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CHAPTER ONE







“WHAT ARE YOU wearing?” Lev Belial swept my ensemble from head to toe, his expression unreadable.

I glared at him. “We’ve been through this. You were going to stop giving me your unwanted opinions on my clothes. If I want to hear you tell me I look like shit, I’ll ask. And, spoiler alert? Pretty much never going to want to hear that.”

I was leaning against the wall in the Black Circle house on the campus of Hellespointe Academy. We were smack dab in the middle of a party. It was Friday night and there was always a party on Friday night, usually here at the house. Occasionally, we members of the Circle deigned to visit some other building on campus or even went to a house party in town. Tonight, however, we were here.

“But you don’t look like shit,” said Lev, shaking his head slowly. “You look great.”

I pursed my lips. “Not really digging your sarcasm either.” 

His eyes widened. “I’m not being sarcastic. Really. You look awesome.” He cocked his head to one side. “Did you dress yourself?”

I threw up my hands. “And there’s the insult I was waiting for.”

“It’s not an insult,” said Lev, looking huffy. “Come on, it was a compliment.”

“Mmm,” I muttered, resting my head against the wall and studying the ceiling. I really didn’t like these parties. I felt like I spent half my life at parties. I’d been a member of the Black Circle for approximately one month, and I still didn’t have the hang of living a life of debauchery.

“You should wear green more often,” Lev said. “That shade is really nice on you.”

I sighed, turning my gaze back to him. “You look good too.”

Lev brightened. “You like?” He twirled. “I gave myself a makeover.”

I had to laugh. When I’d met Lev, he’d been all spiky hair and eyeliner and earrings. I’d call his previous look goth chic, but today, he looked different. “You’re very, um, Mr. Darcy.”

“Ooh, Mr. Darcy, I like.” Lev winked at me. He was wearing a blue satin waistcoat over a white shirt with flowing arms. On someone else, he’d probably look like he was going to a costume party, but Lev pulled it off. I had to hand it to him. He was a true fashionista. I should probably take his advice more often about what to wear, but I was stubborn. Mostly because of the way he was such a dick about demanding that I change clothes.

“So, makeover? This means that you’re going to dress like this more often?” I said.

“Definitely.” He tapped his chin. “Especially since, I have to say, my social life has totally improved since you got tapped for the Circle. You, on the other hand, are still such a loner, Suther.”

I groaned. “Oh, don’t say that. That means I’m going to have to mingle.” I wasn’t really and truly a part of the Circle. I was undercover, working the demonborn resistance movement to infiltrate the ruling body of the occultist community and topple all its institutions. 

Lev was my friend, and when I’d met him, I’d told him all my secrets. But then he got his memory wiped, and I hadn’t re-filled him in on all the gritty details. We remained friends, but he didn’t know that I was undercover and he didn’t know about Phist, either. 

Phist was also undercover. He was demonborn. I was pretending to be his girlfriend. Also, I was laced to Phist, which meant that I could do magic by pulling from his power. And that if I ever became unlaced, I would die.

“It’s like this is your workplace, and being popular is your job and shit,” said Lev, laughing.

“Yes, thank you, Heather,” I said. I pushed off from the wall and squared my shoulders. “I can’t believe you’ve seen that movie. It came out before we were born, and I thought you didn’t watch movies that old.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I saw someone say that on some YouTube mix of scenes from various teen movies.”

“Right,” I said. “Of course you don’t.”

Just then, I caught sight of Ryan Legion across the room. He was blond and muscled and super pretty, like all the boys in the Circle. He was also gay and in denial about it. He was violently homophobic and then hooked up with Lev on the down low. It wasn’t cool at all, but it did work to my advantage.

Ryan beckoned at me.

I smiled. “I’ve been summoned.”

“Oh, no, Suther,” said Lev, making a face. “I thought we talked about this.”

“Did we?” I said, sighing.

“Yes.”

“Lev, it doesn’t mean anything, come on.”

“You have Phist. What do you need with Ryan?” said Lev.

The thing about having a boyfriend in the Circle was that it wasn’t like a regular relationship in the regular world. People in the Circle were not real big on monogamy and faithfulness, so having Phist as a boyfriend did not protect me from the advances of the other guys, who were all up in my business all the time. Apparently, the other girls in the Circle were fine sleeping around.

My sister Enid had been undercover in the Circle before me, and her hesitancy to spread her legs had worked against her. I was supposed to be game for anything.

I was.

I really was.

If it came down to it, sure, I could sleep with one of the guys. All of the guys. Whatever. My experience with sex was mostly lying on my back and staring at the car ceiling, so it wasn’t varied or exciting, but I hadn’t found the act difficult. 

But this thing with Ryan, it made it easier for me, and it was good for him too.

“I’m just doing Ryan a favor,” I said. “I thought you’d be glad that he was with me instead of actually hooking up with other girls. I’m your bestie, Lev.”

“Which is why you should not be going to sit on Ryan’s lap,” Lev muttered.

“We don’t do anything,” I said. It was true. Typically, at one of these parties, Ryan and I would hang all over each other for a while before disappearing as though we were going to get it on, and then I got a break and he could do whatever he wanted, which was usually Lev. “If you want to be mad at someone, be mad at your closeted jackass of a non-boyfriend.”

“Don’t call him names,” muttered Lev.

Ryan beckoned again.

“Tootles,” I said, heading across the room to meet up with him.

Lev just shook his head at me, looking disgusted.

This Ryan thing had started a few weeks ago at a party. I’d latched onto him to avoid the attentions of Tyler Jinn, who’d been giving me a shoulder rub because he said I looked “tense.” I jumped across the room and wrapped both arms around Ryan’s arm and grinned up at him.

He had been pretty startled, but I’d winked at him, and he’d gone with it. In a way, Ryan was undercover too.

Later, Ryan had pulled me into the hallway, away from prying eyes and whispered at me furiously. “What the hell? You’ve seen me with Lev. You know.”

“And your secret’s safe with me if you keep me away from Tyler and Oliver,” I said. 

He raised his eyebrows at me. “Why?”

“I just don’t feel like being poked and prodded from all angles, anything wrong with that?”

“So, say so,” said Ryan.

“I hear Enid did that,” I said. “After what my sister did, I’m on thin ice here. I can’t rock the boat.” My sister had been discovered as working with the demonborn resistance and she’d died because of it. I had a fine line to walk if I didn’t want to be found out as well.

Ryan nodded. “Okay, I guess I get it.”

“It’s good for you too,” I said.

He smiled. “It is. Thanks. I guess we can help each other out.”

Now, I made my way across the room to him, my mouth curved into a wicked little smile, as if I was prepared to do all sorts of naughty things with him.

But I never made it there. As I walked by the kitchen, someone grabbed me by the arm and tugged me through the doorway.










CHAPTER TWO



PHIST PUSHED ME into the wall next to the refrigerator, pressing the length of his hard body against mine. His lips were at my ear, and his voice was low and gravelly. “What are you wearing?”

I giggled, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Oh, do you like it? Lev approves too, so it’s my best outfit ever.”

Phist plucked at the fabric. “Is this supposed to be a shirt? Where’s the rest of it?”

I raised my eyebrows at him. “Seriously? Did you just actually say that?”

Phist sighed, backing away from me. As usual, my breath caught in my throat at the sight of him. He was all broad angles and swells. His chest was V-shaped, lean and powerful. He had long dark hair, which hung to his shoulders, and thick, thick black eyelashes. 

I licked my lips.

He looked me over, his gaze settling on the place where my shirt dipped low in the middle of my chest. I actually had cleavage now. 

Since I’d laced to Phist, I no longer had to use every spare ounce of energy to power my magic, so I’d gained a little weight, and it had all gone to my boobs. I couldn’t even figure how I’d gotten that lucky. When does that even happen, right?

But all things considered, I’d had a pretty shitty time of it lately, what with my sister dying and everything, so maybe the universe owed me something. 

“Your mini-shirt is distracting,” Phist told my chest.

“I’m dressed like all the other girls,” I said.

Ryan appeared in the doorway. “What the hell, Suther?” Then he saw Phist. “Oh.”

Phist rounded on him. “What? You have plans with my girlfriend?”

“No,” said Ryan, backing away. “Definitely don’t have… I’m just going to go over here.” He pointed.

“Do that,” said Phist, glowering at the other guy. “Go over there and stay over there. Stay away from her.”

I folded my arms over my chest. What the hell?

Ryan gave Phist a mock-salute. “Fine. Whatever. But, dude, you don’t own her, you know?”

Phist clenched his hands into fists.

Ryan backed up, hands up in surrender. He left the kitchen.

Phist turned his penetrating stare back on me. “You and Ryan, huh? I hear you two have been busy.”

“What do you care?” I muttered.

“I’m supposed to be your boyfriend,” he said. “You’re making me look like a—”

“I thought pair-bonding wasn’t really a thing in the Circle,” I said. “Tess was with Abbadon, but he didn’t care if she—”

“Well, that was Abbadon,” said Phist. 

“You made a lot of noise about Enid’s panty rule, so—”

“I didn’t mean that you should come into the Circle and slut it up with anyone who looked at you sideways.”

I sputtered. “What the hell?”

He jammed his hands into his pockets. “Sorry, I… can I take that back? I didn’t mean to call you…”

“You better take it back,” I said. “I’m just trying to fit in.” 

He looked down at his shoes. “You’re probably right. It’s better if you seem willing.” 

“Okay, then,” I said. “Are we done here?”

He closed the distance between us. “It’s only… if it’s not a big deal to you, then why haven’t you…?”

“Why haven’t I what?” Damn, why did I sound all breathless? Phist had this stupid tendency to render me this way. He was attractive and everything, but I also hated his guts. 

I mean, I also kind of respected him, what with the way he’d masterfully worked his way into the Circle from nowhere and how well he maintained his cover and everything he was giving to the cause and all. But mostly, I hated him. Loathed him.

He kissed me suddenly, his arm was sliding behind my back and pressing me against him like he did own me after all, and I opened my mouth to him and melted against him, turning into hot liquid fuzziness. 

These kisses between us didn’t happen often, and they were only to keep up our cover, but I looked forward to them. I thought about them sometimes at night before I went to sleep, and I got all warm and tight and itchy.

His mouth moved down to my jaw.

I gasped.

His lips on my throat.

My body was alight with thrills, every part of me lit up. 

“Why not with me, then?” His voice was a rasp.

“With you?” I didn’t even understand what he’d said. He’d made noises with his mouth, were they words? Kiss me again, Phist. Put your hands on me.

He pulled away from me and gazed directly into my eyes, his expression hard. “Why with Ryan and not me?”

“Well… you don’t like me,” I said.

“Right,” he said. He struggled to get a breath and he tore his gaze away from mine. “I don’t like you.” He backed away.

I tried to stand up straight, but I was still affected from the kiss. I clutched the refrigerator.

He put his back to me. Without another glance at me, he stalked out of the kitchen.

Oh, hell. I shut my eyes. I was going to need a minute before my legs worked again.




TESS CROWLEY HELD her blond hair above her head. “Up or down?”

“Um…?” I shrugged. “Down?” I wasn’t sure why Tess cared. It was Saturday afternoon, and almost everyone had just woken up. I hadn’t been drinking too much the night before, so I’d been awake earlier than everyone else, but I didn’t like to advertise that fact. 

I pretended to drink at the parties. I didn’t trust my ability to hold up my cover if I was inebriated, so I would dump drinks out in the sink when I went to the bathroom and that kind of thing. Then, in the morning, I laid in bed until at least 11:00, my stomach growling, because I didn’t want it to look as though I wasn’t as hungover as everyone else.

The members of the Circle had been summoned to the living room of the house, which was still trashed from the previous night’s festivities. The others were sprawled on couches and chairs, ignoring the beer bottles, empty plastic cups, and overflowing ashtrays on all the tables in the room.

Tess and I were sitting on a couch together. 

She got a compact mirror out of her purse and surveyed herself. “Yeah, definitely down.” She fumbled for some lip gloss and applied that.

“Hot for teacher?” said Gina Namaah, sitting down on the chair next to our couch. We’d been summoned here by Dr. Paimon, who was the new faculty advisor for the Black Circle. The previous advisor had been Dr. Abbadon, but he was dead now.

I’d killed him. It had been an accident, but I wasn’t sorry he was dead. He had not been a nice person.

“Shut up,” said Tess, still looking at herself in the mirror.

Gina laughed. She winked at me. 

Was that why Tess was making such a thing of this? She was into Dr. Paimon?

I considered. Dr. Paimon wasn’t unattractive, but he wasn’t nearly as young or hot as Abbadon had been. 

At that moment, Paimon came into the room. He was in casual clothes instead of a suit, which was what I usually saw him wearing, and that made him look younger and hotter, admittedly.

The guys in the Circle were all dogs. Since the only socially acceptable guys for girls in the Circle to date were other guys in the Circle, I guessed I could see why Tess wanted to look elsewhere. Another guy our age would have been beneath her. Maybe teachers were the whole of her dating pool.

“Is everyone here?” said Paimon, looking out at us.

At that moment, Phist sauntered into the room. His gaze swept over us and then settled on me. He stalked towards me, a grim expression on his face.

I squirmed.

He stopped in front of the couch, glaring down at me. “Scoot over.”

I looked at Tess, who had put away her makeup and was beaming at Paimon. Yup, she was hot for teacher, all right.

I scooted, but Tess didn’t notice.

Phist sat down next to me, draping an arm over my shoulder.

I squirmed under that too. His arm was heavy. He was all pressed against me, and he was warm. He smelled like cigarettes and leather and something else that I could only identify as Phist smell. I liked it more than I wanted to admit to anyone.

I bit down on the inside of my cheek.

Don’t think about Phist, I told myself. Which was totally easy when he was all I could feel or smell. Easy as pie.

Phist squeezed my shoulder. “You okay?” he asked without looking at me.

“Just a little hungover,” I said tightly.

He smirked.

“Okay, that’s everyone, then,” said Paimon. “Great.”

Phist surveyed the other man. “You know, Saturdays aren’t a great day for us.”

Paimon folded his arms over his chest. “No?”

“No,” said Phist. “Might I suggest that a weekday, maybe Monday afternoon, would be a better fit for any other Circle meetings?”

“You can sure suggest that,” said Paimon. “I’ll think about it. But,” and now he turned to include all of us, “however things were before, under Dr. Abbadon, they can’t continue that way. You should know that the Acclasia isn’t the least bit pleased with what happened, especially considering that the human women that Abbadon was taking care of and their progeny were all lost.” Paimon turned back to Phist. “Your fault, if I’m not mistaken?”

Phist shrugged. “I did what I had to. Imagine how much more damage Grayson Diablo would have done to us all if I hadn’t.”

That was all bullshit, of course. Phist and I had made it up to cover up what had actually happened, which was that I had killed Abbadon and Grayson. 

“Um,” said Gina. “It wasn’t actually Grayson.”

“True,” said Phist. “It was a demonborn posing as Grayson, using magic to assume his form.”

“Be that as it may,” said Paimon, “what happened wasn’t good for the Acclasia or the Circle. And rather than allow college students to handle anything as important as the new crop of women that will be impregnated, the Acclasia has decided to give someone else the responsibility.”

Huh. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or not. On the one hand, there was no way I could participate in the process of turning human women into incubators for demonborn who were being born into slavery. I was glad that I wouldn’t be faced with weighing the women against my cover. 

On the other hand, now I had no ability to help those women, and they would be hurt regardless.

It was frustrating, being under cover like this. We had to do things that we abhorred, all to preserve our position in the Circle. I hated it already, and it had only been a month.

No one else reacted.

Paimon looked disgusted with us. “What’s wrong with you? Are you all idiots? Do you understand what’s happened? You’ve been demoted. All of you. And I, as your new advisor, am paying the price for your previous idiocy.”

“Well, it was all Phist’s fault,” muttered Ryan.

Phist sat forward. “You got something to say, Legion?”

Paimon rolled his eyes. “As interesting as your petty little conflicts must be to you, I would request we move on. To further our humiliation, we have been given a different task. We are in charge of preparations for the Horn Party this year.”

I had heard of the Horn Party before. I was pretty sure it was the occultist community’s Homecoming or something. I didn’t understand it exactly. I knew we didn’t have a football team, so there weren’t any sports involved.

When it came to sports, occultists liked to skip the pleasantries and actually beat each other up. The fights were as close as it got to football.

“Preparations?” said Phist.

“Yes,” said Paimon. “We are demeaned with the task of setting up tents and tables and decorating and hiring a band. We, the Black Circle, have become nothing more than hired labor.”

“Way to go, Phist,” said Oliver, giving Phist a nasty look.

Tess raised her hand.

“It’s not necessary to raise your hand,” said Paimon. “Just speak.”

“Oh, okay,” said Tess, grinning at him. “I, um, I just wanted to say that I am willing to help out in any way necessary.”

“Excellent,” said Paimon dryly. 

“So,” said Tyler thoughtfully. “Does this mean we’ll be in charge of the booze, too?”

“Yes,” said Paimon.

“Cool,” said Tyler.




BANKS THORN HELD up the marshmallow-flavored vodka bottle. “Shots?” She was sitting on the floor with her back against the bed in her room at the Circle house. Like all the rooms in the house, this one seemed vaguely gothic and formidable with dark wood accents hanging ominously around the windows and doors. 

Her bed was the same style, but she’d decorated it with a pink and purple sparkly pillows and blankets. One of the pillows had little fringes. I’d seen her hug it.

“Ugh, no,” said Gina, who was lying on her stomach scrolling through her phone. “I’m never drinking again.”

“I have heard this before,” said Tess. She was on top of Banks’s bed. So was I.

It was girl time at the Circle.

Not my favorite time.

“Oh, me too,” said Banks, pouring a shot of vodka. She held it up. “Suther?”

“Um, I’m good,” I said.

“You never take shots.” Banks twisted around to look at me on top of the bed. “What? Is it me? Do you secretly hate me, Suther?”

“What?”

Banks giggled. “Oh, what the hell, I’m joking!” 

All the other girls laughed.

I laughed too. Okay, what part of that was funny? 

“Take the shot, come on!”

I took the shot. I downed it, and I felt it worm its warm way into my stomach, and my head started to get a little fuzzy, just from that first one. Damn it.

“Good girl,” said Banks, grinning at me.

“Yeah, you’re all grown up,” said Tess. 

Everyone giggled again.

I did too, but I didn’t think anything about this was funny. 

Gina sat up. “Do you have any of those pills, Banks?”

“What pills?” said Banks.

“The good ones,” said Gina. “You know.”

“Mmm…” Banks crawled over to her desk and got up on her knees. She started going through the drawers. “How are you still fucking Ryan, Suther?”

“Huh?” I said. “What? Ryan?”

“I fucked Ryan once.” Banks pulled out a plastic baggy that had three little white pills it in. She shook the bag at Gina.

“I think those are E,” said Gina. “Not what I’m looking for. I want the pain pills.”

“Oh,” said Banks, shoving the bag back into her desk. “I thought that’s what you meant.”

“No,” said Gina.

Banks looked back at me. “He was seriously the worst lay I’ve ever had.”

“Oh?” I said, chewing on my lip. “Really?”

“He did this thing where he couldn’t stay hard, and he pulled out and started jacking himself off with his eyes closed,” said Banks. “Did he ever do that to you?”

“Uh, no,” I said.

Gina laughed. “Banks, it’s you. What the hell is wrong with you? Why can’t you keep Ryan Legion hard?”

Banks shot Gina an annoyed look, but I could see that she was hurt. “He was probably just drunk.”

“Yeah,” said Tess.

“Anyway,” said Banks. “I’m not giving you any pills, Gina.”

“Pfft,” said Gina. “Oh, did I hurt Banks’s wittle feewings? Poor wittle Banks.”

Banks picked up the vodka and took a swig straight from the bottle. “What I don’t get,” she said to me, “is why you’re messing around with Legion when you have Phist wrapped around your pinky finger.”

“I don’t have him wrapped around anything,” I said. “Seriously, I don’t.”

“Um, hello?” Banks turned to Gina. “You remember how he was when he asked us to vote her into the Circle, right?”

“Oh, yeah, he basically just ordered us to do it,” said Gina, nodding enthusiastically. “He was like, ‘You have to let her in because I’m very whipped by her pussy, and I can’t live without her.’”

“He didn’t say that,” said Tess, rolling her eyes.

Phist had told Tess that he had seduced me only to use me. Apparently, he had not decided to extend this cover story to the others in the group. How did he keep it all straight, anyway? I sure as heck couldn’t.

“He’s not… even that into me,” I said, inspecting my fingernails. “Plus, don’t you think he’s kind of horrible?”

“In what way?” said Gina.

“In the way where he’s really controlling and sexist and troll-like,” I said. 

“Um, have you met a guy not like that in the entire school?” said Banks.

“True,” said Tess. She turned to me. “I told you this before. If you’re a woman with magic, you have to find your own ways to get your power.”

“Hey,” said Gina, eyes dancing, “what the hell is up with you trying to sleep with Paimon, Tess?”

“I’m not!” Tess was defensive.

Banks giggled, clearly pleased we were focusing on someone besides her to ridicule. I had to admit, shamefully, that
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