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Chapter 1


A Demon Comes to Call


It was well after sundown in Paris and taking everything I had to keep myself upright and stumbling down the cobblestone street. Empty—good. I was shaky and desperate, and the last thing I needed right now was a Good Samaritan. Harder to get rid of than a mugger. Three vials of my drug of choice, an anti-magic elixir, clattered in my pocket, no good without my injection kit. I could drink one—they were burning a hole in my resolve not to—but it was a waste of elixir, not as effective, and I had to make this batch last a week.


Grabbing the building as I turned the corner, I halted, gasping for breath. My heart was racing, fever-sweat making the late-October chill even worse. My nails raked over the inside of my wrist, digging at the itch that lived under my skin and coursed through my veins.


Come on, it’s a few more blocks. The McKenna Ellerbeck story does not end with “American Woman, Missing 10 Years, Found Dead in Paris.”


I could make this all go away anytime I liked. The matching tattooed runes on my wrists taunted me as I scratched, somehow more tempting with those red lines running across them. Cross my wrists, whisper the spell, it’d all be over in a second. No pain, no itch, no sepsis in my blood, all gone. Blissful relief was right there, was one word away…


Laughter at the far end of the alley, from the cross street. I shrank back against the wall, sliding to the ground, and strained my neck to peek at the scene. Luckily, it was just a group of normal twenty-somethings, drinking and fucking around. Seven hells, to be like them… but if I let my magic out this built-up, it would take out a building in the process. Those kids would die, the police would be everywhere, and the cherry on top, I’d have to book it back to my apartment, pack up everything I could, and flee before the demons showed up. I’d gotten pretty fast at that by now, though, and on the bright side, I wouldn’t have to pay my bastard landlord next month’s rent.


No. Not again. I’ve made it a year without unleashing. I can make it another hundred yards. Gritting my teeth, I pushed upright, but the street tilted and sent me back into the wall. One glass vial of glowing blue liquid slipped out of my pocket and tumbled in the air toward the cobblestones. I lunged for it, my knees jolting painfully on the ground, catching it just before it could shatter on the stones.


“Seven hells,” I panted. But before relief could replace panic, a new terror hit: the corruption in the air seeping along my skin, the vile smell of rot and sulfur, the growl of an approaching hellhound.


It emerged from the shadows at the end of the block. Hairless, mottled, bruised skin, damp with unknown fluids. Shadows writhed around it as it stared at me with fiery pits for eyes. From its back sprouted the ragged bones of useless wings, hung with shreds of skin. It smelled overwhelmingly wrong, of the Pit and cobbled-together flesh, stolen to give itself a body in the mortal world. Another growl behind me reminded me that they always hunted in pairs.


Every time in the last ten years that I’d unleashed my magic, these vicious and unrelenting minions of the Archdemon of Madness had shown up to hunt me down.


But this time, I hadn’t used my magic. I was half dead from not using it, so how the hell did they find me?


No time to think. If I was going to live and stay sane and free, I had to act.


Step one: Play dead.


I collapsed onto the pavement, slumping forward, seemingly passed out. My heart pounded as their paws thumped wetly on the pavement toward me. The one in front reached me first, thrusting its head down as the writhing shadows coalesced into teeth. As it made to bite me, I smashed my hand against its head, shattering the vial. The glass shards sliced into both its flesh and mine, the anti-magic elixir seeping into the cuts. While I instantly began to feel better, the hellhound did not. Its flesh withered, suddenly denied the demonic magic that held it together, falling apart into ash and wet clumps on the cobblestones. I dragged my hand against its jaw, pushing up onto my feet and smearing as much of the drug on it as I could. One down, one to go.


I knew the other hound was almost on me, but I had emergency measures for this. And thanks to that last vial, enough of a clear head to use them. I thrust my uninjured hand in my pocket for the stored banishing spell I always kept there—only to learn I’d left it at the apartment.


“Shit!” I backpedaled, reaching for another precious vial, but the hound was already springing into the air—


—and met its end on a blade of shadows that snapped into existence along with its bearer right in front me. The gorgeous dark-haired woman flashed me a familiar smirk over her shoulder.


“Hello, darling. Be with you in a moment.”


She pulled the shadowblade free and the hellhound slumped to the ground, gravely injured but not dead yet. It tried to come at her again, but she expertly lopped off its head with another slash. A thin shadow rose from it, the wispy form that was all most demons could manage in the mortal world without a fleshy form to host them. It was joined by another as the first hellhound’s body finally collapsed entirely.


“Run along, little doggies. This one’s spoken for,” she snarled. She snapped her fingers, and the remaining body burst into flames. The two shadows blinked out of existence in this reality, back to the Pit and their master.


The woman turned to me, her shadowblade vanishing with a thought. “How do you keep finding yourself in these situations, McKenna?” The wicked smirk on her red lips hadn’t changed; nor had much of the rest of her, though she could shapeshift into any form she wished. But that smirk was Remiel Blake’s trademark. The Archdemon of Desire. My ex-girlfriend.


Before I could answer, a wave of weakness and vertigo overtook me. I stumbled, but Remi caught me before I fell into the wall. “Get… get me back to my place,” I panted. “A few blocks… that way…”


“If it’s all the same to you, I know a shortcut.” She secured her arm around me, fire flaring in her eyes. One moment we were there; the next, darkness. Then we were in my apartment. She helped me onto the couch, flipping the lights on with a gesture. I was unused to demonic teleportation these days, but I wasn’t about to complain.


“Bathroom. Black bag,” I gasped. She set off to get it while I took the last two vials from my pocket. Setting them on the coffee table with a shaking hand, I pushed my shirtsleeve up past my elbow.


Remi returned, kneeling and unzipping the bag. “What do you—” She halted when she saw its contents. “McKenna. This is a drug kit.”


“Prep the needle. Explain later.” She reached for a vial, but I grabbed her hand, staring her in the eyes. “Don’t spill it. Not a drop.”


Between us, we got my arm prepped for the injection. I tried to take the needle for the act itself, but I couldn’t hold it straight. Remi rolled her eyes and did it for me, though not gently. Even so, the needle prick was familiar, a sign of oncoming relief rather than of pain, and the glowing blue liquid brought a rush of blessed cool as it entered my blood. I pulled the tourniquet from my upper arm and slumped back onto the couch, finally letting myself slip into darkness.








[image: image]











When I woke up, the smell of sautéed garlic, onions, and pasta filled the air. I blinked and slowly sat up. My fever and chills were gone, my head had cleared, and I was shaky only from hunger instead of an overabundance of magic in my blood. My left hand, the one cut by the vial shards in the alley, still stung but had been cleaned and bandaged. A glass of water was on the coffee table. I picked it up with my good hand and gulped the whole thing down. It was still dark outside, a little after midnight according to my clock. Over in the small kitchen, my Archdemon ex was cooking dinner for me.


I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had cooked for me.


She looked over when she heard me approach and smiled. “Welcome back, darling. Feeling better? I must say, hellhounds and intravenous drugs are not exactly the reunion I pictured.”


“What are you doing here, Remi?” I asked.


“Gee, it’s nice to see you, too. Is that any way to greet an old friend who saved your ass and made you dinner?” Remi retorted. “You’re welcome, by the way.”


“We had a deal.”


She shook her head as if this was a silly misunderstanding and began dishing out the food. “We did, and surely you realize that as someone with an outstanding debt to me, I’m always able to find you, darling. Not to mention having a certain sense of your well-being, especially when it takes a sudden nosedive. Want to tell me what that’s all about?”


“So you’ve always known where I was.” I shook my head. It figured. “Right down to my address and apartment number?”


“I plead the Fifth.” She set the plates down on the table, which was set for a lovely little romantic dinner for two, complete with candles and two glasses of wine. The only thing off was that the centerpiece consisted of my needle kit and the remaining two vials of glowing blue elixir, one of them now half empty. “What is this stuff, anyway? Doesn’t look like any drug I’ve ever seen, and that’s saying something,” she asked, picking one up.


“Anti-magic elixir. Why? You want to try a little in your Bordeaux?”


She dropped it so fast it thunked on the table and began to roll. I grabbed it before it got too far. “Hard pass. Do you have any idea what touching that stuff could do to me? Even a drop of that—”


“Would cancel out the magic keeping your host body alive and habitable and crumble it into dust. Why do you think I told you not to spill any?” I set the two vials into padded slots in the kit bag and zipped it. “This is hardly the first time I’ve been in danger. So, again, why are you here?”


“It’s the first time you’ve been in that much danger,” Remi said. She took a seat, gesturing to the other for me to sit in. “And you’d be a whole lot worse without me, so, again, you’re welcome. Can we get back to why you, a witch, are injecting anti-magic elixir into your arm?”


I could’ve tried to dodge the question, but I knew she wouldn’t let up. “Because it turns out too much magic in your system, like anything else, is a bad thing. If I don’t inject that, the magic in my blood starts to poison me. That’s why I was in bad shape tonight.” I eyed the chair like it was a trap.


“The chair won’t bite, McKenna,” Remi said.


“And what am I gonna owe you for all this?” I asked.


“Seriously? It’s not a favor, it’s food. Entirely from your depressingly sparse cabinets, at that. All I did was add heat. Like I do.” She smirked.


I rolled my eyes. “I know how it works, Remi. Nothing’s free.”


“Consider it me protecting my assets, then. You owe me a debt, and you’re no good to me dead or half starved. Sit. Eat. There’s no price tag on this one, I promise.”


Instead, I looked at the door. “I don’t have time to eat. Those hounds won’t be the last. I need to get out of here.”


“What are you talking about?”


“I’m talking about being hunted, Remi, like I have been for the last ten years!” I snapped at her. “I don’t know how they found me this time. I didn’t even use my magic. But I’ve got a few hours tops before they tear down this building trying to find me, and I don’t plan to be here when they do!”


“McKenna!” Remi was on her feet, hands up in a calming gesture. “I’m sorry—please, take a breath, okay? I know it’s been a long time, but if anyone or anything tries to hurt you, I’d still end them merely for thinking it. I can protect you. You’re safe with me.”


She’d said that to me before, when I’d made my deal with her. My answer was the same. “No one’s safe with me.”


“Not what I said. And if it comes to it, I’ll manage,” Remi said. Her dark eyes held mine for a long moment. “Now, I intend to eat something before we get into whatever our next argument is going to be. Join me if you like. Or stay hangry, whatever.” She sat back down, made a show of placing her napkin on her lap, and started eating.


I considered saying she was missing my point, but it wouldn’t make a difference. And, honestly, she had a point, too. She was far from defenseless, and the minions of another Archdemon ranked well below her in terms of power. That, and the delicious smells were setting my stomach rumbling, so I finally sat down and dug in. For the first time in years, I became aware that my table manners had gotten a bit lax and found myself sitting up straighter in an attempt to maintain whatever dignity I still had here. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught her smiling, but for once she held her tongue.


In the silence while we ate, I couldn’t stop myself from looking over my ex, taking her in. Remi could appear however she liked: male or female, any ethnicity, blond or brunette or redhead. In days long past, as a teenager discovering and exploring my sexuality, I’d enjoyed that flexibility more than a little. Right now, Remi was wearing the same face and figure she’d worn day-to-day when we were in high school. When we were together. A lean young woman of average height with nearly black hair, her curves were enough to be enticing, not enough to be ostentatious. She had dark-brown eyes that became pools of shadow and promise when the light was low, as well as clear, naturally tan skin. She liked to joke that she had the “face of the Mediterranean.” She was hot, of course, and she knew it, of course.


She did look older, however. Remi was the only demon who had a human host body to call her own. At some point, while the original owner was still alive, the body had been designated for Remi’s future use—through circumstances that were, I’m sure, less than pleasant. Then they perished, their soul moving on to whatever came next, and Remi moved in. I wasn’t familiar with whatever dark magic ritual and runes had made it possible—no witch alive was—but long story short, magic had preserved the body as a vessel for her use and hers alone. Now she could pass as human while having access to all of her demonic powers. She could change her form and heal virtually any wound, though I knew she was not totally invulnerable. She never suffered from human ailments. She could not, however, alter the body’s natural age. When she was in the demon dimension known as the Pit, she didn’t age at all, but when she was in the human world, she did. Sustained by magic but limited by mortality: The passage of time and the inevitability of death were beyond even an Archdemon’s ability to change.


Judging by her appearance, she was still of an age with me. Surprising, given I knew that her body had lasted her more than a century before we met.


Still, even next to a demon in illicitly gotten flesh, I felt underwhelming by comparison in my unspectacular outfit of jeans, a black blouse, and comfortably worn boots. My brown hair was pulled into a messy bun, and my makeup was currently nonexistent. I’d probably gained some color back since the alley, but I wasn’t exactly runway-ready. Working as a library assistant might require being clean and put-together, but it did not require dressing to stand out. Very few things I’d done in the last decade had, and that was the way I liked it.


“So. Why exactly is there too much magic in your blood, then?” Remi finally asked, losing the quiet game.


“Aren’t you supposed to be good at small talk?”


“I also remember how much you hate it, but if you insist. Hey! Our ten-year reunion is soon. Did you RSVP in the affirmative?” she asked with an overabundance of cheer.


“Shockingly, I didn’t get an invitation.”


“That’ll happen when you go off the grid and assume a new identity. You must admit, I did a very good job of covering your tracks,” Remi said. “I mean, when even Reunion Committee chairwoman Brooke Luppino can’t find you…”


I rolled the stem of my glass between my fingers. “So… she did take Lucca’s last name.”


Remi nodded. “A debate she was no longer interested in having by the time she and the furball got married. Six years ago, by the way, right out of college.”


“Did you go to the wedding?” I asked.


“I did. Not that they knew, of course. I lurked in the back of the church and wore a different face,” Remi replied.


I cracked a smile. “And you didn’t burst into flames just walking in?”


“I know, right? I lost some serious street cred for that.” Remi chuckled. Her eyes glinted as she looked at me—gazed, really. I looked away again, clearing my throat and trading my wineglass for another forkful of pasta.


“What other news is there? …Leo?” I asked.


“She’s been busy. Living in the Commons again now, though.”


“She was somewhere else? Where?” I asked, questions tumbling out of me. “Do you ever talk to her?”


“Patience, darling, one at a time. She lived in Boston for a few years after college, moved back a few years ago. We stayed in touch for a while after you first left, less so lately.”


“What about…” I had to physically bite my lip to keep from asking about my brother Cameron and my mom. “What about everyone else?”


“All busy with their own lives. You know—college, jobs, engagements, weddings, affairs, babies, et cetera.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Affairs?”


“Not nearly enough of those,” Remi pouted. “Your friends are exceedingly human and boring sometimes.”


“Don’t you mean our friends?”


This time Remi raised a knowing eyebrow at me. “Let’s not pretend they didn’t tolerate me purely for your sake, McKenna.”


“Leo liked you! …Eventually,” I was forced to add. “Whatever. At this point, you’ve seen them more recently than I have anyway. I can’t call myself a friend to people I haven’t seen or spoken to in ten years.”


“They would beg to differ. If they knew you were alive, that is.” Remi sipped from her glass as I stayed silent. “It’s been a lonely decade. I’m rather looking forward to the reunion,” she continued.


“I’m sorry. It’s easy to forget that you…”


“Used to be a normal high school student?” Remi forced a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


I wore one that matched. “We both know you were never that.”


“Indeed.” She swirled another bite of pasta onto her fork. “And what are you doing for work these days, darling?”


“Don’t call me that,” I replied. “I’ve had all sorts of jobs since leaving, but lately, I’ve been working as a library assistant. Guess that’s over now.”


“You ever get your degree?” I shook my head. “Even after ten years? That’s got to be killing you.”


“I don’t love it, but it’s been kinda hard when I’ve had to keep moving.”


“Keep moving?”


“Don’t act surprised,” I said. “You didn’t drop me off here, and you already admitted to having McKenna GPS installed.”


“True, but it’s not like I was checking it every day,” Remi said. “And I know you wanted to come here. Junior year abroad, wasn’t that the plan?”


“Took me a while to save up for the cost of living here. But hellhounds mean it’s time to go,” I said with a sigh, looking out the window. It’s not as though I had an Eiffel Tower view or something, but she wasn’t wrong. I’d been here nearly a year, the longest I’d been anywhere, and I wasn’t thrilled to be ousted yet again.


“Right, or else they come along and ruin the neighborhood, something like that?” Remi said, seizing upon the opening with a wide grin. “Please, do tell me more.”


I sighed again, put down my fork, and held up my wrists to show her what looked like simple charm-bracelet tattoos around each. “After you got me out of Arcadia Commons, it didn’t take too long to figure out that using my magic was like pointing a neon sign at my location. The Archdemon of Madness sends hellhounds every time I unleash it. So I got these wards tattooed on me. They protect my mind, prevent anyone from scrying on me, make passing unnoticed easier overall.” I indicated a few of the charms as I mentioned their purpose. I’d hidden the runes within designs that looked perfectly mundane—a modern dancer with her body dramatically posed, a cat raising a playful paw, an angled chessboard, a maple leaf. I turned my hands to display the ones inside my wrists, the largest and most obviously witchy “charms”: a matching pair of seven-pointed stars. “And these ones keep my magic locked up. I can unlock it if I have to, but then the hellhounds come running, so I don’t. However, since my power lives in my blood, after a while it’s too much, and I get sick. Blood poisoning, basically. That’s what was going on when you showed up tonight.”


Remi frowned. “And the elixir takes care of it? That would explain the fast recovery.”


“The elixir helps. For a while. But it’s… it’s not working like it used to.” My gaze drifted to the lit candles, wax pooling beneath the flickering flames and running down the sides. “I’ve been building up a tolerance to it. It’s not dangerous at normal doses, but… with how much I need to take and how often…”


“… now that’s what’s poisoning you, isn’t it?” she finished for me.


“Not yet, but it will be soon.”


Remi was silent, taking this in. “What are your options?”


I smiled without humor. “I don’t have any. No good ones, anyway. Unlocking the wards and letting off a blast of magic will help for a while, but that also means it’s time to run again. Doesn’t solve the real problem.”


“Clearly. Sounds like you’re in need of a more permanent solution.”


“Like what? I can’t get rid of the tattoos,” I said.


“Then get rid of your magic.” Remi peered at her glass, spinning it between her fingers.


I blinked in surprise. “What?”


She looked at me sidelong. “It’s not like you’re using it.”


“It… it’s not that easy.”


“Why not?”


“For starters, it takes seven witches to sever one from their magic,” I pointed out.


Remi shrugged. “Seven witches or one Archdemon.” I glared at her so sharply, she put down the glass and held up her hands. “I’m just saying! It wouldn’t be a sell-your-soul-level Bargain, and you know I’d never try to trick you into one, either.”


“Not gonna happen. Not with you, not with any Archdemon. Not again.” Remiel’s predecessor, Forneus, had made that kind of Bargain with me once. When I was a young and stupid sixteen-year-old who thought she knew everything.


Still… yet again, Remi wasn’t wrong. It would solve my problems. No magic, no outbursts, no septic shock, and no more demons dogging my every step. I could have a life, friends, a permanent address. Everything I’d left behind.


Maybe I could even go home.


No. That was the one thing I could not do, with or without magic.


Besides, it also meant no more magic. Permanently. I hadn’t used my magic in almost ten years, not really, but I knew it was there. I could still feel it in my blood, wards or no. I couldn’t imagine not feeling it, the same way I couldn’t imagine losing one of my other senses. Living without magic was survivable, sure. Most of the world got along fine not even knowing it existed. But for me, for any witch, it was the sixth sense, as much a part of me as my eyes or ears. And I admit, I liked knowing that if I ever truly needed it, if things got desperate, I had it. Magic was my security blanket. It just happened to be one that might choke me to death.


“Or,” Remi went on, “you could unlock those pretty little chains of yours and let your freak flag fly.”


That brought me out of my reverie. “You know I can’t do that.”


“Do I?”


I scowled. “Better than anyone else alive.”


“Mm.” Remi finished her glass and picked up the bottle to refill it, standing as she did and looking around the small apartment. “Well, that’s a shame. It’s a decent place. And you’ve got a lot to pack in a short time,” she said a little too casually. “I’ll be happy to help you finish off the wine so you don’t have to pack that, too.”


“How considerate.” I put my glass down and stood up as well. “Remiel. You didn’t come here to catch up and drink wine. And I get the feeling none of this is actually a surprise to you. You could’ve swooped in to play savior against the hounds dozens of times since I left. Tell me why you’re really here.”


Remi grimaced in a way that still somehow looked like a smirk. She set her glass down on the table. “I guess the foreplay’s over then. I’m here for two reasons. The first is that I truly did sense you were in danger, and I couldn’t not help.” She stepped closer, pretense falling away from her face, and took one of my hands in hers. Her hand was smooth and comfortingly warm, and I found my fingers interlacing with hers on instinct. “I could feel you dying, McKenna. I felt how close you were to it, and—and I had to come.” She smelled like burning candles and dark wine. Her eyes held mine with a magnetism that had nothing to do with demonic powers, and I was keenly aware of the color of her lipstick and the suddenly vivid memory of how her lips felt on mine.


No, now wasn’t the time to get swept up just because my ex showed up when I was on death’s door. But it had been so long since anyone looked at me like that… if this wasn’t the time to get swept up, when was?


I delayed the notion with a question. “What’s the second reason?”


Remi sighed softly, a sound of resignation. “To take you back to Arcadia Commons.”














Chapter 2


A Matter of Trust


I jerked back from Remi. “Very funny. Try again.”


“I’m not joking, McKenna. That’s why I’m here.”


“Why would you even—I can’t—I’m not going anywhere near that town again and you know it!”


“No need for dramatics. It’s been ten years. I know you miss your friends and your family—whom I noticed you didn’t ask about, by the way. One little visit, a week, seven short days. Why not?”


“You know why not!” I snapped. “Sorry you wasted your time, Remiel, but the answer is no.”


She sighed again. “I knew you’d say that.”


“Yeah, well, it’s not my fault you decided to waste your time.” A beat passed and realization hit, my eyes snapping back to her. “No. No, you wouldn’t.”


“As you’ve no doubt realized, my asking is purely a formality, McKenna. You still owe me for your escape plan ten years ago. And that debt has come due.”


“I am not going.” My hands clenched. “And you can’t make me. You won’t.”


“Won’t I?”


“You promised, Remi,” I rasped. I knew I sounded desperate, and I hated it. “When you got this power—when I helped you get it, intentionally or not—you promised you would never use it against me.”


Remi didn’t blink as she met my glare, her face no longer open but occluded. “You knew one day I would come to collect. And you had to know that odds were you wouldn’t like it when I did.”


My jaw tightened as my heart began to race and my stomach to twist. I started to speak, but she held up a finger.


“You’re about to threaten to banish me, but as we’ve discussed, you can’t. You’re trying to run the logistics, weigh the consequences. But it’s been a long time since you played the role of the demon’s witch.” She leaned in close, her voice an edged whisper that I could hear perfectly, as if she were speaking aloud my own thoughts. “I doubt you’d get off the spell against someone like me before I whisked us both out of here. It doesn’t come to you quite like that anymore, does it?” She snapped her fingers. “You can’t act that fast, not with those chains you’ve put around yourself. Even if you could, you couldn’t control it like you used to. You might remember all the words, all the runes, but your reactions are dulled from disuse. Tsk-tsk.” I could swear I saw flames flickering in her eyes as they broke away from mine to wander over my face, my body, a gaze that was intimate and alien at once. They landed on my wrists, and she clasped her fingers around one and lifted it. Her warm fingers slid along the inside of my wrist and the delicate lines of the tattoos.


“An impressive artistic endeavor, but I can’t say I approve of their purpose, darling,” Remi said as she admired them, her fingertip lazily circling one of the charms.


I yanked my hand out of her grasp.


“Don’t. Call. Me. That.”


Spinning on my heel, wanting Remiel’s eyes off me, I stalked to the table, picked up my glass, and drained it as anger filled me. Anger at Remiel, at her request, her assessment. But most of it, older and more familiar, was for myself.


“Why would you make me go back there?” I asked, my back to her. “It completely negates the deal I made. It puts everyone in danger. It puts me in danger.”


“Not precisely. You bargained for a new identity, untraceable, somewhere far away from Arcadia. I gave you all of those things. Your cover is still secure, none are the wiser, and none of them need to be. What sort of profile you keep once you’re there is up to you. Hole up in Motel Six for a week if you like, enjoy the basic cable and the snack machine. All I require of you is that you return to your hometown for one week, starting in one hour.”


“One hour!” I sputtered, spinning to face her again. “Even if I left right this second, I wouldn’t be there by then!” Much like Fae, demons were damn picky about the details of their deals, and breaking one was never a pleasant experience.


She waved away my worries with a delicate hand. “Please. As if I would make you suffer through customs and a transatlantic flight. Pack a bag and we’ll travel my way.”


She was serious. This wasn’t hypothetical, this wasn’t a joke, and she wasn’t trying to convince me. She was going to make me. Fear gripped me, fresher than it had been in years, as I tried to wrap my head around the idea of setting foot in Arcadia Commons.


“Remi… don’t do this. Please,” I pleaded, trying another tactic.


She looked at me with sympathy this time. Well, almost. “McKenna. I don’t want to force you. But we both know I can, and if I must, I’m afraid I will insist. I would never ask of you something you could not handle.”


“Clearly a lie. I can’t go back there, not… not after what happened…”


“McKenna,” she said in a soft voice, bending her head to catch my eyes. “I know what you’re thinking. But that was ten years ago and Arcadia’s been nothing but quiet ever since. Don’t let fear of the past stop you.”


“If it’s been quiet, then that means I made the right decision,” I replied firmly, straightening up and turning away. I heard her sigh.


“McKenna.” She said my name for a third time as she stepped around to stand in front of me again. “I trust you. I always have. I trust your abilities and your limits. Your moral compass,” she added with a smirk. “We all know it’s better than mine. Hell, it’s been guiding me since we met, and I mean that. You asked me to help you run, even when I didn’t want to, and I trusted your decision then. Now it’s my turn. Please—will you trust me?” she asked, lifting a hand in supplication. Her voice was softer now, her gaze plain, the smirk gone, no fire in her eyes and no suggestions, either. “You used to. Even when things were at their worst.” A melancholy smile. “Fact.”


Fact. I hadn’t heard that one in a very long time. Not since we’d been together.


“I’m not going to lose you. I won’t lose you.” I cupped her face in my hands, meeting her eyes. “Life, death, or demons, nothing is taking you away from me, Remi. You and me, we’re a team. We’re a fact.”


“Far be it from me to argue with McKenna Ellerbeck,” she said, smiling in defeat. “Fact… I like that.”


Remiel Blake would never have come here and proposed this if she weren’t going to enforce it. If I didn’t pack, she would still take me back to my tiny Massachusetts hometown, ready or not. She’d already laid bare the fact that my magic wasn’t up to the task of stopping her, even if I did break my own wards. Assuming the resulting blast didn’t bring down the building and kill her altogether, and maybe me and my neighbors, too. None of which I wanted.


The thing was… Remi might be an Archdemon, but she wasn’t wrong about trust. Mine or hers. Sure, her moral judgment was skewed by millennia of being a demon, but she’d been changing since the day we’d met, and that was what I’d believed in when it came to her. I’d heard plenty of people talk like they were on the side of the angels just to cover their own asses. I’d heard my dad talk about how much his family meant to him, only to repeatedly cheat on my mom and then walk out on us entirely. Heard the Witches Council claim to represent practitioners of all power levels, only to continue to cater to the wants and needs of the elite. Words didn’t matter if the actions weren’t there, and Remi had proven herself through actions more than once.


So why did I break up with her? Suffice to say that I hadn’t been ready to fully believe that absolute power couldn’t corrupt absolutely. Plus a heavy dose of trauma.


And then the fact that I went and fell in love with someone else.


Still, if there was one thing that I had always been able to count on with Remi, even after our actions got her unwillingly promoted and after I had a new boyfriend, it was that she had my safety and well-being at heart. If nothing else, I could trust that Remi would not do me harm. Although the same did not necessarily apply to anyone else. Remi knew everything that had happened, knew exactly why I ran away. She wouldn’t bring me back if there was a chance that would happen again.


I let out a heavy sigh. Like it or not—and I definitely did not—I was going back to Arcadia Commons.


“Fine. I’ll go.”


Remi beamed at me. “Excellent! Okay, you go clean yourself up and pack a bag. I’ll wait here while you get ready. I’ll entertain myself.” She jauntily picked up her wineglass and brought it into the sitting room to look around, leaving me staring after her before shaking my head and retreating to my room.


One week. It wouldn’t be so bad, right? Like Remi had said, all I had to do was hole up and make sure no one saw me. Then my debt would be paid and I would be free to return to my life, free from any further obligation to Remiel or anyone else. No more strings. No more favors. Life would be on my terms again.


As much as a life on the run and under a false name and the constant threat of death ever could be.


The real question was, of course, what was Remiel really up to? I had decided to trust her, but I wasn’t going to be blinded by that trust. Why did she want me to go home, and why now? If I’d stayed more informed on the goings-on back home, maybe I could answer that. But that had been one of the first lessons I’d learned: Reading news from home was too painful. Especially any news about my mom and brother. Seeing a news clip from a local station about my disappearance with the once vivacious Wendy Younger Ellerbeck looking tear-streaked and broken, holding on to my despondent-looking little brother, nearly broke me, too. I’d slammed my laptop shut and sworn off looking up anything about Arcadia Commons ever again. If the news was good, I couldn’t share in it, and if it was bad, I couldn’t do anything about it. I had always been a doer, a planner, and yes, fine, kind of a control freak. Removing myself from the equation had been harder than I anticipated.


So I stopped torturing myself. I stopped reading, stopped watching, stopped myself from wanting to jump back into a life I could never return to. Eventually, it got easier. There was never a day when I didn’t wonder about home and my family and friends, but not knowing became familiar. Whatever awaited me there, I would have to find out when I arrived, and try to figure out what Remiel’s real plan was.


After a quick shower, I threw on jeans and a clean blouse and pulled my damp hair into a braid before I started packing my clothes, keeping comfort in mind. My laptop went in, a few books, and some bathroom products. I threw in some sneakers to have a second pair of shoes.


“All right, I’m packed,” I said, heading back into the living room. To my surprise, Remiel handed me a mug of coffee as I set my bag down.


“I didn’t see any sugar or cream,” Remi said.


“I take it black now,” I replied. “Why do I need coffee if I’m planning on crashing once we get there?”


“You never know. You might decide you want to stay up and take a spin around the old neighborhood,” she said with an enigmatic smile.


I narrowed my eyes. “What are you getting at?”


“Just drink the coffee.” Warily, I sipped. “That’s a nice French press, by the way. Or do they just call it a press here?”


“Ha ha.”


Remi eyed the packed gym bag at my feet. “That seems a little… light. Sure you’re not forgetting anything?”


“It’s everything I need to sit in a motel room for a week and keep from being bored out of my mind.”


Remiel shrugged with a faux-innocent look on her face. “No garment bag? Dress shoes in case you go somewhere nice? Jewelry, makeup? Maybe that grimoire under your bed?”


“You snooped around my room? Dammit, Remi,” I cursed. “That is not okay. I don’t care if you’re an Archdemon and I owe you.”


“You took your time getting ready, darling. I got bored.” Remi shrugged again as I scowled at her.


“Stop calling me that.”


“Sorry, sorry. Old habits.” She didn’t sound sorry. “Seriously, though, you should pack it, and some nicer clothes.”


“What exactly is going on in Arcadia Commons that you aren’t telling me?” I asked. “Why would I bring that grimoire, of all things, back to that town? …Are my mom and my brother okay?”


“I’m just suggesting you be prepared in case you decide not to sit around shunning the light of day for the next week. Come on, you used to pack more than this for a quick weekend trip to the city.” Her smile became flirtatious again, and her eyes gleamed with a familiar heat. “Granted, most of what you packed for that trip didn’t take up much space…”


I made a quick exit back to my room before she could see me flush. Remi clearly wasn’t about to share further information, and I no longer knew how to deal with her looking at me like that.


I eyed my closet’s contents. My wardrobe wasn’t as extensive as it had been back in high school. I grew up in the middle class, and clothing was one of the luxuries I used to indulge in. Now I lived much more practically, and options were limited. I grabbed a decent little black dress and some heels to go with it and called it good.


Next, I bent to retrieve the grimoire from beneath my bed. Had Remi actually poked around down here? Nothing looked out of place, not that I could’ve said precisely where the assorted shoes and other items had been before. Maybe she’d sensed the latent power in it. Many of the spells in it were designed with harming or containing someone like her in mind, after all.


Before I could clearly see the book, I could feel it. The thing pulsed with a quiet promise of power that any witch would notice, but since this book was mine, I felt it even more keenly, wards or no. When my fingers brushed the old leather, a wave went through me: power slipping over my skin, teasing me with what lay within. I grabbed the book by the spine and pulled it out, holding it with both hands in my lap, letting the magic wash over my whole body. I couldn’t connect to that magic, but I could feel it. It was nostalgic and new, comforting and exciting all at the same time. It felt good. It felt right.


The thick tome had unevenly cut pages edged in gold, with a large handprint pressed into the leather cover. Only my hand, or my mom’s or Cameron’s, could open it. Grimoires contained the intimate details of a witch family: their magic, their history, their stories. Their secrets. They were practically living things, made from and brimming with magic that built up over time the longer a family line continued. They changed as the family did, too, growing in strength along with the bloodline.


The weird thing was that my family’s magic—which I got from my mother’s side—had always been too weak to have a grimoire. Until I made my proverbial deal with the devil.


Arcadia Commons Academy, the school I’d attended after sixth grade, was a magnet school for children of supernatural families. Though it masqueraded as a standard, exclusive private school, on its grounds, safe and hidden from the rest of the world, students could learn about the supernatural and how to use their powers as they came into them. Or didn’t, in my and my best friend Leo’s cases. It was her and her brother Lucca’s birthright to be werewolves, but even though they were twins, she never changed. And while I’d always known my family’s magic was at the meager level of hedgewitch, I had hoped for something more when I came of age. Instead, I saw my former friends and peers growing in power and turning their noses up first at me and then at Cameron. I tried to ignore it, but how they treated us infuriated me to the point that I sought out another answer.


What can I say? As teenagers are wont to do, I made a spectacularly bad decision.


The idea got into my head that a demon could give me the power I was after, and everything I learned about Forneus made him sound like the decent sort. I took advantage of my after-school job at our local library and my access to the Uncommon Collection, the secret section for supernaturals. I found the restricted books, I learned the ritual, I practiced drawing the circle until I knew it all backward and forward. I was convinced I had everything under control. I ventured outside Arcadia’s anti-demon barrier to perform it, and it went perfectly. Forneus showed up, I asked him to give my family more power, and he happily agreed, saying only that for as long as I had that power, I would owe him loyalty. It seemed so innocent—why wouldn’t I want to help the creature that had helped me? We had a Bargain. I didn’t realize until too late it also meant he owned my soul and, when and if he wanted it, my body.


Of course, once I figured it out, I took steps to fix that problem, too. Fixed it with a magic demon-slaying sword in Forneus’s back, a plan that almost got me and all my friends killed, and inadvertently made Remi his successor in a moment that still cropped up in my nightmares.


The sword glowed a brilliant white as Forneus, black blood pouring from his wound, screamed. The inhuman sound shook the air and shattered the floor beneath him.


Within that light, a cloud of impenetrable darkness hung, the Archdemon stripped to his barest form, before the explosion of power threw us all to the ground. I heard his voice one last time, all around me, yet so close it was an unwelcome whisper in my ear:


“Remiel, I crown thee.”


Thanks to my friends and no small amount of luck, we survived. To everyone’s surprise, my family’s magic remained, along with the partially filled grimoire that had appeared the night I made my Bargain.


Remi told me once that demons couldn’t create something from nothing. Which meant that somehow, that magic did in fact belong to us. I still didn’t know why it had dwindled for generations, though I suspected the missing grimoire had something to do with it, but post-Bargain, we were powerful banishers and summoners, especially when it came to demons. My mom and brother would’ve become less powerful without the grimoire close by, and that was a big part of why I took it with me when I left. They were safer that way. Safer without this power, safer without me.


As I sat holding the book, I realized Remi’s flirtation had been a distraction that I’d played right into. In my eagerness to escape the conversation, I’d sought out the book. Now that I had it in my hands, with its whisper of spells and magic, I didn’t want to put it back. Not now that I was remembering the feel of magic on my skin and in my blood…


Before the thought could tempt me further, I shoved the grimoire in the bag. It was a good thing I didn’t need to take a flight. People surely would’ve stared at me for fondling an old book filled with Latin and arcane symbols. I headed back out to the living room.


“Okay. Grimoire, black dress, heels, are you satisfied?” I asked.


Remi was flipping through a French magazine now. “European Cosmo really is the superior publication,” she said without looking up.


“Don’t be crass.”


She grinned crookedly at me. “As if you don’t get something out of it, too.”


I rolled my eyes. “Do you want to look at my internet history before we go, too?”


Remi’s grin broadened, and she tossed the magazine down. “Now, there’s a tempting offer.” I gave the demon a dark look, and Remi held up her hands. “All right, all right. You’re in a rush, so be it. Last call on the coffee before we go.”


I considered that, then took a large gulp of the warm, dark liquid. Carrying the mug to the sink, I reclaimed the anti-magic elixir kit from the kitchen table on my way back. “Sufficiently caffeinated. Let’s get this over with.”


Remi nodded, picked up the duffel bag and slung it on her shoulder, then grabbed me around the waist and pulled me close against her body. Once again, we were nearly eye-to-eye. The scent of fire along with a nice perfume surrounded Remiel. For a moment, the demoness was still, a solid presence, her arm and her warmth sensations I had known so well in another lifetime. For a moment, Remi looked at me like she still loved me, and I wasn’t sure if she might try to kiss me. I wasn’t sure what I would do if she did.


But only for a moment. “Hold on tight, darling.” Darkness enveloped us, and the world was ripped away.














Chapter 3


A Grand Entrance


My lungs were burning when we popped back out of the darkness. I grabbed the nearest wall and sucked in lungfuls of air.


Remi cocked an eyebrow at me. “You didn’t remember to hold your breath?”


“It’s been a while,” I gasped after a few moments. Looking up, I did not see anything resembling a forgettable, carbon-copy, find-it-anywhere cheap motel. No, instead I saw a simple but nicely appointed room with the words WELCOME TO THE ARCADIA COMMONS GRAND HOTEL painted in fancy script on the wall across from me in several different languages.


I glared at her. “Tell me this is a hilarious joke I’m just not laughing at, and that you did not bring me to the portal room of the Lemaires’ fucking luxury hotel.” Being a hotel in a supernatural-heavy town and run by a family of portal witches, it and all Lemaire properties boasted rooms specially designed for portaling in and out via magic.


“Please, like I’d put you up anywhere but the best,” Remi said, straightening her jacket. “Before you fret and give yourself premature wrinkles, relax, it’s under your pseudonym, Miss Kendra Moureau.” It was the name I’d used ever since leaving Arcadia, the identity she’d helped me establish when we made our deal.


She went to take my arm, but I yanked it away. “I can’t be here! Someone is going to recognize me.”


“Would that really be so bad?” Remi replied.


“If someone finds out who I am due to your negligence, that’s a broken deal on your end, Remi. You know, I’ve always wondered what happens if the demon’s the one who breaks the deal.”


Remi pouted at me. “You’re no fun. I suppose I could disguise you. But it can’t come for free, McKenna.”


“Seriously?”


She shrugged. “You could do it yourself. You just refuse to.”


I heard muffled voices from outside the room. Was someone coming in here?


“I hate when you do this. How much?”


“Not much. A small favor.”


“Fine. Just do it, now.”


“My pleasure.” Remi reached into her pocket and pulled out a necklace with a charm made from a black knight chess piece. One I hadn’t worn in years and would’ve sworn was sitting on my dresser back in Paris. She’d given it to me for my seventeenth birthday. When we were still together, before we’d killed Forneus, freeing me and making her his successor.


“A black knight?”


“Because you’re no one’s pawn, darling, and we all know you don’t need a white one.”


I shook off the memory. “You went through my stuff?”


“Like I said, I got bored. Now, since you’re in such a hurry?”


Remi reached up, her arms snaking about my neck as she slipped it on me, brushing my hair aside so it could settle. Her warm fingers skimmed over my collarbone, a light, teasing touch. When she lifted the charm to her lips and kissed it, her dark eyes not leaving mine, a rush of warmth like a full-body blush spread over and through me as her power settled on my skin.


A bellhop poked his head into the room. “Good evening, ladies! Welcome to the Grand. Can I help bring your things to the check-in desk?”


While I hesitated, Remi gave him a wide smile. “That would be wonderful, Seth, thank you,” she said, getting his name off the tag on his vest. She handed him my single bag. “Shall we, darling?”


With a dark look, I eschewed her arm and followed Seth to the lobby.


With marble on every surface, a chandelier of operatic proportions, and more employees like Seth in crisp uniforms that were tastefully old-fashioned, everything was luxury, down to the sparkling water offered to each guest upon check-in. The ceiling displayed an immense mosaic featuring sea gods, imposing war galleys, mermaids, and crashing waves. The art decorating the large atrium all matched the ocean theme. The Grand sat on a rise overlooking Ipswich Bay, after all, and like everything else in the tourist-loving town, it cashed in on the oceanic kitsch. Here, however, it was done with tasteful elegance and opulence.


On the far end of the lobby, an immense staircase hugged the curve of the wall and wound its way to the second-floor balcony, where cocktail tables and a bay of windows let patrons of the hotel bar, Titan, take in the view while they enjoyed their handcrafted cocktails and small plates. The main ballroom was up there as well. To the left, doors led to the four-star restaurant called Siren, with the fanciest and priciest seafood selection between here and Boston. A bank of elevators sat in an offshoot hallway between the restaurant entrance and the concierge desk.


Trailing behind Seth, I felt very exposed, as though every eye were on me and judging me, despite logically knowing that none of them were. My darting eyes landed on a boisterous group taking pictures on the stairs and suddenly I saw the place not as it was now, but as it looked ten years ago, filled with teenagers in tuxedos and fancy dresses. Senior prom. Remi hadn’t been the one on my arm that night, however. By that time, I was dating Bastien Lemaire.


Much to the dismay of Bastien’s family, their golden-boy heir apparent had fallen for the upstart young witch known for consorting and cavorting with demons. The Lemaires weren’t just your standard uber-rich white folks, either, but also one of the most prominent witch families in the eastern United States. While Bastien’s parents had always been nice enough, his grandfather, who held the most senior of the seven seats on the Witches Council, was never a big fan of mine. Not surprising, since he once tried to have the Council brand me a supernatural criminal and strip me of my magic.


As for how Bastien went from grudging ally who negotiated his aid in taking down Forneus for my confession to the Council in the first place to the next great love of my teen years, well… that was yet another long story.


Remi talked charmingly to the woman at the desk as she checked “Kendra” in. I was relieved to overhear that she had shown some restraint and wasn’t checking me into a penthouse suite. Remi had always been prone to extravagance, and she enjoyed being a scooch, as Lucca would put it. Still, housing me here was a bigger risk than either of us needed to be taking.


“All set, Miss Moureau,” Remi said, handing me a key card. “I know that look. Thinking about taking off?”


“Considering it. Why are you really putting me up here? This isn’t what I’d call keeping a low profile.”


“There’s no reason to stay in squalor. Now, are you taking that sparkling water or am I free to claim it?”


Half out of spite, I grabbed the bottle and cracked it open as we headed to the elevators. “A cheap motel is hardly squalor. I’ve lived in worse. You’re up to something, Remi.”


Remi smirked broadly. “Has it been so long that you forgot? I’m always up to something.”


We stood at the back of a chatty crowd by the elevators. The middle elevator dinged and opened; everyone shifted, parting to let the occupants off first. I stepped to the side to let them pass, and my eyes caught on a chin-length crop of copper hair that, for a split second, I thought belonged to a dead girl. My breath caught. But the figure shifted and it was revealed to be that girl’s younger brother: Tom Harwell, another local witch who’d been in my brother’s grade.


What was he doing here? Didn’t matter. Disguised or not, I didn’t want to see him.


“We’re taking the stairs,” I hissed, turning away.


“But you’ll miss getting to say hi,” Remiel said, still with that damn grin on her face. “You have a lot to catch up on, you know.”


“It’s in your interest as much as mine that no one sees or suspects me, especially not a Harwell.”


“I hardly think he’s going to suspect anything, Kendra. Unless you think he’s going to read your thoughts?”


“I’ve got telepathy wards handled, that’s not—”


“Good, because it’s too late,” she whispered, then broke into another overly friendly grin. “Tom Harwell, as I live and breathe! Aren’t you a sight to see.”


“Remi Blake.” Tom’s tenor tone greeted her with mild surprise. My gut twisted as I slowly turned to face him. He gave me a brief glance with no recognition whatsoever. Remi’s disguise was as good as her word.


“So good to see you again,” Remi said smoothly. “How have you been?”


“The usual,” Tom said. He was unexpectedly casual with her. He hadn’t looked at me at all, but my heart still hammered in my chest all the same. “Are you here for the reunion?”


“Of course,” Remi replied. That’s tonight? Here? Remi, you bitch! I struggled to keep my outward composure. “Yourself? Crashing so you can hang with the big kids?” Remi teased. Tom and my brother Cameron had been two years behind us in school.


“Something like that.” Tom’s eyes flicked to me. “I don’t think we’ve met, I’m Tom Harwell.” He held out his hand.


Remi tsk’d. “Where are my manners? Kendra Moureau,” she introduced. “My friend and plus-one for the evening.”


I swallowed and put on a smile, taking Tom’s hand. His grip was loose and mine trembling; it wasn’t a great handshake. “Nice to meet you,” I replied, doing my best to sound perfectly normal and uninteresting.


“You, too. Don’t worry, whatever she’s said, I’m no one to get nervous over,” Tom replied with a kind smile, apparently noticing I was on edge. “I’m distinctly not a big deal around here.”


That he truly had no idea who I was or what I’d done should’ve been a relief. Instead, I felt sick.


Thankfully, Tom looked at Remi again, leaving me to cower inwardly in peace. “I don’t think anyone’s expecting you to show up.”


“I wouldn’t dare miss it. But do me a favor and don’t ruin the surprise,” Remi replied, eyes twinkling.


“Don’t you usually charge for that kind of thing?” Tom asked, following us back onto the elevator. I was surprised both that he was coming with us and that he was turning the request back on her.


“Clever boy. And what would buy your silence for an hour or so?”


Tom hesitated for only a second before suggesting, “How about an hour or so of your tab at Titan?”


Remi nodded. “Done. An equivalent block of time it will be. Try not to run it up so high this time.” She held out her hand.


The elevators dinged for the mezzanine level, where the bar was located. Tom shook Remi’s hand, looking satisfied, but his smile still didn’t reach his eyes. “Pleasure doing business with you, Remi.” He tucked his hands in his pockets and headed for the bar. He looked even more like the male version of his older sister Jackie now than he had years ago, but he lacked a certain vitality that she’d always had.


I guess losing a sister will do that to you.
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After that, I was brimming with questions, but I waited until we stepped into Room 1402.


The suite was very nice: a kitchenette, a plush couch and armchair in front of a wide-screen TV, with a queen-size bed in a room that could be made private by closing the French doors. The view overlooked the bay, which was largely empty, what with it being late October. The walls were covered in a tasteful, inoffensive pattern of matte white and shiny off-white. The rest of the decor and upholstery featured bolder color choices than your standard chain hotel, and the quality was of a higher caliber, most of it in ranges of blue and green. The bed was covered in a brilliantly white comforter and more pillows than anyone had ever needed.


I dropped my backpack at the foot of the bed and pulled off my shoes before padding to the floor-to-ceiling windows along the outside wall, gazing out at the bay I’d grown up with. Just looking at it, I could smell the salt air that carried a thousand memories on it. The hotel beach curved below us, and the lights of docks and yacht clubs led both north and south along the coast. Farther inland, the average household income took a dive, but waterfront property was the prize of the elite here as in any town. My family’s home, while nothing to scoff at, was well out of view from here, on a cul-de-sac called Fox Hill Road, where it had sat for generations.


“A sight for sore eyes, I hope?” Remi stepped up next to me.


“A lot of memories out there,” I said, looking out at the water as it peacefully lapped the shore. After the night I’d had, it was pleasantly calming.


“Mmm, like that time we went skinny-dipping off the boardwalk?” Remi prompted, smiling slyly.


I gave a wry chuckle. “You never change.”


“Whatever do you mean?”


“Still the incorrigible flirt.” I turned away from the window and began to pull a few necessities from my bag. “I didn’t agree to go to the reunion.”


Remi sat on the bed, leaning back on her hands. “Oh, come on. It’s right downstairs, filled with friends you haven’t seen in a decade. How could you say no?”


“Because I don’t want to see any of them.”


Remi gave me a look. “Lies do not become you, McKenna.”


“What? It’s true.” I tossed my black dress on the bed—now I knew why she’d insisted I bring it—and pulled out my pajamas and toothbrush.


“No, it’s not true. What you don’t want is for them to see you,” the demoness emphasized. I pressed my lips together, trying to ignore her. It was, as always, not easy. “See? I knew it. But here’s the brilliant thing, darl—McKenna. None of them will see you, they’ll only see Kendra.” She gestured to the mirror on the closet door; I paused to see exactly what my disguise looked like.


My hair was dirty blond, my eyes bright blue, my nose rounder, my figure more filled out, though my height was unchanged. The necklace that was holding the illusion appeared to be a small, simple diamond pendant, though my other clothes remained the same, as did the bandage on my right hand. I pulled up my sleeve and noticed that my tattoos were still visible. And while the old scar in the middle of my left palm was not, I could still feel it when I rubbed my thumb across it. Remi’s work was purely visual, but it was good to know that my wards were good enough to be unaffected. “While Kendra may be lovely—she is my handiwork after all—she’s got nothing on the real deal,” Remi went on, her eyes lingering on me.


I reached back and undid the necklace; the illusion fell away and I saw myself again. Tired, pale, still too thin and strung-out looking. I sure didn’t feel lovely.


“The enchantment will remain on the necklace for the rest of the week, in case you were thinking that taking it off now would be the end of it.”


I scowled. “And what do I owe you for it?”


Remi waved it off. “We’ll figure it out later. Now, are you going to put on that little black dress or what?”


“I’m not going, Remi. I’m here, I’ll stay here for the week, but I’m hermiting up, exactly like I told you I would,” I reminded her. “I’m going to put on my pajamas and go to bed. I’ve got a long week of pay-per-view to rest up for.”


Remi rolled her eyes. “I forgot how stubborn you can be.”


I shrugged. “If you wanted more, you should’ve asked for it before we left.”


I crossed to the bathroom to deposit my toothbrush, shampoo, and so forth, while Remi poked around in my makeup bag. “So you’re not at all curious to see Lucca and Brooke, ask how married life is treating them? To find out how Preston Chang’s burgeoning wedding planning business is going? Ask Chris what’s new in his life? Ooh and ahh over Mariposa Perez’s big shiny engagement ring?”


I gave her an odd look as I came back in. “Who’s Preston Chang? And why would I ooh and ahh for the ultimate mean girl convincing some poor fool to marry her?”


Remi shrugged. “Harsh. Isn’t that what one does when someone gets engaged? Friend or no. As for Preston, he was still known as Nancy Chang when you knew him.”


“Oh—ohh.” Well, that was unexpected. Although, now that I thought about it, maybe not.


“Why is there a rune carved on this?” Remi asked, peering at a closed mirror compact. I snatched it out of her hands before she could open it.


“Insurance policy. Look, I’m happy for Preston and everyone except maybe whoever Mari got to propose to her, but I’m not going, so it doesn’t matter who’s who or who’s engaged or whatever,” I replied. “In fact—why are you still here?”


“You haven’t asked me to leave.”


“Easy to fix. Remiel, please show yourself out. I’ll talk to you in a week when it’s time for me to go.”


Remiel stood up from the bed, straightening her jacket and walking toward the door, in no hurry at all. “Very well. If you change your mind, you know where to find me and the rest of your classmates,” she said. “And Tom Harwell, of course. I imagine he’ll be well into his cups by the time things get going.”


That finally made me hesitate. “… How many times have you made that deal with him? The whole exchange sounded a little too familiar.”


Remi shrugged again. “Here and there. He’s a teacher now, you know, at the high school. History. And Arcadia Commons Academy might have a nice endowment, but teaching only pays so much.”


I looked down at my backpack. My grimoire was still in it, and I could swear it was whispering to me even from here. I reached down, zipping it closed and shutting it up. “I wanna say he always seemed straight and narrow, but I didn’t really know him.”


“Things change, people change,” Remi said over her shoulder from the door. “Especially when they lose someone so close to them. Well! Enjoy the room and your pay-per-view. I’ll let the staff know that my tab is open to Miss Moureau as well; room service is on me. Ta-ta!” With that, she finally let herself out.


I sank onto the bed. The quiet that followed, which had often been my companion in the last decade, was suddenly alien and unwanted and far from empty. Without Remi’s playful presence, the space filled with memories I’d held at arm’s length for so long that I’d forgotten they might still be there at all. Laughter, tears, magic, love. Pain, fear, guilt.


Secrets.


Blood on my hands.


“Dammit, Remi,” I cursed under my breath. I got up and grabbed the little black dress. I had a high school reunion to go to.
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Half an hour later, I was exiting the elevator in that black dress and heels, made up for the occasion and with my hair brushed back into a chignon. The reunion hadn’t started yet, but there were more people filling the bar area now. Some were familiar. Thankfully none were my close friends.


But I wasn’t here to mingle. I was just here to check on Tom, make sure he wasn’t drinking himself into oblivion thanks to me. This was purely to ease my conscience. And if he did have a problem… well, I wasn’t sure what I would do, but I’d deal with that if and when I had to. For now, I was merely looking in on him and escaping before the reunion started.


The fact that I was dressed up was… purely to blend in. That’s all.


The mellow piano music in the lounge stopped as I approached the bar, scanning for Tom. A moment later, a pop hit from my graduating year began playing at a louder volume, and a familiar, perky voice exclaimed, “Perfect!”


At the end of the bar, nearly looking like she’d stepped out of a time capsule, was Brooke Luppino née Bellerieve. Her beachy-blond hair hung only to her shoulder blades instead of her waist now, swaying as she moved to the music. Her skin still glowed with a perfect natural tan, and her wide green eyes were recognizable even at this distance. She was about my height in her white heels, with long legs and a lithe but curvy build, and clad in a short, swishy blue-green dress. Her look was all summer all year round, and somehow she made it work. On her left hand, she wore a set of gold rings, one glittering with a small princess-cut diamond. She offered me a friendly smile as she passed, and I returned it out of reflex.


“Are you here for the reunion?” she asked.


I blinked, surprised at being addressed. “Me?”


Brooke smiled and nodded. “I know you weren’t in our class, since I don’t recognize you and I’m excellent with faces. But you look like maybe you’re here for it. Are you someone’s date?”


I hesitated—was the bar closed for the event? If so, I’d have no chance to find Tom. I forced a smile and cleared my throat. “Yes. I’m here with Remi Blake.”


Brooke’s blond eyebrows went up. “Oh! Really? I didn’t know she was bringing anyone. Actually, I didn’t even know she was coming! Well, I’m Brooke Luppino, it’s nice to meet you,” she replied, offering her hand.


I shook it; it was very odd introducing myself as though for the first time to someone I’d known so well. “… Kendra Moureau. Nice to meet you, too.”


“Come on, let’s get you a name tag,” she said, hooking my arm with hers and leading me back to the sign-in table. My feet stuck to the floor for a second before I stumbled to keep up. My skin felt alien and ill fitting, like it wasn’t mine at all, like I wasn’t in it but witnessing this moment from outside my body. Seeing Remi was one thing, running across Tom was another, but this was jarringly foreign and familiar all at once. The first day I’d met her, in eighth grade, we’d walked together just like this.
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Sixteen years ago


“That’s the new girl, right? Brooke Bellerieve?” Lucca asked me at our lunch table.


At the end of the lunch line, a blond-haired, green-eyed girl looked around nervously.


“Yeah, that’s her. Moved here from New Orleans, she’s like a… third or fourth cousin to Dorian Bellerieve,” I replied.


“New Orleans? Why’d she move up here?” he asked.


“The Bellerieves split off a long time ago, half the family moved down south and half stayed here,” I explained. Witch 101: Know your family trees. “I guess everyone but her died when Hurricane Dalia hit this summer. So now she’s living with Dorian and his mom.”


“That’s awful! No wonder she looks terrified. C’mon, let’s invite her to sit with us,” Leo suggested.


“Sure, sounds—oh, no.” I made a face. “Looks like Mari’s claiming her.”


Mariposa Perez, flanked by some of her other adept-level witch friends, approached the girl. “Brooke, right? I’m Mari Perez, nice to meet you.”


“Thanks! Yeah, that’s me,” Brooke said, smiling at her.


“I wanted to ask you to sit with us—” Brooke’s face brightened with hope. “—but then I heard this awful rumor that you’re just a hedger water witch whose family drowned. So I just had to ask, because, I mean, that can’t be true, right?”


Brooke froze, speechless, tears gathering in her eyes at Mari’s mocking. Leo and I looked at each other and, without a word, stood up and swooped over.


“Hey Brooke. I’m Leo, this is McKenna,” Leo said, linking arms with the new girl.


I linked up on her other side and smiled at her, ignoring Mari. “And now that you’ve met the worst Arcadia has to offer, how’d you like to meet the best?”


“Y-yeah. I’d like that. Thanks.” Brooke sniffed but smiled gratefully. Without another word or ever looking at Mari and company, the three of us walked back to our table together.
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Leo and I had always been each other’s ride-or-die, but once Brooke arrived, we were basically a trio. Now here Brooke was, taking in a supposed stray the same way, looking precisely as happy and bubbly as ever. Meanwhile the dissonance of my night—of my life—was making my head throb.


“So are you a friend or a girlfriend? Or a… co-worker?” The word practically winked at me.


“A-a friend,” I stammered.


“Oh.” Brooke sounded disappointed. “How did you meet, then?” she asked as we reached the table. She handed me a HI MY NAME IS sticker and gestured to the array of colorful Sharpies. I took a purple one and wrote KENDRA on it.


“Through mutual friends.”


“Oh, you should write I’M WITH REMI on there. That’s what I’m having the plus-ones do,” she helpfully suggested.


Won’t Remi love that. I scribbled the line below my name. “So, what have you been up to since graduation?” Nope, too familiar. “I mean—what do you do?”


“I’m an aesthetician and massage therapist at Pasithea—you might’ve seen our card in your room?” she asked. “It’s the hotel spa. Just down the hall from the pool on the first floor. You should check us out while you’re here!”


“Sure, maybe,” I replied. That was surprising—she’d always wanted to go into medicine back in high school. Then again, it wasn’t exactly like I’d gone into my intended field, either. “You must be pretty busy with people in town for the reunion.”


“We are. We still have some availability, though. Next weekend is when we’re really busy, since my manager is getting married. I’m the maid of honor!” She beamed.


“Congratulations. I’ll keep that in mind if I make an appointment.” I pressed on my name tag, very much wanting to get away from this conversation, and forced another smile. “And now that I am properly labeled, I think I’ll get myself a drink.”


“Sure—find me later, we’ll talk!”


I was grateful to slip away before Brooke could launch into a series of twenty more questions or start going on about wedding minutiae. We had lovingly teased her with the nickname Babbling Brooke for a reason. I took a deep breath, shoving that whole interaction into a box labeled THE PAST: DO NOT OPEN in my brain, and scanned the bar for Tom. He was at the far end, with several empty seats next to him. I strode over and took one, leaving a chair between us.
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