garin gripped a pen so hard that it snapped.

Black ink oozed across the table. She bit the inside of her cheek and tried to mop it up with a piece of official stationary before anyone noticed.

“What’s wrong with you?” muttered the vampire on Marion’s left. Her name was Jolene Chang, and she was representing the American Gaean Commission. Jolene was an asanbosam—a weak breed with knives for teeth, long fingernails, and insignificant social power. Yet Marion was forced to sit beside her.

What was wrong with her? Marion wasn’t seated at the head of the table—that was what was wrong with her.

She was among a dozen preternaturals who had been selected as speakers for their various factions, which meant that she was ranked equally among them in this particular context. But in every context—including this one—she was still the Voice of God, and she should have been in charge.

Instead, she was seated at the far end of the table beside Jolene, a great big nobody, and another vampire delegate, Lucifer, who was just as much a nobody.

Being surrounded by speakers from insignificant factions spoke volumes about the organizers’ respect for Marion.

On the other hand, Prince ErlKonig of the Autumn Court was seated near the head of the table. When he caught her looking at him, he winked. Marion reluctantly smiled.

“Cast your votes,” said Rylie Gresham, Alpha of the North American Union shapeshifters.

She was the one in charge, so she had been seated at the place of honor at the head of the table. It was her logo on everything. Her blond-haired, apple-cheeked face on the posters ringing the room. Her guards, from both the Summer Court and the shifter sanctuary, protecting the doors and watching the delegates to make sure that they couldn’t cheat while voting.

Rylie Gresham was all over everything.

Marion couldn’t cast her vote with a broken pen. She gestured to her assistant for help. Jibril was an angel who looked as pleased to be her assistant as he would have been to scrape dog crap off of the bottom of his designer shoes.

Everyone else around the table had already marked off their vote, folded their papers, and passed them to Rylie.

That was how they were voting. They were writing “yes” or “no” on a paper, and then Rylie would count them. It was irritatingly low-tech for a summit of such importance.

Konig had said that Marion had originally been slated to cast some kind of voting spell. Unfortunately, Marion’s oeuvre at the moment was more along the lines of breaking pens, irritating the angels, and making people hate her, and not so much with the politically oriented magic.

So they were casting votes manually.

Marion glanced at Konig again. He was sitting back in his chair, hands folded behind his head. The decision had been easy for him.

Marion moved to mark her vote, but the tip of her new pen hovered over a clean sheet of paper...and she didn’t know what to write.

It felt like everyone was looking at her.

Jolene certainly was. So was Jibril. Marion didn’t want to look at anyone else in case they really were, too.

What is wrong with you?

A question that applied perfectly to so many situations.

Marion wrote quickly. She folded her paper. And then she passed it to Rylie Gresham.

Rylie’s eyes were warm but worried when she smiled at Marion. Their hands brushed, and Rylie’s fingers lingered in a fashion that was most likely meant to be comforting. “It will only take a moment to add these up,” Rylie said, returning to her seat.

The Alpha sorted them by yes and no votes. She counted them, and then had her Alpha mate count them as well. Abel seemed to take longer to count. He probably struggled to get above numbers like five or six. Abel was a stupid idiot moron who had only become important because the skanky Alpha female was sleeping with him.

Marion was so busy glaring at Abel and thinking mean things that she forgot to be anxious about the outcome of the vote.

“No,” Rylie finally said. “Nine votes say no. Four say yes.”

There were no cheers, no groans. Not a sound in the entire room.

Quite the anticlimax.

“Thanks for your time,” Rylie added.

Chairs were pushed back. Bodies shifted.

Then the whispers started.

Marion watched the others without getting up. She was getting better at picking up on their thoughts. That was apparently part of her oeuvre too—part of the oeuvre of anyone who had angel blood, which Marion did, though hers was watered down more than that of the others. She was only half-angel. Half seemed to be more than enough.

Elation radiated from the seelie sidhe serving as speaker for the Summer Court. Storm must have voted no.

His elation was tinged with anxiety, though. He knew what his “no” meant.

Ad?n Pedregon, speaker for Los Cambiaformas Internacional, was angry as he stormed past Marion. He’d likely voted yes, as getting the angels out of the Ethereal Levant would mean more room for his gaeans to expand—or perhaps an easy route to move down into Africa.

She didn’t need to reach into Konig’s mind to know how he’d voted. He had told Marion how he wanted things to go, and she had ultimately agreed with him.

“What did you write?” Jibril asked.

Marion stood, smoothing her dress. It was a flashy thing that day: a red dress with a fitted bodice and ridiculous number of skirt layers, more akin to something sidhe might wear than an angel, half-blood or otherwise.

“Votes are private,” she said, stepping into the hallway behind the other speakers. Marion glanced over her shoulder at Rylie and Abel, who were still seated at the head of the table, discussing the votes in whispers.

“Votes aren’t private within the factions.” Jibril grabbed Marion’s arm the instant that the door swung shut behind her. “Did you vote for angels to get control of the Winter Court?”

The Winter Court was in the Middle Worlds: one of the four courts that were meant to be occupied by the sidhe. Specifically, it should have been occupied by the unseelie sidhe.

There had been a coup five years earlier that had resulted in the queen’s assassination. The rebels hadn’t managed to maintain power either, and since then, the Winter Court had been in anarchy.

The angels wanted that Middle World for themselves.

The gods had commanded that Marion should take stewardship of it until the unseelie could resume leadership.

The vote of nine against four meant that an overwhelming majority agreed with the gods.

“Hands off, angel.” Konig had been waiting for Marion outside the boardroom, leaning nonchalantly against the wall. Now he hovered beside them and he radiated danger.

Jibril released his grip on Marion instantly. He knew better than to pick a fight with Marion’s boyfriend.

“Are you okay?” Marion asked. She couldn’t imagine that Konig was thrilled about the outcome of the meeting.

“Of course I am. It’s over! Now we can deal with the next thing.” Konig was immediately pleasant again once he’d been obeyed. It was shocking how quickly he swung between intimidation and charm. “I thought I’d die of boredom during all the final speeches leading up to the vote.” He planted a kiss on Marion’s lips, wrapping a firm arm around her waist.

“Me too,” she said. “And they seated me so far away from you.”

“Precious thing,” Konig said. He seemed to think that Marion was offended that they didn’t get to sit together, not that she had been seated with a couple of vampires.

Jibril made an impatient noise when they continued to kiss.

“Time to turn this loss into a victory,” Konig said. “Good thing I had my knights getting everything packed this week, just in case. Now you and I can get to our home. Our new home.”

Her heart fluttered. “Already?”

“The sooner we move in, the sooner we can get the refugees somewhere safe.” He beamed at her, excitement glowing from the violet gemstones of his eyes. Sidhe weren’t subtle about any of their emotions, whether it was anger, lust, or happiness. He was shining brighter than the sun. “And the sooner we can get comfortable in Niflheimr.”

Marion wasn’t shining along with him. She had been trying not to think too hard about what the “no” vote would mean personally.

War with the angels was bad enough.

Becoming steward of the Winter Court—a Middle World frozen in eternal darkness—meant that Marion had to leave her comfortable home on Vancouver Island to live in Niflheimr.

Marion found the idea of such a leadership position appealing. The climate...not quite so much.

At least Konig had agreed to go with her if such a thing happened. He wasn’t from the Winter Court, but his unseelie power meant he’d be able to engage most of the wards around Niflheimr, and he was more familiar with the local culture. Together, they would cooperate to gather refugees and start the court anew.

It was like buying their first house together. Except that house happened to come with vassals, enemies, and an entire kingdom.

As a prince, Konig had spent his life prepared for such responsibility, and he got to do it with his girlfriend at his side. Of course he was excited.

“I should see Jibril off,” Marion said, twining her arms around Konig’s neck. “Will you wait for me?”

“Afraid not, princess. Have to give the order to start moving my belongings into the Winter Court. I’ll have Nori pick you up in a couple hours. Don’t be surprised if you get waylaid in the Autumn Court—my mother will want your feedback on her decisions about redecorating Niflheimr.” He rolled his eyes.

“Her decisions?” Marion asked.

“Don’t start with me.” Konig kissed her again, hard enough to take her breath away and scramble her thoughts.

He released her, and Marion staggered, hand pressed to her beating heart.

The look he gave her... It almost made Marion forget about how queasy she felt about the outcome of the vote.

How could Konig be “business as usual” when that decision was going to piss off the angels so thoroughly?

He was already striding away with his entourage, leaving Marion with Jibril. The hall had otherwise emptied. Everyone was in a rush to get home.

Get home, and probably batten down the hatches.

“Well, Marion?” Jibril demanded.

Marion swallowed the knot in her throat and got into the next elevator. An empty one. “It doesn’t matter what I voted. We lost.”

“We’ll appeal,” Jibril said, joining her in the elevator.

She pushed the button to take them to the zeppelin dock at the apex of the tower. “Appeals aren’t possible.” That vote had concluded the summit. There had been other, more minor issues debated in the last week—such as territory squabbles between independent shifter packs—but the fate of the Winter Court was the only issue everyone had cared about.

“What am I supposed to take back to the EL?” Jibril asked. “I can’t tell them we’ve lost.”

The lights flickered.

“Control yourself,” Marion said. “You’ll break the elevator.” Angels could disable everything electrically powered within a mile if their power flared—say, during an emotional outburst. Jibril looked to be on the brink of an outburst that could fry all of New York City.

“Don’t you know what Leliel will do?”

Marion could imagine. Leliel was the ruthless leader in the Ethereal Levant—an angel who had been de-winged shortly before Genesis and hadn’t taken the amputation gracefully.

She’d tried to assassinate Marion in order to keep her from delivering a message from the gods. The one that had led to the vote.

Leliel was not a woman with an even temper.

Marion sighed, massaging her temples with her fingertips. “I’m sorry, Jibril.” She lowered her voice. “If it makes you feel any better, I voted yes.”

Jibril’s eyes widened. “You did?”

“I’m the Voice of God, not the Mindless Obedient Zombie of God. I’m allowed to have my own opinions.” At least Marion assumed she was allowed such things. Her memories didn’t stretch far enough back to include her last conversation with the gods, presumably when they had told her they wanted the angels to stay out of the Middle Worlds.

“Why?” Jibril asked. “You want to run the Winter Court. You want to run everything.”

Marion wasn’t going to argue with that. “Believe it or not, I don’t want to fight with you people, nor do I want angels to die out. If the Winter Court’s the best place for all of you to nest, then you should have it.”

“You’ve surprised me.” Jibril drummed his fingers on his hip. “What would you think of negotiating some kind of compromise, now that you’re steward?”

“I’d be thrilled to discuss it. I’d also be shocked if Leliel is willing to talk to me rationally.”

“We’ll see about that,” Jibril said. “We can arrange something without her, though. I’ll meet you and Prince ErlKonig tonight in the Winter Court. There may be something we can do.”

“Hopefully Leliel will come.” After all, Leliel led the angels in Dilmun—they couldn’t make a binding agreement without her. “I’ll propose negotiations to her personally.”

The angel had failed to kill Marion once already. She was reasonably certain she could handle another tantrum from that woman.

And Leliel probably wouldn’t try to murder her now that the summit was over. Angels were, if nothing else, deeply logical creatures. The vote had ended, so killing Marion at that point would only be a waste of energy and a great way to piss off the Autumn Court.

The elevator chimed and its doors slid open. The dock was already occupied by the rest of the ethereal delegation, preparing to return to the EL after the summit.

Suzume stood on the left—an amusingly crass angel—with Leliel on her right. Marion had been planning to escort Jibril to the edge of the dock, but the sight of Leliel stopped her two feet in front of the elevator.

Leliel was beautiful. Curvaceous for an angel, statuesque, auburn-haired with skin in warm olive tones. Her body was draped in layers of peach that accentuated her large breasts and hips. She could have also probably hidden a few knives under that dress. Maybe even one of the flaming swords angels so often carried.

The instant that Marion saw her expression, Marion knew that Leliel had already heard of the vote.

“I have a message for you to deliver to your future in-laws,” Leliel said. “Tell them that war is coming.”

“Wait, Leliel. We should talk,” Marion said.

“You’ve done enough, mage girl.” Her enchanted wings whipped free of the tattoos on her back. The other angels unfurled their wings as well—genuine wings, feathers glowing with so much energy that all the lights immediately extinguished in the dock.

The wind caught them, and they were gone.

Marion stepped up to the edge to watch the three of them go. She had a foul taste in her mouth.

“I voted in your favor, dammit,” she said into the foggy evening.

But it didn’t matter.

Marion’s fists were shaking, and she realized that her fingernails had cut neat half-moons into her palm because they’d been clenched so tightly.

Strangely, she wasn’t angry that Leliel refused to listen. Marion never would have expected her offer to talk to go over well.

She felt queasy that she’d even voted in the favor of Leliel, her would-be killer, even though she and Konig had agreed that it would be the easiest way to prevent war.

What’s wrong with you? Jolene had asked.

“If only I knew,” she muttered.
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M

arion arrived

in Niflheimr with no fanfare and only Nori at her side.

“Here we are,” Nori said. “Home sweet home.” Marion couldn’t even make out her face because she was bundled in so many furs.

Like Marion, Nori Harper was half-human, half-angel Gray, and equally unexcited to move into the Winter Court. But she was capable of planeswalking like many of the sidhe, and Marion wasn’t, so Marion couldn’t travel between dimensions without Nori.

Nori had agreed to assist Marion in establishing the court, but only when Marion had promised a prestigious position as her advisor. And also a pound of very fine Belgian chocolate.

Marion couldn’t respond at the moment because the coldness of the wind had sucked her breath away. She pulled the scarf up and her hood down until only her eyes were uncovered, allowing her to see her new kingdom.

And what a kingdom it was.

She’d known that the Winter Court was in trouble after its years of anarchy and infighting among the sidhe. Its population was estimated in the hundreds, and the survivors were spread out in camps in the forest where the warring Summer Court hadn’t been able to kill them.

Even so, she hadn’t imagined Niflheimr would be such an absolute wreck.

It was a castle of ice standing alone in a frozen ocean. Nori had taken her to the landing platform that Konig had indicated would be safest, but safest didn’t seem to mean intact. They were on a balcony near the top of the only tower that didn’t have any holes in its walls large enough to suggest imminent collapse. A couple of the other towers were swaying in the wind.

The balcony, however, had several large holes in it, and the door leading into the tower stood ajar, windows shattered.

Beyond the delicate railing edging the balcony, there was a vast ocean, bordered on one side by a frigid shore. A broken bridge crossed the space between the two.

Marion couldn’t see a single hint of life.

This was what the gods had wanted her to take. She was steward of this—little more than a grave.

“Changed your mind? Want to go back?” Nori must have been smiling, because the corners of her eyes were tilted up.

Marion gathered herself, standing up straight and throwing her shoulders back. “Very funny.”

Niflheimr didn’t look like that much, but it meant that Marion’s legacy would be so much more impressive once she restored it. She’d need to take pictures before she began repairs. Before-and-afters would make quite an impression on the front page of the newspapers.

“Princess, you’re here!” Konig strode onto the balcony, unaffected by the cold and easily dodging the holes in the floor. He wore a long scarf over a snug t-shirt that hugged every line of his lean body.

He swept Marion up into a hug, spinning her in place. She choked back a squeal.

“There are holes,” she said, trying to push away from him, closer to solid ground.

He laughed without releasing her. “Not afraid of falling, are you? You’re an angel!”

Marion wasn’t nearly as afraid of falling as she was striking the icy ocean many thousands of feet below. “Let’s go inside. I’m cold.”

Konig all but carried her inside. The Raven Knights milled around the landing, murmuring amongst themselves. They were dressed as lightly as their prince. Nobody who was loaned from the Autumn Court was going to care much about the climate.

Marion was finally set on her feet.

“I’ve been looking at bedrooms,” Konig said, keeping his arm around her shoulders as he steered her downstairs. “The king’s quarters are truly impressive. Cooper’s taste really was something!”

“Cooper? The king was named Cooper?”

“And my father is named Rage.” Konig rolled his eyes. “All the old guard kind of suck at names. But not at decorating! Wait until you see the ice sculptures above our bed.”

Marion’s cheeks would have gone hot if she hadn’t been so cold underneath her scarf. “Our bed,” she echoed.

Moving in together meant that they would finally get to share a bedroom. Konig had a drawer at Marion’s house in Vancouver Island, and her quarters in the Autumn Court were adjacent to his, but they hadn’t truly shared a living space yet.

In fact, Marion hadn’t shared anything with him since waking up in Ransom Falls aside from a few kisses. Konig made passes at her. She had the kind of lingerie that had made it clear that they’d had a very active sex life. But she still didn’t remember any of it, and she balked every time things got too intense between them.

Konig had been respectful of her boundaries. He was wonderful in every way.

Now they were going to share a bedroom.

“Konig...” Marion began.

She didn’t need to finish. “There’s another room behind the king and queen’s,” he said. “It looks like it belonged to a non-unseelie member of the court. It’s enchanted to a somewhat more jungle-like climate. You might be more comfortable starting out there.”

Marion rested her head against him. “Thank you. So much.”

“Anything for my princess,” he said. “I’ll work on the perimeter wards with the knights so that you can join me in the king’s bedroom—once you’re ready.”
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