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      About Cast in Angelfire

      As a half-angel, half-human mage, Marion Garin is the most powerful witch in the world. She’s been embroiled in preternatural politics since childhood and navigates the factions with ease.

      Or so she’s been told.

      Unfortunately, she’s lost her memory, and now Marion doesn’t know much of anything. Casting magic? Forget about it. It’s not an accident, either. Someone powerful wanted to take Marion out of preternatural politics, and they succeeded.

      She’s told that a man named Seth Wilder could help, but she’ll have to find him first. He’s been missing for years. Marion needs to track Seth down and fix her memory before her unknown enemy finishes the job…
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        In paradisum deducant te Angeli…

        Æternam habeas requiem.
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      Billings, Montana—September 2030

      There was a bounty on the life of a girl named Marion. The dollar figure was high enough that the real question wasn’t whether she would die—it was how quickly, and who would land the reward.

      The bounty was passed around on darknet forums where killers sought their next paychecks. The darknet had become more advanced as unseelie sidhe developed technology so complex that it seemed to be magical, and the content was immune to the eye of law enforcement, since the servers were hidden in the Winter Court. Only people invited to the darknet could access it. Invitations were not cheap, and they could never be purchased with money.

      The original posting of the bounty said that the target answered to “Marion,” and that she had multiple last names. This Marion had been born in 2011—four years before Genesis rebooted the world, spewing vampires, faeries, and a thousand other preternatural breeds across the face of the Earth.

      It also said that she needed to die before the first of November. That meant that there was less than a month to form a plan, track her down, and murder her.

      The bounty’s poster included a blurry photograph of the target taken from a distance. Only her wavy brunette hair was distinct, but she stood near a bus shelter, which allowed Geoff Samuelson to approximate her height at five feet, ten inches—perhaps a bit taller.

      The information wasn’t much, but it was enough for Geoff to get that bounty.

      And he didn’t plan to share.

      “She’s only nineteen,” said Vasicek. “A baby.”

      “Nineteen’s old enough to screw, and it’s old enough to die for your country,” Geoff said.

      Vasicek slipped a magazine into his sniper rifle. “I’m not saying it’s a problem. I’m stating fact. My little sister is older than she is.”

      “She musta done something to piss people off,” Geoff said. Nobody got million-dollar bounties put on their head unless they really deserved it. That was the thought that had been comforting Geoff while crossing the North American Union on Amtrak, rushing toward the target’s last known location in Montana. If someone was willing to pay that much money to knock off Marion Multiple-Last-Names, then she probably deserved it.

      The thought of what Geoff would do with all that money was its own kind of comfort, too.

      Vasicek had a dreamy look that said he was contemplating something similar. Even the serpents coiled over his ears looked like they were fantasizing about the bounty. “What do you think you’ll do with your half?”

      “I’m out of this business,” Geoff said. “Out of the business, out of the country, retiring for life.”

      “The money’s good, but not that good.”

      It would be once Geoff murdered Vasicek, ensuring that he didn’t have to split the bounty in half. “What are you planning to do with your cut?”

      “I’m franchising. Got lots of connections who are, you know, like me.” Vasicek probably meant demons in general, not specifically megaira. His specific breed made good assassins, though. They fed on aggression the way vampires fed on blood. “Us types do good with this killing stuff. I’ll buy ‘em, pay ‘em a salary, collect lots more bounties. Get some fat stacks going.”

      “Like the Mary Kay of murder?”

      “The Wal-Mart of murder. We’ll be huge. We’ll dominate.” The snakes creating Vasicek’s hair laughed along with him in a chorus of cruel hissing.

      It was a nice fantasy all right. Before Genesis, Vasicek might have been able to do such a thing. Demons had been almost as numerous as humans back in those days, and there had been no sidhe or shifters to compete with. Now there weren’t many demons for Vasicek to hire. They’d all been shoved into the Nether Worlds, then the key to the door tossed away.

      Geoff didn’t bother pointing out how impractical the plan was. Vasicek should enjoy the fantasy while it lasted. In a few hours, he’d be bleeding sulfurous blood onto the pavement, his soul dragged to the Nether Worlds to be with his brethren. No Wal-Mart of murder for him. Not on this plane.

      “It’s a nice idea.” Geoff got to his feet as the train halted. He shouldered his backpack, which was a lot smaller than Vasicek’s gun-laden duffel bag. Geoff didn’t need weapons to kill. “Dream big, bro.”

      “Dream and keep on dreaming,” Vasicek agreed.

      The train station wasn’t far from the target, so Geoff braced himself for competition—the legions of assassins, primarily sidhe, who would be closing in on the same million-dollar skull that he was. It felt anticlimactic to step off the train to no fanfare, no blood, no gunfire.

      He hoped they weren’t too late to kill Marion.

      Their destination waited on the other side of the street. Original Sin. The name was picked out in bold neon sparkling with magic.

      It was one of many clubs under the same name—a franchise not unlike Wal-Mart. This was the kind of franchise that mundane humans couldn’t see, though. Mundane humans passed on the sidewalk without ever glancing at it. Their eyes skipped from the tattoo parlor to the lingerie shop on the other side, like that space between didn’t exist.

      Even Geoff had a hard time focusing on any of the Original Sins he’d visited. Like the darknet, Original Sin was intended only for the kind of souls who could locate it, and the owners didn’t make that an easy chore.

      “What time did the email say?” Geoff asked.

      Vasicek said, “Midnight.”

      The train had been delayed at its last station; the time was already after eleven thirty. Geoff and Vasicek wouldn’t have much time to set up.

      The bouncer at the door for Original Sin had the strange glittering flesh that was a hallmark of sidhe—also known as faeries, though the sidhe had made it clear that wasn’t their preferred term. And most people were smart enough to call sidhe whatever the hell they wanted.

      Sidhe were a whole other deterrent to visiting Original Sin. The sheer power of their magic warped the world, consuming all light and emanating it from their glittering flesh. It was hard to think straight around the unseelie sidhe, harder still to focus on them, and near impossible to murder one of them.

      If Geoff and Vasicek pissed off the bouncer, they’d die before they could track down the bounty.

      This particular sidhe seemed too bored to fight. Vasicek paid their cover fees, and the sidhe didn’t even glance in their bags before stepping aside.

      Eleven thirty should have been too early for any club to be so busy. Under ordinary circumstances, the creatures of the night didn’t get partying until the witching hour struck, but Original Sin wasn’t an ordinary circumstance. The regulars simply never left. It was as packed with bodies that evening as it would have been in brilliant, burning midday.

      Every version of Original Sin was essentially the same, with minute differences. Geoff scanned the room to orient himself to the changes in this location.

      The bar was at the back as it usually was, glowing like a beacon in the midst of inky shadow. Liquor bottles seemed to hold inner lights all their own, as if pixies had been trapped at their bottoms.

      The dance floor was on a level below ground. Geoff skimmed the faces of the dancers as he walked along the mezzanine, picking out all the preternaturals he could. Shifters were easy to spot, golden-eyed as they were. Vampires were the pallid and frail. There were only a couple of sidhe besides the doorman. Having too many sidhe around was bad for business.

      This particular version of Original Sin had columns of fire in each corner, a shade of white-blue that suggested magic. Geoff passed by one. It looked deadly, but it wasn’t hot. He still wouldn’t risk bumping into it. Original Sin was exactly the kind of place where they would decorate with something fatal at a touch.

      “Up there,” Vasicek said, jerking his chin toward the south wall. Scaffolding supporting the lights that strobed over the dancers, lighting their preternatural flesh like prisms.

      Geoff climbed the scaffold. Vasicek was right behind him. Much like the doorman, none of the regulars seemed interested in the fact that two men were scaling the rigging for the lights; of all the strange things that demons did in Original Sin, crawling up the walls was the most ordinary.

      The scaffold gave them an excellent vantage point overlooking the rest of the club. Geoff could see into the curtained booths on the far side of the bar. He could even see the hallway behind the DJ.

      When the target came in, he would know.

      Geoff turned on his cell phone to read Marion’s emails again. An anonymous person had contacted Marion to ask for help, and despite the message’s brevity, Marion had readily agreed to meet that person at Original Sin at midnight. The target must have known the individual she was due to meet.

      He checked the time again. Almost midnight. Geoff rolled the moonstone charm in his fingers as Vasicek set up. “Do you feel that?” Vasicek asked, scratching at the back of his neck. His nails were sharp enough to leave red streaks on his greasy skin.

      Tilting his nose up, Geoff took a sniff. The club was filled with a nauseating cocktail of lethe, pot smoke, liquor, sweat, and piss. One smell was so strange that it rang alarm bells in his head, even though it was faint—the smell of burning oak.

      His eyes swept the crowd, and he spotted the target near the door.

      Marion shone among all the other preternaturals. She wasn’t the most beautiful of them, but there was something compelling about her willowy figure, high cheekbones, and cold blue eyes. She didn’t look like she was only nineteen. She didn’t exactly look older, either.

      Ageless was the word for it.

      Unease crawled over Geoff. What is she?

      The options slithered through his consciousness—cherubim, gibborim, or messenger, maybe. He wouldn’t have expected any of them. Ethereal types seldom left their territory in the Levant, and they would never deign to socialize with mere gaeans.

      He felt less guilty about Marion’s impending death.

      Marion glided toward the bar and slipped into a booth. A waiter brought her a drink in a martini glass, which she accepted with a smile. It must have been her regular drink. She wasn’t old enough to have a regular drink.

      She sat out in the open, oblivious to how many creatures would be circling for her blood. Trusting enough to meet an unnamed contact in public, trusting enough to sit with her back to a room filled with strangers.

      Vasicek extended the stand on his sniper rifle, propped it against the rails of the scaffold, and aimed it down. The light coming through the sight shone on his eye. Black swirled over the iris like pools of ink. “I have her in my sights.”

      “Remember the plan,” Geoff said. “Wait until I’m down.”

      “I’m waiting, I’m waiting.” Vasicek’s finger looked awful twitchy. “Hurry up.”

      Geoff swung off of the scaffolding, landed behind the dance floor, and slipped out the back door to the alley. The moonstone charm was burning a hole in his pocket—almost literally. He needed to use the magic before it expired.

      He stripped his clothing off and stuffed it behind a trashcan. The moonstone scorched his palms. He bounced it between them, waiting for the signal that it was time to change.

      Muffled gunshots popped from within Original Sin.

      People screamed.

      That was Vasicek’s signal.

      Doors burst open, and Original Sin’s patrons flooded onto the sidewalk. Geoff watched them from his hidden position at the back of the alley.

      Some people clutched bloody wounds on their arms, shoulders, necks. Vasicek hadn’t deliberately been aiming to kill. He had been trying to create mayhem, and it had worked.

      “Come on,” Geoff muttered, pressing his thumb against the stone.

      Gaean magic settled over him.

      It didn’t hurt to shapeshift into his wolf form when he allowed the Alpha to control him, as most shapeshifters did. But using a charm between moons to force the change—that was different.

      He shapeshifted a piece at a time. Fast and brutal.

      His knees broke. Switched positions. He collapsed onto his hands as the fingernails fell out. Silver claws thrust from the skin, oozing blood around the edges.

      He threw his head back and roared through his breaking jaw, which extended into a muzzle.

      Nobody heard him. They were too busy running from Vasicek’s attack inside. There were more gunshots, more screaming, the wail of a fire alarm.

      After his spine extended into a tail, vertebrae replicating, grinding, twisting, the fever of fur extruding from his skin was nothing. It barely even itched. Within a minute, he had swollen to quadruple his former size, perhaps more, and Geoff could no longer hide behind the trashcan.

      A pair of women burst through the rear door.

      One of them Geoff didn’t recognize. She was a petite nobody with hair the color of straw. Most likely the anonymous person who had emailed Marion asking for help.

      The other one was tall, with lots of curly brown hair, and bright-blue eyes.

      Even Geoff’s wolf brain recognized the target, and it remembered how much she was worth.

      A million dollars.

      He could retire permanently.

      Geoff lunged.

      Werewolves were faster than any other gaean breed, so he flashed across the alley in a heartbeat, and he was on top of her the heartbeat after that. He slammed her into the wall hard enough to knock her out. Maybe even hard enough to kill her, if her skull hit in just the right way. He’d struck her with half a ton of werewolf at a hundred miles an hour, after all.

      He reared back to rip her face off.

      His claws halted inches from Marion’s cheek.

      It felt as though a fist had closed around his body, holding him suspended in the air. He thrashed, howling. But no matter how he snapped, there was nothing to bite. Nothing physical held him.

      Marion slid out from underneath him, hands outstretched, pupils white with magic. Her hair swirled around her neck, lifted in a wind that didn’t touch him. “Bad dog,” she said, and she flicked her fingers. “Down, boy.”

      Geoff hurtled into the far wall hundreds of feet down the alley.

      He’d been tossed around by Alpha shapeshifters before. He’d been shot more than once. He’d even been crushed by a car before.

      None of that hurt as much as Marion tossing him with a single, magical gesture.

      “Stay down,” she said. Her voice rattled within his skull. The very sound of it hurt.

      Geoff scrambled to his feet while his head was still spinning.

      Marion was holding hands with her straw-haired friend, ignoring Geoff as though he presented no threat whatsoever. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so,” the girl said.

      “Get back into Original Sin.” She pushed the other woman through the back door.

      Geoff launched himself at Marion again, faked a left, and then swung right. All with lightning speed. The fastest that he had ever moved.

      She stepped out of his way effortlessly.

      He skidded past her, paws scrabbling uselessly on pavement.

      Marion saw his lightning speed and raised him by summoning real lightning. She pointed one hand toward the sky and the other toward Geoff. “I told you to stay down.”

      Electricity danced down her upright arm and clustered on her fingertips. It arced from her fingernails.

      Geoff dodged—barely. The lightning struck the wall behind him. It lanced up the bricks, sizzled against the roof.

      He leaped toward Marion from the rear.

      She swung around, annoyance twisting the graceful lines of her face.

      “No,” she said, side-stepping him again.

      The neon lights outside of Original Sin popped in a shower of sparks. Every single street light within range blacked out.

      The night was absolute.

      Unable to see, Geoff slammed into the trashcan. It exploded around him in a shower of stinking garbage. He shook it off, but old beer and vomit weighed his fur down.

      His worst fears were true. There was only one type of creature that disabled all electricity simply by existing.

      Angels.

      The bounty on this kid should be a lot higher.

      Light glowed at the end of the alley. Marion’s magic was gathering again, illuminating her the way that lanterns were illuminated by inner flame. Her eyes spilled ethereal blue down her cheekbones. She advanced on Geoff. “Who sent you?”

      The back door banged open, bouncing off the wall. Geoff glimpsed Vasicek emerging from over Marion’s shoulder.

      The megaira raised his gun. He fired as Marion turned to look at him.

      Geoff didn’t get time to feel hopeful that Vasicek would finish the job. Marion plucked the bullet out of the air an inch in front of her nose. “Silver,” she said, rolling it between her fingers. “Whoever hired you must not know me well at all.”

      She hurled the bullet at Geoff before he could react. It embedded in his foreleg as though shot from a gun.

      There was no pain quite like silver burn. Geoff’s howls shook the bricks of the alley. His vision blurred, his head rang, his blood turned to acid.

      Vasicek gave a strangled yowl.

      And then he was silent.

      Geoff couldn’t see what had happened to the demon. He could see nothing, think of nothing, feel nothing but the bullet. Marion seemed to have aimed it so that the point would flatten against the bone deep within his flesh. The moon was scorching him from the inside out.

      Vasicek was probably dead.

      Not enough money in the world for this.

      Marion crouched and ran her hand through the ruff of hair at Geoff’s neck. He whined and snapped at her fingers. She pushed his muzzle to the pavement, as casually as though that were something she’d done to werewolves before. “I want you to shift back and tell me who sent you.”

      If he could have, he would have. Anything to make her back away. Anything to stop the pain.

      The charm wouldn’t wear off for another hour, and there was no way to tell her that.

      She stood suddenly, distracted by another person appearing in the alley. Marion stood and turned to face them. The smell of her shock came off of her in waves so powerful that they pierced Geoff’s suffering.

      “Mon dieu,” Marion said softly. Her hands balled into fists. Her voice strengthened. “Qu’est-ce que toi, tu fais ici?”

      There was no responding voice. There was only blinding darkness, immense and total.

      When the street lights flickered back on, Vasicek was dead, Geoff was still bleeding, and Marion Many-Last-Names was gone without a trace.
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      Ransom Falls, California—October 2030

      It had been a long night in the emergency department of Mercy Hospital, but that was no surprise; the days surrounding new moons were always achingly busy. Shapeshifters who rejected the control of the Alpha went wild on the new and full moons. Even if they didn’t manage to hurt other people, they often hurt themselves.

      Wild shapeshifters meant broken bones. They meant scratches.

      Worst of all, they often meant bites.

      There were procedures to prevent those kinds of incidents, but locking shifters in the safe houses hadn’t helped much as of late. They were always smashing their way out and biting people anyway.

      That was what happened when you failed to pair the public’s safety net with a budget to match. Without adequate government funding, the burden of cleaning up preternatural messes fell upon the hospitals.

      Dr. Lucas Flynn wasn’t paid enough to deal with that kind of crap, but he hadn’t gotten into it for the money.

      He stopped in the doorway of the waiting room, cursorily studying the patients triage had lobbed his way. Luke’s reputation for being able to identify the origin of preternatural wounds meant he got first shot at every possible preternatural injury that happened within a hundred miles of Ransom Falls.

      Most of the injuries on that particular night were ordinary. Dog bites were easy to pick out by the narrow bite radius and slow-healing defensive wounds, so he dismissed them in an instant.

      There had also been a bar fight, judging by the men nursing black eyes in the corner. Hardly preternatural.

      The women with the broken bones in the nearest chairs had been attacked by a shifter—or at least a gaean with super-strength. However, they hadn’t been bitten. Bones would heal without Luke’s intervention.

      The two remaining patients jumped out at him.

      “Which ones do you want to see?” Nurse Ballard asked, hurrying to greet him with an armful of paperwork. She shoved her thick-framed glasses up her nose with the back of her wrist.

      “Those two,” Luke said, pointing. “Charts?”

      Nurse Ballard handed them to him and nearly dropped the rest of the papers in the process. “I think this first one’s a chisav mauling. We’ve had sightings.”

      “Right before a new moon? Unlikely.”

      Luke examined the chart anyway, double-checking the photos of the irrigated wound before it had been bandaged. That was definitely the bite radius of a human mouth, not a chisav or dog. She’d been attacked, and it had been a shifter in his human form who had done the biting.

      “Get a dose of Retrolycathol in her before dawn. Call the OPA for a priest in case I’m wrong.” He was never wrong. “We’ll need a priest for the patient in the blue jacket anyway.”

      Nurse Ballard frowned at the second patient. “Him? That’s definitely a werewolf bite.”

      “Demonic influence,” Luke said.

      “How can you tell the difference?”

      He always could. The why of it didn’t matter, and explanations would delay getting necessary drugs administered and priests summoned. “You’ll want him in isolation until the priest arrives. Thanks, Charity.”

      She took the Retrolycathol prescription to the pharmacy.

      Luke would need a closer look at the patient before she got the Retrolycathol. There was no point subjecting her to months of unpleasant side effects unless it was truly necessary.

      She was lucky to be eligible for Retrolycathol in the first place, though. Not all patients were that fortunate.

      Luke stepped into an inpatient room to check on one such patient.

      Mrs. Eiderman was a relic of another era: the kind of woman who would have been young and beautiful in the eighties, with hair teased tall, a love of shoulder pads, and a terrible smoking habit. Those had been the days when people understood that smoking was a deadly habit, but were too rebellious to stop. Women of the eighties had been high-powered business magnates, and they had been immortal.

      She had been right not to fear lung cancer. It wasn’t lung cancer taking Mrs. Eiderman down, but lycanthropy.

      How a shifter had managed to evade capture by the OPA on a full moon was one mystery. Why it would have sneaked into Sunny Vistas Retirement Home was another. Those mysteries weren’t Luke’s problem. What mattered was this: Mrs. Eiderman, a delicate woman of seventy-something years, had been bitten. She was too frail to survive multiple doses of Retrolycathol. And she was dying.

      Three moons had passed since Mrs. Eiderman had been assaulted by a shifter, and all three moons had happened in Luke’s hospital. He hadn’t thought she’d survive the first of them. Now the fourth approached and she was still there, shrunken and frail, in a hospital bed.

      There was no hint of weakness in the smile she gave Luke as he entered her room. “Good morning, Dr. Flynn.”

      He glanced at his chart, looking for reports of mental failure. “Morning?”

      She laughed. “Just seeing if you’re on your toes. I know it’s evening.”

      “I’m supposed to be the one testing you, Mrs. Eiderman.” He sat on the chair at her bedside. Three moons he’d sat with her. Three sunrises. She was still smiling despite the golden eyes and unhealed bite wound on her forearm. “How have you been feeling?”

      “Like I could lift cars above my head.”

      She didn’t look it. If she’d been twenty years younger—even five or ten years—she might have been able to lift a semi truck, assuming she survived all six moons of transformation. Mrs. Eiderman was guaranteed not to last that long, though.

      “Can you rate your current pain for me between one and ten?” Luke asked.

      “Zero,” she said.

      The last nurse to visit her had drawn a frowning face and number eight on the white board. Eight of ten. That was how bad her pain had been during an earlier visit. The painkillers were working. No wonder she was smiling so much.

      Luke rested a hand atop hers, rubbing his thumb along her knuckles. “I don’t like having to bring this up, but you need to know…the moon is coming again. It’s tomorrow night.”

      She sighed. “Will you be here for me?”

      “Do you want me to be?” The patient had refused his company during her last transformations. Her dignity was too great to be seen when her bones were breaking and skin was splitting.

      “I think so.” Mrs. Eiderman could barely open her eyes, but she was still giving a sleepy smile. The wrinkles on either side of her mouth had been carved deep by an entire lifetime of smiling. “This will be the last one, after all.”

      “There’s no way to know that,” Luke said.

      “Promise me you’ll be here?”

      He wasn’t supposed to be on shift for that moon. “I wouldn’t dream of missing it.”

      “It’s a date.” Her sleepy smile had turned lascivious. Mrs. Eiderman had made no secret of admiring Luke’s body. The fact that she didn’t mention it out loud this time spoke volumes about her condition.

      Her last moon was coming.

      “Damn,” he sighed, pulling the curtains around her bed to allow her to rest.

      He was stepping out of the room when another nurse jogged to his side, eyes wild, stethoscope slipping from his shoulders. “Luke! Thank God you’re here!”

      “What’s up, Ollie?” Luke asked with far less urgency.

      Nurse Oliver Machado was a bit dramatic, to put it nicely. If Oliver had his way, Luke would have personally attended every single patient to come through the emergency department, including the ones with stubbed toes and mosquito bites.

      Oliver stopped a foot away, leaning his hands on his knees as he tried to catch his breath. “The woman. In the forest. White eyes.”

      “Slow down and start from the beginning.” Luke might as well have prefaced every conversation with Oliver like that. “Aren’t you supposed to be camping this week? Scrubs are an odd choice for camping.”

      “Well, I had to come in once I found her. She was wandering around the forest.”

      “Who was?” Luke washed his hands in the sink, scrubbing his fingernails thoroughly.

      “The woman,” Oliver said, frustrated. “You need to see her.”

      “It’s almost the new moon, Ollie. I’m on preternatural rotation. We’ve already got two patients who need my attention and it’s not midnight, so I’d wager I’ll be too busy to see any random forest nymphs tonight.” He was joking, but if the woman were a nymph, then she wouldn’t have been the first one to wander into his emergency room.

      “You have to see this one. She’s asking for you, Doctor.”

      Luke’s eyebrows lifted. “For me? Specifically, by name?”

      The expression on Oliver’s face was opaque, but the urgency in his eyes said that he knew.

      He knew.

      Worse than that, the patient knew, too.

      This was someone that Luke needed to see.

      “All right,” he said. “Take me to her.”

      The other patients would have to wait.

      [image: ]

      When Marion woke up, she only knew those two things: That her name was Marion, and that she was awake.

      That was all.

      She catalogued a few other facts in the moments that followed. Her body was female. She had large breasts, wide hips, and a flat stomach, all hidden underneath a starched white sheet that made her think of hospitals.

      Hospitals—Marion knew what a hospital was.

      Marion sat up and the sheet puddled around her waist. She was wearing blue pajama pants. Ribs jutted from beneath her breasts. She looked as though she hadn’t eaten in quite some time, although she didn’t feel hungry.

      The crook of her elbow itched. Someone had taped an IV needle to her arm. She tried to pick the tape off with her fingernail.

      The door opened.

      A man entered, and the sight of him made her forget about the IV. He was an attractive man in his prime years, with a square jaw, narrow shoulders, and brown skin. His black hair was cut short to the scalp.

      He spoke in a language she didn’t understand. His mouth moved with harsh syllables. An American voice, somewhere from the western side of the country, and it was infuriating that Marion could identify where he came from but didn’t know the words themselves.

      This man wore plain blue medical scrubs—something else that Marion recognized. He had a badge clipped to his chest. The name was blurry at a distance. Marion needed to wear glasses, she realized.

      When he moved near enough to sit beside her bed, the badge came into focus.

      Lucas Flynn. He appeared to be a doctor.

      “I’m not sick,” she said immediately. She was speaking in French, which must have been her native tongue.

      He stared at her as though she were a ghost haunting his hospital. His hand rubbed his jaw. He must have been on shift for hours because a beard shadowed his chin.

      “I’m not sick and I don’t need a doctor,” Marion said, speaking slowly in the hopes he would be able to pick up a word or two. “I need to find Seth Wilder.” The name was rattling in her head, bouncing around, clearer than anything else she knew. Clearer than her gender, clearer than her own name, clearer than the overwhelming confusion.

      Marion needed Seth Wilder.

      The doctor’s eyes narrowed. He clasped his hands in his lap, then unclasped them, then sat back in the chair. The request displeased him.

      He said something.

      “I don’t understand you,” Marion said, thrusting her arm toward him. “Please remove this. I don’t need it and it’s uncomfortable.”

      The doctor lifted one finger, telling her wait a moment non-verbally.

      He put gloves on before removing the IV. It stung a little, but Marion felt much better without it.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      And he replied with something that she suspected meant “you’re welcome,” which was such basic English that surely she should have known it. She could only understand the context, though.

      Dr. Flynn took the gloves off again, tossed them into the trash, and extracted a cell phone from his pocket. He continued to speak in that frustrating American accent as his thumbs moved over the screen.

      After a moment, his phone spoke in an automated, robotic voice. “Do you know any English?” The doctor’s phone was speaking her language. Dr. Flynn smiled at her expression and turned the phone so that she could see the screen. He’d opened some kind of translation app.

      “No, I only speak French,” Marion said.

      He seemed to understand that. He typed again, and the phone said, “My name is Dr. Lucas Flynn. Do you know where you are?”

      She held her hand out to take the phone. He dropped it in her palm. “I don’t know anything,” she typed, and the phone read it aloud in jilting English. “I can’t remember anything before waking up in this hospital room.”

      They exchanged the phone again. “You’re in Ransom Falls, California, which is in the western North American Union. You were found walking in the forest outside of city limits, alone and confused.”

      Marion didn’t remember that part either. It explained why she felt sore, though.

      “A nurse found you,” Dr. Flynn went on, still using the phone. “The nurse said that you’ve been asking for a man named Seth Wilder.”

      “Yes,” Marion typed. “I need him.” She felt as sure of that as she was of her name, and as unsure as she was of everything else.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Marion.”

      “Do you have a last name?”

      “I’m sure I must, but I don’t know it,” she said.

      That was a fact that seemed to bother the doctor as well. “How old are you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where do you live? How did you end up in the forest outside of Ransom Falls?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve already told you everything I can remember,” Marion typed. “If the only things I remember are my name and Seth Wilder’s, he must be important to me somehow. I believe he will be able to help me remember everything.”

      When she passed the phone back to him, their fingers brushed.

      The instant that they touched, Marion felt as though a door had opened in her mind.

      She jerked away from him.

      The violence of her reaction surprised both of them. “I’m sorry,” Dr. Flynn said aloud, and he quickly typed the apology in his phone to be translated into French as well. “Je suis désolé.”

      “It’s okay,” she said in English, and her accent was similar to the doctor’s: harsh, American, West Coast in origin, as natural as though she’d been speaking it her entire life. “You didn’t hurt me.”

      “Well, damn,” Dr. Flynn said. She understood the second thing he’d said as well as she had the first. He leaned back in his chair as though trying to put a few more inches between them. Who could blame him?

      Marion looked down at her chest. Nothing had changed physically, but her hand was clenched into a fist, and her knuckles ached as though she had just rapped her hand hard against the door in her mind, asking someone to open it.

      And someone had.

      Coming in contact with Dr. Flynn had helped her remember…something.

      “Can you help me remember everything else?” Marion asked, and it surprised her how easily it came out.

      His mouth opened. It closed.

      “I can order some tests,” Dr. Flynn said.

      He moved to leave the room, and sudden fear struck her. What if she only spoke English when she was in this doctor’s presence? What if someone else came in to draw her blood, and the doors in her mind shut again, blocking out the words she had learned—maybe even her name?

      She whipped the sheets aside and leaped from bed. “Wait, Doctor.”

      He stopped in the doorway. His knuckles were ashen because he gripped the tablet with her chart on it so hard. “Yes?”

      “Can you run the tests yourself?” Marion asked. His brow furrowed, and she added, “Please.”

      After a pause, he said, “Okay. I can do that for you.”
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      Luke got Marion a hospital gown, clean socks, and a hairbrush, then sent her into the bathroom to change. “You’ll wait for me?” she asked, lingering in the doorway with a hand on the knob.

      He’d been planning to check on the other patients, but he said, “Yes.”

      She left the door open a tiny crack when she went inside. He could hear her rustling around in there—the slide of cloth against skin, bare feet padding on linoleum, a comb through hair. Luke was painfully aware of every little movement she made.

      Marion shouldn’t have been there.

      Oliver rapped lightly on the doorframe before stepping into the room. “Are you okay, doc?” he asked without preamble.

      Luke gave himself a moment to compose his thoughts by filling a cup with water at the sink. “How did you know to get me for her?”

      “I’ve always known,” Oliver said. He cleared his throat. “You always see the preternatural patients anyway.”

      “How did you know that she’s preternatural?”

      “You had to have seen her eyes. Didn’t you?”

      Luke drank the water just as slowly as he’d filled it. It would have been impossible not to notice Marion’s eyes. They were such a pale color that they barely qualified as blue.

      “I’m going to be busy with this patient for a while,” Luke said. “I want you to validate the werewolf bite on the patient Charity pulled aside for me. Make sure it was, in fact, a shifter. Can you do that?” Luke didn’t wait for Oliver to agree before saying, “And then we need to talk about…everything. I need to know what you know about me. Don’t leave the hospital.”

      “I won’t. I’m looking forward to talking.” Oliver didn’t immediately leave. He was watching the door to the bathroom, as though contemplating whether Marion should be left alone in there.

      Luke was wondering the same thing, though he wasn’t sure if Oliver’s motivations were the same.

      Oliver knew who Luke was. If not for Marion, the doctor would have run from the hospital and never looked back. He was still tempted to do it.

      But first things first.

      “Go,” Luke said.

      Oliver finally stepped outside. He shot one last look at Luke before shutting the door behind him.
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      Dr. Flynn showed Marion where the shower was and waited in the hospital room while she cleaned the dirt off her body. She appreciated having him nearby, even when he was in a separate room. She was acutely aware of his physical presence and the deep murmur of his voice on the other side of the wall, and it was irrationally comforting.

      His presence made her feel safe enough to strip down in the chilly bathroom—a thin-walled room with a drafty window over the toilet. Patterns of moonlight frothed on the tiles, shadows foaming as howling wind bent the trees outside. It felt as though there were enemies lurking in wait for Marion.

      She wasn’t alone, though. She could get dressed without fear.

      At least, she didn’t feel fear until she inspected her naked body. Her legs were mottled with bruises from the knees down, she had several scrapes along her hips and shoulders, and she felt like her back was injured, although she couldn’t see anything in the mirror.

      Whatever had happened to Marion—however she had lost her memory—it had not been gentle.

      Speaking of the mirror, Marion was pleasantly surprised to find that she was not just female, but a beautiful female with striking features. She had a strong bone structure. Chestnut hair made her blue eyes look unnaturally bright—the white-blue of a Husky’s eyes, which did not match her otherwise dark coloring. She suspected she was no more Caucasian
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