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    Chapter 1


    
      
    


    


  


  It wasn’t supposed to be this hot and humid on Cape Cod. Cassie had seen it in the guidebook; everything was supposed to be perfect here, like Camelot.


  


  
    Except, the guidebook added absently, for the poison ivy, and ticks, and green flies, and toxic shellfish, and undercurrents in seemingly peaceful water.
  


  
    The book had also warned against hiking out on narrow peninsulas because high tide could come along and strand you. But just at this moment Cassie would have given anything to be stranded on some peninsula jutting far out into the Atlantic Ocean—as long as Portia Bainbridge was on the other side.
  


  
    Cassie had never been so miserable in her life.
  


  
    “. . . and my other brother, the one on the MIT debate team, the one who went to the World Debate Tournament in Scotland two years ago . . .” Portia was saying. Cassie felt her eyes glaze over again and slipped back into her wretched trance. Both of Portia’s brothers went to MIT and were frighteningly accomplished, not only at intellectual pursuits but also at athletics. Portia was frighteningly accomplished herself, even though she was only going to be a junior in high school this year, like Cassie. And since Portia’s favorite subject was Portia, she’d spent most of the last month telling Cassie all about it.
  


  
    “. . . and then after I placed fifth in extemporaneous speaking at the National Forensic League Championship last year, my boyfriend said, ‘Well, of course you’ll go All-American . . .’”
  


  
    Just one more week, Cassie told herself. Just one more week and I can go home. The very thought filled her with a longing so sharp that tears came to her eyes. Home, where her friends were. Where she didn’t feel like a stranger, and unaccomplished, and boring, and stupid just because she didn’t know what a quahog was. Where she could laugh about all this: her wonderful vacation on the eastern seaboard.
  


  
    “. . . so my father said, ‘Why don’t I just buy it for you?’ But I said, ‘No—well, maybe . . .’”
  


  
    Cassie stared out at the sea.
  


  
    It wasn’t that the Cape wasn’t beautiful. The little cedar-shingled cottages, with white picket fences covered with roses and wicker rocking chairs on the porch and geraniums hanging from the rafters, were pretty as picture postcards. And the village greens and tall-steepled churches and old-fashioned schoolhouses made Cassie feel as if she’d stepped into a different time.
  


  
    But every day there was Portia to deal with. And even though every night Cassie thought of some devastatingly witty remark to make to Portia, somehow she never got around to actually making any of them. And far worse than anything Portia could do was the plain raw feeling of not belonging. Of being a stranger here, stranded on the wrong coast, completely out of her own element. The tiny duplex back in California had started to seem like heaven to Cassie.
  


  
    One more week, she thought. You’ve just got to stand it for one more week.
  


  
    And then there was Mom, so pale lately and so quiet . . . A worried twinge went through Cassie, and she quickly pushed it away. Mom is fine, she told herself fiercely. She’s probably just miserable here, the same way you are, even though this is her native state. She’s probably counting the days until we can go home, just like you are.
  


  
    Of course that was it, and that was why her mother looked so unhappy when Cassie talked about being homesick. Her mother felt guilty for bringing Cassie here, for making this place sound like a vacation paradise. Everything would be all right when they got back home, for both of them.
  


  
    “Cassie! Are you listening to me? Or are you daydreaming again?”
  


  
    “Oh, listening,” Cassie said quickly.
  


  
    “What did I just say?”
  


  
    Cassie floundered. Boyfriends, she thought desperately, the debate team, college, the National Forensic League . . . People had sometimes called her a dreamer, but never as much as around here.
  


  
    “I was saying they shouldn’t let people like that on the beach,” Portia said. “Especially not with dogs. I mean, I know this isn’t Oyster Harbors, but at least it’s clean. And now look.” Cassie looked, following the direction of Portia’s gaze. All she could see was some guy walking down the beach. She looked back at Portia uncertainly.
  


  
    “He works on a fishing boat,” Portia said, her nostrils flared as if she smelled something bad. “I saw him this morning on the fish pier, unloading. I don’t think he’s even changed his clothes. How unutterably scuzzy and vomitous.”
  


  
    He didn’t look all that scuzzy to Cassie. He had dark red hair, and he was tall, and even at this distance she could see that he was smiling. There was a dog at his heels.
  


  
    “We never talk to guys from the fishing boats. We don’t even look at them,” Portia said. And Cassie could see it was true. There were maybe a dozen other girls on the beach, in groups of two or three, a few with guys, most not. As the tall boy passed, the girls would look away, turning their heads to stare in the opposite direction. It wasn’t a flirtatious sort of looking-away-and-then-back-and-giggling. It was disdainful rejection. As the guy got closer to her, Cassie could see that his smile was turning grim.
  


  
    The two girls closest to Cassie and Portia were looking away now, almost sniffing. Cassie saw the boy shrug slightly, as if it were no more than he expected. She still didn’t see anything so disgusting about him. He was wearing ragged cutoff shorts and a T-shirt that had seen better days, but lots of guys looked like that. And his dog trotted right behind him, tail waving, friendly and alert. It wasn’t bothering anybody. Cassie glanced up at the boy’s face, curious to see his eyes.
  


  
    “Look down,” Portia whispered. The guy was passing right in front of them. Cassie hastily looked down, obeying automatically, although she felt a surge of rebellion in her heart. It seemed cheap and nasty and unnecessary and cruel. She was ashamed to be a part of it, but she couldn’t help doing what Portia said.
  


  
    She stared at her fingers trailing into the sand. She could see every granule in the bright sunlight. From far away the sand looked white, but up close it was shimmering with colors: specks of black-and-green mica, pastel shell fragments, chips of red quartz like tiny garnets. Unfair, she thought to the boy, who of course couldn’t hear her. I’m sorry; this just isn’t fair. I wish I could do something, but I can’t.
  


  
    A wet nose thrust under her hand.
  


  
    The suddenness of it made her gasp, and a giggle caught in her throat. The dog pushed at her hand again, not asking; demanding. Cassie petted it, scratching at the short, silky-bristly hairs on its nose. It was a German shepherd, or mostly, a big, handsome dog with liquid, intelligent brown eyes and a laughing mouth. Cassie felt the stiff, embarrassed mask she’d been wearing break, and she laughed back at it.
  


  
    Then she glanced up at the dog’s owner, quickly, unable to help herself. She met his eyes directly.
  


  
    Later, Cassie would think of that moment, the moment when she looked up at him and he looked down at her. His eyes were blue-gray, like the sea at its most mysterious. His face was odd; not conventionally handsome, but arresting and intriguing, with high cheekbones and a determined mouth. Proud and independent and humorous and sensitive all at once. As he looked down at her his grim smile lightened and something sparkled in those blue-gray eyes, like sun glinting off the waves.
  


  
    Normally Cassie was shy around guys, especially guys she didn’t know, but this was only some poor worker from the fishing boats, and she felt sorry for him, and she wanted to be nice, and besides she couldn’t help it. And so when she felt herself start to sparkle back at him, her laughter bubbling up in response to his smile, she let it happen. In that instant it was as if they were sharing a secret, something nobody else on the beach could understand. The dog wiggled ecstatically, as if he were in on it too.
  


  
    “Cassie,” came Portia’s fuming hiss.
  


  
    Cassie felt herself turn red, and she tore her eyes away from the guy’s face. Portia was looking apoplectic.
  


  
    “Raj!” the boy said, not laughing anymore. “Heel!”
  


  
    With apparent reluctance, the dog backed away from Cassie, tail still wagging. Then, in a spray of sand, he bounded toward his master. It isn’t fair, Cassie thought again. The boy’s voice startled her.
  


  
    “Life isn’t fair,” he said.
  


  
    Shocked, her eyes flew up to his face.
  


  
    His own eyes were as dark as the sea in a storm. She saw that clearly, and for a moment she was almost frightened, as if she had glimpsed something forbidden, something beyond her comprehension. But powerful. Something powerful and strange.
  


  
    And then he was walking away, the dog frisking behind him. He didn’t look back.
  


  
    Cassie stared after him, astounded. She hadn’t spoken aloud; she was sure she hadn’t spoken aloud. But then how could he have heard her?
  


  
    Her thoughts were shattered by a hiss at her side. Cassie cringed, knowing exactly what Portia was going to say. That dog probably had mange and fleas and worms and scrofula. Cassie’s towel was probably crawling with parasites right this minute.
  


  
    But Portia didn’t say it. She too was staring after the retreating figures of the boy and dog as they went up a dune, then turned along a little path in the beach grass. And although she was clearly disgusted, there was something in her face—a sort of dark speculation and suspicion that Cassie had never seen before.
  


  
    “What’s the matter, Portia?”
  


  
    Portia’s eyes had narrowed. “I think,” she said slowly, through tight lips, “that I’ve seen him before.”
  


  
    “You already said so. You saw him on the fish pier.”
  


  
    Portia shook her head impatiently. “Not that. Shut up and let me think.”
  


  
    Stunned, Cassie shut up.
  


  
    Portia continued to stare, and after a few moments she began nodding, little nods to confirm something to herself. Her face was flushed blotchily, and not with sunburn.
  


  
    Abruptly, still nodding, she muttered something and stood up. She was breathing quickly now.
  


  
    “Portia?”
  


  
    “I’ve got to do something,” Portia said, waving a hand at Cassie without looking at her. “You stay here.”
  


  
    “What’s going on?”
  


  
    “Nothing!” Portia glanced at her sharply. “Nothing’s going on. Just forget all about it. I’ll see you later.” She walked off, moving quickly, heading up the dunes toward the cottage her family owned.
  


  
    Ten minutes ago, Cassie would have said she’d be deliriously happy just to have Portia leave her alone, for any reason. But now she found she couldn’t enjoy it. Her mind was all churned up, like the choppy blue-gray water before a gale. She felt agitated and distressed and almost frightened.
  


  
    The strangest thing was what Portia had muttered before getting up. It had been under her breath, and Cassie didn’t think she could have heard it right. It must have been something else, like “snitch,” or “bitch,” or “rich.”
  


  
    She must have heard it wrong. You couldn’t call a guy a witch, for God’s sake.
  


  
    Calm down, she told herself. Don’t worry, be happy. You’re alone at last.
  


  
    But for some reason she couldn’t relax. She stood and picked up her towel. Then, wrapping it around her, she started down the beach the way the guy had gone.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 2


    
      
    


    


  


  
    
  


  When Cassie got to the place where the boy had turned, she walked up the dunes between the pitiful little clumps of scraggly beach grass. At the top she looked around, but there was nothing to be seen but pitch pines and scrub oak trees. No boy. No dog. Silence.


  
    She was hot.
  


  
    All right; fine. She turned back toward the sea, ignoring the twinge of disappointment, the strange emptiness she felt suddenly. She’d go get wet and cool off. Portia’s problem was Portia’s business. As for the red-haired guy—well, she’d probably never see him again, and he wasn’t her business either.
  


  
    A little inside shiver went through her; not the kind that shows, but the kind that makes you wonder if you’re sick. I must be too hot, she decided; hot enough that it starts to feel cold. I need a dip in the water.
  


  
    The water was cool, because this was the open Atlantic side of the Cape. She waded in up to her knees and then continued walking down the beach.
  


  
    When she reached a dock, she splashed out of the water and climbed up onto it. Only three boats were tied there: two rowboats and a powerboat. It was deserted.
  


  
    It was just what Cassie needed.
  


  
    She unhooked the thick, frayed rope meant to keep people like her off the dock and walked onto it. She walked far out, the weather-beaten wood creaking beneath her feet, the water stretching out on either side of her. When she looked back at the beach, she saw she’d left the other sunbathers far behind. A little breeze blew in her face, stirring her hair and making her wet legs tingle. Suddenly she felt—she couldn’t explain it. Like a balloon being caught by the wind and lifted. She felt light, she felt expanded. She felt free.
  


  
    She wanted to hold her arms out to the breeze and the ocean, but she didn’t quite dare. She wasn’t as free as all that. But she smiled as she got to the end of the dock.
  


  
    The sky and the ocean were exactly the same deep jewel-blue, except that the sky lightened down at the horizon where they met. Cassie thought that she could see the curve of the earth, but it might have been her imagination. Terns and herring gulls wheeled above.
  


  
    I should write a poem, she thought. She had a notebook full of scribbled poems at home under her bed. She hardly ever showed them to anyone, but she looked at them at night. Right now, though, she couldn’t think of any words.
  


  
    Still, it was lovely just to be here, smelling the salt sea-smell and feeling the warm planks beneath her and hearing the soft plashing of the water against the wooden piers.
  


  
    It was a hypnotic sound, rhythmic as a giant heartbeat or the breathing of the planet, and strangely familiar. She sat and gazed and listened, and as she did she felt her own breathing slow. For the first time since she’d come to New England, she felt she belonged. She was a part of the vastness of sky and earth and sea; a tiny part in all the immensity, but a part just the same.
  


  
    And slowly it came to her that her part might not be so small. She had been immersed in the rhythm of the earth, but now it seemed to her almost as if she controlled that rhythm. As if the elements were one with her, and under her command. She could feel the pulse of life in the planet, in herself, strong and deep and vibrant. The beat slowly rising in tension and expectancy, as if waiting for . . . something.
  


  
    For what?
  


  
    Staring out to sea, she felt words come to her. Just a little jingle, like something you’d teach a child, but a poem nonetheless.
  


  
    Sky and sea, keep harm from me.
  


  
    The strange thing was that it didn’t feel like something she’d made up. It felt more like something she’d read—or heard—a long time ago. She had a brief flash of an image: being held in someone’s arms, and looking at the ocean. Being held up high and hearing words.
  


  
    Sky and sea, keep harm from me. Earth and fire, bring . . .
  


  
    No.
  


  
    Cassie’s entire skin was tingling. She could sense, in a way she never had before, the arch of the sky and the granite solidity of the earth and the immeasurable span of the ocean, wave after wave after wave, to the horizon and beyond. And it was as if they were all waiting, watching, listening to her.
  


  
    Don’t finish it, she thought. Don’t say any more. A sudden irrational conviction had taken hold of her. As long as she didn’t find the last words of the poem, she was safe. Everything would be as it always had been; she would go home and live out her quiet, ordinary life in peace. As long as she could keep from saying the words, she’d be all right.
  


  
    But the poem was running through her mind, like the tinkling of icy music far away, and the last words fell into place. She couldn’t stop them.
  


  
    Sky and sea, keep harm from me. Earth and fire, bring . . . my desire.
  


  
    Yes.
  


  
    Oh, what have I done?
  


  
    It was like a string snapping. Cassie found herself on her feet, staring wildly out at the ocean. Something had happened; she had felt it, and now she could feel the elements receding from her, their connection broken.
  


  
    She no longer felt light and free, but jangled and out of tune and full of static electricity. Suddenly the ocean looked more vast than ever and not necessarily friendly. Turning sharply, she headed back toward the shore.
  


  
    Idiot, she thought as she neared the white sand of the beach again and the frightened feeling slipped away. What were you afraid of? That the sky and the sea were really listening to you? That those words were actually going to do something?
  


  
    She could almost laugh at it now, and she was embarrassed and annoyed with herself. Talk about an overactive imagination. She was still safe, and the world was still ordinary. Words were only words.
  


  
    But when a movement caught her eye then, she would always remember that deep down she had not been surprised.
  


  
    Something was happening. There was motion on the shore.
  


  
    It was the red-haired guy. He’d burst out between the pitch pines and was running down the slope of a dune. Suddenly inexplicably calm, Cassie hurried the rest of the way down the dock, to meet him as he reached the sand.
  


  
    The dog beside him was loping easily, looking up at the guy’s face as if to say this was a great game, and what next? But from the boy’s expression and the way he was running, Cassie could tell it wasn’t a game.
  


  
    He looked up and down the deserted beach. A hundred yards to the left a headland jutted out, so you couldn’t see what was beyond. He glanced at Cassie and their eyes met. Then, turning abruptly, he started toward the headland.
  


  
    Cassie’s heart was beating hard.
  


  
    “Wait!” she called urgently.
  


  
    He turned back, scanning her quickly with his blue-gray eyes.
  


  
    “Who’s after you?” she said, though she thought she knew.
  


  
    His voice was crisp, his words concise. “Two guys who look like linebackers for the New York Giants.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded, feeling the thump of her heart accelerate. But her voice was still calm. “Their names are Jordan and Logan Bainbridge.”
  


  
    “It figures.”
  


  
    “You’ve heard of them?”
  


  
    “No. But it figures they’d be named something like that.”
  


  
    Cassie almost laughed. She liked the way he looked, so windblown and alert, scarcely out of breath even though he’d been running hard. And she liked the daredevil sparkle in his eyes and the way he joked even though he was in trouble.
  


  
    “Raj and I could take them, but they’ve got a couple of friends with them,” he said, turning again. Walking backward, he added, “You’d better go the other way—you don’t want to run into them. And it would be nice if you could pretend you hadn’t seen me.”
  


  
    “Wait!” cried Cassie.
  


  
    Whatever was going on wasn’t her business . . . but she found herself speaking without hesitation. There was something about this guy; something that made her want to help him.
  


  
    “That way’s a dead end—around the headland you’ll run into rocks. You’ll be trapped.”
  


  
    “But the other way’s too straight. I’d still be in sight when they got here. They weren’t far behind me.”
  


  
    Cassie’s thoughts were flying, and then suddenly she knew. “Hide in the boat.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “In the boat. In the powerboat. On the dock.” She gestured at it. “You can get in the cabin and they won’t see you.”
  


  
    His eyes followed hers, but he shook his head. “I’d really be trapped if they found me there. And Raj doesn’t like to swim.”
  


  
    “They won’t find you,” Cassie said. “They won’t go near it. I’ll tell them you went down the beach that way.”
  


  
    He stared at her, the smile dying out of his eyes. “You don’t understand,” he said quietly. “Those guys are trouble.”
  


  
    “I don’t care,” Cassie said, and she almost pushed him toward the dock. Hurry, hurry, hurry, something in her brain was urging. Her shyness had vanished. All that mattered was that he got out of sight. “What are they going to do to me, beat me up? I’m an innocent bystander,” she said.
  


  
    “But—”
  


  
    “Oh, please. Don’t argue. Just do it!”
  


  
    He stared at her one last instant, then turned, slapping his thigh for the dog. “C’mon, boy!” He ran down the dock and jumped easily into the powerboat, disappearing as he ducked into the cabin. The dog followed him in one powerful spring and barked.
  


  
    Sh! thought Cassie. The two in the boat were hidden now, but if anyone went up the dock, they would be plainly visible. She hooked the loop of frayed rope over the top of the last pier, screening off the dock.
  


  
    Then she cast a frantic glance around and headed for the water, splashing in. Bending down, she dug up a handful of wet sand and shells. She let the water wash the sand out of the loose cage of her fingers and held on to the two or three small shells that remained. She reached for another handful.
  


  
    She heard shouting from the dunes.
  


  
    I’m gathering shells, I’m only gathering shells, she thought. I don’t need to look up yet. I’m not concerned.
  


  
    “Hey!”
  


  
    Cassie looked up.
  


  
    There were four of them, and the two in front were Portia’s brothers. Jordan was the one on the debate team and Logan was the one in the Pistol Club. Or was it the other way around?
  


  
    “Hey, did you see a guy come running this way?” Jordan asked. They were looking in all directions, excited like dogs on a scent, and suddenly another line of poetry came to Cassie. Four lean hounds crouched low and smiling. Except that these guys weren’t lean; they were brawny and sweaty. And out of breath, Cassie noticed, vaguely contemptuous.
  


  
    “It’s Portia’s friend—Cathy,” said Logan. “Hey, Cathy, did a guy just go running down here?”
  


  
    Cassie walked toward him slowly, her fists full of shells. Her heart was knocking against her ribs so hard she was sure they could see it, and her tongue was frozen.
  


  
    “Can’t you talk? What’re you doing here?”
  


  
    Mutely, Cassie held out her hands, opening them.
  


  
    They exchanged glances and snorts, and Cassie realized how she must look to these college-age guys—a slight girl with unremarkable brown hair and ordinary blue eyes. Just a little high-school ditz from California whose idea of a good time was picking up worthless shells.
  


  
    “Did you see somebody go past here?” Jordan said, impatient but slow, as if she might be hard of hearing.
  


  
    Dry-mouthed, Cassie nodded, and looked down the beach toward the headland. Jordan was wearing an open windbreaker over his T-shirt, which seemed odd in such warm weather. What was even odder was the bulge beneath it, but when he turned, Cassie saw the glint of metal.
  


  
    A gun?
  


  
    Jordan must be the one in the Pistol Club, she thought irrelevantly.
  


  
    Now that she saw something really to be scared about, she found her voice again and said huskily, “A guy and a dog went that way a few minutes ago.”
  


  
    “We’ve got him! He’ll be stuck on the rocks!” Logan said. He and the two guys Cassie didn’t know started down the beach, but Jordan turned back to Cassie.
  


  
    “Are you sure?”
  


  
    Startled, she looked up at him. Why was he asking? She deliberately widened her eyes and tried to look as childish and stupid as possible. “Yes . . .”
  


  
    “Because it’s important.” And suddenly he was holding her wrist. Cassie looked down at it in amazement, her shells scattering, too surprised at being grabbed to say anything. “It’s very important,” Jordan said, and she could feel the tension running through his body, could smell the acridity of his sweat. A wave of revulsion swept through her, and she struggled to keep her face blank and wide-eyed. She was afraid he was going to pull her up against him, but he just twisted her wrist.
  


  
    She didn’t mean to cry out, but she couldn’t help it. It was partly pain and partly a reaction to something she saw in his eyes, something fanatical and ugly and hot like fire. She found herself gasping, more afraid than she could remember being since she was a child.
  


  
    “Yes, I’m sure,” she said, breathless, staring into that ugliness without letting herself look away. “He went down there and around the headland.”
  


  
    “Come on, Jordan, leave her alone!” Logan shouted. “She’s just a kid. Let’s go!”
  


  
    Jordan hesitated. He knows I’m lying, Cassie thought, with a curious fascination. He knows, but he’s afraid to trust what he knows because he doesn’t know how he knows it.
  


  
    Believe me, she thought, gazing straight back at him, willing him to do it. Believe me and go away. Believe me. Believe me.
  


  
    He let go of her wrist.
  


  
    “Sorry,” he muttered ungraciously, and he turned and loped off with the others.
  


  
    “Sure,” Cassie whispered, standing very still.
  


  
    Tingling, she watched them jog across the wet sand, elbows and knees pumping, Jordan’s windbreaker flapping loose behind him. The weakness spread from her stomach to her legs, and her knees suddenly felt like Silly Putty.
  


  
    She was aware, all at once, of the sound of the ocean again. A comforting sound that seemed to enfold her. When the four running figures turned the corner and disappeared from her sight, she turned back to the dock, meaning to tell the red-haired guy that he could come out now.
  


  
    He already had.
  


  
    Slowly, she made her jellied legs carry her to the dock. He was just standing there, and the look on his face made her feel strange.
  


  
    “You’d better get out of here—or maybe hide again,” she said hesitantly. “They might come right back . . .”
  


  
    “I don’t think so.”
  


  
    “Well . . .” Cassie faltered, looking at him, feeling almost frightened. “Your dog was very good,” she offered uncertainly, at last. “I mean, not barking or anything.”
  


  
    “He knows better.”
  


  
    “Oh.” Cassie looked down the beach, trying to think of something else to say. His voice was gentle, not harsh, but that keen look never left his eyes and his mouth was grim. “I guess they really are gone now,” she said.
  


  
    “Thanks to you,” he said. He turned to her, and their eyes met. “I don’t know how to thank you,” he added, “for putting up with that for me. You don’t even know me.”
  


  
    Cassie felt even more queer. Looking up at him made her almost dizzy, but she couldn’t take her eyes from his. There was no sparkle now; they looked like blue-gray steel. Compelling—hypnotic. Drawing her closer, drawing her in.
  


  
    But I do know you, she thought. In that instant a strange image flashed through her mind. It was as if she were floating outside herself and she could see the two of them, standing there on the beach. She could see the sun shining on his hair and her face tilted up to him. And they were connected by a silver cord that hummed and sang with power.
  


  
    A band of energy, linking them. It was so real she could almost reach out and touch it. It bound them heart to heart, and it was trying to draw them closer.
  


  
    A thought came to her, as if some small voice from deep inside her was speaking. The silver cord can never be broken. Your lives are linked. You can’t escape each other any more than you can escape destiny.
  


  
    Suddenly, as quickly as it had come, the picture and the voice vanished. Cassie blinked and shook her head, trying to wrench her mind back. He was still looking at her, waiting for an answer to his question.
  


  
    “I was glad to help you,” she said, feeling how lame and inadequate the words were. “And I didn’t mind—what happened.” His eyes dropped to her wrist, and there was a flash from them almost like silver.
  


  
    “I did,” he said. “I should have come out earlier.”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head again. The last thing she’d wanted was for him to be caught and hurt. “I just wanted to help you,” she repeated softly, confused. Then she said, “Why were they chasing you?”
  


  
    He looked away, drawing in a deep breath. Cassie had the sense of trespassing. “That’s all right. I shouldn’t have asked—” she began.
  


  
    “No.” He looked back at her and smiled, his wry one-sided smile. “If anybody has a right to ask, you do. But it’s a little difficult to explain. I’m . . . off my turf here. Back home, they wouldn’t dare come after me. They wouldn’t dare look at me cross-eyed. But here I’m fair game.”
  


  
    She still didn’t understand. “They don’t like people who are—different,” he said, his voice quiet again. “And I’m different from them. I’m very, very different.”
  


  
    Yes, she thought. Whatever he was, he wasn’t like Jordan or Logan. He wasn’t like anyone she had ever met.
  


  
    “I’m sorry. That’s not much of an explanation, I know,” he said. “Especially after what you did. You helped me, and I won’t forget about it.” He glanced down at himself and laughed shortly. “Of course, it doesn’t look like there’s much I can do for you, does it? Not here. Although . . .” He paused. “Wait a minute.”
  


  
    He reached in his pocket, fingers groping for something. All in an instant Cassie’s dizziness overwhelmed her, blood rushing to her face. Was he looking for money? Did he think he could pay her for helping him? She was humiliated, and more stricken than when Jordan had grabbed her wrist, and she couldn’t help the tears flooding her eyes.
  


  
    But what he pulled out of his pocket was a stone, a rock like something you might pick up on the ocean floor. At least that was what it looked like at first. One side was rough and gray, embedded with tiny black spirals like little shells. But then he turned it over, and the other side was gray swirled with pale blue, crystallized, sparkling in the sunlight as if it were overlaid with rock candy. It was beautiful.
  


  
    He pressed it into her palm, closing her fingers around it. As it touched her she felt a jolt like electricity that ran through her hand and up her arm. The stone felt alive in some way she couldn’t explain. Through the pounding in her ears she heard him speaking, quickly and in a low voice.
  


  
    “This is chalcedony. It’s a—good-luck piece. If you’re ever in trouble or danger or anything like that, if there’s ever a time when you feel all alone and no one else can help you, hold on to it tight—tight”—his fingers squeezed hers—“and think of me.”
  


  
    She stared up at him, mesmerized. She was hardly breathing, and her chest felt too full. He was so close to her; she could see his eyes, the same color as the crystal, and she could feel his breath on her skin and the warmth of his body reflecting the sun’s heat. His hair wasn’t just red, but all sorts of colors, some strands so dark they were almost purple, others like burgundy wine, others gold.
  


  
    Different, she thought again; he was different from any guy she’d ever known. A sweet hot current was running through her, a feeling of wildness and possibility. She was trembling and she could feel a heartbeat in her fingers, but she couldn’t tell if it was hers or his. He had seemed to hear her thoughts before; now she felt almost as if he were in her mind. He was so close and he was looking down at her . . .
  


  
    “And what happens then?” she whispered.
  


  
    “And then—maybe your luck will change.” Abruptly he stepped back, as if he’d just remembered something, and his tone altered. The moment was over. “It’s worth a try, don’t you think?” he said lightly.
  


  
    Unable to speak, she nodded. He was teasing now. But he hadn’t been before.
  


  
    “I’ve got to go. I shouldn’t have stayed this long,” he said.
  


  
    Cassie swallowed. “You’d better be careful. I think Jordan had a gun—”
  


  
    “Wouldn’t surprise me.” He brushed it off, stopping her from saying anything further. “Don’t worry; I’m leaving the Cape. For now, anyway. I’ll be back; maybe I’ll see you then.” He started to turn. Then he paused one last moment and took her hand again. Cassie was too startled at the feeling of his skin against hers to do anything about it. He turned her hand over and looked at the red marks on her wrist, then brushed them lightly with his fingertips. The steely light was back in his eyes when he looked up. “And believe me,” he whispered, “he’ll pay for this someday. I guarantee it.”
  


  
    And then he did something that shocked Cassie more than anything else had during that whole shocking day. He lifted her wounded hand to his lips and kissed it. It was the gentlest, the lightest of touches, and it went through Cassie like fire. She stared at him, dazed and unbelieving, utterly speechless. She could neither move nor think; she could only stand there and feel.
  


  
    And then he was leaving, whistling for the dog, which romped around Cassie in circles before finally breaking away. She was alone, gazing after him, her fingers clenched tightly on the small rough stone in her palm.
  


  
    It was only then she realized she’d never asked him his name.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 3


    
      
    


    
      
    


    An instant later Cassie came out of her daze. She’d better get moving; Logan and Jordan might be coming back any second. And if they realized she’d deliberately lied to them . . .

  


  
    Cassie winced as she scrambled up the sloping dune. The world around her seemed ordinary again, no longer full of magic and mystery. It was as if she’d been moving in a dream, and now she’d woken up. What had she been thinking? Some nonsense about silver cords and destiny and a guy who wasn’t like any other guy. But that was all ridiculous. The stone in her hand was just a stone. And words were just words. Even that boy . . . Of course there was no way he could have heard her thoughts. No one could do that; there had to be a rational explanation. . . .
  


  
    She tightened her grip on the little piece of rock in her palm. Her hand was still tingling where he’d held it, and the skin he’d touched with his fingertips felt different from any other part of her body. She thought that no matter what happened to her in the future, she would always feel his touch.
  


  
    Once inside the summer cottage she and her mother rented, she locked the front door behind her. Then she paused. She could hear her mother’s voice from the kitchen, and from the sound of it she could tell something was wrong.
  


  
    Mrs. Blake was on the phone, her back to the doorway, her head slightly bowed as she clutched the receiver to her ear. As always, Cassie was struck by the willow slimness of her mother’s figure. With that and the fall of long, dark hair worn simply clasped at the back of her neck, Mrs. Blake could have been a teenager herself. It made Cassie feel protective toward her. In fact, sometimes she almost felt as if she were the mother and her mother the child.
  


  
    And just now it made her decide not to interrupt her mother’s conversation. Mrs. Blake was upset, and at intervals she said “Yes” or “I know” into the mouthpiece in a voice full of strain.
  


  
    Cassie turned and went to her bedroom.
  


  
    She wandered over to the window and looked out, wondering vaguely what was going on with her mother. But she couldn’t keep her mind on anything but the boy on the beach.
  


  
    Even if Portia knew his name, she would never tell, Cassie was sure of that. But without his name, how would Cassie ever find him again?
  


  
    She wouldn’t. That was the brutal truth, and she might as well face it right now. Even if she did find out his name, she wasn’t the sort to chase after a boy. She wouldn’t know how.
  


  
    “And in one week I’m going home,” she whispered. For the first time these words didn’t bring a surge of comfort and hope. She put the rough little piece of chalcedony down on the nightstand, with a sort of final clink.
  


  
    “Cassie? Did you say something?”
  


  
    Cassie turned quickly to see her mother in the doorway. “Mom! I didn’t know you were off the phone.” When her mother continued to look at her inquiringly, she added, “I was just thinking out loud. I was saying that we’ll be going home next week.”
  


  
    An odd expression crossed her mother’s face, like a flash of repressed pain. Her large black eyes had dark circles under them and wandered nervously around the room.
  


  
    “Mom, what’s wrong?” said Cassie.
  


  
    “I was just talking with your grandmother. You remember how I was planning for us to drive up and see her sometime next week?”
  


  
    Cassie remembered very well. She’d told Portia she and her mother were going to drive up the coast, and Portia had snapped that it wasn’t called the coast here. From Boston down to the Cape it was the south shore, and from Boston up to New Hampshire it was the north shore, and if you were going to Maine it was down east, and anyway, where did her grandmother live? And Cassie hadn’t been able to answer because her mother had never told her the name of the town.
  


  
    “Yes,” she said. “I remember.”
  


  
    “I just got off the phone with her. She’s old, Cassie, and she’s not doing very well. It’s worse than I realized.”
  


  
    “Oh, Mom. I’m sorry.” Cassie had never met her grandmother, never even seen a picture of her, but she still felt awful. Her mother and grandmother had been estranged for years, since Cassie had been born. It was something about her mother leaving home, but that was all her mother would ever say about it. In the past few years, though, there had been some letters exchanged, and Cassie thought that underneath they still loved each other. She hoped they did, anyway, and she’d been looking forward to seeing her grandmother for the first time. “I’m really sorry, Mom,” she said now. “Is she going to be okay?”
  


  
    “I don’t know. She’s all by herself in that big house and she’s lonely . . . and now with this phlebitis it’s hard for her to get around some days.” The sunshine fell in strips of light and shadow across her mother’s face. She spoke quietly but almost stiltedly, as if she were holding some strong emotion back with difficulty.
  


  
    “Cassie, your grandmother and I have had our problems, but we’re still family, and she hasn’t got anyone else. It’s time we buried our differences.”
  


  
    Her mother had never spoken so freely about the estrangement before. “What was it all about, Mom?”
  


  
    “It doesn’t matter now. She wanted me to—follow a path I didn’t want to follow. She thought she was doing the right thing . . . and now she’s all alone and she needs help.”
  


  
    Dismay whispered through Cassie. Concern for the grandmother she’d never met—and something else. A trickle of alarm started by the look on her mother’s face, which was that of someone about to deliver bad news and having a hard time finding the words.
  


  
    “Cassie, I’ve thought a lot about this, and there’s only one thing for us to do. And I’m sorry, because it will mean such a disruption of your life, and it will be so hard on you . . . but you’re young. You’ll adapt. I know you will.”
  


  
    A twinge of panic shot through Cassie. “Mom, it’s all right,” she said quickly. “You stay here and do what you need to. I can get ready for school by myself. It’ll be easy; Beth and Mrs. Freeman will help me—” Cassie’s mother was shaking her head, and suddenly Cassie felt she had to go on, to cover everything in a rush of words. “I don’t need that many new school clothes. . . .”
  


  
    “Cassie, I’m so sorry. I need you to try and understand, sweetheart, and to be adult about this. I know you’ll miss your friends. But we’ve both got to try to make the best of things.” Her mother’s eyes were fixed on the window, as if she couldn’t bear to look at Cassie.
  


  
    Cassie went very still. “Mom, what are you trying to say?”
  


  
    “I’m saying we’re not going home, or at least not back to Reseda. We’re going to my home, to move in with your grandmother. She needs us. We’re going to stay here.”
  


  
    Cassie felt nothing but a dazed numbness. She could only say stupidly, as if this were what mattered, “Where’s ‘here’? Where does Grandma live?”
  


  
    For the first time her mother turned from the window. Her eyes seemed bigger and darker than Cassie had ever seen them before.
  


  
    “New Salem,” she said quietly. “The town is called New Salem.”
  


  


  



  
    Hours later, Cassie was still sitting by the window, staring blankly. Her mind was running in helpless, useless circles.
  


  
    To stay here . . . to stay in New England . . .
  


  
    An electric shock ran through her. Him. I knew we’d see him again, something inside her proclaimed, and it was glad. But it was only one voice and there were many others, all speaking at once.
  


  
    To stay. Not going home. And what difference does it make if the guy is here in Massachusetts somewhere? You don’t know his name or where he lives. You’ll never find him again.
  


  
    But there’s a chance, she thought desperately. And the voice deepest inside, the one that had been glad before, whispered: More than a chance. It’s your fate.
  


  
    Fate! the other voices scoffed. Don’t be ridiculous! It’s your fate to spend your junior year in New England, that’s all. Where you don’t know anyone. Where you’ll be alone.
  


  
    Alone, alone, alone, all the other voices agreed.
  


  
    The deep voice was crushed and disappeared. Cassie felt any hope of seeing the red-haired boy again slip away from her. What she was left with was despair.
  


  
    I won’t even get to say good-bye to my friends at home, she thought. She’d begged her mother for the chance to go back, just to say good-bye. But Mrs. Blake had said there was no money and no time. Their airline tickets would be cashed in. All their things would be shipped to Cassie’s grandmother’s house by a friend of her mother’s.
  


  
    “If you went back,” her mother had said gently, “you’d only feel worse about leaving again. This way at least it will be a clean break. And you can see your friends next summer.”
  


  
    Next summer? Next summer was a hundred years away. Cassie thought of her friends: good-natured Beth and quiet Clover, and Miriam the class wit. Add to that shy and dreamy Cassie and you had their group. So maybe they weren’t the in-crowd, but they had fun and they’d stuck together since elementary school. How would she get along without them until next summer?
  


  
    But her mother’s voice had been so soft and distracted, and her eyes had wandered around the room in such a vague, preoccupied way, that Cassie hadn’t had the heart to rant and rave the way she would have liked.
  


  
    In fact, for an instant Cassie had wanted to go to her mother and throw her arms around her and tell her everything would be all right. But she couldn’t. The small, hot coal of resentment burning in her chest wouldn’t let her. However worried her mother might be, she didn’t have to face the prospect of going to a strange new school in a state three thousand miles from where she belonged.
  


  
    Cassie did. New hallways, new lockers, new classrooms, new desks, she thought. New faces instead of the friends she’d known since junior high. Oh, it couldn’t be true.
  


  
    Cassie hadn’t screamed at her mother this afternoon, and she hadn’t hugged her, either. She had just silently turned away to the window, and this was where she’d been sitting ever since, while the light slowly faded and the sky turned first salmon pink and then violet and then black.
  


  
    It was a long time before she went to bed. And it was only then that she realized she’d forgotten all about the chalcedony lucky piece. She reached out and took it from the nightstand and slipped it under her pillow.
  


  



  


  
    Portia stopped by as Cassie and her mother were loading the rental car.
  


  
    “Going home?” she said.
  


  
    Cassie gave her tote bag a final push to squeeze it into the trunk. She had just realized she didn’t want Portia to find out she was staying in New England. She couldn’t stand to have Portia know of her unhappiness; it would give Portia a kind of triumph over her.
  


  
    When she looked up, she had her best attempt at a pleasant smile in place. “Yes,” she said, and flicked a quick glance over to where her mother was leaning in the driver’s-side door, arranging things in the backseat.
  


  
    “I thought you were staying until the end of next week.”
  


  
    “We changed our minds.” She looked into Portia’s hazel eyes and was startled by the coldness there. “Not that I didn’t have a good time. It’s been fun,” Cassie added, hastily and foolishly.
  


  
    Portia shook straw-colored hair off her forehead. “Maybe you’d better stay out west from now on,” she said. “Around here, we don’t like liars.”
  


  
    Cassie opened her mouth and then shut it again, cheeks flaming. So they did know about her deception on the beach. This was the time for one of those devastatingly witty remarks that she thought of at night to say to Portia—and, of course, she couldn’t summon up a word. She pressed her lips together.
  


  
    “Have a nice trip,” Portia concluded, and with one last cold glance, she turned away.
  


  
    “Portia!” Cassie’s stomach was in a knot of tension, embarrassment, and anger, but she couldn’t let this chance go. “Before I leave, will you just tell me one thing?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “It can’t make any difference now—and I just wanted to know . . . I just wondered . . . if you knew his name.”
  


  
    “Whose name?”
  


  
    Cassie felt a new wave of blood in her cheeks, but she went on doggedly. “His name. The red-haired guy. The one on the beach.”
  


  
    Those hazel eyes didn’t waver. They went on staring straight into Cassie’s, the pupils contracted to mean little dots. Looking into those eyes, Cassie knew there was no hope.
  


  
    She was right.
  


  
    “What red-haired guy on the beach?” Portia said distinctly and levelly, and then she turned on her heel again and left. This time Cassie let her go.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Green. That’s what Cassie noticed on the drive north from the Cape. There was a forest growing on either side of the highway. In California you had to go to a national park to see trees this tall. . . .
  


  
    “Those are sugar maples,” her mother said with forced cheerfulness as Cassie turned her head slightly to follow a stand of particularly graceful trees. “And those shorter ones are red maple. They’ll turn red in the fall—a beautiful glowing, sunset red. Just wait until you see them.”
  


  
    Cassie didn’t answer. She didn’t want to see the trees in the fall because she didn’t want to be here.
  


  
    They passed through Boston and drove up the coast—up the north shore, Cassie corrected herself fiercely—and Cassie watched quaint little towns and wharves and rocky beaches slip by. She suspected they were taking the scenic route, and she felt resentment boil up in her chest. Why couldn’t they just get there and get it over with?
  


  
    “Isn’t there a faster way?” she said, opening the glove compartment and pulling out a map supplied by the car rental company. “Why don’t we take Route 1? Or Interstate 95?”
  


  
    Her mother kept her eyes on the road. “It’s been a long time since I drove up here, Cassie. This is the way I know.”
  


  
    “But if you cut over here at Salem . . .” Cassie watched the exit go by. “Okay, don’t,” she said. Of all places in Massachusetts, Salem was the only one she could think of that she wanted to see. Its macabre history appealed to her mood right now. “That’s where they burned the witches, isn’t it?” she said. “Is New Salem named for it? Did they burn witches there, too?”
  


  
    “They didn’t burn anyone; they hanged them. And they weren’t witches. Just innocent people who happened to be disliked by their neighbors.” Her mother’s voice was tired and patient. “And Salem was a common name in colonial times; it comes from ‘Jerusalem.’”
  


  
    The map was blurring before Cassie’s eyes. “Where is this town, anyway? It’s not even listed,” she said.
  


  
    There was a brief silence before her mother replied. “It’s a small town; quite often it’s not shown on maps. But as a matter of fact, it’s on an island.”
  


  
    “An island?”
  


  
    “Don’t worry. There’s a bridge to the mainland.”
  


  
    But all Cassie could think was: An island. I’m going to live on an island. In a town that isn’t even on the map.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The road was unmarked. Mrs. Blake turned down it and the car crossed the bridge, and then they were on the island. Cassie had expected it to be tiny, and her spirits lifted a little when she saw that it wasn’t. There were regular stores, not just tourist shops, clustered together in what must be the center of town. There was a Dunkin’ Donuts and an International House of Pancakes with a banner proclaiming GRAND OPENING. In front of it there was someone dressed up like a giant pancake, dancing.
  


  
    Cassie felt the knot in her stomach loosen. Any town with a dancing pancake couldn’t be all bad, could it?
  


  
    But then her mother turned onto another road that rose and got lonelier and lonelier as the town fell behind.
  


  
    They must be going to the ultimate point of the headland, Cassie realized. She could see it, the sun glinting red off the windows on a group of houses at the top of a bluff. She watched them get closer, at first uneasily, then anxiously, and finally with sick dismay.
  


  
    Because they were old. Terrifyingly old, not just quaint or gracefully aged, but ancient. And although some were in good repair, others looked as if they might fall over in a crash of splintering timbers any minute.
  


  
    Please let it be that one, Cassie thought, fixing her eyes on a pretty yellow house with several towers and bay windows. But her mother drove by it without slowing. And by the next and the next.
  


  
    And then there was only one house left, the last house on the bluff, and the car was heading toward it. Heartsick, Cassie stared at it as they approached. It was shaped like a thick upside-down T, with one wing facing the road and one wing sticking straight out the back. As they came around the side Cassie could see that the back wing looked nothing like the front. It had a steeply sloping roof and small, irregularly placed windows made of tiny, diamond-shaped panes of glass. It wasn’t even painted, just covered with weathered gray clapboard siding.
  


  
    The front wing had been painted . . . once. Now what was left was peeling off in strips. The two chimneys looked crumbling and unstable, and the entire slate roof seemed to sag. The windows were regularly placed across the front, but most looked as if they hadn’t been washed in ages.
  


  
    Cassie stared wordlessly. She had never seen a more depressing house in her life. This couldn’t be the one.
  


  
    “Well,” said her mother, in that tone of forced cheerfulness, as she turned into a gravel driveway, “this is it, the house I grew up in. We’re home.”
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t speak. The bubble of horror and fury and resentment inside her was swelling bigger and bigger until she thought it would explode.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 4


    
      

    

  


  
    
  


  Her mother was still talking in that falsely bright way, but Cassie could only hear snatches of the words. “. . . original wing actually Pre-revolutionary, one-and-a-half stories . . . front wing is Postrevolutionary Georgian . . .”


  
    It went on and on. Cassie clawed open the car door, getting an unobstructed view of the house at last. The more she saw of it, the worse it looked.
  


  
    Her mother was saying something about a transom over the front door, her voice rapid and breathless. “. . . rectangular, not like the arched fanlights that came later—”
  


  
    “I hate it!” Cassie cried, interrupting, her voice too loud in the quiet air, startlingly loud. She didn’t mean the transom, whatever a transom was. “I hate it!” she cried again passionately. There was silence from her mother behind her, but Cassie didn’t turn to look; she was staring at the house, at the rows of unwashed windows and the sagging eaves and the sheer monstrous bulk and flatness and horribleness of it, and she was shaking. “It’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen, and I hate it. I want to go home. I want to go home!”
  


  
    She turned to see her mother’s white face and stricken eyes, and burst into tears.
  


  
    “Oh, Cassie.” Mrs. Blake reached across the vinyl top of the car toward her. “Cassie, sweetheart.” There were tears in her own eyes, and when she looked up at the house, Cassie was astounded at her expression. It was a look of hatred and fear as great as anything Cassie felt.
  


  
    “Cassie, sweetheart, listen to me,” she said. “If you really don’t want to stay—”
  


  
    She stopped. Cassie was still crying, but she heard the noise behind her. Turning, she saw that the door to the house had opened. An old woman with gray hair was standing in the doorway, leaning on a cane.
  


  
    Cassie turned back. “Mom?” she said pleadingly.
  


  
    But her mother was gazing at the door. And slowly, a look of dull resignation settled over her. When she turned to Cassie, the brittle, falsely cheery tone was back in her voice.
  


  
    “That’s your grandmother, dear,” she said. “Let’s not keep her waiting.”
  


  
    “Mom . . .” Cassie whispered. It was a despairing entreaty. But her mother’s eyes had gone blank, opaque.
  


  
    “Come on, Cassie,” she said.
  


  
    Cassie had the wild idea of throwing herself into the car, locking herself in, until someone came to rescue her. But then the same heavy exhaustion that had descended over her mother seemed to wrap around her as well. They were here. There was nothing to be done about it. She pushed the car door shut and silently followed her mother to the house.
  


  
    The woman standing in the doorway was ancient. Old enough to be her great-grandmother, at least. Cassie tried to detect some resemblance to her mother, but she could find none.
  


  
    “Cassie, this is your Grandma Howard.”
  


  
    Cassie managed to mutter something. The old woman with the cane stepped forward, fixing her deep-set eyes on Cassie’s face. In that instant a bizarre thought flashed into Cassie’s mind: She’s going to put me in the oven. But then she felt arms around her, a surprisingly firm hug. Mechanically she lifted her own arms in a gesture of response.
  


  
    Her grandmother pulled back to look at her. “Cassie! At last. After all these years.” To Cassie’s discomfiture she went on looking staring at Cassie with what seemed like a mixture of fierce worry and anxious hope. “At last,” she whispered again, as if speaking to herself.
  


  
    “It’s good to see you, Mother,” Cassie’s mother said then, quiet and formal, and the fierce old eyes turned away from Cassie.
  


  
    “Alexandra. Oh, my dear, it’s been too long.” The two women embraced, but an indefinable air of tension remained between them.
  


  
    “But we’re all standing here outside. Come in, come in, both of you,” her grandmother said, wiping her eyes. “I’m afraid the old place is rather shabby, but I’ve picked the best of the rooms for you. Let’s take Cassie to hers.”
  


  
    In the fading red light of the sunset the interior seemed cavernous and dark. And everything did look shabby, from the worn upholstery on the chairs to the faded oriental carpet on the pine-board floors.
  


  
    They went up a flight of stairs—slowly, with Cassie’s grandmother leaning on the banister—and down a long passage. The boards creaked under Cassie’s Reeboks and the lamps high on the walls flickered uneasily as they passed. One of us ought to be holding a candelabra, Cassie thought. Any minute now she expected to see Lurch or Cousin It coming down the hall toward them.
  


  
    “These lamps—it’s your grandfather’s wiring,” her grandmother apologized. “He insisted on doing so much of it himself. Here’s your room, Cassie. I hope you like pink.”
  


  
    Cassie felt her eyes widen as her grandmother opened the door. It was like a bedroom setting in a museum. There was a four-poster bed with hangings cascading from the head and foot and a canopy, all made of the same dusty-rose flowered fabric. There were chairs with high carved backs upholstered in a matching rose damask. On a fireplace with a high mantel rested a pewter candlestick and a china clock, and there were several pieces of massive, richly glowing furniture. The whole thing was beautiful, but so grand . . .
  


  
    “You can put your clothes here—this chest is solid mahogany,” Cassie’s grandmother was saying. “The design is called bombé, and it was made right here in Massachusetts—this is the only area in all the colonies that produced it.”
  


  
    The colonies? Cassie thought wildly, staring at the decorative scroll top of the chest.
  


  
    “And this is your dressing table and your wardrobe . . . Have you looked out the windows? I thought you might like a corner room because you can see both south and east.”
  


  
    Cassie looked. Through one window she could see the road. The other faced the ocean. Just now it was a sullen lead gray under the darkening sky, exactly matching Cassie’s mood.
  


  
    “I’ll leave you here to get settled in,” Cassie’s grandmother said. “Alexandra, I’ve given you the green room at the opposite end of the hallway. . . .”
  


  
    Cassie’s mother gave her shoulder a quick, almost timid squeeze. And then Cassie was alone. Alone with the massive ruddy furniture and the cold fireplace and the heavy draperies. She sat gingerly on a chair because she was afraid of the bed.
  


  
    She thought about her bedroom at home, with her white pressed-wood furniture and her Phantom of the Opera posters and the new CD player she’d bought with her baby-sitting money. She’d painted the bookcase pale blue to show off her unicorn collection. She collected every kind of unicorn there was—stuffed, blown glass, ceramic, pewter. Back home, Clover had said once that Cassie was like a unicorn herself: blue eyed, shy, and different from everyone else. All that seemed to belong to a former life now.
  


  
    She didn’t know how long she sat there, but sometime later she found the piece of chalcedony in her hand. She must have taken it out of her pocket, and now she was clinging to it.
  


  
    If you’re ever in trouble or danger, she thought, and a wave of longing swept over her. It was followed by a wave of fury. Don’t be stupid, she told herself sharply. You’re not in danger. And no rock is going to help you. She had an impulse to throw it away, but instead she just rubbed it against her cheek, feeling the cool, jagged smoothness of the crystals. It made her remember his touch—how gentle it had been, the way it had pierced her to the soul. Daringly, she rubbed the crystal over her lips and felt a sudden throb from all the places on her skin he had touched. The hand he had held—she could still feel his fingers printed on her palm. Her wrist—she felt the light brush of cool fingertips raising the hairs there. And the back of it . . . She shut her eyes and her breath caught as she remembered that kiss. What would it have felt like, she wondered, if his lips had touched where the crystal touched now? She let her head fall back, drawing the cool stone from her own lips down her throat to rest in the hollow where her pulse beat. She could almost feel him kissing her, as no boy ever had; she could almost imagine that it really was his lips there. I would let you, she thought, even though I wouldn’t let anyone else . . . I would trust you. . . .
  


  
    But he’d left her. Suddenly, with a shock, she remembered that. He’d left her and gone away, just as the other most important man in Cassie’s life had.
  


  
    Cassie seldom thought about her father. She seldom allowed herself to. He’d gone away when she was only a little girl, left her mother and her alone to take care of themselves. Cassie’s mother told people he had died, but to Cassie she admitted the truth: he’d simply left. Maybe he was dead by now, or maybe he was somewhere else, with another family, another daughter. She and her mother would never know. And although her mother never spoke about him unless someone asked, Cassie knew that he’d broken her mother’s heart.
  


  
    Men always leave, Cassie thought, her throat aching. They both left me. And now I’m alone . . . here. If only I had somebody else to talk to . . . a sister, somebody. . . .
  


  
    Eyes still shut, she let the hand with the crystal trail down and fall into her lap. She was so exhausted with emotion that she couldn’t even get up to go to the bed. She simply sat there, drifting in the lonely dimness until her breathing slowed and she fell asleep.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    That night Cassie had a dream—or perhaps it wasn’t a dream. She dreamed that her mother and grandmother came into the room, moving noiselessly, almost gliding over the floor. In her dream she was aware of them, but she couldn’t move as they lifted her from the chair and undressed her and put her to bed. Then they stood over the bed, looking down at her. Her mother’s eyes were strange and dark and unfathomable.
  


  
    “Little Cassie,” her grandmother said with a sigh. “At last. But what a pity—”
  


  
    “Sh!” her mother said sharply. “She’ll wake up.”
  


  
    Her grandmother sighed again. “But you can see that it’s the only way . . .”
  


  
    “Yes,” her mother said, her voice empty and resigned. “I can see that you can’t escape destiny. I shouldn’t have tried.”
  


  
    That’s just what I thought, Cassie realized as the dream faded. You can’t escape destiny. Vaguely she could see her mother and grandmother moving toward the door, and she could hear the whisper of their voices. She couldn’t make out any words, though, until one sibilant hiss came through.
  


  
    “. . . sacrifice . . .”
  


  
    She wasn’t sure which of the women had said it, but it echoed over and over in her mind. Even as darkness covered her, she kept hearing it. Sacrifice . . . sacrifice . . . sacrifice . . .
  


  


  
    

  


  
    It was morning. She was lying in the four-poster bed and sunlight was streaming in the eastern window. It made the pink room look like a rose petal held up to the light. Sort of warm and shining. Somewhere outside a bird was singing.
  


  
    Cassie sat up. She had a confused memory of some kind of a dream, but it was dim and vague. Her nose was stuffed up—probably from crying—and she felt a little lightheaded but not really bad. She felt the way you do after being very sick or very upset and then getting some deep, restful sleep: strangely spacey and peaceful. The quiet after the storm.
  


  
    She got dressed. Just as she was about to leave the room, she noticed the chalcedony lucky piece on the floor and slipped it in her pocket.
  


  
    No one else seemed to be awake. Even in the daytime the long passage was dark and cool, lit only by the windows at opposite ends. Cassie found herself shivering as she walked down the hall, and the dim bulbs of the wall lamps flickered as if in sympathy.
  


  
    Downstairs was lighter. But there were so many rooms that when she tried to explore, she quickly got lost. Finally, she ended up in the front hallway and decided to go outside.
  


  
    She wasn’t even thinking about why—she guessed she wanted to see the neighborhood. Her steps took her down the long, narrow country road, past house after house. It was so early, no one else was outside. And eventually she ended up at the pretty yellow house with the towers.
  


  
    High in one tower, the window was sparkling.
  


  
    Cassie was staring at it, wondering why, when she noticed motion in a ground-floor window much closer to her. It was a library or study, and standing inside was a girl. The girl was tall and slender, with an incredibly long cascade of hair that obscured her face as she bent over something on the desk in front of the window. That hair—Cassie couldn’t take her eyes off it. It was like moonlight and sunlight woven together—and it was natural. No dark roots. Cassie had never seen anything so beautiful.
  


  
    They were so close—Cassie standing just behind the neat hedge outside the window, and the girl standing just inside, facing her, but looking down. Cassie watched, fascinated, at what the girl was doing at the desk. The girl’s hands moved gracefully, grinding something up with a mortar and pestle. Spices? Whatever it was, the girl’s movements were quick and deft and her hands slender and pretty.
  


  
    And Cassie had the oddest feeling . . . If the girl would only look up, she thought. Just look outside her own window. Once she did, then . . . something would happen. Cassie didn’t know what, but her skin had broken out in gooseflesh. She had such a sense of connection, of . . . kinship. If the girl would just look up. . . .
  


  
    Yell. Throw a stone at the window. Cassie was actually looking for a stone when she saw movement again. The girl with the shining hair was turning, as if responding to someone inside the house calling her. Cassie had a glimpse of a lovely, dewy face—but only for the briefest instant. Then the girl had turned and was hurrying away, hair flying like silk behind her.
  


  
    Cassie let out her breath.
  


  
    It would have been stupid anyway, she told herself as she walked back home. Fine way to introduce yourself to your neighbors—throwing rocks at them. But the sense of crushing disappointment remained. She felt that somehow she’d never have another chance—she’d never get up the courage to introduce herself to that girl. Anyone that beautiful undoubtedly had plenty of friends without Cassie. Undoubtedly went with a crowd far beyond Cassie’s orbit.
  


  
    Her grandmother’s flat, square house looked even worse after the sunny Victorian one. Disconsolately, Cassie drifted over to the bluff, to look down at the ocean.
  


  
    Blue. A color so intense she didn’t know how to describe it. She watched the water washing around a dark rock and felt a queer thrill. The wind blew her hair back, and she stared out at the morning sun glittering on the waves. She felt . . . kinship again. As if something were speaking to her blood, to something deep inside her. What was it about this place—about that girl? She felt she could almost grasp it . . .
  


  
    “Cassie!”
  


  
    Startled, Cassie looked around. Her grandmother was calling from the doorway of the old wing of the house.
  


  
    “Are you all right? For heaven’s sake, get away from the edge!”
  


  
    Cassie looked down and immediately felt a wave of vertigo. Her toes were almost off the bluff. “I didn’t realize I was that close,” she said, stepping back.
  


  
    Her grandmother stared at her, then nodded. “Well, come away now and I’ll get you some breakfast,” she said. “Do you like pancakes?”
  


  
    Feeling a little shy, Cassie nodded. She had some vague memory about a dream that made her uncomfortable, but she definitely felt better this morning than she had yesterday. She followed her grandmother through the door, which was much thicker and heavier than a modern one.
  


  
    “The front door of the original house,” her grandmother explained. She didn’t seem to be having much trouble with her leg today, Cassie noticed. “Strange to have it lead directly into the kitchen, isn’t it? But that was how they did things in those days. Sit down, why don’t you, while I make the pancakes.”
  


  
    But Cassie was staring in amazement. The kitchen was like no kitchen she’d ever seen before. There was a gas range and a refrigerator—even a microwave shoved back on a wooden counter—but the rest of it was like something out of a movie set. Dominating the room was an enormous open fireplace as big as a walk-in closet, and although there was no fire now, the thick layer of ashes at the bottom showed that it was sometimes used. Inside, an iron pot hung on an iron crossbar. Over the fireplace were sprays of dried flowers and plants, which gave off a pleasant fragrance.
  


  
    And as for the woman in front of the hearth . . .
  


  
    Grandmothers were supposed to be pink and cozy, with soft laps and large checking accounts. This woman looked stooped and coarse, with her grizzled hair and the prominent mole on her cheek. Cassie kept half expecting her to go over to the iron pot and stir it while muttering, “Double, double, toil and trouble . . .”
  


  
    Immediately after she thought this, she felt ashamed. That’s your grandmother, she told herself fiercely. Your only living relative besides your mother. It’s not her fault she’s old and ugly. So don’t just sit here. Say something nice.
  


  
    “Oh, thanks,” she said, as her grandmother placed a plate of steaming pancakes in front of her. Then she added, “Uh, are those dried flowers over the fireplace? They smell good.”
  


  
    “Lavender and hyssop,” her grandmother said. “When you’re done eating, I’ll show you my garden, if you like.”
  


  
    “I’d love it,” Cassie said, truthfully.
  


  
    But when her grandmother led her outside after she’d finished eating, the scene was far different than Cassie had expected. There were some flowers, but for the most part the “garden” just looked like weeds and bushes—row after row of overgrown, uncared-for weeds and bushes.
  


  
    “Oh—how nice,” Cassie said. Maybe the old lady was senile after all. “What unusual—plants.”
  


  
    Her grandmother shot her a shrewd, amused glance. “They’re herbs,” she said. “Here, this is lemon balm. Smell.”
  


  
    Cassie took the heart-shaped leaf, wrinkled like a mint leaf but a little bigger, and sniffed. It had the scent of freshly peeled lemon. “That is nice,” she said, surprised.
  


  
    “And this is French sorrel—taste.”
  


  
    Cassie gingerly took the small, rounded leaf and nibbled at the end. The taste was sharp and refreshing. “It’s good—like sour grass!” she said, looking up at her grandmother, who smiled. “What are those?” Cassie said, nibbling again as she pointed to some bright yellow buttons of flowers.
  


  
    “That’s tansy. The ones that look like white daisies are feverfew. Feverfew leaves are good in salads.”
  


  
    Cassie was intrigued. “What about those?” She pointed to some creamy white flowers that twined up other bushes.
  


  
    “Honeysuckle. I keep it just because it smells good. The bees love it, and the butterflies. In spring it’s like Grand Central Station around here.”
  


  
    Cassie reached out to snap off a fragrant stem of delicate flower buds, then stopped. “Could I—I thought I’d take some up for my room. If you don’t mind, I mean.”
  


  
    “Oh, good heavens, take as many as you want. That’s what they’re here for.”
  


  
    She’s not really old and ugly at all, Cassie thought, snapping off stems of the creamy flowers. She’s just—different. Different doesn’t necessarily mean bad.
  


  
    “Thanks—Grandma,” she said as they went back into the house. Then she opened her mouth again, to ask about the yellow house, and who lived there.
  


  
    But her grandmother was picking up something from beside the microwave.
  


  
    “Here, Cassie. This came in the mail for you yesterday.” She handed Cassie two booklets bound in construction paper, one red and one white.
  


  
    New Salem High School Student and Parent Handbook, one read. The other read, New Salem High School Program of Studies.
  


  
    Oh, my God, Cassie thought. School.
  


  
    New hallways, new lockers, new classrooms, new faces. There was a slip of paper between the booklets, with Schedule of Classes printed boldly at the top. And under that, her name, with her address listed as Number Twelve Crowhaven Road, New Salem.
  


  
    Her grandmother might not be as bad as she’d thought; even the house might turn out to be not so awful. But what about school? How could she ever face school here in New Salem?
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 5


    
         
    

  


  
    
  


  The gray cashmere sweater or the blue-and-white Fair Isle cardigan, that was the question. Cassie stood in front of the gilt-framed mirror, holding first one and then the other in front of her. The blue cardigan, she decided; blue was her favorite color, and it brought out the blue of her eyes. The plump cherubs on top of the old-fashioned looking glass seemed to agree, smiling at her approvingly.


  
    Now that the first day of school had actually come, Cassie found that she was excited. Of course, she was nervous too, but it wasn’t the stark and hopeless dread she’d expected to feel. There was something interesting about beginning school in a new place. It was like starting her life over. Maybe she’d adopt a whole new personality. Back home, her friends would probably describe her as “nice, but shy” or “fun, but kind of quiet.” But no one here knew that. Maybe this year she’d be Cassie the Extrovert or even Cassie the Party Girl. Maybe she’d even be good enough for the girl with the shining hair. Cassie’s heart beat more quickly at the thought.
  


  
    It all depended on first impressions. It was vital she get off to a good start. Cassie pulled on the blue sweater and anxiously checked her reflection again in the mirror.
  


  
    She wished there were something more to do with her own hair. It was soft and it waved slightly, with pretty highlights, but she wished she could do something more dramatic with it. Like the girl in this ad—she glanced at the magazine open on the dressing table. She’d bought it specially when she’d driven into town last week so she could see the back-to-school fashions. She’d never gotten the courage to walk up to the yellow Victorian house again, although she’d cruised by it slowly in her grandmother’s Volkswagen Rabbit, hoping vainly to bump into the girl “accidentally.”
  


  
    Yes, tomorrow she’d pull her hair back like the model in the ad, she decided.
  


  
    Just as she was about to step away, something on the opposite page of the magazine caught her eye. A horoscope column. Her birth sign, Cancer, seemed to be staring out at her. Automatically her eyes followed the words after it.
  


  
    That daggy insecure feeling has got you again. It’s time for positive thinking! If that doesn’t work, remember that nothing lasts forever. Try not to make waves in your personal relationships this month. You’ve got enough to cope with already.
  


  
    Horoscopes are such garbage, Cassie thought, closing the magazine with a slap. Her mother had always said so, and it was true. “That daggy insecure feeling”—just telling someone they felt insecure was enough to make them feel it! There was nothing supernatural about that.
  


  
    But if she didn’t believe in the supernatural, what was the chalcedony lucky piece doing in the zipper compartment of her backpack? Setting her jaw, she took it out and put it in her jewelry box, then went downstairs to say good-bye.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The school was an impressive three-story red brick building. So impressive that after Cassie had parked the Rabbit, she was almost afraid to go any closer. There were several narrow paths that led up the hill, and she finally nerved herself to take one. At the top her throat closed and she simply stared.
  


  
    God, it looked like a college or something. Like a historical landmark. The bold stone facing on the front read NEW SALEM HIGH SCHOOL, and below was a sort of crest with the words Town of New Salem, Incorporated 1693. Was that how old this town was? Three hundred years? Back in Reseda, the oldest buildings around had been there for maybe fifty years.
  


  
    I am not shy, Cassie told herself, forcing herself to walk forward. I am Cassie the Confident.
  


  
    An incredibly loud roar made her head jerk around, and sheer instinct sent her jumping to the side just in time to avoid being run over. Heart pounding, she stood and gawked at what had almost hit her. It was a motorcycle on the bike path. But even more astonishing was its rider—a girl. She was wearing tight black jeans and a motorcycle jacket, and her trim, athletic body looked tough. But when she turned around after parking the motorcycle by a bike rack, Cassie saw that her face was ravishingly pretty. It was small and feminine, framed by tumbling dark curls, and marred only by a sullen, belligerent expression.
  


  
    “What are you staring at?” the girl demanded suddenly.
  


  
    Cassie started. She supposed she had been staring. The girl took a step forward, and Cassie found herself stepping back.
  


  
    “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to—” She tried to tear her eyes away, but it was hard. The girl was wearing a skimpy black midriff top under the jacket, and Cassie glimpsed what looked like a small tattoo just above the material. A tattoo of a crescent moon. “I’m sorry,” Cassie said again, helplessly.
  


  
    “You better be. You keep out of my face, get it?”
  


  
    You were the one who almost ran me over, Cassie thought. But she nodded hastily, and to her vast relief the girl turned away.
  


  
    God, what a horrible way to start the first day of school, Cassie thought, hurrying toward the entrance. What a horrible person to be the first one you spoke to. Well, at least after a beginning like that, things could only get better.
  


  
    All around her teenagers were greeting one another, shouting hello; the girls giggling and hugging, the boys horsing around. It was an excited bustle, and everybody seemed to know everybody else.
  


  
    Except Cassie. She stood looking at the fresh haircuts of the guys, the brand-new clothes of the girls, smelling the scents of too much perfume and unnecessary aftershave and feeling more alone than she ever had in her life.
  


  
    Keep moving, she told herself sternly. Don’t stand around looking for that girl—find your first class. Maybe you’ll see somebody there who’s alone, and you can talk to them. You’ve got to look extroverted if you want people to think you are.
  


  
    Her first class was writing for publication, an English elective, and Cassie was glad she had it. She liked creative writing, and the Program of Studies had said that the class would offer opportunities for publication in the school literary magazine and newspaper. She’d worked on the newspaper in her old school; maybe she could here, too.
  


  
    Of course, the Program also said you had to sign up for writing for publication the previous spring, and Cassie still couldn’t quite understand how her grandmother had gotten her enrolled just before school started. Maybe her grandmother had special pull with the administration or something.
  


  
    She found the class without much trouble and took an inconspicuous desk near the back. The room was filling up, and everyone seemed to have someone to talk to. Nobody took the slightest notice of Cassie.
  


  
    She began doodling ferociously on the front of her notebook, trying to look totally involved in it, trying to look as if she weren’t the only one in class sitting alone.
  


  
    “You’re new, aren’t you?”
  


  
    The boy in front of her had turned around. His smile was genuinely friendly, but it was also dazzling, and she had a feeling he knew exactly how dazzling it was. His hair was auburn and curly, and it was clear that when he stood, he’d be very tall.
  


  
    “You’re new,” he said again.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Cassie, and was furious to hear her voice shake. But this guy was so good-looking. . . . “I’m Cassie Blake. I just moved here from California.”
  


  
    “I’m Jeffrey Lovejoy,” he said.
  


  
    “Oh,” Cassie said, trying to make it sound as if she’d heard of him before, since this seemed to be what he expected.
  


  
    “Center on the basketball team,” he said. “Also captain.”
  


  
    “Oh, how great.” Oh, how stupid. She had to do better than this. She sounded brainless. “I mean—that must be really interesting.”
  


  
    “Are you interested in basketball? Maybe we could talk about it sometime.” Suddenly Cassie felt very grateful to him. He was ignoring her blundering, her lameness. Okay, so maybe he liked to be admired, but what difference did that make? He was nice, and it would definitely improve her status to be seen around the campus with him.
  


  
    “That would be great,” she said, wishing she could think of another adjective. “Maybe—maybe at lunch . . .”
  


  
    A shadow fell over her. Or at least that was how it felt. In any case, she was aware, all at once, of a presence at her side, a presence that made her voice trail off blankly as she looked up, wide-eyed.
  


  
    A girl was standing there, the most striking girl Cassie had ever seen. A big, beautiful girl, both tall and voluptuous. She had a mane of pitch-black hair and her pale skin was touched with the glow of confidence and power.
  


  
    “Hello, Jeffrey,” she said. Her voice was low for a girl’s; vibrant and almost husky.
  


  
    “Faye.” Jeffrey’s voice, by contrast, was noticeably unenthusiastic. He looked tense. “Hi.”
  


  
    The girl leaned over him, one hand on the back of his chair, and Cassie caught the scent of some heady perfume. “I didn’t see much of you over summer vacation,” she said. “Where’ve you been?”
  


  
    “Around,” Jeffrey said lightly. But his smile was forced, and his entire body was taut now.
  


  
    “You shouldn’t keep yourself hidden away like that. Naughty boy.” Faye leaned in closer yet. She was wearing an off-the-shoulder top—completely off both shoulders. It left a great deal of skin exposed just at Jeffrey’s eye level. But it was her face Cassie couldn’t help staring at. She had a sensuous, sulky mouth and extraordinary honey-colored eyes. They seemed almost to glow with a strange golden light. “You know, there’s a new horror movie at the Capri this week,” she said. “I like horror movies, Jeffrey.”
  


  
    “I can take them or leave them myself,” Jeffrey said.
  


  
    Faye chuckled, a rich, disturbing sound. “Maybe you just haven’t seen them with the right girl,” she murmured. “Under the proper circumstances, I think they can be very . . . stimulating.”
  


  
    Cassie felt embarrassed blood rise to her cheeks, though she scarcely knew why. Jeffrey wet his lips, looking fascinated in spite of himself, but also scared. Like a rabbit in a trap.
  


  
    “I was going to take Sally down to Gloucester this weekend—” he began, voice strained.
  


  
    “Well, you’ll just have to tell Sally that . . . something came up,” Faye said, raking him with her eyes. “You can come get me Saturday night at seven.”
  


  
    “Faye, I—”
  


  
    “Oh, and don’t be late, all right? I hate it when boys are late.”
  


  
    All this time, the black-haired girl had not even glanced at Cassie. But now, as she straightened up to leave, she did. The look she turned on Cassie was sly and secretive, as if she were perfectly aware that Cassie had been listening, and she liked it. Then she turned back to Jeffrey.
  


  
    “Oh, and by the way,” she said, lifting one hand in a languid gesture that showed off her long red nails, “she’s from Crowhaven Road too.”
  


  
    Jeffrey’s jaw dropped. He stared at Cassie a moment with an expression of shock and distaste, and then he quickly turned around to face the front of the room. Faye was chuckling as she walked away to take a seat at the very back.
  


  
    What is going on? Cassie thought wildly. What difference did it make where she lived? The only thing she could see now of Jeffrey-of-the-dazzling-smile was his rigid back.
  


  
    She had no time to think anything more, because the teacher was talking. He was a mild-looking man with a graying beard and glasses. He introduced himself as Mr. Humphries.
  


  
    “And since you’ve all had a chance to talk during your summer vacation, now I’ll give you a chance to write,” he said. “I want each of you to write a poem, right now, spontaneously. We’ll read some of them aloud afterward. The poem can be about anything, but if you have trouble thinking of a subject, write about your dreams.”
  


  
    There were groans from the class, which gradually died into silence and pen chewing. But Cassie bent over her notebook with her heart beating rapidly. A vague memory of her dream of last week intruded, the one where her mother and grandmother had stood over her. But she didn’t want to write about that. She wanted to write about him.
  


  
    After a few minutes she scribbled down a line. When Mr. Humphries announced that the time was up, she had a poem, and reading it over she felt a thin chill of excitement. It was good—or at least she thought so.
  


  
    What if the teacher called on her to read it out loud? She didn’t want him to, of course, but what if he made her, and what if somebody else in class thought it was good and wanted to talk to her afterward? Maybe they’d ask her about the guy in the poem, and then she could tell them the mysterious and romantic story about him. Maybe she’d get a reputation for being kind of mysterious and romantic herself. Maybe the girl in the Victorian house would hear about her . . .
  


  
    Mr. Humphries was calling for volunteers. Predictably, no hands were raised . . . until one went up in the back.
  


  
    The teacher hesitated. Cassie turned to see that the raised hand had long red nails.
  


  
    “Faye Chamberlain,” Mr. Humphries said at last.
  


  
    He sat on the edge of his desk as the tall, striking girl came to stand beside him, but Cassie had the oddest feeling that he would have moved away if he could. An almost palpable air of tension had filled the room, and all eyes were on Faye.
  


  
    She tossed her glorious mane of black hair back and shrugged, causing her off-the-shoulder top to slip down a little lower. Tilting her head back, she smiled slowly at the class and held up a piece of paper.
  


  
    “This is my poem,” she said in her lazy, husky voice. “It’s about fire.”
  


  
    Shocked, Cassie looked down at the poem on her own desk. Then Faye’s voice caught her attention.
  


  
    
  


  
    
      I dream about fire—

    


    
      Tongues of flame licking me.

    


    
      My hair burns like a torch;

    


    
      My body burns for you.

    


    
      Touch my skin and your fingers will stick—

    


    
      You’ll blacken like a cinder.

    


    
      But you’ll die smiling;

    


    
      Then you’ll be part of the fire too.

    

  


  
    
  


  
    As the entire class watched, riveted, Faye produced a match and somehow—Cassie didn’t quite see how—managed to light it. She touched it to the paper and the paper caught fire. Then, walking slowly, she moved to stand directly in front of Jeffrey Lovejoy, waving the burning paper gently before his eyes.
  


  
    Howls, whistles, and desk banging from the audience. Many of them looked scared, but most of the guys looked excited, too. Some of the girls looked as if they wished they dared to do something like that.
  


  
    Voices called out, “See, Jeffrey, that’s what you get for being so cute!” “Go for it, man!” “Watch out, Jeff, Sally’s gonna hear about this!”
  


  
    Jeffrey just sat there, the back of his neck slowly flushing dull red.
  


  
    As the paper was about to burn her fingers, Faye sashayed away from Jeffrey again and dropped it in the metal wastebasket by the teacher’s desk. Mr. Humphries didn’t flinch when something in the wastebasket flared up, and Cassie admired him for that.
  


  
    “Thank you, Faye,” he said evenly. “Class, I think we can call what we’ve just seen an example of . . . concrete poetry. Tomorrow we’ll study some more traditional methods. Class dismissed.”
  


  
    Faye walked out the door. There was an instant’s pause; then, as if everyone had been released by a spring, a sudden mass exodus. Jeffrey grabbed his notebook and was gone.
  


  
    Cassie looked at her own poem. Fire. She and Faye had both written about the same thing. . . .
  


  
    Suddenly she tore the sheet out and, crumpling it into a ball, thrust it into her backpack. So much for her dreams of being romantic and mysterious. With a girl like that around, who was ever going to notice Cassie?
  


  
    And yet they all seemed almost afraid of her, she thought. Even the teacher. Why didn’t he give her a detention or something? Or is lighting fires in trash cans normal in New Salem?
  


  
    And why did Jeffrey let her hit on him that way? And why did he care where I live, for God’s sake?
  


  
    In the hall, she nerved herself to stop someone and ask where room C310 was.
  


  
    “It’s on the third floor,” the girl said. “All the math classes are. Go up that stairway—”
  


  
    “Yo! Look out! Heads up, everybody!” a shouting voice interrupted. Something was whizzing down the hall, scattering students right and left from its path. Two somethings. Dumbfounded, Cassie saw that it was two guys on roller blades, laughing and bellowing as they tore through the crowd. Cassie had a glimpse of disheveled shoulder-length blond hair and almond-shaped, slightly tilted blue-green eyes as one passed—and then she saw it all again as the second one streaked by. The boys were identical, except that one was wearing a Megadeth T-shirt and the other’s said Mötley Crüe.
  


  
    They were creating chaos as they went, knocking books out of people’s arms and grabbing at girls’ clothes. As they reached the end of the hallway, one of them caught a pretty redhead’s miniskirt and deftly flipped it up to waist level. The girl shrieked and dropped her backpack to push it down.
  


  
    “Why doesn’t somebody do something?” Cassie blurted out. Was everybody in this school crazy? “Why doesn’t somebody stop them—or report them—or something. . . .”
  


  
    “Are you kidding? Those are the Henderson brothers,” the girl said, and she walked away, joining another girl. Cassie heard a fragment of a sentence float back: “. . . doesn’t even know about the Club . . .” and both girls glanced back at her, then walked on.
  


  
    What Club? That girl had said it as if it had capital letters. What did a club have to do with breaking school rules? What kind of place was this?
  


  
    Another bell rang, and Cassie realized that she was now late for class. She slung her backpack over her shoulder and ran for the stairs.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    By lunchtime, she still hadn’t exchanged more than a “hi” or “hello” with anyone, no matter how she tried. And she hadn’t seen the girl with the shining hair anywhere—not that that was really surprising, considering the many floors and corridors of this school. In her present state of insecurity, Cassie wouldn’t have dared to approach the girl if she had seen her. A leaden, miserable feeling had settled in her stomach.
  


  
    And one glance at the glass-walled cafeteria teeming with laughing students made her knees go weak.
  


  
    She couldn’t face it. She just didn’t have the nerve.
  


  
    Arms wrapped around herself, she walked away and kept walking. She walked right through the main entrance and out the door. She didn’t know where she was going—maybe she was going home. But then she saw the lush green grass of the hill.
  


  
    No, she decided; I’ll just eat here. Partway down the hill there were several craggy outcrops of natural rock, and she found she could sit comfortably in a little hollow below one, shaded by a tree. She was shielded by the rock from the school; it was almost as if the school didn’t exist. She could look down a flight of meandering steps to the bottom of the hill and the road beyond, but no one from above could see her.
  


  
    As she sat, looking at the dandelions dotting the grass, the tension gradually drained out of her. So what if the morning hadn’t been the greatest? Things would be better this afternoon. The clear blue sky seemed to tell her that.
  


  
    And the rock at her back—the famous red granite of New England—gave her a feeling of security. It was strange, but she almost felt she could hear a buzzing in the rock, like a heartbeat tremendously speeded up. A buzzing of life. If I put my cheek to it, I wonder what would happen? she thought with a curious excitement.
  


  
    Voices distracted her. Dismayed, Cassie knelt up to look over the top of the rock—and tensed.
  


  
    It was that girl, Faye. There were two other girls with her, and one of them was the biker who’d nearly run Cassie over that morning. The other was a strawberry blond with a tiny waist and the most well-developed chest Cassie had ever seen on a teenager. They were laughing and sauntering down the steps—right toward Cassie.
  


  
    I’ll just stand up and say hi, Cassie thought, but she didn’t. The memory of those disturbing honey-colored eyes was still with her. She kept quiet and hoped they’d pass her by, go all the way down the hill and off campus.
  


  
    Instead they stopped on the landing just above Cassie, sitting with their feet on the steps below and pulling out paper lunch bags.
  


  
    They were so close that Cassie could see the red stone blazing at Faye’s throat. Although she was in shadow now, if she moved they wouldn’t be able to miss her. She was trapped.
  


  
    “Did anybody follow us, Deborah?” Faye asked lazily as she rummaged through her backpack.
  


  
    The biker girl snorted. “Nobody’s stupid enough to try.”
  


  
    “Good. Because this is top secret. I don’t want you-know-who to hear anything about it,” Faye said. She took out a stenographer’s notebook with a red cover and laid it on her knee. “Now let me see, what shall we do to start this year off? I feel like something really wicked.”
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 6


    
      

    

  


  
    
  


  “Well, there’s Jeffrey . . .” the strawberry blond said.


  
    “Already begun,” Faye said, smiling. “I work fast, Suzan.”
  


  
    Suzan laughed. When she did, her extraordinary chest jiggled in a way that made Cassie certain she wasn’t wearing anything underneath her apricot-colored sweater.
  


  
    “I still don’t see the point of Jeffrey Lovejoy,” the biker girl said, scowling.
  


  
    “You don’t see the point of any guy, Deborah; that’s your problem,” said Suzan.
  


  
    “And your problem is that you can’t see the point of anything else,” Deborah retorted. “But Jeffrey’s worse than most. He’s got more teeth than brain cells.”
  


  
    “It isn’t his teeth I’m interested in,” said Faye thoughtfully. “Who are you going to start with, Suzan?”
  


  
    “Oh, I don’t know. It’s so hard to decide. There’s Mark Flemming and Brant Hegerwood and David Downey—he’s in my remedial English class, and he’s developed this killer body over the summer. And then there’s always Nick . . .”
  


  
    Deborah hooted. “Our Nick? The only way he’d look at you is if you had four wheels and a clutch.”
  


  
    “And besides, he’s taken,” Faye said, and her smile reminded Cassie of a crouching jungle cat.
  


  
    “You just said you wanted Jeffrey—”
  


  
    “They both have their uses. Get this straight, Suzan. Nick and I have an . . . arrangement. So you just back off and pick yourself a nice outsider, all right?”
  


  
    There was a moment of tension, and then the strawberry blond shrugged. “Okay, I’ll take David Downey. I didn’t really want Nick anyway. He’s an iguana.”
  


  
    Deborah looked up. “He’s my cousin!”
  


  
    “He’s still an iguana. He kissed me at the junior prom, and it was like kissing a reptile.”
  


  
    “Can we get back to business?” Faye said. “Who’s on the hate list?”
  


  
    “Sally Waltman,” Suzan said immediately. “She already thinks because she’s class president she can stand up to us, and if you take Jeffrey, she’s going to be really mad.”
  


  
    “Sally . . .” Fay mused. “Yes, we’ll have to come up with something truly special for dear old Sally. . . . What’s wrong, Deborah?”
  


  
    Deborah had stiffened, looking up the hill toward the school entrance. “Intruder alert,” she said. “In fact, it looks like a whole delegation.”
  


  
    Cassie had seen it too, a group of guys and girls coming through the main entrance down the hill. She felt a surge of hope. Maybe while Faye and the other two were occupied with them, she herself could slip away unnoticed. Heart beating quickly, she watched the new group approach.
  


  
    A broad-shouldered boy in front, who seemed to be the leader, spoke up.
  


  
    “Look, Faye, the cafeteria’s crowded. So we’re going to eat out here—okay?” His voice started out belligerent, but it wavered toward the end, becoming more of a question than a statement.
  


  
    Faye looked up at him without haste, then smiled her slow, beautiful smile. “No,” she said, briefly and sweetly. “It isn’t okay.” Then she turned back to her lunch.
  


  
    “How come?” the boy burst out, still trying to sound tough. “You didn’t stop us last year.”
  


  
    “Last year,” Faye said, “we were only juniors. This year we’re seniors—and we’re wicked. As wicked as we wanna be.”
  


  
    Deborah and Suzan smiled.
  


  
    Frustrated, Cassie shifted her weight. So far there had never been a moment when all three of the girls were looking away. Come on, turn around, she thought pleadingly.
  


  
    The group of guys and girls went on standing there for a minute or two, exchanging angry glances. But finally they turned and walked back toward the school building—all except one.
  


  
    “Uh, Faye? Did you mean I had to go too?” she said. She was a pretty, flushed girl, and young. Probably a sophomore, Cassie guessed. Cassie expected her to get packed off like the others, but to her surprise Faye raised her eyebrows and then patted the landing invitingly.
  


  
    “Why, Kori,” she said, “of course you can stay. We just imagined you’d be eating in the cafeteria with the Princess of Purity and the rest of the goody-goodies.”
  


  
    Kori sat down. “Too much goodness can get boring,” she said.
  


  
    Faye tilted her head and smiled. “And there I thought you were a namby-pamby little Puritan. Silly me,” she said. “Well, you know you’re always welcome here. You’re almost one of us, aren’t you?”
  


  
    Kori ducked her head. “I’ll be fifteen in two weeks.”
  


  
    “There, you see,” Faye said to the others. “She’s almost eligible. Now what were we talking about? That new slasher movie, wasn’t it?”
  


  
    “That’s right,” Deborah said, showing her teeth. “The one where the guy chops people up and makes them into condiments at his salad bar.”
  


  
    Suzan was unwrapping a Twinkie. “Oh, Deborah, don’t. You’re making me sick.”
  


  
    “Well, you make me sick with those things,” Deborah said. “You never stop eating them. That’s what those are, you know,” she told Kori, pointing at Suzan’s chest. “Two giant Twinkies. If Hostess went out of business, she’d be wearing a double A.”
  


  
    Faye laughed her sleepy, throaty laugh, and even Suzan giggled. Kori was smiling too, but looking uncomfortable.
  


  
    “Kori! We’re not embarrassing you, are we?” Faye exclaimed, opening her golden eyes wide.
  


  
    “Don’t be silly. I don’t embarrass easily,” Kori said.
  


  
    “Well, with brothers like yours, I should think not. Still,” Faye went on, “you seem so young, you know; almost . . . virginal. But that’s probably just a false impression, right?”
  


  
    Kori was blushing now. All three senior girls were looking at her with insinuating smiles.
  


  
    “Well, sure—I mean, it is a false impression—I’m not all that young—” Kori swallowed, looking confused. “I went out with Jimmy Clark all last summer,” she ended defensively.
  


  
    “Why don’t you tell us all about it?” Faye murmured. Kori looked more confused.
  


  
    “I—well—I think I’d better get going. I’ve got gym next period, and I have to get all the way over to E-wing. I’ll see you guys.” She got up quickly and disappeared.
  


  
    “Strange, she left her lunch,” Faye mused, frowning gently. “Oh, well.” She extracted a package of cupcakes from Kori’s lunch sack and tossed them to Suzan, who giggled.
  


  
    Deborah, though, was frowning. “That was stupid, Faye. We’re going to need her later—like in two weeks. One empty space, one candidate, you know?”
  


  
    “True,” Faye said. “Oh, well, I’ll make it up to her. Don’t worry; when the time comes, she’ll be on our side.”
  


  
    “I suppose we’d better get moving too,” Suzan said, and behind her rock, Cassie shut her eyes in relief. “I’ve got to climb all the way to the third floor for algebra.”
  


  
    “Which could take hours,” Deborah said maliciously. “But don’t strain yourself just yet. There’s more company coming.”
  


  
    Faye sighed in exasperation, without turning. “Who now? What do we have to do to get a little peace around here?”
  


  
    “It’s Madame Class President herself. Sally. And there’s steam coming out of her ears.”
  


  
    Faye’s expression of annoyance vanished, dissolving into something more beautiful and infinitely more dangerous. Still sitting with her back to the school, she smiled and worked her long, red-tipped fingers like a cat exercising its claws. “And I thought today was going to be boring,” she murmured, clucking her tongue. “It just shows you can never tell. Well, hello, Sally,” she said aloud, standing and turning in one smooth motion. “What a lovely surprise. How was your summer?”
  


  
    “Save it, Faye,” said the girl who’d just marched down the steps. She was a good head shorter than Faye, and slighter of build, but her arms and legs had a wiry look and her fists were clenched as if she were prepared to do physical battle. “I didn’t come out here to chat.”
  


  
    “But we haven’t had a good talk in so long. . . . Did you do something to your hair? It’s so—interesting.”
  


  
    Cassie looked at Sally’s hair. It had a rusty cast to it, and looked frizzled and overpermed. As the girl raised a defensive hand to her head Cassie could almost have giggled—if it all hadn’t been so horrible.
  


  
    “I didn’t come to talk about my hair, either!” snapped Sally. She had a strident voice that was climbing higher with every sentence. “I came to talk about Jeffrey. You leave him alone!”
  


  
    Faye smiled, very slowly. “Why?” she murmured, and in contrast to Sally’s voice hers seemed even lower and more sensual. “Afraid of what he’ll do if you’re not there to hold his hand?”
  


  
    “He’s not interested in you!”
  


  
    “Is that what he told you? Hmm. He seemed very interested this morning. He’s taking me out Saturday night.”
  


  
    “Because you’re making him.”
  


  
    “Making him? Are you suggesting a big boy like Jeffrey can’t say no when he wants to?” Faye shook her head. “And why isn’t he here now to speak for himself? I’ll tell you something, Sally,” she added, her voice dropping confidentially. “He didn’t fight hard this morning. He didn’t fight hard at all.”
  


  
    Sally’s hand drew back as if she wanted to hit the bigger girl, but she didn’t. “You think you can do anything, Faye—you and the rest of the Club! Well, it’s time somebody showed you that you can’t. There are more of us—lots more—and we’re getting tired of being pushed around. It’s time somebody took a stand.”
  


  
    “Is that what you’re planning to do?” Faye said pleasantly. Sally had been circling her like a bulldog looking for an opening, and now the wiry girl had ended on the edge of the landing with her back to the steps leading down.
  


  
    “Yes!” Sally cried defiantly.
  


  
    “Funny,” murmured Faye, “because it’s going to be hard to do that flat on your back.” With the last words she flicked her long red fingernails in Sally’s face.
  


  
    She never actually touched Sally’s skin. Cassie, who had been watching intently, desperately waiting for an opportunity to flee, felt sure of that.
  


  
    But it was as if something hit Sally. Something invisible. And heavy. The wiry girl’s entire body jerked back and she tried frantically to regain her footing on the edge of the landing. Arms flailing, she teetered for an endless instant and then fell backward.
  


  
    Cassie could never remember what happened then. One minute she was behind her rock, crouching and safe, and the next she had flung herself out across the falling girl’s path, knocking her sideways onto the grass. For a heartbeat Cassie thought they were both going to roll all the way down the hill, but somehow or other they didn’t. They ended up in a heap, with Cassie underneath.
  


  
    “Let go! You ripped my shirt,” a strident voice exclaimed, and an unkind fist planted itself in Cassie’s midriff as Sally pushed herself to her feet. Cassie stared up at her, open-mouthed. Talk about gratitude . . .
  


  
    “And as for you, Faye Chamberlain—you tried to kill me! But you’ll get yours, you wait and see!”
  


  
    “I’ll get yours too, Sally,” Faye promised, smiling, but the sleepiness in her smile wasn’t genuine anymore. She looked as if underneath she were grinding her teeth.
  


  
    “You just wait,” Sally repeated vehemently. “Someday they may find you at the bottom of those stairs with a broken neck.” With that, she marched to the landing and up the steps, bringing her foot down on each as if she were stamping on Faye’s face. She didn’t even look back or acknowledge Cassie’s existence.
  


  
    Cassie slowly got up and glanced down the long, winding flight of stairs that led to the foot of the hill. She couldn’t have done anything differently, she realized. Sally would have been lucky to break nothing more than her neck before she reached bottom. But now . . .
  


  
    She turned to face the three senior girls above her.
  


  
    They were still standing with careless, unstudied elegance, but underneath their easy demeanor was violence. Cassie saw it in the sullen darkness of Deborah’s eyes, and in the spiteful curve of Suzan’s lips. But most of all she saw it in Faye.
  


  
    It occurred to her, quite incidentally, that these were probably the three most beautiful girls she’d ever seen. It wasn’t just that each had perfect skin, free of the slightest trace of teenage blemishes. It wasn’t their gorgeous hair: Deborah’s dark disordered curls, Faye’s pitch-black mane, and Suzan’s cloud of reddish gold. It wasn’t even the way they set each other off, each one’s distinctive type enhancing the others’ instead of detracting from them. It was something else, something that came from within. A kind of confidence and self-possession that no girl at sixteen or seventeen should have. An inner strength, an energy. A power.
  


  
    It terrified her.
  


  
    “Well, now, what do we have here?” Faye said in a throaty voice. “A spy? Or a little white mouse?”
  


  
    Run, Cassie thought. But her legs wouldn’t move.
  


  
    “I saw her this morning,” Deborah said. “She was hanging out in front of the bike rack, staring at me.”
  


  
    “Oh, I’ve seen her before that, Debby,” Faye replied. “I saw her last week at Number Twelve. She’s a neighbor.”
  


  
    “You mean she’s—” Suzan broke off.
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “Whatever else she is, she’s dead meat now,” Deborah said. Her petite face was twisted in a scowl.
  


  
    “Let’s not be hasty,” Faye murmured. “Even mice may have their uses. By the way, how long were you hiding there?”
  


  
    There was only one answer to this, and Cassie fought not to say it. This was no time to come up with a devastatingly witty remark. But at last she gave in, because it was the truth, and because she couldn’t think of anything else.
  


  
    “Long enough,” she said, and shut her eyes in misery.
  


  
    Faye descended slowly to stand in front of her. “Do you always spy on other people’s private conversations?”
  


  
    “I was here before you came,” Cassie said, with as much spirit as she could manage. If only Faye would stop staring at her like that. Those honey-colored eyes seemed to glow with an eerie, supernatural light. It was focused on Cassie like a laser beam, draining away her will, causing the strength to flow out of her. It was as if Faye wanted her to do something—or wanted something from her. It made her feel so disoriented—so off balance and weak . . .
  


  
    And then she felt a sudden surge of strength that seemed to come up from her feet. Or, rather, from the ground beneath them, from the red New England granite that she’d felt buzzing with life earlier. It steadied her, sweeping up and straightening her spine, so that she lifted her chin and looked into those golden eyes without flinching.
  


  
    “I was here first,” she said defiantly.
  


  
    “Very good,” murmured Faye, and there was an odd look in her eyes. Then she turned her head. “Anything interesting in her backpack?”
  


  
    Cassie saw, to her outrage, that Deborah was going through her backpack, throwing things out one by one. “Not much,” the biker said, tossing it on the ground so the rest of its contents scattered down the hillside.
  


  
    “All right.” Faye was smiling again, a particularly unpleasant smile that made her red lips look cruel. “I think you were right the first time, Deborah. She’s dead meat.” She looked at Cassie. “You’re new here, so you probably don’t understand what kind of mistake you’ve made. And I don’t have time to stand here and tell you. But you’ll find out. You’ll find out—Cassie.”
  


  
    She reached out and caught Cassie’s chin with long, red-tipped fingers. Cassie wanted to pull away, but her muscles were locked. She felt the strength in those fingers and the hardness of the long, slightly curving nails. Like talons, she thought. The talons of a bird of prey.
  


  
    For the first time she noticed that the red stone Fay wore at her throat had a star in it, like a star sapphire. It winked in the sunlight, and Cassie found she couldn’t take her eyes off it.
  


  
    Laughing suddenly, Faye released her.
  


  
    “Come on,” she said to the other two girls. The three of them turned and went up the steps.
  


  
    The air exploded from Cassie’s lungs as if she were a balloon that had just been pricked. She was shaking inside. That had been . . . That had been absolutely . . .
  


  
    Get a grip on yourself!
  


  
    She’s only a teenage gang leader, she told herself. At least the mystery of the Club is solved. They’re a gang. You’ve heard of gangs before, even if you never went to a school with one. As long as you leave them alone and don’t cross them from now on, you’ll be okay.
  


  
    But the reassurance rang hollow in her mind. Faye’s last words had sounded like a threat. But a threat of what?
  


  


  
    

  


  
    When Cassie got back to the house that afternoon, her mother didn’t seem to be downstairs. Finally, as she wandered from room to room calling, her grandmother appeared on the staircase. The look on her face made Cassie’s stomach lurch.
  


  
    “What’s wrong? Where’s Mom?”
  


  
    “She’s upstairs, in her room. She hasn’t been feeling very well. Now, there’s no need for you to get worried . . .”
  


  
    Cassie hurried up the creaking old steps to the green room. Her mother was lying in a grand four-poster bed. Her eyes were shut, her face pale and lightly perspiring.
  


  
    “Mom?”
  


  
    The large black eyes opened. Her mother swallowed and smiled painfully. “Just a touch of the flu, I think,” she said, and her voice was weak and distant, a voice to go with the pallor of her face. “I’ll be fine in a day or two, sweetheart. How was school?”
  


  
    Cassie’s better nature battled with her desire to spread her own misery around as much as possible. Her mother took a little breath and shut her eyes as if the light hurt her.
  


  
    Better nature won. Cassie dug her nails into her palms and spoke evenly. “Oh, fine,” she said.
  


  
    “Did you meet anyone interesting?”
  


  
    “Oh, you could say that.”
  


  
    She didn’t want to worry her grandmother, either. But during dinner, when her grandmother asked why she was so quiet, the words just seemed to come out by themselves.
  


  
    “There was this girl at school—her name’s Faye, and she’s awful. A female Attila the Hun. And on my very first day I ended up making her hate me. . . .” She told the whole story. At the end of it, her grandmother looked into the fireplace as if preoccupied.
  


  
    “It will get better, Cassie,” she said.
  


  
    But what if it doesn’t? Cassie thought. “Oh, I’m sure it will,” she said.
  


  
    Then her grandmother did something surprising. She looked around as if somebody might be listening and then leaned forward. “No, I mean that, Cassie. I know. You see, you have—a special advantage. Something very special . . .” Her voice dropped to a whisper.
  


  
    Cassie leaned forward in turn. “What?”
  


  
    Her grandmother opened her mouth, then her eyes shifted away. There was a pop from the fire, and she got up to poke the wood there.
  


  
    “Grandma, what?”
  


  
    “You’ll find out.”
  


  
    Cassie felt a shock. It was the second time today she’d heard those words. “Grandma—”
  


  
    “You’ve got good sense, for one thing,” her grandmother said, a new, brisk tone in her voice. “And two good legs, for another. Here, take this broth up to your mother. She hasn’t eaten anything all day.”
  


  
    That night, Cassie couldn’t sleep. Either her dread kept her awake so that she noticed more of the creaking, rattling, old-house sounds than she had before, or there were more of the sounds to notice. She didn’t know which, and it didn’t matter: she kept falling asleep and then jerking back to awareness. Every so often she reached under her pillow to touch the chalcedony piece. If only she could really sleep . . . so she could dream about him. . . .
  


  
    She sat bolt upright in bed.
  


  
    Then she got up, bare feet pattering on the hardwood floor, and went over to unzip her backpack. She took the things she’d re-collected from the hillside out one by one, pencil by pencil, book by book. At last she looked at the array on the bedspread.
  


  
    She was right. She hadn’t noticed it at the time; she’d been too worried about Faye’s threat. But the poem she’d written that morning and then crumpled up in anger was missing.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 7


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  The first person Cassie saw at school the next morning was Faye. The tall girl was standing with a group in front of a side entrance that Cassie had been taking to be inconspicuous.


  
    Deborah, the biker, and Suzan, the pneumatic strawberry blond, were in the group. So were the two blond guys who had been roller blading through the halls yesterday. And there were two other guys. One was a short boy with a hesitant, slinking look and a furtive smile. The second was tall, with dark hair and a handsome, cold face. He was wearing a T-shirt with rolled-up sleeves and black jeans like Deborah’s, and he was smoking a cigarette. Nick? thought Cassie, remembering the girls’ conversation yesterday. The reptile?
  


  
    Cassie flattened herself against the red brick wall and retreated as quickly and quietly as possible. She went in the main entrance, then hurried to her English class.
  


  
    Almost guiltily, she reached down to pat her hip pocket. It was stupid to have brought it, but the little piece of chalcedony did make her feel better. And of course it was ridiculous to believe that it could bring her luck—but then again, she’d gotten to school this morning without running into Faye, hadn’t she?
  


  
    She found an empty desk in a back corner of the classroom on the opposite side from where Faye had sat yesterday. She didn’t want Faye near her—or behind her. Here, she was shielded by a whole cluster of people.
  


  
    But strangely, soon after she sat down, there was a sort of shuffling around her. She looked up to see a couple of girls moving forward. The guy beside her was moving too.
  


  
    For a moment she sat quite still, not even breathing.
  


  
    Don’t be paranoid.
  


  
    Just because people move doesn’t mean it has anything to do with you. But she couldn’t help notice that there was now a wide expanse of empty desks all around her.
  


  
    Faye breezed in, talking to a stiff Jeffrey Lovejoy. Cassie got a glimpse of her and then quickly looked away.
  


  
    She couldn’t keep her mind on Mr. Humphries’s lecture. How could she think with so much space around her? It had to be only a coincidence, but it shook her just the same.
  


  
    At the end of class, when Cassie stood up, she felt eyes on her. She turned to see Faye looking at her and smiling.
  


  
    Slowly, Faye closed one eye in a wink.
  


  
    Once out of the room Cassie headed for her locker. As she twirled the combination dial she saw someone standing nearby, and with a jolt recognized the short, slinking boy who’d been with Faye that morning.
  


  
    His locker was open, and she could see several ads from what looked like Soloflex brochures taped inside the door. He was grinning at her. His belt buckle was silver with shiny, mirrorlike stones in it, and it was engraved Sean.
  


  
    Cassie gave him the unimpressed look she reserved for little boys she baby-sat back home and pulled open her locker.
  


  
    And screamed.
  


  
    It was more of a choked, strangled cry, actually, because her throat closed up on her. Dangling from the top of her locker by a piece of twine around its neck was a doll. The doll’s head lolled grotesquely to one side—it had been pulled out of the socket. One blue glass eye was open; the other was stuck gruesomely halfway shut.
  


  
    It seemed to be winking at her.
  


  
    The short boy was gazing at her with a strange, eager expression. As if he were drinking in her horror. As if it intoxicated him.
  


  
    “Aren’t you going to report that? Shouldn’t you go to the principal’s office?” he said. His voice was high and excited.
  


  
    Cassie just stared at him, her breath coming quickly.
  


  
    Then: “Yes, I am,” she said. She grabbed the doll and jerked it and the twine came free. Slamming the locker shut, she headed for the stairs.
  


  
    The principal’s office was on the second floor. Cassie thought she’d have to wait, but to her surprise the secretary ushered her in as soon as she gave her name.
  


  
    “Can I help you?” The principal was tall, with an austere, forbidding face. His office had a fireplace, Cassie noted distractedly, and he stood in front of it with his hands clasped behind his back.
  


  
    “Yes,” she said. Her voice was shaking. And now that she’d gotten here, she wasn’t at all sure that this was a good idea. “I’m new at school; my name is Cassie Blake—”
  


  
    “I’m aware of who you are.” His voice was clipped and brusque.
  


  
    “Well . . .” Cassie faltered. “I just wanted to report . . . Yesterday, I saw this girl having a fight with another girl, and she pushed her. . . .” What was she talking about? She was babbling. “And I saw it, and so she threatened me. She’s in this club—but the point is, she threatened me. And I wasn’t going to do anything about it, but then today I found this in my locker.”
  


  
    He took the doll, holding it by the back of the dress with two fingers. He looked at it as if she’d handed him something the dog had dug up in the yard. His lip was curled in a way that reminded Cassie somehow of Portia.
  


  
    “Very amusing,” he said. “How apt.”
  


  
    Cassie had no idea what that was supposed to mean. Apt meant appropriate, didn’t it? It was appropriate that somebody was hanging dolls in her locker?
  


  
    “It was Faye Chamberlain,” she said.
  


  
    “Oh, no doubt,” he said. “I’m quite aware of the problems Miss Chamberlain has in interacting with other students. I’ve even had a report about this incident yesterday, about how you tried to push Sally Waltman down the stairs—”
  


  
    Cassie stared, then blurted out, “I what? Who told you that?”
  


  
    “I believe it was Suzan Whittier.”
  


  
    “It isn’t true! I never—”
  


  
    “Be that as it may,” the principal interrupted, “I really think you’d better learn to solve these problems among yourselves, don’t you? Instead of relying on—outside help.”
  


  
    Cassie just went on staring, speechless.
  


  
    “That’s all.” The principal tossed the doll in the wastebasket, where it hit with a resounding plastic clunk.
  


  
    Cassie realized she was dismissed. There was nothing to do but turn around and walk out.
  


  
    She was late for her next class. As she walked in the door all eyes turned to her, and for an instant she felt a flash of paranoia. But at least no one got up and left when she took a desk.
  


  
    She was watching the teacher do an example on the board when her backpack moved.
  


  
    It was lying on the floor beside her, and out of the corner of her eye she saw the dark blue nylon hump up. She thought she saw it. When she turned to stare at it, it was still.
  


  
    Imagination . . .
  


  
    As soon as she faced the board, it happened again.
  


  
    Turn and stare. It was still. Look at the board. It humped up. As if something were wriggling inside it.
  


  
    It must be waves of hot air, or something wrong with her eyes.
  


  
    Very slowly and carefully, Cassie edged her foot over to the backpack. She stared at the blackboard as she lifted her foot and then brought it down suddenly on the “hump.”
  


  
    All she felt was the flatness of her French book.
  


  
    She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath until it sighed out. Her eyes shut in helpless relief . . .
  


  
    And then something beneath her foot writhed. She felt it under her Reebok.
  


  
    With a piercing shriek, she leaped to her feet.
  


  
    “What is the matter?” the teacher cried. Now everyone really was staring at her.
  


  
    “There’s something—something in my backpack. It moved.” Cassie had a hard time not clutching at the teacher’s arm. “No, don’t—don’t reach in there. . . .”
  


  
    Shaking her off, the teacher held the backpack open. Then she plunged her hand inside and pulled out a long rubber snake.
  


  
    Rubber.
  


  
    “Is this supposed to be funny?” the teacher demanded.
  


  
    “It’s not mine,” Cassie said stupidly. “I didn’t put it there.”
  


  
    She was gazing, mesmerized, at the flopping, bobbing rubber head and the painted black rubber tongue. It looked real, but it wasn’t. It was unalive. Dead meat?
  


  
    “It did move,” she whispered. “I felt it move . . . I thought. It must have just been my foot shifting.”
  


  
    The class was watching silently. Looking up, Cassie thought she saw a flash of something like pity on the teacher’s face, but the next moment it was gone.
  


  
    “All right, everybody. Let’s get back to work,” the teacher said, dropping the snake on her desk and returning to the blackboard. Cassie spent the rest of the period with her eyes locked on those of the rubber snake. It never moved again.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie looked through the glass at the cafeteria full of laughing, talking students. French class had passed in a blur. And the paranoia, the feeling that people were looking at her and then deliberately turning their backs, kept growing.
  


  
    I should go outside, she thought, but of course that was ridiculous. Look where going outside had gotten her yesterday. No, she would do today what she should have done then: walk up and ask somebody if she could sit next to them.
  


  
    All right. Do it. It would have been easier if she hadn’t been feeling so giddy. Lack of sleep, she thought.
  


  
    She stopped, with her filled tray, beside two girls eating at a square table built for four. They looked nice, and more important, they looked like sophomores. They should be glad to have a junior sit with them.
  


  
    “Hi,” she heard her own voice saying, disembodied but polite. “Can I sit here?”
  


  
    They looked at each other. Cassie could almost see the frantic telegraphing. Then one spoke up.
  


  
    “Sure . . . but we were just leaving. Help yourself.” She picked up her tray and made for the garbage can. The other girl looked dismayed for an instant, gazing down at her own tray. Then she followed.
  


  
    Cassie stood as if she’d taken root in the floor.
  


  
    Okay, that was too bad—you picked somebody who was just leaving, all right. But that’s no reason to be upset. . . .
  


  
    Even though their lunches were only half eaten?
  


  
    With a supreme effort, she made herself walk over to another table. A round one this time, seating six. There was one seat empty.
  


  
    Don’t ask, she thought. Just sit. She put her tray down at the empty place, shrugged her backpack off her shoulder, and sat. She kept her eyes glued to her tray, concentrating on one piece of pepperoni in her slice of pizza. She didn’t want to seem to be asking permission of anyone.
  


  
    All around her, conversation died. Then she heard the scraping of chairs.
  


  
    Oh my God I don’t believe this I don’t believe this is happening it’s not true . . .
  


  
    But it was. Her worst nightmare. Something so much worse than dead dolls or rubber snakes.
  


  
    In a daze of unreality she looked up to see every other occupant of the table rising. They were picking up their lunches; they were leaving. But unlike the two nice sophomore girls, they weren’t heading for the garbage cans. They were just moving to other tables, one here, another there, anywhere they could fit in.
  


  
    Away from her. Anywhere so long as it was away from her.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    “Mom . . .?” She looked down at the shut eyes with their thick black lashes, the pale face.
  


  
    She didn’t know how she’d made it through the rest of school today, and when she came home, her grandmother said her mom had been doing worse. Not a lot worse, nothing to be worried about, but worse. She needed peace and quiet. She’d taken some sleeping medicine.
  


  
    Cassie stared at the dark circles under the shut eyes. Her mother looked sick. And more than that, fragile. Vulnerable. So young.
  


  
    “Mom . . .” Her voice was pleading but hollow. Her mother stirred, a twinge of pain crossing her face. Then she was still again.
  


  
    Cassie felt the numbness sink in a little deeper. There was nobody to help her here.
  


  
    She turned and left the room.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    In her own bedroom, she put the chalcedony piece in her jewelry box and didn’t touch it again. So much for luck.
  


  
    The creaking and rattling of the house kept her up that night, too.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    On Thursday morning, there was a bird in her locker. A stuffed owl. It stared at her with shining round yellow eyes. A custodian happened to be passing by, and she pointed it out to him mutely, her hand shaking. He took it away.
  


  
    That afternoon, it was a dead goldfish. She made a funnel of a sheet of paper and scooped it out. She didn’t go near her locker for the rest of the day.
  


  
    She didn’t go near the cafeteria, either. And she spent lunch in the farthest corner of the library.
  


  
    It was there that she saw the girl again.
  


  
    The girl with the shining hair, the girl she’d given up on ever meeting. It was hardly surprising that Cassie hadn’t seen her at school before this moment. These days Cassie slunk around like a shadow, walking through the halls with her eyes on the ground, speaking to no one. She didn’t know why she was at school at all, except that there was nowhere else to go. And if she had seen the girl, she’d probably have run the other way. The thought of being rejected by her as Cassie was rejected by everyone else at school was unbearable.
  


  
    But now Cassie looked up from her table at the back of the library and saw a brightness like sunlight.
  


  
    That hair. It was just as Cassie remembered, impossibly long, an impossible color. The girl was facing the circulation desk, smiling and talking to the librarian. Cassie could feel the radiance of her presence from across the room.
  


  
    She had the wildest urge to leap up and run to the girl. And then . . . what? She didn’t know. But the urge was almost beyond her control. Her throat ached, and tears filled her eyes. She realized she was on her feet. She would run to the girl, and then—and then. . . . Images flooded Cassie’s mind, of her mother hugging her when she was young, cleaning out a skinned knee, kissing it better. Comfort. Rescue. Love.
  


  
    “Diana!”
  


  
    Another girl was hurrying up to the circulation desk. “Diana, don’t you know what time it is? Hurry up!”
  


  
    She was pulling the girl with the shining hair away, laughing and waving at the librarian. They were at the door; they were gone.
  


  
    Cassie was left standing alone. The girl had never even glanced her way.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    On Friday morning Cassie stopped in front of her locker. She didn’t want to open it. But it exerted a bizarre fascination over her. She couldn’t stand feeling it there, wondering what was in it and not knowing.
  


  
    She dialed the combination slowly, everything too bright.
  


  
    The locker door opened.
  


  
    This time she couldn’t even scream. She felt her eyes opening, straining as wide as the stuffed owl’s. Her mouth opened in a soundless gasp. Her stomach heaved. The smell . . .
  


  
    Her locker was full of hamburger. Raw and red like flesh with the skin torn off, darkening to purple where it was going bad from lack of refrigeration. Pounds and pounds of it. It smelled like . . .
  


  
    Like meat. Dead meat.
  


  
    Cassie slammed the locker shut, but it bounced off some of the hamburger that was oozing out the bottom. She whirled and stumbled away, her vision hazing over.
  


  
    A hand grabbed her. For an instant she thought it was an offer of support. Then she felt her backpack being pulled off her shoulder.
  


  
    She turned and saw a pretty, sullen face. Malicious dark eyes. A motorcycle jacket. Deborah tossed the backpack past Cassie, and automatically Cassie whirled, following it.
  


  
    On the other side she saw shoulder-length blond hair. Slanted, slightly mad blue-green eyes. A laughing mouth. It was one of the roller-blade guys—the Henderson brothers.
  


  
    “Welcome to the jungle,” he sang. He threw the backpack to Deborah, who caught it, singing another line.
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t help turning around and around between them, like a cat chasing a fur mouse on a string.
  


  
    Tears flooded her eyes. The laughter and singing rang in her ears, louder and louder.
  


  
    Suddenly a brown arm thrust into her field of vision. A hand caught the backpack in midair. The laughter died.
  


  
    She turned to see through a blur of tears the cold, handsome face of the dark-haired guy who had stood with Faye that morning two days ago . . . could it really be only two days ago? He was wearing another T-shirt with rolled-up sleeves and the same worn-in black jeans.
  


  
    “Aw, Nick,” the Henderson brother complained. “You’re wrecking our game.”
  


  
    “Get out of here,” Nick said.
  


  
    “You get out,” Deborah snarled from behind Cassie. “Doug and me were just—”
  


  
    “Yeah, we were only—”
  


  
    “Shut up.” Nick glanced at Cassie’s locker, with globs of meat still seeping out of it. Then he thrust the backpack at her. “You get out,” he said.
  


  
    Cassie looked into his eyes. They were dark brown, the color of her grandmother’s mahogany furniture. And like the furniture, they seemed to reflect the overhead lights back at her. They weren’t unfriendly, exactly. Just—unimpassioned. As if nothing much touched this guy.
  


  
    “Thank you,” she said, blinking back the tears.
  


  
    Something flickered in those mahogany-dark eyes. “It’s not much to thank me for,” he said. His voice was like a cold wind, but Cassie didn’t care. Clutching the backpack to her, she fled.
  


  
    It was in physics class that she got the note.
  


  
    A girl named Tina dropped it on her desk, casually, trying to look as if she were doing nothing of the sort. She went right on walking and took a seat on the other side of the room. Cassie looked at the square of folded paper as if it might burn her if she touched it. Her name was written across the front in handwriting that managed to look pompous and prim at the same time.
  


  
    Slowly, she unfolded the paper.
  


  
    Cassie, it read. Meet me in the old science building, second floor, after school. I think we can help each other. A friend.
  


  
    Cassie stared at it until the writing doubled. After class she cornered Tina.
  


  
    “Who gave you this to give to me?”
  


  
    The girl looked at the note disowningly. “What are you talking about? I didn’t . . .”
  


  
    “Yes, you did. Who gave it to you?”
  


  
    Tina cast a hunted look around. Then she whispered, “Sally Waltman, all right? But she told me not to tell anybody. I have to go now.”
  


  
    Cassie blocked her. “Where’s the old science building?”
  


  
    “Look—”
  


  
    “Where is it?”
  


  
    Tina hissed, “On the other side of E-wing. In back of the parking lot. Now let me go!” She broke away from Cassie and hurried off.
  


  
    A friend, Cassie thought sarcastically. If Sally were really a friend, she’d talk to Cassie in public. If she were really a friend, she’d have stayed that day on the steps, instead of leaving Cassie alone with Faye. She’d have said, “Thanks for saving my life.”
  


  
    But maybe she was sorry now.
  


  
    The old science building didn’t look as if it had been used for a while; there was a padlock on the door, but that had been sprung. Cassie pushed on the door and it swung away from her.
  


  
    Inside, it was dim. She couldn’t make out any details with her light-dazzled eyes. But she could see a stairway. She climbed it, one hand on the wall to guide herself.
  


  
    It was when she reached the top of the stairway that she noticed something strange. Her fingers were touching something . . . soft. Almost furry. She moved them in front of her face, peering at them. Soot?
  


  
    Something moved in the room in front of her.
  


  
    “Sally?” She took a hesitant step forward. Why wasn’t more light coming in the windows? she wondered. She could see only glowing white cracks here and there. She took another shuffling step, and another, and another.
  


  
    “Sally?”
  


  
    Even as she said it, realization finally dawned on her exhausted brain. Not Sally. Whoever, whatever was out there, it wasn’t Sally.
  


  
    Turn around, idiot. Get out of here. Now.
  


  
    She whirled, clumsily, straining her dark-adapting eyes, looking for the deeper blackness of the stairwell—
  


  
    And light shone suddenly, streaming into her face, blinding her. There was a creaking, wrenching noise and more light burst into the room. Through a window that had been boarded up, Cassie realized. Someone was standing in front of it now, holding a piece of wood.
  


  
    She turned toward the stairway again. But someone was standing there, too. Enough light shone into the room now that she could see features as the girl stepped forward.
  


  
    “Hello, Cassie,” said Faye. “I’m afraid Sally couldn’t make it. But maybe you and I can help each other instead.”
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 8


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  “You sent the note,” Cassie said flatly.


  
    Faye smiled her slow, terrible smile. “Somehow I didn’t think you’d come if I used my own name,” she said.
  


  
    And I fell for it, Cassie thought. She must have coached that girl Tina on what to say—and I swallowed it.
  


  
    “How do you like the little presents you’ve been finding?”
  


  
    Tears came to Cassie’s eyes. She couldn’t answer. She felt so drained, so helpless—if only she could think.
  


  
    “Haven’t you been sleeping well?” Faye continued, her throaty voice innocent. “You look awful. Or maybe your dreams have been keeping you awake.”
  


  
    Cassie turned to cast a quick look behind her. There was an exit there, but Suzan was in front of it.
  


  
    “Oh, you can’t go yet,” Faye said. “I wouldn’t dream of letting you.”
  


  
    Cassie stared at her. “Faye, just leave me alone . . .”
  


  
    “Dream on,” said Deborah, and she laughed nastily.
  


  
    Cassie could make no sense out of this. But then she saw that Faye was holding a sheet of paper. It was smoothed flat, but it had once been tightly crumpled.
  


  
    Her poem.
  


  
    Anger blazed through her exhaustion. Blazed so bright that for an instant she was full of energy, lifted by it. She lunged at Faye crying, “That’s mine!”
  


  
    It took Faye by surprise. She reeled back, dodging, holding the poem high out of Cassie’s reach.
  


  
    Then something caught Cassie’s arms from behind, pinning them.
  


  
    “Thank you, Deborah,” Faye said, slightly breathless. She looked at Cassie. “I suppose even a little white mouse will turn. We’ll have to remember that. But just now,” she continued, “we’re going to have an impromptu poetry reading. I’m sorry the atmosphere isn’t more—appropriate—but what can you do? This used to be the science building, but nobody comes here much anymore. Not since Doug and Chris Henderson made a little mistake in a chemistry experiment. You’ve probably seen the Henderson brothers—they’re hard to miss. Nice guys, but a little irresponsible. They accidentally made a bomb.”
  


  
    Now that Cassie’s eyes had adjusted again, she could see that the room was burned out. The walls were black with soot.
  


  
    “Of course, some people think it’s unsafe here,” Faye continued, “so they keep it locked. But we’ve never let a little thing like that stop us. It is private, though. We can make all the noise we want and nobody will hear us.”
  


  
    Deborah’s grip on Cassie’s arms was painful. But Cassie started to struggle again as Faye cleared her throat and held up the paper.
  


  
    “Let me see . . . ‘My Dreams,’ by Cassie Blake. Imaginative title, by the way.”
  


  
    “You don’t have any right—” Cassie began, but Faye ignored her. She began reading in a theatrical, melodramatic voice:
  


  
    “Each night I lie and dream about the one—”
  


  
    “It’s private!” Cassie cried.
  


  
    “Who kissed me and awakened my desire—”
  


  
    “Let me go!”
  


  
    “I spent a single hour with him alone—”
  


  
    “It isn’t fair—”
  


  
    “And since that hour, my days are laced with fire.” Faye looked up. “That’s it. What do you think, Deborah?”
  


  
    “It stinks,” Deborah said, then gave a little wrench to Cassie’s arms as Cassie tried to tear away. “It’s stupid.”
  


  
    “Oh, I don’t know. I liked some of the imagery. About fire, for instance. Do you like fire, Cassie?”
  


  
    Cassie went still. That lazy, husky voice had a new note in it, a note she recognized instinctively. Danger.
  


  
    “Do you think about fire, Cassie? Do you dream about it?”
  


  
    Dry-mouthed, Cassie stared at Faye. Those honey-colored eyes were warm, glowing. Excited.
  


  
    “Would you like to see a fire trick?”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head. There were things worse than humiliation, she was realizing. For the first time this week she was afraid, not for her pride, but for her life.
  


  
    Faye snapped the piece of paper in her hand, forming it into a loose cone. Flame burst out of one corner at the top.
  


  
    “Why don’t you tell us who the poem is about, Cassie? This boy who awakened you—who is he?”
  


  
    Cassie leaned away, trying to escape the blazing paper in front of her face.
  


  
    “Careful,” Deborah said mockingly from behind her. “Don’t get too close to her hair.”
  


  
    “What, you mean this close?” said Faye. “Or this close?”
  


  
    Cassie had to twist her neck to evade the flame. Little glowing bits of paper were flying off in every direction. The brightness left an afterimage, and she could feel heat on her skin.
  


  
    “Oops, that was close. I think her eyelashes are too long anyway, Deborah, don’t you?”
  


  
    Cassie was fighting now, but Deborah was astonishingly strong. And the more Cassie struggled, the more the grip hurt.
  


  
    “Let go of me—” she gasped out.
  


  
    “But I thought you liked fire, Cassie. Look into the fire. What do you see?”
  


  
    Cassie didn’t want to obey, but she couldn’t help it. Surely the paper should have burned up by now. But it was still blazing. Yellow, she thought. Fire is yellow and orange. Not red like they say.
  


  
    All her senses were fixed on the flame. Its heat brought a dry tingle to her cheeks. She could hear the crumple of paper as it was consumed; she could smell the burning. And she could see nothing else.
  


  
    Gray ash and yellow flame. Blue at the bottom like a gas burner. The fire changed shape every second, its radiance streaming endlessly upward. Pouring out its energy . . .
  


  
    Energy.
  


  
    Fire is power, she thought. She could almost feel the charge of the golden flame. It wasn’t the vast quietness of sky and sea, or the waiting solidity of rock. It was active. Power there for the taking . . .
  


  
    “Yes,” Faye whispered.
  


  
    The sound shocked Cassie out of her trance. Don’t be crazy, she told herself. Her fantasy about the flame collapsed. This was what happened when you didn’t get any sleep. When the stress became unbearable and you got to the end of your resources. She was going insane.
  


  
    Tears flooded her eyes, fell down her cheeks.
  


  
    “Oh, she’s just a baby after all,” Faye said, and there was savage disgust in her voice. Disgust and something like disappointment. “Come on, baby, can’t you cry any harder than that? If you cry hard enough, maybe you can put it out.”
  


  
    Still sobbing, Cassie tossed her head back and forth as the blazing paper stabbed closer. So close that tears fell on it and sizzled. Cassie was no longer thinking; she was simply terrified. Like a trapped animal, a desperate, pathetic trapped animal.
  


  
    Dead meat dead meat dead meat dead meat . . .
  


  
    “What are you doing? Let go of her—now!”
  


  
    The voice came out of nowhere, and for an instant Cassie didn’t even attempt to locate it. Her whole being was focused on the fire. It flared up suddenly, dissolving almost instantaneously into soft gray ash. Faye was left holding only a stump of charred paper cone.
  


  
    “I said let her go!” Something bright came at Deborah. But not bright like fire. Bright like sunlight. Or moonlight, when the moon is full and so dazzling you can read by it.
  


  
    It was her.
  


  
    The girl, the girl from the yellow house, the girl with the shining hair. Utterly dumbfounded, Cassie stared as if seeing her for the first time.
  


  
    She was almost as tall as Faye, but unlike Faye in every other respect. Where Faye was voluptuous, she was slender; where Faye was dressed in red, she was dressed in white. Instead of a wild black mane like Faye’s, her hair was long and straight and shimmering—the color of the light streaming in the window.
  


  
    And of course she was beautiful, even more beautiful this close than she had been at a distance. But it was a beauty so different from Faye’s it was hard to think of it as the same thing. Faye’s beauty was stunning but scary. Her strange golden eyes were fascinating, but they also made you want to run away.
  


  
    This girl looked like something from a stained-glass window. For the first time Cassie saw her eyes, and they were green and clear, brilliant, as if light were behind them. Her cheeks were faintly flushed with rose, but it was natural color, not makeup.
  


  
    Her breast was heaving with indignation, and her voice, though clear and musical, was filled with anger.
  


  
    “When Tina told me she’d delivered that note for you, I knew there was something going on,” she said. “But this is unbelievable. For the last time, Deborah, let her go!”
  


  
    Slowly, reluctantly, the grip on Cassie’s arms loosened.
  


  
    “Look at this . . . you could have hurt her,” the fair-haired girl raged on. She had a Kleenex out and was wiping ash—and tears—off Cassie’s cheeks. “Are you all right?” she asked, her tone gentling.
  


  
    Cassie could only look at her. The shining girl had come to rescue her. It was like something out of a dream.
  


  
    “She’s frightened to death,” the girl said, turning on Faye. “How could you, Faye? How could you be so cruel?”
  


  
    “It just comes naturally,” Faye murmured. Her eyes were hooded, sullen. As sullen as Deborah’s face.
  


  
    “And you, Suzan—I’m surprised at you. Don’t you see how wrong it is?”
  


  
    Suzan mumbled something, looking away.
  


  
    “And why would you want to hurt her? Who is she?” She had a protective arm around Cassie now as she looked from one of the senior girls to another. None of them answered.
  


  
    “I’m Cassie,” Cassie said. Her voice wobbled at the end, and she tried to steady it. All she could feel was the girl’s arm around her shoulder. “Cassie Blake,” she managed to finish. “I just moved here a couple of weeks ago. Mrs. Howard is my grandmother.”
  


  
    The girl looked startled. “Mrs. Howard? At Number Twelve? And you’re living with her?”
  


  
    Fear darted through Cassie. She remembered Jeffrey’s reaction to hearing where she lived. She would die if this girl responded the same way. Wretchedly, she nodded.
  


  
    The fair-haired girl whirled back on Faye. “Then she’s one of us! A neighbor,” she added sharply as Faye’s eyebrows shot up.
  


  
    “Oh, hardly,” Faye said.
  


  
    “She’s only half—” Suzan began.
  


  
    “Shut up!” said Deborah.
  


  
    “She’s a neighbor,” the fair-haired girl repeated stubbornly. She looked at Cassie. “I’m sorry; I didn’t know you’d moved in. If I had”—she threw an angry glance at Faye—“I’d have stopped by. I live down at the bottom of Crowhaven Road, Number One.” She gave Cassie another protective squeeze. “Come on. If you want, I’ll take you home now.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. She would have happily followed if the girl had told her to jump out a window.
  


  
    “I forgot to introduce myself,” the girl said, stopping on the way to the stairs. “My name’s Diana.”
  


  
    “I know.”
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Diana had a blue Acura Integra. She stopped in front of it and asked Cassie if she wanted to get anything from her locker.
  


  
    With a shudder, Cassie shook her head.
  


  
    “Why not?”
  


  
    Cassie hesitated. Then told her. Everything.
  


  
    Diana listened, arms folded, toe tapping with increasing speed as the story went on. Her green eyes were beginning to shine with an almost incandescent fury.
  


  
    “Don’t worry about it,” was all she said at the end. “I’ll call and have the custodian clean out the locker. For now, we need to get you out of here.”
  


  
    She drove, telling Cassie to leave the Rabbit. “We’ll take care of it later.” And Cassie believed her. If Diana said it would be taken care of, it would be taken care of.
  


  
    In the car, all Cassie could do was stare at a strand of long, shining hair falling over the emergency brake. It was like sunlight-colored silk. Or sunlight-and-moonlight colored, rather. For an instant, in the back of Cassie’s mind, a thought popped up about someone else who had hair that was more than one color, but when she grasped after it, it was gone.
  


  
    She didn’t quite dare to touch the strand of hair, although she wanted to see if it felt like silk too. Instead she tried to listen to what Diana was saying.
  


  
    “. . . and I don’t know what gets into Faye sometimes. She just doesn’t think. She doesn’t realize what she’s doing.”
  


  
    Cassie’s eyes slid cautiously up to Diana’s face. In her opinion, Faye knew exactly what she was doing. But she didn’t say anything—they were pulling up to the pretty Victorian house.
  


  
    “Come on,” Diana said, jumping out. “Let’s get you cleaned up before you go home.”
  


  
    Cleaned up? Cassie found out what she meant when Diana led her into an old-fashioned bathroom on the second floor. Soot stained her gray sweater, her hands, her jeans. Her hair was a mess. Her face was smudged with black and striped with tears. She looked like a war orphan.
  


  
    “I’ll lend you some clothes while we get yours clean. And you can get clean in this.” Diana was bustling around, running hot water into a claw-footed bathtub, adding something that smelled sweet and bubbled. She put out towels, soap, shampoo, all with a speed that bewildered Cassie.
  


  
    “Throw your clothes outside when you get undressed. And you can put this on afterward,” she said, hanging a fluffy white bathrobe on a hook on the door. “Okay, you’re set.”
  


  
    She disappeared, and Cassie was left staring at the shut door. She looked at the slightly steamy mirror, then at the bathtub. She felt cold and achy inside. Her muscles were trembling from tension. The hot, sweet-scented water looked perfect, and when she climbed in and it rose around her, she let out an involuntary sigh of bliss.
  


  
    Oh, it was lovely. Just right. She lay and basked for a while, letting the heat soak into her bones and the light, flowery smell fill her lungs. It seemed to clear the last tired cobwebs from her head and refresh her.
  


  
    She took a washcloth and scrubbed the grime off her face and body. The shampoo smelled sweet too. When she finally got out of the tub and wrapped herself in the big white terrycloth robe, she was clean, and warm, and more relaxed than she could remember being in weeks. She still could scarcely believe this was happening, but she felt filled with light.
  


  
    The bathroom was old-fashioned, but not in an ugly way, she decided. Pretty towels and jars of colored bath salts and what looked like potpourri made it nice.
  


  
    She slipped on the soft white slippers Diana had left and padded into the hall.
  


  
    The door opposite was ajar. Hesitantly she knocked, pushed it open. Then she stopped on the threshold.
  


  
    Diana was sitting on a window seat, head bent over Cassie’s gray sweater on her lap. Above her, in the window, prisms were hanging. The sun was striking them so that little triangles of rainbow fell in the room: bands of violet and green and orangy-red. They were sliding across the walls, dancing on the floor, on Diana’s arms and hair. It was as if she were sitting in the middle of a kaleidoscope. No wonder the window had sparkled, Cassie thought.
  


  
    Diana looked up and smiled.
  


  
    “Come in. I was just getting the soot out of your sweater.”
  


  
    “Oh. It’s cashmere—”
  


  
    “I know. It’ll be all right.” Diana took some book that had been open on the window seat and put it into a large cabinet that stood against one wall. Cassie noticed she locked the cabinet afterward. Then she went out with the sweater.
  


  
    Cassie looked at the window seat curiously. She didn’t see any spot remover. Only a packet of potpourri and what looked like part of somebody’s rock collection.
  


  
    The room itself was lovely. It managed to combine pretty, antique-looking furniture with modern things, as if the past and the present existed side by side in harmony here.
  


  
    The hangings on the bed were pale blue with a delicate trailing-vine design, light and airy. On the walls, instead of movie posters or pinups, there were some kind of art prints. The whole place looked—classy. Elegant and artistic, but comfortable, too.
  


  
    “Do you like those? The prints?”
  


  
    Cassie turned to find that Diana had noiselessly entered the room again. She nodded, wishing she could think of something intelligent to say to this girl who seemed so far above her. “Who’s in them?” she asked, hoping that wasn’t something she ought to know already.
  


  
    “They’re Greek gods. Or Greek goddesses, actually. This one’s Aphrodite, the goddess of love. See the cherubs and doves around her?”
  


  
    Cassie gazed at the woman in the picture, who was reclining on a sort of couch, looking beautiful and indolent. Something about the pose—or maybe it was the exposed bosom—reminded her of Suzan.
  


  
    “And this is Artemis.” Diana moved to another print. “She was goddess of the hunt. She never married, and if any man saw her bathing, she had him ripped to pieces by her dogs.”
  


  
    The girl in this picture was slim and lithe, with toned-looking arms and legs. She was kneeling, aiming a bow. Her dark hair fell in tumbled waves down her back, and her face was intense, challenging. Deborah sometimes looked like that, Cassie thought. Then she glanced at the next print and started.
  


  
    “Who’s that?”
  


  
    “That’s Hera, queen of the gods. She could be—jealous.”
  


  
    Cassie bet she could. The young woman was tall and proud, with an imperious set to her chin. But it was her eyes that held Cassie. They seemed almost to blaze from the print, full of passion and will and danger. Like a crouching jungle cat . . .
  


  
    Shuddering uncontrollably, Cassie turned away.
  


  
    “Are you all right?” Diana asked. Cassie nodded, gulping. Now that she was safe, it was all coming back. Not only the events of the last day, but of the entire last week. All the hurt, all the humiliation. The hanged doll in her locker, the scene in the cafeteria. The rubber snake. The game of keep away with her backpack . . .
  


  
    “Cassie?” A hand touched her shoulder.
  


  
    It was too much. Cassie turned around and flung herself into Diana’s arms, bursting into tears.
  


  
    “It’s okay. It’ll all be okay, really. Don’t worry . . .” Diana held her and patted her back. All the tears Cassie hadn’t been able to release in front of her mother or grandmother were flooding out now. She clung to Diana and sobbed like a little child.
  


  
    And it was just like the images she’d had in the library. As if she were seven years old and her mother was comforting her. Somehow, Diana made Cassie feel that everything was going to be all right.
  


  
    Eventually, she slowed to hiccups and sniffles. Finally she lifted her head.
  


  
    “Tell you what,” Diana said, handing a Kleenex to Cassie. “Why don’t you stay here for dinner? My dad won’t be back until late tonight—he’s a lawyer. I can call a couple of friends and we can order a pizza. How does that sound?”
  


  
    “Oh—great,” Cassie said, biting her lip. “Really great.”
  


  
    “You can put on these clothes until yours dry—they’ll be a little big, but not too bad. Come downstairs when you’re ready.” Diana paused, her emerald-green eyes on Cassie’s face. “Is something wrong?”
  


  
    “No . . . not really, but . . .” Cassie floundered, then shook her head angrily. “It’s only . . . it’s just . . . why are you being so nice to me?” she burst out. It all still seemed like a dream.
  


  
    Diana stared at her a minute, then she smiled with her eyes, although her lips remained grave. “I don’t know . . . I guess I think you’re nice and you deserve it. I can work on trying to be rotten if you want.”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head again, but not angrily this time. She felt her own lips twitch.
  


  
    “And . . .” Diana was looking off into space now, her clear green eyes distant. “We’re all sisters, you know.”
  


  
    Cassie caught her breath. “Are we?” she whispered.
  


  
    “Yes,” Diana said firmly, still looking far away. “Yes, we are. In spite of everything.” Then her face changed, and she looked at Cassie. “You can call your mom from this line,” she said, indicating a phone. “I’ll go down and order the pizza.” And just like that, she was gone.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 9


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  The girls who came over were named Laurel and Melanie. Laurel was the girl Cassie had seen in the library with Diana. Up close she was very slim, with light-brown hair almost as long as Diana’s and a pretty, pixieish face. She was wearing a floral dress and pink hightops.


  
    “It’s veggie pizza, isn’t it?” she said, kicking the door shut behind her because she was carrying a stack of Tupperware containers in her arms. “You didn’t order any patriarchal pepperoni, did you?”
  


  
    “No meat,” Diana assured her, opening the door again to reveal another girl standing there patiently.
  


  
    “Oops—sorry!” Laurel shouted on her way to the kitchen. “I’ve got stuff here for a salad.”
  


  
    Diana and the new girl turned as one to shout, “No tofu!”
  


  
    “It’s just veggies and greens,” Laurel’s voice floated back. Diana and the new girl exchanged looks of relief.
  


  
    Cassie was fighting shyness. The new girl was definitely a senior, tall and beautiful in a sophisticated way. Her smooth cap of chestnut hair was pulled back with an Alice band, and under it her gray eyes were cool and assessing. She was the only person Cassie had ever seen who looked as if she were wearing glasses when she wasn’t.
  


  
    “This is Melanie,” Diana said. “She lives on this same road at Number Four. Melanie, this is Cassie Blake—she just moved into Number Twelve. Mrs. Howard’s her grandmother.”
  


  
    The thoughtful gray eyes were turned on Cassie, then Melanie nodded. “Hi.”
  


  
    “Hi,” Cassie said, glad she’d had a bath and hoping Diana’s clothes didn’t look too silly on her.
  


  
    “Melanie’s our brain,” Diana said fondly. “She’s devastatingly smart. And she knows everything there is to know about computers.”
  


  
    “Not everything,” Melanie said without smiling. “Sometimes I think not anything.” She looked at Diana. “You know, I overheard some whispers about a Cassie, and something to do with Faye, but nobody would tell me more.”
  


  
    “I know. I only found out about it today. Maybe I’m out of touch with what’s really going on in school—but you should have told me you’d heard something, at least.”
  


  
    “You can’t fight everybody’s battles, Diana.”
  


  
    Diana just looked at her, then shook her head slightly. “Cassie, why don’t you go in and help Laurel with the salad? You’ll like Laurel; she’s a junior like you.”
  


  
    In the kitchen Laurel was standing in front of a counter full of vegetables, chopping away.
  


  
    “Diana said I should help you.”
  


  
    Laurel turned. “Good! You can wash that shepherd’s purse over there—it’s fresh, so it’s probably got some native wildlife crawling on it.”
  


  
    Shepherd’s purse? Cassie looked at several piles of greenery doubtfully. Was this something she ought to know?
  


  
    “Uh . . . this?” she said, picking up a dark green triangular leaf with a mealy white underside.
  


  
    “No, that’s wild spinach.” Laurel gestured with her elbow to a pile of long, slender leaves with ragged edges. “That’s the shepherd’s purse. But you can wash them both.”
  


  
    “Do you ever use—uh, feverfew—in salads?” Cassie asked hesitantly as she washed. She was glad to have something to contribute. These girls were so smart, so competent, so together; she desperately wanted to make a good impression.
  


  
    Laurel smiled and nodded. “Yes, but you have to be careful not to eat too much; you can get a rash. Feverfew’s good for other things, too; it makes a good wash for insect bites and a great love—” Laurel broke off suddenly and went into a flurry of chopping. “There, this burnet is ready. It’s good to get these greens fresh, you know,” she added quickly, “because they taste better and they’re still full of life from Mother Earth.”
  


  
    Cassie glanced at her warily. Maybe this girl wasn’t so together after all. Full of life from Mother Earth? But then, suddenly, she recalled that day when she had leaned against the red granite and felt a buzzing deep inside it. When she’d imagined she’d felt that, rather. Yes, she could see how you might think that fresh plants were full of that life.
  


  
    “Okay, this is done. You can tell Di and Melanie it’s ready; I’ll get some plates,” Laurel said.
  


  
    Cassie went back into the spacious front room. Melanie and Diana were absorbed in conversation, and neither of them saw her come up behind them.
  


  
    “. . . picking her up like a puppy off the street. You’re always doing that,” Melanie was saying earnestly, and Diana was listening with her arms folded. “But what’s going to happen later—?”
  


  
    She broke off as Diana saw Cassie and touched her forearm.
  


  
    “It’s ready,” Cassie said, feeling awkward. Had they been talking about her? Calling her a puppy off the street? But it hadn’t been Diana saying that; only Melanie. She told herself that she didn’t care what Melanie thought.
  


  
    The cool gray eyes weren’t unfriendly, though, as Melanie looked at her while they ate the salad. Only—thoughtful. And when the pizza came, Cassie had to admire the ease with which the other three girls laughed and talked with the college-age delivery guy. He got so interested in Melanie that he practically invited himself inside, but Diana, laughing, shut the door on him.
  


  
    Afterward, Melanie told several amusing stories about her trip to Canada over the summer, and Cassie almost forgot about the remark. It was so good just to be surrounded by easy, friendly talk; not to feel shut out. And to be here by Diana’s invitation, to see Diana smiling at her . . . she still could scarcely believe it.
  


  
    When she was getting ready to leave, though, she got a shock. Diana handed her a neat pile of clothes—the gray sweater showed no trace of soot now—and said, “I’ll take you home. Don’t worry about your grandma’s car. If you give me the keys, I’ll have Chris Henderson drive it to your place.”
  


  
    Cassie froze in the act of handing over the keys. “Henderson? You mean—you don’t mean one of the Henderson brothers.”
  


  
    Diana smiled as she unlocked the Integra. “So you’ve heard of them. Chris is nice, really, just a little wild. Don’t worry.”
  


  
    As they drove off, Cassie remembered that the one playing keep away with her backpack had been called Doug, not Chris. But she still couldn’t help feeling alarmed.
  


  
    “We all know each other out here on Crowhaven Road,” Diana explained in a comforting tone. “See, there’s Laurel’s house, and the next one is Faye’s. The kids who grew up here sort of stick together. It’ll be okay.”
  


  
    “Stick together?” Cassie had a sudden, disturbing idea.
  


  
    “Yes.” Diana’s voice was deliberately light. “We’ve got a sort of club . . .”
  


  
    “The Club?” Cassie was so appalled she interrupted. “You mean—you’re in it too? You and Laurel and Melanie?”
  


  
    “Mm,” Diana said. “Well, here’s your house. I’ll call you tomorrow—maybe I could come over. And we can carpool to school on Monday . . .” She stopped at the expression on Cassie’s face. “What is it, Cassie?” she said gently.
  


  
    Cassie was shaking her head. “I don’t know . . . yes, I do know. I told you how I heard Faye and Suzan and Deborah talking the first day of school—that was how all the trouble started. I heard the kind of things they said, and I know they’re in the Club. And it was so awful. . . . I don’t see how you could be in a club like that, with them.”
  


  
    “It isn’t what you think . . .” Diana’s gentle voice trailed off. “And I can’t really explain. But I’ll tell you this—don’t judge the Club by Faye. Although there’s a lot of good in Faye too, if you look for it.”
  


  
    Cassie thought you would have to look with a scanning electron microscope to find it. After a moment, she said so.
  


  
    Diana laughed. “No, really. I’ve known her since we were babies. We’ve all known each other that long out here.”
  


  
    “But . . .” Cassie looked at her worriedly. “Aren’t you afraid of her? Don’t you think she might try to do something terrible to you?”
  


  
    “No,” Diana said. “I don’t think so. For one thing, she’s—made a sort of promise not to. And for another”—she looked at Cassie almost apologetically, although a smile was tugging at the corner of her lips—“well, don’t hate me, but Faye happens to be my first cousin.”
  


  
    Cassie gaped.
  


  
    “We’re mostly cousins up here,” Diana said softly. “Sometimes second and third, and all that, but lots even closer. Here’s some herb tea Laurel made up for me over the summer,” she added, putting something in Cassie’s hand. “Drink some tonight if you’ve been having trouble sleeping. It ought to help. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”
  


  
    ...
  


  
    

  


  
    When Diana appeared at the door, her hair was pulled back in one long, exquisite French braid. It hung down like a silk tassel. She had a packet of good-smelling dried leaves wrapped in cheesecloth in one hand.
  


  
    “You said your mom had the flu, so I brought some tea for her. It’s good for coughs and chills. Did you try that tea I gave you last night?”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. “I couldn’t believe it. I went right to sleep and woke up this morning feeling great. What was in it?”
  


  
    “Well, for one thing, ground-up catnip,” Diana said, and then smiled at Cassie’s reaction. “Don’t worry; it doesn’t have the same effect on humans as on cats. It’s just relaxing.”
  


  
    Was that what Diana had been doing that first morning Cassie had seen her? Making some kind of tea? Cassie didn’t quite dare to admit she’d been spying that day, but she was pleased when Diana said she’d like to make the tea and give it to Cassie’s mother personally.
  


  
    “It’s a simple herb and gem elixir for chills,” she said quietly to Mrs. Blake, and there was something reassuring about her voice. Cassie’s mother hesitated a moment, then reached for the cup. She tasted it, and then looked up and smiled at Diana. Cassie felt warm all over.
  


  
    Even Cassie’s grandmother’s seamed old face broke into a smile at the sight of Diana as she passed the two girls walking down the hall to Cassie’s room.
  


  
    “It must be great to have a grandmother like that,” Diana said. “She must be full of old stories.”
  


  
    Cassie was relieved. She’d been afraid that Diana wouldn’t be able to see past the mole and the stooped back and the coarse, grizzled hair. “She is pretty great,” she said, marveling at how much her own attitude had changed since that first day when she’d seen the figure in the doorway. “And it’s nice to finally get to know her, since she’s the only relative I have left. All my other grandparents are dead.”
  


  
    “So are mine,” Diana said. “And my mom, too. It’s sad, because I always wanted a little sister, but my mother died the same year I was born, and my dad never remarried, so there never was any chance.”
  


  
    “I’ve wished for a sister too,” Cassie murmured.
  


  
    There was a silence. Then Diana said, “This is a beautiful room.”
  


  
    “I know,” Cassie said, looking around at the massive, shining furniture and the formal draperies and the stiff chairs. “It’s beautiful, but it’s like a museum. That’s all my stuff that got shipped from home.” She pointed to a pile of belongings in the corner. “I tried to spread it around, but I was afraid of scratching something or breaking something.”
  


  
    Diana laughed. “I wouldn’t worry. These things have made it through the last three hundred years; they’ll hold out a little longer. You just need to arrange the room so your stuff fits in with them. We could try it next weekend—I’m sure Laurel and Melanie would help too. It would be fun.”
  


  
    Cassie thought of Diana’s bright, airy, harmonious room and felt a surge of hope. If her bedroom could look just half as good as that, she’d be happy.
  


  
    “You’re just too nice to me,” she blurted out, then winced and put a hand to her forehead. “I know how incredibly stupid that sounds,” she said helplessly, “but it’s true. I mean, you’re doing all this for me, and you’re not getting anything back. And—I just can’t understand why you’d want to.”
  


  
    Diana was looking out the window at the ocean. It rolled and sparkled, reflecting a clear, radiantly blue September sky. “I told you,” she said, and smiled. “I think you’re nice. You were good to help Sally the way you did, and it was brave to stand up to Faye. I admire that. And besides,” she added, shrugging, “I like being friendly to people. It doesn’t feel like I’m getting nothing back. I’m always wondering why people are so nice to me.”
  


  
    Cassie threw a look at her, sitting there by the window with sunlight spilling over her, haloing her in brightness. Her fair hair seemed literally to glow, and her profile was perfect, like a delicately carved cameo. Could Diana really not know?
  


  
    “Well, I guess the fact that you always seem to try and find the good in everybody could be part of it,” Cassie said. “People probably can’t resist that. And the fact that you’re not vain and you’re really interested in what other people have to say . . . and I guess the fact that you’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen in my entire life doesn’t hurt,” she added finally.
  


  
    Diana burst out laughing. “I’m sorry you grew up around such ugly people,” she said. Then she sobered, looking out the window again and playing with the drapery cord. “But you know . . .” she said, and her voice was almost shy. Then she turned to Cassie, her eyes so brilliantly green that it took Cassie’s breath away.
  


  
    “You know, it’s funny about us both wishing for sisters, and neither of us having one,” she said. “And ever since I saw you in the science building . . . well, I’ve felt almost as if you were my little sister. It sounds strange, but it’s true.”
  


  
    It didn’t seem strange to Cassie. Ever since she’d seen Diana, she’d felt as if they were connected in some way.
  


  
    “And—I don’t know; I feel I can talk to you, somehow. Even more than to Melanie and Laurel, even though we just met. I feel that somehow you understand me and that . . . I can trust you.”
  


  
    “You can,” Cassie said quietly, but with a passion that surprised even her. “I don’t know why either, but you can trust me, no matter what.”
  


  
    “So if you wanted . . .” Diana was frowning slightly, chewing her lip, still looking down as she pleated the curtain material. “Well . . . I was thinking maybe we could sort of be foster sisters to each other. Sort of adopt each other. Then I’d have a little sister and you’d have a big one. But only if you want to,” she added quickly, looking up again.
  


  
    Want to? Cassie’s problem was that she didn’t know what to do—throw her arms around Diana, dance around the room, burst into laughter, or burst into tears.
  


  
    “That would be okay,” she managed to say after a minute. Then, heart singing, she smiled at Diana, shyly, but meeting her eyes directly. “No, that’d be—great.”
  


  


  
    

  


  
    “You’re looking better this morning, Mom,” Cassie said. Her mother, sitting on the edge of her bed, smiled at her.
  


  
    “It was a bad flu, but I am better now,” she said. “And you—you’re looking happier, sweetheart.”
  


  
    “I am,” Cassie said, dropping a quick kiss on her mother’s cheek. You’ll never know how much, she thought.
  


  
    This morning was almost like the first day of school in excitement and anticipation. I don’t care if everyone else in the entire school hates me, Cassie thought. Diana will be there. Just thinking about that will make the rest not matter.
  


  
    Diana was looking particularly beautiful that day, wearing a green suede jacket lined with blue silk over jeans faded almost white. At her throat hung a simple pendant with a single stone in it, a milky stone with a blue-white shimmer. Cassie was proud just to walk beside her at school.
  


  
    And in the halls, she noticed something strange. It was hard to walk three steps without getting stopped by someone.
  


  
    “Oh, hi, Diana—have you got a minute?” “Diana! I’m so glad to see you . . .” “Diana, it’s killing me. Won’t you just think about this weekend?” (This from a guy.) Practically everybody they passed wanted to talk with Diana, and those who didn’t have something to say hung around the edges just listening.
  


  
    Cassie watched Diana speak to each of them. The guys begging for dates were the only ones she dismissed, smiling. Some of the people shot nervous glances at Cassie, but none of them backed away or said anything nasty. Apparently Diana had the power to counteract even Faye.
  


  
    Finally, a few minutes before the bell, Diana pulled away from the crowd and walked Cassie to her English class. She not only came inside but sat down at a desk beside Cassie’s and chatted with her, ignoring everyone who was looking at them.
  


  
    “We’ll have to have another pizza party this week,” she said in a clear, carrying voice. “And Laurel and I were talking about ways to redecorate your room if you still want to. Laurel’s very artistic. And I really think you ought to transfer into my AP history class if you can. It’s last period, and the teacher, Ms. Lanning, is great. . . .”
  


  
    She went on talking, seeming utterly oblivious to the rest of the class. But Cassie could feel something bubbling up inside her like the carbonation in a bottle of soda. Girls who had actually turned their backs and scuttled away from her last week were now listening avidly to Diana’s monologue, nodding as if they were part of the conversation.
  


  
    “Well, I guess I’d better go—I’ll meet you at eleven fifteen for lunch,” Diana said.
  


  
    “Where?” Cassie asked, almost panicking as Diana got up. She had just realized she’d never seen Diana—or Laurel or Melanie either—at lunch.
  


  
    “Oh, in the cafeteria—the part in the rear. Behind the glass door. We call it the back room. You’ll see it,” Diana said. The girls around Cassie were exchanging looks of astonishment. As Diana walked away one of them spoke.
  


  
    “You get to eat in the back room?” she asked enviously.
  


  
    “I guess so,” Cassie said absently, watching Diana.
  


  
    “But . . .” Another look passed between the girls. “Are you in the Club?” one of them finished.
  


  
    Cassie felt uncomfortable. “No . . . not really. I’m just friends with Diana.”
  


  
    A pause. Then the girls settled back, looking bewildered but impressed.
  


  
    Cassie scarcely noticed. She was watching the door, and the girl who’d walked in just as Diana reached it to walk out.
  


  
    Faye was looking particularly beautiful this morning too. Her black hair was wild and lustrous, her pale skin glowing. Her lips looked more sensuous than ever, emphasized by some new shade of berry-red lipstick. She was wearing a red sweater that clung to every curve.
  


  
    She stopped in the doorway, blocking it, and she and Diana looked at each other.
  


  
    It was a long, measuring glance, hooded golden eyes locked with green. Neither of them said anything, but the air between them almost crackled with electricity. Cassie could almost feel the two strong wills fighting for dominance there. Finally, it was Faye who moved aside, but she gestured Diana through the door with an ironic flourish that seemed more like contempt than courtesy. And as Diana passed by, Faye spoke over her shoulder, without turning to look.
  


  
    “What did she say?” one of the girls asked Cassie.
  


  
    “I couldn’t hear it,” Cassie said.
  


  
    But that was a lie. She had heard. She just didn’t understand. Faye had said, “Win a battle; lose the war.”
  


  
    ...
  


  
    

  


  
    At lunch, Cassie wondered how she hadn’t seen the back room of the cafeteria before. She understood, though, how Diana and her friends hadn’t seen her—the entrance to the back room was swamped with people. People standing around, people hoping to be invited in, or people just hanging out on the fringes. They blocked any view those seated inside might have of the cafeteria proper.
  


  
    It was easy to see why this room was the favorite gathering place. There was a TV mounted on one wall, although it was too noisy to hear it. There was even a microwave and a Veryfine juice machine. Cassie was aware of stares on her back as she went in and sat down beside Diana, but today they were stares of envy.
  


  
    Melanie and Laurel were there. So was Sean, the little slinking boy who’d urged her to go to the principal. So was a guy with disheveled blond hair and slightly tilted blue-green eyes—oh, God, one of the Henderson brothers. Cassie tried not to give him a look of alarm as Diana nodded at him and said, “That’s Christopher Henderson—Chris, say hi; this is Cassie. You moved her white Rabbit.”
  


  
    The blond guy turned and stared defensively. “I never touched it. I didn’t even see it, okay? I was somewhere else.”
  


  
    Diana and Melanie exchanged a patient look. “Chris,” Diana said, “what are you talking about?”
  


  
    “This chick’s rabbit. I didn’t take it. I’m not into little furry animals. We’re all brothers, okay?”
  


  
    Diana stared at him a moment, then shook her head. “Go back to your lunch, Chris. Forget it.”
  


  
    Chris frowned, shrugged, then turned back to Sean. “So there’s this new group, Cholera, right, and they’ve got this new album . . .”
  


  
    “Somebody did move my car,” Cassie offered tentatively.
  


  
    “He did it,” Laurel said. “He just doesn’t have a very good memory for reality. He knows a lot about music, though.”
  


  
    Sean, Cassie noticed, was a different boy in here than he’d been by the lockers. He was excessively polite, seeming eager to please, and frequently offering to get things for the girls. They treated him like a slightly annoying little brother. He and Laurel were the only juniors besides Cassie.
  


  
    They’d been eating just a few minutes when a strawberry-blond head appeared in the doorway. Suzan looked cross.
  


  
    “Deborah’s got a lunch detention and Faye’s off doing something, so I’m eating in here,” she announced.
  


  
    Diana looked up. “Fine,” she said evenly, then added, “This is my friend Cassie, Suzan. Cassie, this is Suzan Whittier.”
  


  
    “Hi,” Cassie said, trying to sound casual.
  


  
    There was a moment of tension. Then Suzan rolled her china-blue eyes. “Hi,” she said finally, and immediately sat down and began removing things from her lunch sack.
  


  
    Cassie looked at Suzan unloading her lunch, then threw a quick glance over at Laurel. Then she looked at Diana and raised her eyebrows questioningly.
  


  
    She heard the crinkle of plastic as Suzan produced the last item from her bag; then a piercing shriek from Laurel.
  


  
    “Oh, my God—you’re not still eating those! Do you know what’s in those things, Suzan? Beef fat, lard, palm oil—and it’s about fifty percent white sugar . . .”
  


  
    Diana was biting her lip and Cassie was shaking silently, trying to keep a straight face. Finally it was too much, and she had to let the giggles escape. As soon as she did Diana burst into laughter too.
  


  
    Everyone else looked at them, baffled.
  


  
    Cassie smiled down at her tuna sandwich. After so many weeks of loneliness, she had found where she belonged. She was Diana’s friend, Diana’s adopted sister. Her place was here beside Diana.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 10


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  That Friday, Kori came to the back room for lunch. She seemed in awe of the older girls and was even absently respectful of Cassie, which was nice. Certainly Suzan and Deborah had no such respect. The strawberry blond seemed unaware of Cassie’s existence unless she wanted something passed to her or picked up, and the biker fixed Cassie with a surly glare whenever they passed in the hall. Deborah and Doug—the other Henderson brother—had appeared in the back room only once since Cassie started eating there, and they had spent the entire time arguing furiously about some heavy-metal band.


  
    Neither Faye nor Nick, the dark, coldly handsome boy who’d rescued Cassie’s backpack, showed up at all that week.
  


  
    But Kori Henderson was nice. Now that Cassie knew, she could see the resemblance to Chris and Doug—the blond hair and the blue-green eyes that Kori emphasized by wearing a turquoise necklace and ring all the time. Kori wasn’t as wild as her brothers, though. She seemed just an ordinary, friendly, going-on-fifteen girl.
  


  
    “I’ve been waiting so long for it, I can’t believe it’s finally here,” she was saying at the end of lunch. “I mean, just think, next Tuesday’s the day! And Dad says we can have the party down on the beach—or at least he didn’t say we couldn’t—and I want to make it really special, because of it being a holiday, too. . . .” She trailed off suddenly. Cassie, following her gaze, saw that Diana had her lip caught between her teeth and was almost imperceptibly shaking her head.
  


  
    What was Kori saying wrong? Cassie wondered. And then it struck her: this was the first she’d heard about a party, although it clearly wasn’t news to the others. Was she not invited?
  


  
    “So, uh, do you think Adam will be back in time for—for—I mean, when do you think Adam will be back?” Kori stuttered.
  


  
    “I don’t really know. I hope it’s soon, but . . .” Diana gave a little shrug. “Who can tell? Who can ever tell?”
  


  
    “Who’s Adam?” Cassie said, determined to show she didn’t care about the party.
  


  
    “You mean she hasn’t told you about Adam yet? Diana, there’s such a thing as carrying modesty too far,” Melanie said, her cool gray eyes disbelieving.
  


  
    The color had come to Diana’s cheeks. “There just hasn’t been time—” she began, and Laurel and Melanie hooted.
  


  
    Cassie was surprised. She’d never seen Diana react this way. “No, but really,” she said. “Who is he? Is he your boyfriend?”
  


  
    “Only since childhood,” Laurel said. “They’ve been together forever.”
  


  
    “But where is he? Is he in college? What’s he like?”
  


  
    “No, he’s just—visiting some people,” Diana said. “He’s a senior, but he’s been away so far this year. And as for what he’s like . . . well, he’s nice. I think you’ll like him.” She smiled.
  


  
    Cassie looked toward Laurel for more information. Laurel waved a zucchini stick in the air. “Adam’s . . .”
  


  
    Kori said, “Yes, he’s . . .”
  


  
    Even Melanie couldn’t seem to find the right words. “You’ll have to meet him,” she said.
  


  
    Cassie was intrigued. “Do you have a picture of him?” she asked Diana.
  


  
    “As a matter of fact, I don’t,” Diana said. Seeing Cassie’s disappointment, she went on, “You see, around here people have a sort of silly superstition about photographs—they don’t like them. So lots of us don’t get pictures taken.”
  


  
    Cassie tried to pretend this wasn’t as bizarre as she thought it was. Like aboriginals, she thought in amazement. Thinking the camera will steal their souls. How can anybody in the twentieth century think that?
  


  
    “He’s cute, though,” Kori was saying fervently.
  


  
    Suzan, who had been absorbed in eating, looked up from her lunch to proclaim in feeling tones: “That bod.”
  


  
    “Those eyes,” Laurel said.
  


  
    “You’d better go easy,” Melanie said, smiling. “You’re going to drive Diana crazy before he gets back.”
  


  
    “Crazy enough to give somebody else a chance, maybe?” Sean piped up. Looks of forbearance passed between the girls.
  


  
    “Maybe, Sean—sometime in the next millennium,” Laurel said. But being a kind girl, she didn’t say it very loudly.
  


  
    Looking amused, Melanie explained to Cassie, “Adam and Diana don’t even see anyone of the opposite sex except each other. For years Adam thought the rest of us were boys.”
  


  
    “Which in Suzan’s case took quite a lot of imagination,” Laurel put in.
  


  
    Suzan sniffed and glanced at Laurel’s flat chest. “And in some people’s case took no imagination at all.”
  


  
    “What about you, Cassie?” Diana interrupted before an argument could begin. “Did you leave a boyfriend back home?”
  


  
    “Not really,” Cassie said. “There was one guy, though, this summer. He was . . .” She stopped. She didn’t want to tell the story in front of Suzan. “He was sort of . . . all right. So, anyway, how did Faye’s date with Jeffrey go?” she asked Suzan abruptly.
  


  
    Suzan’s look said she wasn’t fooled by the sudden change of subject, but she couldn’t resist answering. “The fish got hooked,” she said with a smirk. “Now all she has to do is reel him in.”
  


  
    The bell rang then, and there was no further conversation about boyfriends or dates. But Cassie noticed a look about Diana’s eyes—a tender, wistful dreaminess—that lingered for the rest of the day.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    After school, Diana and Cassie drove back to Crowhaven Road together. As they drove by the Henderson house—one of those in the worst repair—Cassie noticed Diana biting her lip. It was a sure sign the older girl was worried about something.
  


  
    Cassie thought she knew what. “I don’t mind about Kori’s party,” she offered quietly, and Diana looked at her, surprised. “I don’t,” Cassie insisted. “I don’t even know Kori, really. The only time I saw her before was when she was out with Faye on the steps. What’s wrong?” she added as Diana looked even more surprised.
  


  
    “Kori was eating with Faye and the others that day you overheard them talking?”
  


  
    “Yes—well, she came when they were almost finished eating. There was a whole group of kids, but she was the only one Faye would let stay. Faye said . . .”
  


  
    “Faye said what?” Diana sounded resigned.
  


  
    “She said, ‘I thought you’d be eating in the cafeteria with the rest of the goody-goodies.’” Cassie left out the Princess of Purity part.
  


  
    “Hm. And what did Kori say to that?”
  


  
    Cassie felt uncomfortable. “She said something about too much goodness being boring. She didn’t stay with them long, though. I think Faye and Suzan were trying to embarrass her.”
  


  
    “Mm,” said Diana. She was biting her lip again.
  


  
    “Anyway,” Cassie went on, “I don’t mind not being invited to her party, but do you think . . . well, do you think there’s a chance that someday I could be in the Club too?”
  


  
    Diana’s green eyes had widened fractionally. “Oh, Cassie. But you don’t want to,” she said.
  


  
    “I know I said things last week that sounded that way. But you told me not to judge the Club by Faye, and I’m not, now. And I like you and Melanie and Laurel and Kori—and Suzan’s sort of okay. Even Chris Henderson is. So I thought, maybe . . .” She let her sentence trail off delicately. She could feel her heart beating faster.
  


  
    “That’s not what I meant,” Diana replied. “I meant you don’t want to because you want to go back home, to California, whenever you can. That’s the truth, isn’t it? You said you were planning to go to college there.”
  


  
    “Well, yes, eventually, but . . .” Cassie had said that, that first night at Diana’s house. Now she was no longer so sure, but she didn’t quite know how to explain this. “What has that got to do with it?” she said. “I mean, joining doesn’t mean staying here the rest of your life, does it?”
  


  
    Diana’s eyes were on the road. “It’s hard to explain.” Then she said softly, “And in any case—well, I’m afraid membership is sort of limited.”
  


  
    Abruptly Cassie remembered Deborah’s words after Kori had left that day. One empty space, one candidate, you know? And Kori was part of the neighborhood. She’d grown up here. Chris and Doug were her brothers. She wasn’t a stranger taken in just because Diana insisted, a puppy picked up off the street.
  


  
    “I understand,” Cassie said. She tried to sound as if it were all okay, as if it didn’t matter. But it did. It did, terribly.
  


  
    “No, you don’t,” Diana murmured. “But I think that’s better. It really is, Cassie, believe me.”
  


  
    ...
  


  
    “Oh, no,” Diana said. “I don’t have the Scotch tape. It must have rolled under the car seat. You stay here; there’s no reason for us both to go back.” She turned and hurried toward the parking lot.
  


  
    They were early that morning. Diana had a banner that she and Laurel had painted, saying “Happy Birthday, Kori.” She was going to hang it above the main entrance of the school, and Cassie had offered to help. Cassie thought that was a particularly noble and unselfish gesture, considering she still wasn’t invited to Kori’s party. It also showed how much she didn’t really mind.
  


  
    Now she looked up at the main entrance of the school building that had scared her to death two weeks ago.
  


  
    Two weeks. The first week she had spent as a pariah, an outcast, someone too dangerous to speak to because it might bring down the wrath of Faye on the speaker’s head. But the second week . . .
  


  
    Diana, she mused, didn’t influence people by frightening them. She did it much more subtly, with love. It sounded impossibly stupid and Hallmark card-ish, but it was true. Everyone loved Diana—girls as well as boys—and most of them would walk over hot coals for her. As Diana’s adopted “little sister” Cassie had instantly gained status far beyond anything she could have ever achieved on her own. She now went around with the coolest crowd in school—and if she wasn’t completely a part of it, only the real insiders knew.
  


  
    You’re almost one of us. She heard Faye’s words to Kori in her mind again. Well, today was Kori’s birthday, and today Kori would be one of them. Today Kori would join the Club.
  


  
    And Cassie never would.
  


  
    Cassie hunched her shoulders, trying to shrug the thought off, but a shiver caught her midway through. She wrapped her arms around herself, clasping her elbows. It was colder than she was used to for late September. Laurel and Melanie had been talking over the weekend about the fall equinox, which was today too. Melanie had explained that it was the day when the hours of daylight and darkness were of equal length, which meant the start of fall. Cassie supposed it had a right to be cold. Everyone said the leaves would be turning soon.
  


  
    Melanie and Laurel had really gotten into that discussion of the equinox. It had seemed terribly important to them, although Cassie couldn’t exactly see why. It was another of the little mysteries about New Salemers that were starting to drive Cassie crazy.
  


  
    She shivered again and began to pace, rubbing her arms.
  


  
    The hill spread out beneath her. She walked to the top of the stairs and stood bouncing on her toes. It was a clear, crisp day, and mixed in with the luxuriant green all around her she could see a tinge of fall colors here and there. The shrubs across the road—what had Laurel called them? Sumac. The sumac across the road was already red. And some of the sugar maples were turning golden yellow, and there was more red at the bottom of the hill. . . .
  


  
    Cassie frowned and forgot to rub her arms. She took a step or two down and leaned forward, looking again. The red at the bottom of the hill was almost too red, too bright. She’d never known foliage could turn that color. It wasn’t natural.
  


  
    A violent shiver went through her. God, it was cold. Whatever was down there was half hidden by the underbrush, but it wasn’t a bush itself, she decided. It looked more like a sweater somebody had discarded.
  


  
    It’ll get ruined, lying on the damp ground like that, Cassie thought. Whoever owns it is going to be unhappy.
  


  
    She took another step down. Of course, it’s probably ruined already—or maybe it’s just a scrap somebody’s thrown out.
  


  
    But it didn’t look like a scrap. It had a shape—she could see what looked like the sweater’s arm. In fact, it looked like a whole bundle of clothes. See, there was something like jeans lying below it. . . .
  


  
    Suddenly Cassie couldn’t breathe.
  


  
    That’s funny—that’s really funny, because it looks almost like a person. But that would be so stupid—it’s cold and wet on the ground. Anybody lying down there would freeze—
  


  
    She was moving down the steps quickly now.
  


  
    Stupid—but it really does look a lot like somebody. See, there’s legs. That yellow could be hair. They must be asleep—but who would go to sleep like that? Right beside the road. Of course, the weeds and stuff screen them—
  


  
    She was very close now, and everything had gone into slow motion—everything but her whirling, reeling thoughts.
  


  
    Oh, thank God—it isn’t a person after all; it’s just a dummy. Like one of those stuffed scarecrow things they put out at Halloween to scare people. See, it’s all floppy in the middle . . . no person could bend that way . . . the neck looks like the neck of that doll in my locker. Like somebody pulled the head out. . . .
  


  
    Cassie’s own body was reacting strangely. Her chest was heaving and her muscles were shaking. Her knees were trembling so hard she could scarcely remain standing. And her vision was sparkling at the edges as if she were going to faint.
  


  
    Thank God, it’s not a person—but oh, my God, is that a hand? Dummies don’t have hands like that . . . not hands with little pink fingers . . . and dummies don’t wear rings, turquoise rings. . . .
  


  
    Where had she seen a ring like that before?
  


  
    Look at it closer; no, don’t look, don’t look—
  


  
    But she had seen. The hand, stiff as a claw, was human. And the ring was Kori’s.
  


  
    Cassie didn’t realize that she was screaming until she was halfway up the hill. Her legs, which had been trembling so badly, were taking her up in leaps and surges. And she was screaming over and over again: “Help, help, help.” Only they were such thin, pathetic little shrieks—it was no wonder no one heard her. It was like one of those nightmares where your vocal cords are paralyzed.
  


  
    But someone had heard. As she reached the top of the hill Diana appeared, running. She caught Cassie by the shoulders.
  


  
    “What is it?”
  


  
    “Kori!” Cassie gasped in a strangled voice. She could hardly speak. “Diana—help Kori! She’s hurt. Something’s wrong—” She knew it was more than something wrong, but she couldn’t bring herself to say the words. “Help her, please—”
  


  
    “Where?” Diana cut in sharply.
  


  
    “The bottom. Bottom of the hill. But don’t go down there,” Cassie gasped illogically. Oh, God, she was completely falling apart. She couldn’t cope—but she couldn’t let Diana go down there alone, either.
  


  
    Diana was flying down the stairs. Stiff-legged, Cassie followed. She saw Diana reach the bottom and hesitate, then swiftly kneel and bend forward.
  


  
    “Is she—?” Cassie’s hands were clenched.
  


  
    Diana straightened up. Cassie saw the answer in the set of her shoulders. “She’s cold. She’s dead.”
  


  
    Then Diana turned around. Her face was white, her green eyes burning. Something in her expression gave Cassie strength, and she stumbled down the last two steps and flung her arms around her.
  


  
    She could feel Diana shaking, clinging to her. Kori had been Diana’s friend, not hers.
  


  
    “It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay,” she gasped, illogical again. There was no way for this to be okay, ever. And over and over in Cassie’s mind other words were echoing.
  


  
    Someday they may find you at the bottom of those stairs with a broken neck. Someday they may find you . . .
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Kori’s neck was broken.
  


  
    That was what the police doctor said. After Cassie and Diana went back up the stairs, everything that day seemed like a dream. Adults came and took over. School officials, the police, the doctor. They asked questions. They made notes in their notebooks. Throughout it all the kids in the school stood aside and watched. They weren’t part of the adults’ process. They had questions of their own.
  


  
    “What are we waiting for? Why don’t we just get her?” Deborah was saying as Cassie came into the back room. It wasn’t her lunch period, but all the rules seemed to have been suspended that day.
  


  
    “We all heard her say it,” Deborah was continuing. “Suzan, Faye, and me—even she heard it.” She gestured at Cassie, who was numbly trying to get a can of juice out of the machine. “That bitch said she was going to do it, and she did it. So what are we waiting for?”
  


  
    “For the truth,” Melanie said quietly and coldly.
  


  
    “From them? Outsiders? You can’t be serious. They’ll never admit Sally did it. The police are saying it was an accident. An accident! No sign of a struggle, they’re saying. She slipped on a wet step. And you know what the kids are saying? They’re saying it was one of us!”
  


  
    Laurel looked up from the hot water she was pouring over some dried leaves in a mug. The end of her nose was pink. “Maybe it was one of us,” she said.
  


  
    “Like who?” Deborah blazed back.
  


  
    “Like somebody who didn’t want her in the Club. Somebody who was afraid she’d come in on the wrong side,” said Laurel.
  


  
    “And we all know which side would be afraid,” said a new voice, and Cassie jerked around, nearly dropping her juice.
  


  
    It was Faye. Cassie had never seen her in the back room before, but she was here now, her honey-colored eyes hooded and smoldering.
  


  
    “Well, Diana’s side certainly had nothing to be afraid of,” Laurel said. “Kori idolized Diana.”
  


  
    “Did she? Then why did she spend the last week having lunch with me?” Faye said in her slow, husky voice.
  


  
    Laurel stared, looking uncertain. Then her face cleared and she shook her head. “I don’t care what you say; you’re never going to make me believe Diana would hurt Kori.”
  


  
    “She’s right,” Suzan put in, to Cassie’s surprise. “Diana wouldn’t.”
  


  
    “Besides, we already know who would,” Deborah said sharply. “It was Sally—or maybe that moron boyfriend of hers. I say we get them—now!”
  


  
    “She’s right,” said Sean.
  


  
    Laurel looked at him, then at Deborah, then at Faye. “What do you think, Melanie?” she said finally.
  


  
    Melanie’s voice was still quiet, detached. “I think we need to have a meeting,” she said.
  


  
    Sean bobbed his head. “She’s right,” he said.
  


  
    Just then Diana came in. The Henderson brothers were behind her. They both looked ravaged—and bewildered. As if they couldn’t understand how this could happen to them. Chris’s eyes were red-rimmed.
  


  
    Everyone sobered at the sight of the brothers. There was silence as they sat down at the table.
  


  
    Then Faye turned to Diana. Her golden eyes were like two golden flames. “Sit down,” she said flatly. “We need to talk.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Diana.
  


  
    She sat down, and so did Faye. Laurel, after putting two cups of hot liquid in front of the Henderson brothers, did the same. Deborah jerked out a chair and threw herself into it. Suzan and Melanie had already been seated.
  


  
    Everyone turned to look at Cassie.
  


  
    Their faces were strange. Alien. Laurel’s normally elfin face was closed. Melanie’s cool gray eyes were more remote than ever; Suzan’s pouting lips were compressed tightly; Deborah’s fierceness was barely kept in check. Even Sean’s usually furtive expression had an unprecedented dignity. Diana was pale and stern.
  


  
    The glass door swung open and Nick came in. His face was like a cold and handsome stone, revealing nothing, but he sat down at the table beside Doug.
  


  
    Cassie was the only one in the room left standing. She looked at them, the members of the Club, and they looked at her. No one needed to say anything. She turned around and left the room.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 11


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  Cassie didn’t know where she was going. The school was trying to hold classes, even though there were probably more kids outside the classrooms than inside. They were in the halls, on the stairs, hanging around the main entrance. Cassie looked dazedly at a clock and then went to her science class, conceptual physics. She could probably call her mom and just go home if she liked, but she didn’t want to face her mother right now. She just wanted to try and pretend to be normal.


  
    As she sat taking meaningless notes, she could feel eyes on her. She had the odd feeling that she’d been transported back in time and that it was two weeks ago, when Faye had blackballed her. But after class she saw the difference. People kept coming up to her and murmuring, “Are you okay?” and “How’re you doing?” They looked ill at ease—as if they didn’t want to be talking to her but felt they’d better. After her last class there were more little visits: people coming in groups of two or three to say, “Sorry” or “Just want you to know we’ll miss her too.”
  


  
    The truth of it struck her suddenly, and she almost laughed at the irony. They were condolence calls! Cassie was standing in for the Club. All of these outsiders were coming to her, not realizing that she was as much outside as any of them.
  


  
    When a cheerleader came and said, “Oh, this must be so hard for you,” Cassie lost it.
  


  
    “I didn’t even know her!” she burst out. “I only spoke to her once in my life!”
  


  
    The cheerleader backed off hastily. After that the condolence calls stopped.
  


  
    Ms. Lanning, the history teacher, drove Cassie home. She sidestepped her mother’s worried questioning—apparently the school had called to explain what had happened—and went outside. She climbed down the steep bluff to the beach below her grandmother’s house.
  


  
    The ocean had never looked bleaker. It was a heavy, shining silver color—like the mercury in a thermometer. The day, which had started out so bright, had turned overcast, and it got darker and darker as Cassie paced.
  


  
    And paced. This beach had been one of the good things about living here—but what good was it now? She was walking on it alone.
  


  
    Her chest was bursting. It was as if all the terrible events of the day were locked inside her, struggling to get out. But there was no release.
  


  
    She’d thought being an outcast at school was the worst thing that could happen to her. But it was worse to almost belong, and to know inside that you didn’t, and never would. She knew it was selfish to care about herself after what had happened to Kori, but she couldn’t help it. With all the rage of confusion and pain inside her, she almost envied Kori. Kori was dead, but she still belonged. She had a place.
  


  
    Cassie, on the other hand, had never felt so lonely.
  


  
    The sky was dark gray. The ocean stretched out endlessly beneath it, even darker. Looking at it, Cassie felt a strange and terrible fascination. If she just started walking toward it and kept on going . . .
  


  
    Stop that! she thought savagely. Get hold of yourself.
  


  
    But it would be so easy . . .
  


  
    Yes, and then you’d really be alone. Alone forever, in the dark. Sounds good, doesn’t it, Cassie?
  


  
    Shivering violently, she wrenched herself away from the whispering gray waters. Her feet were numb and cold and her fingers felt like ice. She stumbled as she climbed up the narrow, rocky path.
  


  
    That night, she pulled all the curtains shut in her room so she wouldn’t have to see the ocean or the darkness outside. Chest aching, she opened her jewelry box and took out the piece of chalcedony.
  


  
    I haven’t touched your gift in a while. But I’ve thought about you. Whatever I’m doing, wherever I am, you’re somewhere in my mind. And oh, how I wish . . .
  


  
    Her hand shook as she shut her eyes and put the stone to her lips. She felt the familiar crystalline roughness, the coolness of it warming to her warmth. Her breath came more quickly and tears started to her eyes. Oh, someday, someday, she thought . . .
  


  
    Then her mouth twisted in pain. A surge of something like lava welled up in her chest, and she threw the stone as hard as she could across the room. It hit the wall with a sharp sound and fell, clattering, to the floor.
  


  
    Someday nothing! the cruel voice inside her cried. Stop fooling yourself! You’ll never see him again.
  


  
    She lay in bed staring with sore eyes into the dimness, lit by a small night-light on the far wall. She couldn’t cry. All her tears had been scorched away. But her heart felt as if it had been torn open.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie was dreaming of the ocean—the dark and endless ocean. The ship was in trouble—she could hear the timbers creaking beneath her. They were going aground. And something was lost . . . lost . . .
  


  
    She came awake all at once, sucking in her breath. Was that a noise?
  


  
    Body tense, she listened. Silence. Her eyes struggled to pierce the darkness. The night-light had gone out.
  


  
    Why hadn’t it occurred to her to be afraid earlier? What had been wrong with her this evening? She’d gone out there on the beach alone, never even wondering if the person who’d killed Kori might be watching, waiting . . .
  


  
    Accident, she thought, every sense alert and straining. They said it was probably an accident. But her heart was thundering dizzily. She seemed to see scintillating lights in the darkness. And she could feel . . .
  


  
    A presence. Like a shadow in front of her. Oh, God, she could feel it. She sensed it like a pressure on her skin, like a radiation of cold. There was something in her bedroom.
  


  
    Her eyes were staring into the utter blackness, her body trembling with tension. Insane as it was, she had the wild thought that if she didn’t move, didn’t make a sound, it couldn’t find her.
  


  
    But she was wrong.
  


  
    She heard a shuffling noise, a stealthy advancing. Then the unmistakable creak of a floorboard.
  


  
    It was coming toward her.
  


  
    Suddenly she could move. She drew in breath for a scream—and there was a rush in the darkness and something clapped over her mouth.
  


  
    Instantly, everything changed. Before, all had been stillness, now all was dizzy motion. She was fighting. It didn’t do any good; her arms were being caught and held. Something else had her feet.
  


  
    She was being rolled over and over. Wrapped in the sheet. She couldn’t move. Her arms were trapped in the material. She was trying to kick, but her feet were trapped too.
  


  
    She felt herself being lifted. She couldn’t scream; she was choking. Something was over her head, suffocating her. And the most terrible thing was the silence, the utter, continuing silence. Whatever had her was as noiseless as a ghost.
  


  
    As a ghost . . . and she herself was now wrapped in a shroud. Wild thoughts careened in Cassie’s head.
  


  
    It was taking her out of her bedroom. Taking her downstairs—out of the house. It was taking her outside to bury her.
  


  
    She had envied Kori—now she was going to join her. It was going to put her in the ground—or in the sea. Frantic, she tried to thrash, but the restraining material was too tight.
  


  
    She had never been so frightened.
  


  
    In time, though, the violence of her first panic exhausted itself. It was like fighting against a straitjacket; her struggles only served to tire her out. And overheat her. She was smothering and she was so hot . . . if only she could breathe. . . .
  


  
    Panting, Cassie felt her body go limp. For the next few minutes all her concentration was devoted to getting enough air. Then, slowly, she began to think again.
  


  
    She was being carried by more than one person. That was certain. Her arms and legs were being restrained not only by the winding material of the sheet, but by hands.
  


  
    Human hands? Or . . . images flooded her mind. Images out of horror movies. Skeletal hands barely covered by withered flesh. Dusky hands with nail beds the cyanotic blue of death. Mutilated hands, hands from the grave . . .
  


  
    Oh, God, please . . . I’ll lose my mind. Please make it stop or I’ll die. I’ll die of terror. Nobody can be this frightened and live.
  


  
    But it wasn’t so easy just to die after all. It didn’t stop, and she went on living. It was like a nightmare, but Cassie knew she was not asleep. She could pray all she wanted, but she wouldn’t wake up.
  


  
    Then everything stopped.
  


  
    She was no longer being carried; she was being held. Then tilted . . . her legs kicked and touched ground. She was being set on her feet. The sheet was unwinding; she felt a breeze on her legs, and her nightgown hem flapping against them. Her arms were free.
  


  
    Weakly she grabbed out, and her wrists were caught and held behind her. She still couldn’t see. Something was over her head, some kind of hood. It was hot inside, and she was breathing her own carbon dioxide. She swayed, wanting to kick, to fight again, and knowing she didn’t have the strength.
  


  
    Then, from directly behind her, she heard a sound that changed everything.
  


  
    It was a chuckle.
  


  
    Slow and rich. Amused. But with a grim edge to it.
  


  
    Unmistakable.
  


  
    Faye.
  


  
    Cassie thought she had been frightened before. She’d imagined ghosts, the living dead come to drag her back into the ground with them. But all those wild and supernatural fears were nothing compared to the sheer terror she felt now.
  


  
    In one blinding instant she put it all together. Faye had killed Kori. The way she was going to kill Cassie now.
  


  
    “Walk,” Faye said, and Cassie felt a push in the center of her back. Her hands had been tied together behind her. She staggered and then took a step. “Straight ahead,” Faye said.
  


  
    Cassie staggered another step, and an arm steadied her. It came from the side. Faye wasn’t alone, then. Well, of course not; she couldn’t have carried Cassie by herself.
  


  
    Cassie had never realized how important it was to see. It was terrifying to be made to walk like this, on and on into nothingness. For all she knew Faye might be marching her straight off a cliff.
  


  
    No, not off a cliff. They weren’t on a bluff; they were on the beach. Although she couldn’t see, now that she was no longer wrapped in the sheet her other senses were functioning. From her left came the slow, rhythmic roar of waves. Very close. Under her feet she could feel crumbling, slightly damp sand. The breeze that lifted her nightgown around her calves was cold and fresh. It smelled of salt and seaweed.
  


  
    “Stop.”
  


  
    Cassie obeyed automatically. She tried to swallow and found the inside of her mouth was like glue.
  


  
    “Faye—” she managed to get out.
  


  
    “Be quiet!” The voice was sharp, no laziness now. Like a cat with its claws unsheathed. A sudden pressure at her neck made Cassie stiffen—someone had grabbed the bottom of the hood and was tightening it warningly. “Don’t talk unless you’re asked a question. Don’t move unless you’re told. Do you understand?”
  


  
    Numbly, Cassie nodded.
  


  
    “Now take one step forward. Turn to your left. Stop. Stay right there. Don’t make a sound.”
  


  
    Hands moved at the back of Cassie’s neck. Then there was a glorious rush of cool air as the hood was lifted away. Light burst in on her, and Cassie stared in astonishment at the fantastic scene before her eyes.
  


  
    Black and white, that was her first thought. Everything was stark black and white, like a scene from the surface of the moon.
  


  
    But there was the moon in front of her. Pure white, just risen, it formed a perfect crescent over the ocean. The ocean was as black as the sky, except for the ghostly white foam on the waves. And in front of it stood a figure that seemed to shine with a pale light.
  


  
    Diana?
  


  
    She was wearing a thin white shift that left her arms bare. Clasped around one upper arm was a wide cuff of silver with strange engraving on it. On her forehead was a sort of diadem with a crescent moon, the horns pointing upward. Her long hair, hanging loose beneath it, seemed to be woven of moonlight.
  


  
    In her hand was a dagger.
  


  
    With terrifying sharpness Cassie now remembered the dream she’d had of her mother and grandmother in her room. Sacrifice, one of them had said. Was that what she was here for now? Sacrifice?
  


  
    Mesmerized, she stared at the blade of the dagger, at the moonlight shimmering on it. Then she looked at Diana’s face.
  


  
    I would never have believed it—no, I wouldn’t have believed that you would help Faye do this. But you’re here, with a knife. I’m seeing it. How can I not believe my own eyes?
  


  
    “Turn around,” a voice said.
  


  
    Cassie felt her body turn.
  


  
    A circle was drawn in the sand, a big one. Inside and outside were candles, stuck right into the beach. Wax was melting on the sand. The candles were all sizes, all colors. Some looked as if they had been burning a long time, from the amount of wax pooled beneath them and the way they had slumped. Every flame was dancing in the slight breeze.
  


  
    Inside the circle were the members of the Club. Cassie’s frightened mind registered glimpses of faces and no more, like flashes seen in lightning. The same faces she had seen gathered around the table in the back room that afternoon. Proud. Beautiful. Alien.
  


  
    Faye was one of them. She was dressed all in black. And if Diana’s hair seemed to be woven of moonlight, hers was woven of gloom.
  


  
    Diana walked past Cassie and stepped into the circle. Suddenly Cassie realized that the ring drawn in the sand was not complete. There was a gap in its northeast corner, directly in front of her feet.
  


  
    She was standing just outside the threshold.
  


  
    Startled, her eyes came up to seek Diana’s. Diana’s expression revealed nothing; her face was pale and distant. Cassie’s heart, which had been thudding dully, now picked up speed.
  


  
    Diana spoke, her voice clear and musical, but she was not speaking to Cassie.
  


  
    “Who challenges her?”
  


  
    Faye’s throaty voice rose in answer. “I do.”
  


  
    Cassie didn’t see the dagger until Faye held it at her throat. It pricked, pressing slightly into the hollow, and she felt her eyes widen. She tried to hold completely still. Faye’s hooded, enigmatic eyes were gazing straight into hers. There was a sort of fierce pleasure in their depths, and the same heat Cassie had seen in the science building when Faye had threatened her with fire.
  


  
    Faye smiled her slow, scary smile, and the pressure of the blade against Cassie’s throat increased. “I challenge you,” Faye said directly to Cassie. “If there is any fear in your heart, it would be better for you to throw yourself forward on this dagger than to continue. So what is it, Cassie?” she added, her voice dropping to a lazy, intimate murmur that could scarcely have been heard by the others. “Is there fear in your heart? Careful how you answer.”
  


  
    Dumbfounded, Cassie only stared. Fear in her heart? How could there not be fear in her heart? They had done everything they could to terrify her—of course there was fear in her heart.
  


  
    Then, moving only her eyes, she looked at Diana.
  


  
    Cassie remembered Laurel in the back room today, after Faye had implied Diana might have had something to do with Kori’s death. Laurel had looked confused for a moment, then her face had cleared and she’d said, “I don’t care what you say; you’re never going to make me believe Diana would hurt Kori.”
  


  
    That was faith, Cassie thought. Believing no matter what. Did she have that kind of faith in Diana?
  


  
    Yes, she thought, still looking into Diana’s steady green eyes. I do.
  


  
    Then can I trust her no matter what? Enough not to be afraid anymore?
  


  
    The answer had to come from inside. Cassie searched through her mind, trying to find the truth. Everything that had happened tonight—them dragging her out of bed, carrying her down here without any explanation, the knife, the strangeness of this whole ceremony—it all looked bad. And someone had killed Kori. . . .
  


  
    I trust you, Diana.
  


  
    That was the answer she found at the bottom of her mind. I trust you. Despite all this, no matter how it looks, I trust you.
  


  
    She looked back at Faye, who was still wearing a little catlike smile. Gazing straight into those honey-colored eyes, Cassie said clearly, “Go on. There’s no fear in my heart.”
  


  
    Even as she said it, she felt the symptoms of terror drop away from her. The weakness, the giddiness, the thudding of her heart. She stood straight even though her hands were still tied behind her back and the dagger point was still at her throat.
  


  
    Something flared in Faye’s eyes. Something like grim respect. Her smile changed, and she nodded almost imperceptibly. The next instant her black eyebrows were raised ironically as she spoke.
  


  
    “Then step inside,” she invited.
  


  
    Straight forward? Into the dagger blade? Cassie refused to let her eyes drop from the golden ones in front of her. She hesitated an instant, then stepped straight forward.
  


  
    The blade yielded before her. Cassie could feel a tiny trickle of wetness on her throat as it withdrew and Faye stepped back.
  


  
    Then she looked down. She was inside the circle.
  


  
    Diana took the dagger from Faye and went to the break in the circle behind Cassie. Drawing the knife through the sand, she bridged the gap, making the circle complete. Cassie had an odd sensation of closure, of something sealing. As if a door had been locked behind her. And as if what was inside the circle was different from anything outside.
  


  
    “Come to the center,” Diana said.
  


  
    Cassie tried to walk tall as she did. Diana’s shift, she could see now, was slit all the way up to the hip on one side. There was something on Diana’s long, well-made upper leg. A garter? That was what it looked like. Like the ornamental bands of lace and ribbon that a bride wears to throw at a wedding. Except that this was made of something like green suede and lined with blue silk. It had a silver buckle.
  


  
    “Turn around,” Diana ordered.
  


  
    Cassie hoped the cord binding her wrists was going to be cut. But instead she felt hands on her shoulders, spinning her faster and faster. She was being whirled around and pushed from side to side, from person to person. For an instant panic surged through her again. She was dizzy, disoriented. With her hands tied she couldn’t catch herself if she fell. And that knife was somewhere . . .
  


  
    Just go with it. Relax, she told herself. And magically, her fear dissolved. She let herself be bounced from one person to another. If she fell, she fell.
  


  
    Hands steadied her, stood her facing Diana again. She was slightly breathless and the world was reeling, but she tried to draw herself up straight.
  


  
    “You’ve been challenged and you’ve passed the tests,” Diana informed her, and now there was a little smile in Diana’s green eyes, although her lips were grave. “Now are you willing to swear?”
  


  
    Swear what? But Cassie nodded.
  


  
    “Will you swear to be loyal to the Circle? Never to harm anyone who stands inside it? Will you protect and defend those who do, even if it costs you your life?”
  


  
    Cassie swallowed. Then, trying to keep her voice level, she said, “Yes.”
  


  
    “Will you swear never to reveal the secrets you will learn, except to a proper person, within a properly prepared Circle like the one we stand in now? Will you swear to keep these secrets from all outsiders, friends and enemies, even if it costs you your life?”
  


  
    “Yes,” Cassie whispered.
  


  
    “By the ocean, by the moon, by your own blood, will you so swear?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “Say, ‘I will so swear.’”
  


  
    “I will so swear.”
  


  
    “She has been challenged and tested, and she has been sworn,” Diana said, stepping back and speaking to the others. “And now, since all of us in the Circle agree, I call on the Powers to look at her.”
  


  
    Diana raised the dagger above her head, pointing the blade at the sky. Then she pointed it to the east, toward the ocean, then to the south, then toward the western cliff, then toward the north. Finally, she pointed it at Cassie. The words she spoke as she did sent shock waves running down Cassie’s spine:
  


  
    
  


  
    
      Earth and water, fire and air,

    


    
      See your daughter standing there.

    


    
      By dark of moon and light of sun,

    


    
      As I will, let it be done.

    


    
      
    


    
      By challenge, trial, and sacred vow,

    


    
      Let her join the Circle now.

    


    
      Flesh and sinew, blood and bone,

    


    
      Cassie now becomes—

    

  


  
    
  


  
    “But we don’t all agree,” an angry voice broke in. “I still don’t think she’s one of us. I don’t think she ever can be.”
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 12


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  Diana turned sharply to face Deborah. “You can’t interrupt the ritual!”


  
    “There shouldn’t be a ritual,” Deborah blazed back, her face dark and intense.
  


  
    “You agreed in the meeting—”
  


  
    “I agreed we had to do whatever it took to make us strong. But—” Deborah stopped and scowled.
  


  
    “But some of us may not have believed she’d pass the tests,” Faye interpreted, smiling.
  


  
    Diana’s face was pale and angry. The diadem she wore seemed to give her added stature, so that she looked taller even than Faye. Moonlight shimmered in her hair as it had off the blade of the knife.
  


  
    “But she did pass the tests,” she said coldly. “And now you’ve interrupted a ritual—broken it—while I was calling down the Powers. I hope you have a better reason than that.”
  


  
    “I’ll give you a reason,” Deborah said. “She’s not really one of us. Her mother married an outsider.”
  


  
    “Then what do you want?” Diana said. “Do you want us never to have a real Circle? You know we need twelve to get anything done. What are we supposed to do, wait until your parents—or the Hendersons—have another baby? None of the rest of us even has both parents alive. No.” Diana turned to face the others in the group, who were standing around the inside perimeter of the circle. “We’re the last,” she told them. “The last generation in the New World. And if we can’t complete our Circle, then it all ends here. With us.”
  


  
    Melanie spoke up. She was wearing ordinary clothes under a pale green fringed shawl that looked both tattered and fragile, as if it were very old. “Our parents and grandparents would like that,” she said. “They want us to leave it all in the past, the way they did and their parents did. They don’t want us digging up the old traditions and waking the Old Powers.”
  


  
    “They’re scared,” Deborah said scornfully.
  


  
    “They’ll be happy if we can’t complete the Circle,” Melanie said. “But is that what we want?” She looked at Faye.
  


  
    Faye murmured coolly, “Individuals can do quite a lot on their own.”
  


  
    “Oh, come on,” Laurel put in. “Not like a real Circle. Not unless,” she added, “somebody was planning to get hold of the Master Tools and use them all by herself.”
  


  
    Faye gave her a slow, dazzling smile. “I’m not the one searching for the lost tools,” she said.
  


  
    “This is all off the point,” said Diana sharply. “The question is, do we want a complete Circle or don’t we?”
  


  
    “We do,” one of the Henderson brothers said. No, Chris, Cassie corrected herself. Suddenly she could tell them apart. Both the brothers looked white and strained in the moonlight, but Chris’s eyes were less savage. “We’re going to do whatever it takes to find out who killed Kori,” Chris finished.
  


  
    “And then take care of them,” Doug put in. He made a gesture of stabbing.
  


  
    “Then we need a full Circle,” said Melanie. “A twelfth person and a seventh girl. Cassie is both.”
  


  
    “And she’s passed the tests,” Diana repeated. “Her mother was one of us. She went away, yes, but now she’s come back. And she brought her daughter to us just when we need her. Just exactly when we need her.”
  


  
    Stubbornness still lingered in Deborah’s eyes. “Who says she can even use the Powers?” she demanded.
  


  
    “I do,” Diana replied steadily. “I can sense it in her.”
  


  
    “And so do I,” Faye said unexpectedly. Deborah turned to stare at her, and she smiled ingenuously.
  


  
    “I’d say she can call on Earth and Fire, at least,” Faye continued, maddeningly bland. “She might even prove to have quite a talent.”
  


  
    And why, Cassie wondered dazedly, did that make hairs on the back of her neck stand up?
  


  
    Diana’s brows were drawn together as she gave Faye a long, searching look. But then she turned to Deborah.
  


  
    “Does that satisfy your objection?”
  


  
    There was a beat. Then Deborah nodded, sullenly, and stepped back.
  


  
    “Then,” said Diana, with a quiet politeness that seemed to overlay an icy anger, “can we please get on with it?”
  


  
    Everyone stood away as she returned to her position. Once again she lifted the dagger to the sky, then to the cardinal points of the compass, then to Cassie. Once again she spoke the words that had sent chills down Cassie’s spine, but this time she finished them uninterrupted.
  


  
    
  


  
    
      Earth and water, fire and air,

    


    
      See your daughter standing there.

    


    
      By dark of moon and light of sun,

    


    
      As I will, let it be done.

    


    
      
    


    
      By challenge, trial, and sacred vow,

    


    
      Let her join the Circle now.

    


    
      Flesh and sinew, blood and bone,

    


    
      Cassie now becomes our own.

    

  


  
    
  


  
    “That’s it,” Laurel said softly from behind Cassie. “You’re in.”
  


  
    In. I’m in. Cassie knew, with a feeling of wild exhilaration, that nothing would ever be the same again.
  


  
    “Cassie.”
  


  
    Diana was unclasping the silver necklace she was wearing. Cassie’s eyes were drawn to the crescent moon pendant that hung from it. It was like the one on the diadem, Cassie realized—and like Deborah’s tattoo.
  


  
    “This is a token,” Diana said, fastening the chain around Cassie’s neck, “of your membership in the Circle.”
  


  
    Then she hugged Cassie. It wasn’t a spontaneous gesture; it had more the feeling of a ritual. Next she turned Cassie around to face the others and said, “The Powers have accepted her. I’ve accepted her. Now each of you has to.”
  


  
    Laurel was the first to step up. Her face was serious, but there was a genuine warmth and friendliness in the depths of her brown eyes. She hugged Cassie, then kissed her lightly on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re one of us,” she whispered, and stepped back, her long, light-brown hair fluttering slightly in the breeze. “Thanks,” Cassie whispered.
  


  
    Melanie was next. Her embrace was more formal, and her cool, intellectual gray eyes still intimidated Cassie. But when she said, “Welcome to the Club,” she sounded as if she meant it.
  


  
    Deborah, by contrast, was scowling as she stepped forward, and she hugged Cassie as if she were trying to crack a rib or two. She didn’t say anything.
  


  
    Sean hurried up, looking eager. His hug was a little too long and too close for Cassie’s taste, and she ended up having to extricate herself. He said, “Glad you’re in,” with his eyes fixed on her nightgown in a way that made Cassie wish it were flannel instead of light cotton.
  


  
    “I can tell,” she said under her breath as he stepped back, and Diana, standing beside her, had to bite her lip.
  


  
    Under normal circumstances the Henderson brothers might have been even worse. But tonight they didn’t seem to care if it was a girl or a block of wood they were embracing. They hugged her mechanically and stepped back to watch again with their angry, faraway eyes.
  


  
    And then it was Nick’s turn.
  


  
    Cassie felt something inside her tighten. It wasn’t that she was attracted to him, exactly, but . . . she couldn’t help feeling a slight inner tremor when she looked up at him. He was so handsome, and the coldness that surrounded him like a thin layer of dark ice seemed only to enhance his looks. He’d stood back and observed the entire ceremony tonight with such detachment, as if none of it affected him one way or another.
  


  
    Even his embrace was noncommittal. Sexless. As if he were merely going through the motions while thinking of something else. His arms were strong, though—well, of course, thought Cassie. Any guy who had an—arrangement—with Faye would have to be strong.
  


  
    Suzan smelled of perfume, and when she kissed Cassie’s cheek, Cassie felt sure she left a smudge of cherry-colored lipstick. Hugging her was like hugging a scented pillow.
  


  
    Finally, Faye came. Her heavy-lidded eyes were gleaming enigmatically, as if she were aware of Cassie’s discomfiture and enjoying it. All Cassie was aware of was Faye’s height and how much she herself wanted to run. She had a panicked conviction that Faye was going to do something awful. . . .
  


  
    But Faye simply murmured, as she stepped back, “So the little white mouse is tougher than she looks. I was betting you wouldn’t even last through the ceremony.”
  


  
    “I’m not sure I did,” Cassie muttered. She desperately wanted to sit down and gather her thoughts. So much had happened so fast . . . but she was in. Even Faye had accepted her. That fact could not be changed.
  


  
    “All right,” Diana said quietly. “That’s it for the initiation ritual. Normally after this we’d have a party or something, but . . .” She looked at Cassie and lifted her hands. Cassie nodded. Tonight, a party could hardly be less appropriate. “So I think we should formally dispel the Circle, but go on and have a regular meeting. That way we can get Cassie caught up on what she needs to know.”
  


  
    There were nods around the circle and a collective breath released. Diana picked up a handful of sand and poured it over the line drawn on the beach. The others followed suit, each pouring a handful and smoothing it down so that the circle’s outline was blurred, erased. Then they distributed themselves among the still-lighted candles, some sitting on the sand, others on out-thrusts of rock. Nick remained standing, a cigarette in his mouth.
  


  
    Diana waited until everyone was quiet, looking at her, then she turned to Cassie. Her face was grave and her green eyes were earnest. “Now that you’re one of us,” she said simply, “I think it’s time to tell you what we are.”
  


  
    Cassie’s breath caught. So many bizarre things had happened to her since she’d come to New Salem, and now she was about to hear the explanation. But strangely, she wasn’t sure she needed to be told. Ever since they’d brought her here tonight, all sorts of things had been arranging themselves in her mind. A hundred little oddities that she’d noticed about New Salem, a hundred little mysteries that she’d been unable to solve. Somehow, her brain had begun putting them together, and now . . .
  


  
    She looked at the faces around her, lit by moonlight and flickering candlelight.
  


  
    “I think,” she said slowly, “that I already know.” Honesty compelled her to add, “Some of it, at least.”
  


  
    “Oh, yes?” Faye raised her eyebrows. “Why don’t you tell us, then?”
  


  
    Cassie looked at Diana, who nodded. “Well, for one thing,” she said slowly, “I know you’re not the Mickey Mouse Club.”
  


  
    Chuckles. “You’d better believe it,” Deborah muttered. “We’re not the Girl Scouts, either.”
  


  
    “I know . . .” Cassie paused. “I know that you can light fires without matches. And that you don’t use feverfew just in salads.”
  


  
    Faye examined her nails, looking innocent, and Laurel smiled ruefully.
  


  
    “I know that you can make things move when they’re not alive.”
  


  
    This time it was Faye who smiled. Deborah and Suzan exchanged smug glances, and Suzan murmured, “Sssssss . . .”
  


  
    “I know everybody’s afraid of you at school, even the adults. They’re afraid of anyone who lives on Crowhaven Road.”
  


  
    “They’re going to be more afraid,” said Doug Henderson.
  


  
    “I know you use rocks for spot remover—”
  


  
    “Crystals,” murmured Diana.
  


  
    “—and there’s something more than tea leaves in your tea. And I know”—Cassie swallowed and then went on, deliberately—“that you can push somebody without touching them, and make them fall.”
  


  
    There was a silence at this. Several people looked at Faye. Faye tilted her chin back and looked at the ocean with narrowed eyes.
  


  
    “You’re right,” Diana said. “You’ve learned a lot from just watching—and we’ve been a little lax with security. But I think you should hear the entire story from the beginning.”
  


  
    “I’ll tell it,” said Faye. And when Diana looked at her doubtfully, she added, “Why not? I like a good story. And I certainly know this one.”
  


  
    “All right,” said Diana. “But could you please try to stick to the point? I know your stories, Faye.”
  


  
    “Certainly,” Faye said blandly. “Now, let me see, where shall I start?” She considered a moment, head tilted, and then smiled. “Once upon a time,” she said, “there was a quaint little village called Salem. And it was just filled with quaint little Puritans—all-American, hardworking, honest, brave, and true—”
  


  
    “Faye—”
  


  
    “Just like some people here we all know,” Faye said, undisturbed by the interruption. She stood, switching her glorious black mane behind her, clearly enjoying being the center of attention. The ocean, with its endlessly breaking waves, formed a perfect background as she began to pace back and forth, her black silk blouse sliding down just far enough to leave one shoulder bare.
  


  
    “These Puritans were filled with pure little thoughts—most of them. A few just may have been unhappy with their boring little Puritan lives, all work, no play, dresses up to here”—she indicated her neck—“and six hours of church on Sundays. . . .”
  


  
    “Faye,” said Diana.
  


  
    Faye ignored her. “And the neighbors,” she said. “All those neighbors who watched you, gossiped about you, monitored you to make sure you weren’t wearing an extra button on your dress or smiling on your way to meeting. You had to be meek in those days, and keep your eyes down, and do as you were told without asking questions. If you were a girl, anyway. You weren’t even allowed to play with dolls because they were things of the devil.”
  


  
    Cassie, fascinated despite herself, watched Faye pacing and thought again of jungle cats. Caged ones. If Faye had lived in those days, Cassie thought, she would have been quite a handful.
  


  
    “And maybe some of those young girls weren’t so happy,” Faye said. “Who knows? But anyway, one winter a few of them got together to tell fortunes. They shouldn’t have, of course. It was wicked. But they did it anyway. One of them had a slave who came from the West Indies and knew about fortune-telling. It helped to while away those long, dull winter nights.” She glanced sideways under black lashes toward Nick, as if to say that she could have suggested a better way herself.
  


  
    “But it preyed on their poor little Puritan minds,” Faye went on, looking sorrowful. “They felt guilty. And eventually one of them had a nervous collapse. She got sick, delirious, and she confessed. Then the secret was out. And all the other young girls were on the hot seat. It wasn’t good in those days to get caught fooling around with the supernatural. The grown-ups didn’t like it. So the poor little Puritan girls had to point the finger at somebody else.”
  


  
    Faye held up her own long, tapering, scarlet-tipped finger, trailing it across the seated group like a gun. She stopped in front of Cassie.
  


  
    Cassie looked at it, then up into Faye’s eyes.
  


  
    “And they did,” Faye said pleasantly. She withdrew the finger as if sheathing a sword, and went on. “They pointed at the West Indian slave, and then at a couple of other old women they didn’t like. Women with a bad reputation around the village. And when they pointed, they said . . .” She paused for dramatic effect, and tipped her face up to the crescent moon hanging in the sky. Then she looked back at Cassie. “They said . . . witch.”
  


  
    A ripple went through the group, of agitation, bitter amusement, exasperation. Heads were shaking in disgust. Cassie felt the hairs at the back of her neck tingle.
  


  
    “And do you know what?” Faye looked over her audience, holding them all spellbound. Then she smiled, slowly, and whispered, “It worked. Nobody blamed them for their little fortunetelling games. Everyone was too busy hunting out the witches in their midst. The only problem,” Faye continued, her black eyebrows now raised in scorn, “was that those Puritans couldn’t recognize a witch if they fell over one. They looked for women who were offbeat, or too independent, or . . . rich. Convicted witches forfeited their worldly goods, so it could be quite a profitable business to accuse them. But all the while the real witches were right there under their noses.
  


  
    “Because, you see,” Faye said softly, “there really were witches at Salem. Not the poor women—and men—they accused. They didn’t even get one right. But the witches were there, and they didn’t like what was happening. It hit a little too close to home. A few of them even tried to stop the witch trials—but that only tended to arouse suspicion. It was too dangerous even to be a friend of one of the prisoners.”
  


  
    She stopped, and there was a silence. The faces surrounding Cassie now were not amused, but cold and angry. As if this story was something that resonated in their bones; not a cobwebby tale from the dead past, but a living warning.
  


  
    “What happened?” Cassie asked at last, her own voice subdued.
  


  
    “To the accused witches? They died. The unlucky ones, at least, the ones who wouldn’t confess. Nineteen were hanged before the governor put a stop to it. The last public executions took place exactly three hundred years ago . . . September 22, the fall equinox, 1692. No, the poor accused witches didn’t have much luck. But the real witches . . . well . . .” Faye smiled.
  


  
    “The real witches got away. Discreetly, of course. After the fuss was over. They quietly packed up and moved north to start their own little village, where no one would point fingers because everyone would be the same. And they called their little village . . .” She looked at Cassie.
  


  
    “New Salem,” Cassie said. In her mind, she was seeing the crest on the high school building. “Incorporated 1693,” she added softly.
  


  
    “Yes. Just one year after the trials ended. So you see, that’s how our little town was founded. With just the twelve members of that coven, and their families. We”—Faye gestured gracefully around the group—“are what’s left of the descendants of those twelve families. Their only descendants. While the rest of the riffraff you see around the school and the town—”
  


  
    “Like Sally Waltman,” Deborah put in.
  


  
    “—are the descendants of the servants. The help,” Faye said sweetly. “Or of outsiders who drifted in and were allowed to settle here. But those twelve houses on Crowhaven Road are the houses of the original families. Our families. They intermarried and kept their blood pure—most of them, anyway. And eventually they produced us.”
  


  
    “You have to understand,” Diana said quietly from Cassie’s side. “Some of what Faye has told you is speculation. We don’t really know what caused the witch hunts in 1692. But we do know what happened with our own ancestors because we have their journals, their old records, their spell books. Their Books of Shadows.” She turned and picked something up off the sand, and Cassie recognized the book that had been on the window seat the day Diana cleaned her sweater.
  


  
    “This,” Diana said, holding it up, “was my great-great-grandmother’s. She got it from her mother, who got it from her mother, and so on. Each of them wrote in it; they recorded the spells they did, the rituals, the important events in their lives. Each of them passed it on to the next generation.”
  


  
    “Until our great-grandmothers’ time, anyway,” said Deborah. “Maybe eighty, ninety years ago. They decided the whole thing was too scary.”
  


  
    “Too wicked,” Faye put in, her golden eyes gleaming.
  


  
    “They hid the books and tried to forget the old knowledge,” said Diana. “They taught their kids it was wrong to be different. They tried to be normal, to be like the outsiders.”
  


  
    “They were wrong,” Chris said. He leaned forward, his jaw set, his face etched with pain. “We can’t be like them. Kori knew that. She—” He broke off and shook his head.
  


  
    “It’s okay, Chris,” Laurel said softly. “We know.”
  


  
    Sean spoke up eagerly, his thin chest puffing out. “They hid the old stuff, but we found it,” he said. “We wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
  


  
    “No, we wouldn’t,” said Melanie, casting an amused glance at him. “Of course, some of us were busy playing Batman while the older ones were rediscovering our heritage.”
  


  
    “And some of us had a little more natural talent than others,” Faye added. She spread out her fingers, admiring the long red nails. “A little more natural—flair—for calling on the Powers.”
  


  
    “That’s right,” said Laurel. She raised her eyebrows and then looked significantly at Diana. “Some of us do.”
  


  
    “We all have talent,” Diana said. “We started discovering that when we were really young—babies, practically. Even our parents couldn’t ignore it. They did try to keep us from using it for a while, but most of them have given up.”
  


  
    “Some of them even help us,” Laurel said. “Like my grandmother. But we still get most of what we need from the old books.” Cassie thought about her own grandmother. Had she been trying to help Cassie? Cassie felt sure she had.
  


  
    “Or from our own heads,” said Doug. He grinned a wild and handsome grin and for an instant looked again like the boy who’d gone racing through the hallways on roller blades. “It’s instinct, you know? Pure instinct. Primal.”
  


  
    “Our parents hate it,” said Suzan. “My father says we’ll only make trouble with the outsiders. He says the outsiders will get us.”
  


  
    Doug’s teeth showed white in the moonlight. “We’ll get them,” he said.
  


  
    “They don’t understand,” Diana said softly. “Even among ourselves not everybody realizes that the Powers can be used for good. But we’re the ones who can call on the Powers, and we know. That’s what’s important.”
  


  
    Laurel nodded. “My grandmother says there will always be outsiders who hate us. There’s nothing we can do but try and keep away from them.”
  


  
    Cassie thought suddenly of the principal holding the hanged doll by the back of its dress. How apt, he’d said. Well, no wonder . . . if he thought she was one of them already. Then her mind drew up short. “Do you mean,” she said, “that even adults know what you—what we are? Outsider adults?”
  


  
    “Only the ones around here,” Diana said. “The ones who grew up on the island. They’ve known for centuries—but they’ve always kept quiet. If they want to live here, they have to. That’s just the way it is.”
  


  
    “For the last few generations, relations have been very good between our people and the outsiders,” Melanie said. “That’s what our grandparents say, anyhow. But now we’ve stirred things up. The outsiders may not keep quiet forever. They might try to do something to stop us—”
  


  
    “Might? They already have,” Deborah said. “What do you think happened to Kori?”
  


  
    Instantly voices rose in a babble as the Henderson brothers, Sean, Suzan, and Deborah burst into argument. Diana raised her hand.
  


  
    “That’s enough! This isn’t the time,” she said. “What happened to Kori is one of the things our Circle is going to find out. Now that we’re complete, we should be able to do it. But not tonight. And as long as I’m leader—”
  


  
    “Temporary leader. Until November,” Faye put in sharply.
  


  
    “As long as I’m temporary leader, we’ll do things when I say and not jump to any conclusions. All right?” Diana looked around at them. Some faces were shuttered, expressionless; others, like Deborah’s, openly hostile. But most of the members nodded or gave some sign of acquiescence.
  


  
    “All right. And tonight is for initiating Cassie.” She looked at Cassie. “Do you have any questions?”
  


  
    “Well . . .” Cassie had the nagging feeling that there was something she should be asking, something important, but she couldn’t think of what. “The guys in the Circle—what do you call them? I mean, are they wizards or warlocks or something?”
  


  
    “No,” said Diana. “‘Wizard’ is an old-fashioned word—it means a wise man who usually worked alone. And ‘warlock’ comes from a word meaning traitor, deceiver. ‘Witch’ is the proper term for all of us, even guys. Anything else?”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head.
  


  
    “Well, then,” Faye said. “Now that you’ve heard our story, we have just one question to ask you.” She fixed Cassie with an odd half smile and said in a sweet, false voice, “Are you planning to be a good witch or a bad witch?”
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 13


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  Very funny, Cassie thought. But actually it wasn’t funny at all. She guessed that there was a deadly serious side to Faye’s question. Somehow she didn’t see Faye wanting to use the Powers—whatever those were—for good. And she didn’t see Diana wanting to use them for anything else.


  
    “Does anybody have anything more to say? Questions, comments, club business?” Diana was looking around the group. “Then I’m declaring the meeting over. You can all go or stay as you like. We’ll have another meeting tomorrow afternoon to honor Kori and talk about a plan of action.”
  


  
    There was a murmur of voices as people turned to one another and got up. The electric tension that had held the group together had dissipated, but there was an unfinished feeling in the air, as if nobody really wanted to leave yet.
  


  
    Suzan went over behind a rock and pulled out several wet six-packs of diet soft drinks. Laurel promptly went behind another rock and returned with a large thermos.
  


  
    “It’s rose-hip tea,” she said, pouring a cup of fragrant, dark red liquid and smiling at Cassie. “No tea leaves at all, but it’ll warm you up and make you feel better. Roses are soothing and purifying.”
  


  
    “Thanks,” said Cassie, taking it gratefully. Her head was spinning. Information overload, she thought.
  


  
    I’m a witch, she thought then, wonderingly. Half a witch, anyway. And Mom and Grandma—they’re both hereditary witches. It was a bizarre and almost impossible notion to swallow.
  


  
    She took another gulp of the hot, sweet drink, shivering in spite of herself.
  


  
    “Here,” Melanie said. She removed the pale green shawl and put it around Cassie’s shoulders. “We’re used to the cold; you’re not. If you want, we can make a fire.”
  


  
    “No, I’m fine with the shawl,” Cassie said, tucking her bare feet under her. “It’s beautiful—is it very old?”
  


  
    “It was my great-grandmother’s great-grandmother’s—if you can believe the old stories,” Melanie said. “We usually get more dressed up for Circles—we can wear anything we feel like, and sometimes it gets outrageous. But tonight . . .”
  


  
    “Yes.” Cassie nodded in understanding. Melanie was being nicer than usual, she thought. More like Laurel or Diana. It puzzled Cassie for a moment—and then she got it.
  


  
    I’m one of them, she thought, and for the first time the full import of this struck her. Not a puppy off the street anymore. I’m a full member of the Club.
  


  
    She felt the bubbles of excitement, of exhilaration in her bloodstream again. And there was a deeper feeling, too, of recognition. As if something at her core was nodding, saying Yes, I knew all along.
  


  
    Cassie looked at Melanie quietly sipping her tea, and at Laurel straightening a pink candle that was slumping over. Then she looked at Diana, standing a little distance up the beach with the Henderson brothers, the three blond heads close together. Diana seemed to feel no self-consciousness about wearing the thin white shift and the fancy jewelry. It seemed a natural costume for her.
  


  
    My people, Cassie thought. The sudden sense of belonging—of loving—was so intense that tears came to her eyes. Then she looked at Deborah and Suzan, deep in conversation, and at Faye, who was listening with a bland smile to something Sean was excitedly saying, and at Nick, who was staring silently out at the ocean, a can of something that wasn’t soda in his hand.
  


  
    Even them, she thought. She was willing to try and get along with all the other members, with everyone who shared her blood. Even the ones who’d tried to keep her out.
  


  
    She looked back at Laurel, to find the slim, brown-haired girl watching her with the hint of a sympathetic smile.
  


  
    “A lot to deal with at once,” Laurel said knowingly.
  


  
    “Yes. But it’s exciting, too.”
  


  
    Laurel smiled. “So now that you’re a witch,” she said, “what’s the first thing you’re going to do?”
  


  
    Cassie laughed, feeling something almost like intoxication. Power, she thought. There’s so much Power out there—and now I can take it. She shook her head and lifted the hand that wasn’t holding rose-hip tea. “What can we do?” she said. “I mean, what sorts of things?”
  


  
    Laurel and Melanie exchanged glances. “Basically, you name it,” Melanie said. She picked up the book that Diana had shown Cassie earlier and riffled through it, showing Cassie the pages. They were yellowing and brittle and covered with cramped, illegible writing. They were also covered with pink Post-it notes and plastic tape flags. Almost every page had one and some had several.
  


  
    “This is the first Book of Shadows we got hold of,” said Melanie. “We found it in Diana’s attic. Since then we’ve found others—every family is supposed to have one. We’ve been working on this one for maybe five years, deciphering the spells and copying them out in modern language. I’m even putting it on my computer for easier cross-reference.”
  


  
    “Sort of a Floppy Disk of Shadows,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Laurel grinned. “Right. And it’s funny, you know, but once you start learning spells and rituals, it seems to wake up something inside you—and you start coming up with your own.”
  


  
    “Instinct,” Cassie murmured.
  


  
    “Right,” said Laurel. “We all have it, some more than others. And some of us are better than others at certain things, like calling on the different Powers. I work best with Earth.” Laurel took a handful of sand and let it trickle through her fingers.
  


  
    “Three guesses as to what Faye works best with,” Melanie said dryly.
  


  
    “But anyway, to answer your question, there’s lots we can do,” Laurel said. “It all depends on your taste. Spells of protection, of defense—”
  


  
    “Or attack,” put in Melanie, with a glance toward Deborah and Suzan.
  


  
    “—spells for little things, like lighting fires, and for big ones, like—well, you’ll find out. Charms for healing, and for finding things out—scrying and divining. Love potions . . .” She smiled as Cassie looked up quickly. “That interest you?”
  


  
    “Oh, a little, maybe.” Cassie blushed. God, she wished she could just gather her thoughts properly. She still had that nagging feeling that there was something she was missing, something obvious that she was overlooking and should be asking about. But what?
  


  
    “There’s a certain amount of debate over the ethics of love potions and love spells,” Melanie was saying, her gray eyes not entirely approving. “Some people feel it violates a person’s free will, you know. And a spell misused can rebound on the person who casts it—threefold. Some people don’t feel it’s worth the risk.”
  


  
    “And other people,” Laurel said mock solemnly, her brown eyes sparkling, “say that all’s fair in love and war. If you know what I mean.”
  


  
    Cassie bit her lip. No matter how hard she tried to concentrate on that nagging worry, another thought was pushing it out of her mind. Or, not a thought so much as a hope, the sudden glimpse of a possibility.
  


  
    Love potions. And finding things out. Something to find him and bring him to her. Was there such a spell? She seemed to feel in her bones that there was.
  


  
    To find him . . . the boy with the blue-gray eyes. Warmth pooled in Cassie’s stomach and her palms tingled. The very possibility seemed to lift her on wings. Oh, please, if she could only ask one thing . . .
  


  
    “Supposing,” she said, and was relieved to hear her voice sound normal, “you wanted to, say, find somebody you’d met and lost track of. Somebody you—liked, and wanted to see again. Would there be any kind of a spell for that?”
  


  
    Laurel’s brown eyes sparkled again. “Now, is this a boy-type person we’re supposing about here?” she said.
  


  
    “Yes.” Cassie knew she was blushing again.
  


  
    “Well—” Laurel glanced at Melanie, who was shaking her head in a resigned way, then turned back to Cassie. “I’d say something like a simple tree spell. Trees are attuned to things like love and friendship, anything that grows and brings life. And fall is a good time to use things you harvest, like apples. So I’d do an apple spell. In one, you take an apple and split it. Then you take two needles—ordinary sewing needles—and put one through the eye of the other and bind them together with thread. Then put them inside the apple and close it up again. Tie it so it stays closed. Then tie it back on the tree and say some words to tell the tree what you want.”
  


  
    “What kind of words?”
  


  
    “Oh, a poem or something,” Laurel said. “Something to invoke the power of the tree and help you visualize what you’re asking for. It’s best to make it rhyme. I’m not good at making up that kind of thing, but, like: ‘Friendly tree, friendly tree, bring my special friend to me.’”
  


  
    No. Not quite, Cassie thought, a thrill going through her. Laurel’s words were changing in her mind, transforming, expanding. She seemed to hear a voice, bell clear and yet remote.
  


  
    
  


  
    
      Bud and blossom, leaf and tree,

    


    
      Find him, bind him, now to me.

    


    
      Shoot and seedling, root and bough,

    


    
      Threads of love entwine us now.

    

  


  
    
  


  
    Her lips moved soundlessly with the words. Yes, she knew somehow in the very core of her that that was right. That was the spell . . . but would she really dare to use it?
  


  
    Yes. For him, I’d risk anything, she thought. She stared down at her fingers as they absently combed through the sand. Tomorrow, she decided. Tomorrow I’ll do it. And then afterward I’ll spend every minute of every day watching and hoping. Waiting for the time when I see a shadow and look up and it’s him, or when I hear footsteps and turn and see him coming. Or when—
  


  
    What happened next was so startling and unexpected that Cassie almost screamed.
  


  
    A wet nose thrust under her hand.
  


  
    What stopped her from screaming was something like heart failure; the shriek got to her throat, and then she actually saw the dog and everything went fuzzy. Her recoiling hand fell limply back. Her lips opened and closed silently. Through a blur and a mist she stared at the liquid brown eyes and the short, silky-bristly hairs on the muzzle. The dog stared back at her, mouth open and laughing, as if to say, “Aren’t you happy to see me?”
  


  
    Then Cassie raised her eyes to look at the dog’s master.
  


  
    He was looking down at her, as he had that day on the beach in Cape Cod. The moonlight tangled in his red hair, turning some strands to flame while others were dark as wine. His blue-gray eyes looked silver.
  


  
    He’d found her.
  


  
    Everything was motionless. The ocean’s roar seemed hushed and distant, and Cassie was aware of no other sound. Even the breeze had died. It was as if the entire world was waiting.
  


  
    Slowly, Cassie got to her feet.
  


  
    The green shawl fell behind her, discarded. She could feel the cold, but only because it made her aware of her own body, of every part of it, tingling like electricity. Yet strangely, although she was keenly aware of her body, she also seemed to be floating above it. Just like the first time, she seemed to see herself—and him—standing there on the beach.
  


  
    She could see herself in her thin white nightgown and bare feet, her hair loose on her shoulders, looking up at him. Like Clara in the Nutcracker ballet, she thought, when she wakes up in the middle of the night and looks at the Nutcracker Prince who’s come to take her away into a world of magic. She felt like Clara. As if the moonlight had transformed her into something delicate and beautiful, something enchanted. As if he might take her in his arms right then and dance with her. As if in the moonlight they could dance forever.
  


  
    They were gazing at each other. From the moment their eyes had met, neither of them had looked away. She could see the wonder in his face. As if he were as surprised to see her as she was to see him—but how could he be? He had found her; he must have been looking for her.
  


  
    The silver cord, she thought. She couldn’t see it now, but she could feel it, feel the vibrations of its power. She could feel it connecting them, heart to heart. The trembling went from her chest into her stomach, and then all over.
  


  
    The cord was tightening, drawing them together. It was pulling her closer to him. Slowly, his hand came up and he reached out to her. She raised her own hand, to put it in his—
  


  
    And there was a cry from behind her. The tall boy looked over her shoulder, distracted. And then his hand fell away.
  


  
    Something came between them, something bright. Bright like sunlight, shattering Cassie’s trance. It was Diana, and she was embracing the tall red-haired boy. She was holding him. No—they were holding each other. Cassie stared, stunned, at the sight of him with his arms around someone else. She was barely able to comprehend the words she heard next.
  


  
    “Oh, Adam—I’m so glad you’re back.”
  


  
    Cassie stood like a pillar of ice.
  


  
    She hadn’t seen Diana break down before, but Diana was breaking down now. She was crying. Cassie could see her shaking and could see how the tall boy—how Adam—held her to try and stop it.
  


  
    Held her. He was holding Diana. And his name was Adam.
  


  
    “You mean she hasn’t told you about Adam yet? Diana, there’s such a thing as carrying modesty too far. . . .” “Who is he? Is he your boyfriend? . . .” “He’s nice. I think you’ll like him. . . .”
  


  
    Cassie fell to her knees and buried her face in Raj’s fur, clinging to the big dog. She couldn’t bear for anyone to see her face right now, and she was grateful for Raj’s warm solidity as she leaned against him. Oh, God; oh, God . . .
  


  
    Vaguely, she could hear Adam’s voice. “What’s wrong? I tried to get back for Kori’s initiation, but where is she? What’s going on?” He looked at Cassie. “And—”
  


  
    “Her name is Cassie Blake,” Diana said. “She’s Mrs. Howard’s granddaughter, and she’s just moved here.”
  


  
    “Yes, I—”
  


  
    But Diana, her voice distracted by grief, was still speaking. “And we just initiated her instead of Kori.”
  


  
    “What?” Adam demanded. “Why?”
  


  
    There was a silence. Finally, it was Melanie who spoke up, her voice as quiet and detached as a newscaster’s making an announcement. “Because this morning—or yesterday morning, rather, since it’s really Wednesday now—Kori’s body was found at the bottom of the school hill. Her neck was broken.”
  


  
    “Oh, God.” Cassie looked up to see Adam’s grip on Diana tighten. He shut his eyes briefly as she leaned against him, shaking again. Then he looked at the Henderson brothers. “Chris . . . Doug . . .”
  


  
    Doug’s teeth were clenched. “Outsiders did it,” he said.
  


  
    “Sally did it,” snarled Deborah.
  


  
    “We don’t know who did it,” Diana said. She spoke with passionate force. “And we’re not going to do anything until we find out.”
  


  
    Adam nodded. “And you,” he said, looking toward the back of the group. “What have you been doing to help while all this was going on?”
  


  
    “Not a damn thing,” Nick said. He had been standing with his arms folded over his chest, watching impassively. Now his defiant gaze met Adam’s and locked with it. It was clear there was no love lost between the two.
  


  
    “He has been helping, Adam,” Diana said, forestalling whatever Adam was about to say next. “He’s come to meetings, and he’s here tonight. That’s all we can ask.”
  


  
    “It’s not all I can ask,” Adam said.
  


  
    “Ask away. You’re not going to get anything more.” Nick turned around. “I’m out of here.”
  


  
    “Oh, don’t go . . .” Laurel began, but Nick was already leaving.
  


  
    “I’ve been showing up because Diana asked, but I’m through now. I’ve had enough for tonight,” he said over his shoulder. Then he was gone.
  


  
    Faye turned to Adam and smiled her slowest, most dazzling smile. She put her hands together and clapped. “Beautiful job, Adam. Here Diana has spent the last three weeks slaving to keep the troops together and you undo it all in the first three minutes. I couldn’t have done better myself.”
  


  
    “Oh, get stuffed, Faye,” said Laurel.
  


  
    Cassie, meanwhile, was still kneeling. Although she was clinging to Raj, she could see, sense, think of only one thing. Adam’s arm—his arm—around Diana’s shoulders.
  


  
    His name is Adam. And he’s hers. Not mine; hers. He always has been.
  


  
    It couldn’t be. It was not possible. Beyond all hope, she had found him again; he had come to her. Without a love spell, as if drawn by the very intensity of her need for him, he had come—and she couldn’t have him.
  


  
    How could she have been so stupid? How could she not have realized? They’d all talked tonight about completing the Circle, about twelve members, always twelve. But if she’d stopped to count, she’d have seen that there were only eleven. Diana and Melanie and Laurel, that was three; and Faye and Suzan and Deborah, that was six. Plus the boys, the Henderson brothers and Nick and Sean—that was ten. And Cassie made eleven. All along something at the back of her mind had known that it didn’t add up, and had been trying to tell her. But she hadn’t listened.
  


  
    And how could I have not known anyway? she thought. How could I have not realized the boy I’d met had to be one of them? The clues were all here, right in front of me. He has Powers—I saw that on the beach with Portia. He read my mind. He told me he was from somewhere else; he told me he was different. Portia even said the word.
  


  
    Witch.
  


  
    And tonight I found out that the Club is a coven of witches. The last generation of witches in the New World. I should have realized then that he must be one of them.
  


  
    I even knew Diana had a boyfriend, a boyfriend who’s been away “visiting.” The pieces of the puzzle were all there. I just didn’t want to put it together.
  


  
    Because I’m in love with him. I didn’t know how much until I saw him again tonight. And he belongs to my best friend. My “sister.”
  


  
    I hate her.
  


  
    The thought was terrifying in its intensity, making her fists clench in the big dog’s fur. It was a raw, primal wash of emotion, a feeling so strong that for a moment it even wiped out the pain. A murderous hatred, red as blood, rushing out from her toward the girl with the hair like moonlight . . .
  


  
    Like moonlight and sunlight woven together. Staring at it now, with that acid violence still raging inside her, another picture flashed into Cassie’s mind. That same impossibly shining hair falling across the emergency brake in Diana’s car. After Diana had rescued her from Faye.
  


  
    When she was taking you home to take care of you, a voice whispered. And then she cleaned you up and fed you, introduced you to her friends. Protected you, gave you a place to belong. Made you her sister.
  


  
    Now what was that you were saying about hating her?
  


  
    Cassie felt the murderous red fury slipping away. She couldn’t hold on to it, and she didn’t want to try. She couldn’t hate Diana . . . because she loved Diana. And she loved Adam. She loved them both and she wanted them to be happy.
  


  
    So where does that leave you? the voice inside her asked.
  


  
    It was all very simple, really. The two of them were so obviously perfect for each other. Both tall—Diana was just the right height to look into his eyes. Both seniors—Diana was mature enough for him, and how could Cassie ever have imagined that an older guy would go for her? Both strikingly attractive, both confident, both leaders.
  


  
    And both full-blooded witches, Cassie reminded herself. I’ll bet he’s incredibly talented—of course he’s talented. Diana wouldn’t have anything but the best. Because she’s the best herself.
  


  
    And don’t forget they’re childhood sweethearts. They’ve been together forever; they don’t even see anybody else. Clearly they were made for each other.
  


  
    So it was all very obvious and very simple—except then why did she feel as if there were razor blades shredding her guts? All she had to do was wish them happiness and put aside any thoughts of Adam and her together. Just resign herself to what was going to happen anyway. Just wish them luck.
  


  
    That was when, clear and cold, the resolve came to her. No matter what happens, she promised, Diana will never know.
  


  
    And neither will he.
  


  
    If Diana found out how Cassie felt, it would upset her. She was so unselfish, she might even feel she had to do something—like give Adam up so Cassie wouldn’t be hurt. And even if she didn’t, she would feel awful.
  


  
    So Cassie wouldn’t let her know. It was as simple as that.
  


  
    Not by word or look or deed, she promised herself fiercely. No matter what happens, I won’t make Diana unhappy. I swear it.
  


  
    A wet nose was poking at her, and soft whines sounded in her ears. Raj was complaining about the lack of attention.
  


  
    “Cassie?”
  


  
    And Diana was talking to her. Cassie realized what she must look like, clinging to the big dog in a daze.
  


  
    “What?” she said, trying to keep her lips from trembling.
  


  
    “I said, are you all right?”
  


  
    Diana was looking at her, those clear green eyes full of concern. There were recent tears on the heavy lashes. Looking into those eyes, Cassie did the bravest thing she had ever done in her life. Braver than standing up to Jordan Bainbridge and his gun, far braver than throwing herself out to rescue Sally on the hill.
  


  
    She smiled.
  


  
    “I’m fine,” she said, giving Raj a final pat and getting to her feet. Her voice sounded like somebody else’s, incredibly false and stupid. But Diana wasn’t expecting her to be false, and Diana relaxed. “I’m just—so much has happened tonight,” Cassie went on, “I guess I’m a little overwhelmed.”
  


  
    Adam was opening his mouth. He was going to tell everyone, Cassie realized. He was going to tell them how he and Cassie had met and everything that happened. And then Faye, who wasn’t stupid, was going to put two and two together. She was going to realize he was the boy in Cassie’s poem.
  


  
    And that couldn’t happen. She wouldn’t let it. No one must ever know.
  


  
    “And you didn’t introduce me yet,” she blurted out desperately to Diana. “You know I’ve been wanting to meet your boyfriend ever since you told me about him.”
  


  
    There. It was said. Your boyfriend. Adam was looking puzzled, but Diana, innocent Diana, was looking chagrined.
  


  
    “I’m sorry; I didn’t, did I? Cassie, this is Adam—I know you two will like each other. He’s been away—”
  


  
    “Visiting,” Cassie put in feverishly as Adam opened his mouth again.
  


  
    “No, not visiting. I know I told you that before, but now I can tell you the truth. He’s been looking for certain—objects—that belonged to the old coven, the original one. From their records, we can tell that they had some powerful tools that somehow got lost. The Master Tools. Ever since Adam heard about them, he’s been searching for them.”
  


  
    “And coming back empty-handed,” Faye commented in her husky voice, amused. “I don’t suppose this time is any different.”
  


  
    Adam’s attention was distracted. He looked at the tall black-haired girl and smiled. It was a mischievous smile, full of the promise of secrets.
  


  
    “What?” said Faye cynically, and then, as he simply kept smiling at her, “What? You don’t expect us to believe . . .”
  


  
    “Adam,” Diana said, her voice changing, “are you saying that . . . ?”
  


  
    Adam just grinned at them, then he jerked his head toward a duffel bag lying a little way down the beach. “Sean, go get that.”
  


  
    Sean scuttled to get it and came back saying, “It’s heavy.”
  


  
    “Adam . . .” whispered Diana, her eyes wide.
  


  
    Adam took the duffel bag from Sean and put it on the ground. “It’s too bad Nick was in such a hurry to get away,” he said. “If he’d stayed, he might have seen this.” He reached inside with both hands and pulled out a skull.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 14


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  It was the size and shape of a human skull, but it seemed to be made entirely of crystal. The moonlight reflected through it, inside it. It had grinning crystal teeth, and its hollow eye sockets seemed to be staring directly at Cassie.


  
    There was a frozen instant, and then Faye grabbed for it.
  


  
    “Uh-uh,” Adam said, holding it away from her. “No.”
  


  
    “Where did you get that?” said Faye. Her voice was no longer lazy, but full of barely contained excitement.
  


  
    Even through her numbness Cassie felt a twinge of apprehension at her tone, and she saw the swift glance Adam exchanged with Diana. Then he turned to Faye. “On an island.”
  


  
    “Which island?”
  


  
    “I didn’t know you were so interested. You never seemed to be before.”
  


  
    Faye glared. “One way or another I’ll find out, Adam.”
  


  
    “There’s nothing else where I found it. Believe me, this was the only one of the Master Tools hidden there.”
  


  
    Faye took a breath and then relaxed and smiled. “Well, the least you can do is give us all a chance to look at it.”
  


  
    “No,” said Diana. “Nobody even touches it yet. We don’t know anything about this except that it was used by the old coven—by Black John himself. That means it’s dangerous.”
  


  
    “Do we know for sure this is the crystal skull Black John wrote about?” Melanie asked, her voice quiet and rational.
  


  
    “Yes,” Adam said. “At least, it fits the description in the old records exactly. And I found it in a place just like the place Black John described. I think it’s the real thing.”
  


  
    “Then it needs to be cleared and purified and studied before any of us work with it,” Diana said. She turned to Cassie. “Black John was one of the leaders of the original coven,” she said. “He died not long after New Salem was founded, but before that he took the coven’s most powerful tools and hid them. For safekeeping, he said—but really because he wanted them for himself. For personal gain and revenge,” she said, looking at Faye meaningfully. “He was an evil man, and anything he touched is going to be full of negative influences. We’re not going to use it until we’re sure it’s safe.”
  


  
    If Black John had had anything to do with this skull, he must have been bad, Cassie thought. In some way she couldn’t explain, she could feel darkness emanating from it. If she hadn’t been so heartsick and dizzy, she would have said so—but surely everyone else could see for themselves.
  


  
    “The old coven never found the lost Master Tools,” Laurel was saying. “They searched, because Black John had left some clues about where he might have hidden them, but they didn’t have any luck. They made new tools, but none were ever as powerful as the originals.”
  


  
    “And now we’ve found one,” Adam said, with a flash of excitement in his blue-gray eyes.
  


  
    Diana lightly touched the back of his hand as it held the skull. She smiled up at him, and the message between them was clearer than words: pride and triumph shared. This was their project, something they’d been working on for years, and now they had succeeded at last.
  


  
    Cassie clenched her teeth against the pain in her breastbone. They deserve a chance to be alone and enjoy it, she thought. With brittle, forced cheerfulness she said, “You know, I’m getting tired. I think maybe it’s time . . .”
  


  
    “Of course,” Diana said, instantly concerned. “You must be exhausted. We all are. We can talk more about this at the meeting tomorrow.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded, and nobody else made any objections. Not even Faye. But as Diana was instructing Melanie and Laurel to walk Cassie up the beach to her house, Cassie accidentally met Faye’s gaze. There was an odd, calculating expression in those golden eyes that would have bothered her if she hadn’t been beyond caring by now.
  


  
    At home, every light was blazing, even though the first streaks of dawn hadn’t yet appeared over the ocean. Melanie and Laurel walked Cassie inside, and they found her mother and grandmother both sitting up in the parlor—a stiff old-fashioned room at the front of the house. The two women were wearing nightgowns and robes. Cassie’s mother’s hair was loose down her back.
  


  
    Cassie saw at once by their faces that they knew.
  


  
    Is this what I was brought here for? she thought. To join the Circle? There was no longer any doubt in her mind that she’d been brought here, deliberately, and for a very specific reason.
  


  
    She got no answer from the voices inside her, not even from the deepest voice. And that was disturbing.
  


  
    But she didn’t have time to worry about it. Not now. She looked at her mother’s face, drawn and anxious, but also full of a kind of half-concealed pride and hope. Like a mother watching her daughter high-dive in the Olympics, and waiting for the judges’ scores. Her grandmother looked the same.
  


  
    Suddenly, despite the aching pain in her chest, Cassie was filled with a surge of protective love for them. Both of them. She managed a smile as she and Melanie and Laurel stood in the doorway.
  


  
    “So, Grandma,” she said, “does our family have a Book of Shadows?”
  


  
    The tension broke into laughter as the two women rose.
  


  
    “Not that I know of,” her grandmother said. “But anytime you like, we’ll take another look through the attic.”
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The meeting on Wednesday afternoon was tense. Everyone was on edge. And Faye clearly had a hidden agenda.
  


  
    All she wanted to talk about was the skull. They should use it, she said, and immediately. All right, then, if not use it, at least check it out. Try to activate it, see what imprints had been left on it.
  


  
    Diana kept saying no. No checking it out. No activating it. They needed to purify it first. Ground it. Clear it. Which Faye knew would take weeks, if done properly. As long as Diana was in charge—
  


  
    Faye said that at this rate Diana might not be in charge for long. In fact, if Diana kept refusing to test out the skull, Faye just might call for a leadership vote right now instead of waiting until November. Was that what Diana wanted?
  


  
    Cassie didn’t understand any of it. How do you check out a skull? Or ground it or clear it? But this time the argument was too heated for anyone to remember to explain to her.
  


  
    She spent the entire meeting not watching Adam, who had tried to speak to her beforehand, but whom she’d managed to evade. She clung grimly to her resolve all the way through, even though the energy it took to ignore him exhausted her. She made herself not look at his hair, which had grown a little longer since she’d seen him, or at his mouth, which was as handsome and humorous as ever. She refused to let herself think about his body as she’d seen it on the beach in Cape Cod, with its flat, sinewy muscles and bare long legs. And most of all, she forced herself not to look into his eyes.
  


  
    The one thing Cassie did glean from the meeting was that Diana was in a precarious position. “Temporary” leader meant that the coven could call a vote at any time and depose her, although the official vote was in November for some reason. And Faye was obviously looking for support so that she could take over.
  


  
    She’d gotten the Henderson brothers on her side by saying they should use the skull right away to find Kori’s killer. And she’d gotten Sean on her side simply by terrorizing him, it looked like. Deborah and Suzan, of course, had supported her from the beginning.
  


  
    That was six. It would have been six on Diana’s side too, but Nick refused to voice an opinion. He showed up at the meeting, but sat through it smoking and looking as if he were somewhere else. When asked, he said it didn’t matter to him whether they used the skull or not.
  


  
    “So you see, you’re overruled,” Faye told Diana, her honey-colored eyes hot with triumph. “Either you let us use the skull—or I call for a vote right now and we see if you still come out leader.”
  


  
    Diana’s jaw was set. “All right,” she said flatly, at last. “We’ll try to activate it—just activate it and no more—on Saturday. Is that soon enough for you?”
  


  
    Faye nodded graciously. She’d won, and she knew it.
  


  
    “Saturday night,” she said, and smiled.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Kori’s funeral was on Friday. Cassie stood with the other members of the Club and cried along with them during the service. Afterward, at the cemetery, a fight broke out between Doug Henderson and Jimmy Clark, the boy Kori had gone with that summer. It took the entire Club to get them apart. The adults seemed scared to touch them.
  


  
    Saturday dawned clear and cool. Cassie went over to Diana’s in the evening after spending most of the day staring at a book, pretending to read it. She was worried about the skull ceremony, but she was even more worried about Adam. No matter what happens, she told herself, no matter what, I won’t let anyone know how I feel. I’ll keep it a secret forever if it kills me.
  


  
    Diana looked tired, as if she hadn’t been getting enough sleep. It was the first time the two of them had been alone together since the initiation—since Adam came. Sitting in Diana’s pretty room, looking at the prism in the window, Cassie could almost pretend that Adam hadn’t come, that he didn’t exist. Things had been so simple then; she’d been happy just to be with Diana.
  


  
    She noticed, for the first time, another wall of art prints like the ones she’d seen the first day.
  


  
    “Are these goddesses too?” she asked.
  


  
    “Yes. That’s Persephone, daughter of the goddess of growing things.” Diana’s voice was soft with tiredness, but she smiled at the picture. It showed a slender girl laughing as she picked an armful of flowers. All around her it was springtime, and her face was filled with the joy of being young and alive.
  


  
    “And who’s that?”
  


  
    “Athena. She was the goddess of wisdom. She never married either, like Artemis, the goddess of the hunt. All the other gods used to go to her for advice.”
  


  
    It was a tall goddess with a wide brow and clear, calm gray eyes. Well, of course they’re gray; it’s a black-and-white print, Cassie told herself. But somehow she felt they’d be gray anyway, and full of cool, thoughtful intelligence.
  


  
    Cassie turned to the next print. “And who’s—”
  


  
    Just then there was the sound of voices downstairs. “Hello? Anybody up there? The front door was unlocked.”
  


  
    “Come on up,” Diana called. “My dad’s at work—as usual.”
  


  
    “Here,” Laurel said, appearing in the doorway. “I thought you might like these. I got them along the way.” She held out an armful of mixed flowers to Diana.
  


  
    “Oh, Bouncing Bet! They’re such a pretty pink, and I can dry them for soap later. And wild snapdragon and sweet melilot. I’ll go get a vase.”
  


  
    “I would have brought some roses from the garden, but we used them all for purifying the skull.”
  


  
    Melanie smiled at Cassie. “So how’s our newest witch?” she said, her cool gray eyes not unsympathetic. “Totally confused?”
  


  
    “Well . . . a little confused. I mean”—Cassie picked at random one of the things she didn’t understand—“how do you purify a skull with roses?”
  


  
    “You’d better ask Laurel that; she’s the expert on plants.”
  


  
    “And Melanie,” said Laurel, “is the expert on stones and crystals, and this is a crystal skull.”
  


  
    “But just what is a crystal, exactly?” Cassie said. “I don’t think I even know that.”
  


  
    “Well.” Melanie sat down at Diana’s desk as Diana came back and began to arrange the flowers. Laurel and Cassie sat on the bed. Cassie really did want to know about the things the Circle used to do magic. Even if she could never do the one spell she wanted to, she was still a witch.
  


  
    “Well, some people call crystals ‘fossilized water,’” Melanie said, her voice taking on a mock-lecturing tone. “Water combines with an element to make them grow. But I like to think of them as a beach.”
  


  
    Laurel snorted and Cassie blinked. “A beach?”
  


  
    Melanie smiled. “Yes. A beach is sand and water, right? And sand is silicon. When you put silicon with water, under the right conditions, it forms silicon dioxide—quartz crystal. So water plus sand plus heat plus pressure equals a crystal. The remains of an ancient beach.”
  


  
    Cassie was fascinated. “And that’s what the skull is made of?”
  


  
    “Yes. It’s clear quartz. There are other kinds of quartz too; other colors. Amethyst is purple. Laurel, are you wearing any?”
  


  
    “What a question. Especially with a ceremony tonight.” Laurel pushed her long, light-brown hair back to show Cassie her ears. In each she was wearing a dangling crystal of a deep violet color. “I like amethysts,” she explained. “They’re soothing and balancing. If you wear them along with rose quartz, it helps draw love to you.”
  


  
    Cassie’s stomach clenched. As long as they could stay off subjects like love she’d be all right. “What other stones are there?” she asked Melanie.
  


  
    “Oh, lots. In the quartz family there’s citrine—Deborah wears a lot of that. It’s yellow and it’s good for physical activity. Energy. Fitness. That sort of thing.”
  


  
    “Deborah needs a little less energy,” Laurel muttered.
  


  
    “I like to wear jade,” Melanie went on, twisting her left wrist to show Cassie a beautiful bracelet. It was set with a pale green, translucent oval stone. “Jade is peaceful, calming. And it sharpens mental clarity.”
  


  
    Cassie spoke hesitantly. “But . . . do these things really work? I mean, I know all the New Agers are into crystals, but—”
  


  
    “Crystals are not New Age,” Melanie said with a quelling glance at Laurel, who seemed about to argue the point. “Gemstones have been used since the beginning by ancient peoples—and sometimes even for the right things. The problem is that they’re only as good as the person using them. They can store energy and help you call on the Powers, but only if you have the talent for it in the first place. So for most people they’re pretty useless.”
  


  
    “But not for us,” said Laurel. “Although they don’t always work the way you’d expect. Things can get out of control. Remember when Suzan simply covered herself in carnelians and almost got mobbed at the football game? I thought there was going to be a riot.”
  


  
    Melanie laughed. “Carnelians are orange and very—stimulating,” she said to Cassie. “You can get people overexcited if you use them wrong. Suzan was trying to attract the quarterback, but she nearly wound up with the entire team. I’ll never forget her in the bathroom, pulling all those carnelians out of her clothes.” Cassie burst into laughter at the picture.
  


  
    “You’re not supposed to wear orange or red stones all the time,” Laurel added, grinning. “But of course Suzan won’t listen. Neither will Faye.”
  


  
    “That’s right,” Cassie said, remembering. “Faye does wear a red stone on her necklace.”
  


  
    “It’s a star ruby,” Melanie said. “They’re rare, and that one’s very powerful. It can amplify passion—or anger—very quickly.”
  


  
    There was something else Cassie wanted to ask. Or rather, that she had to ask, whether she wanted to or not. “What about a stone like—chalcedony?” she said casually. “Is that good for anything?”
  


  
    “Oh, yes. It has a protective influence—it can guard you against the harshness of the world. In fact, Diana, didn’t you give . . .?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Diana, who had been sitting quietly on the window seat, listening. Now she smiled faintly in reminiscence. “I gave Adam a chalcedony rose when he left this summer. That’s a special kind of chalcedony piece,” she explained to Cassie. “It’s flat and round and it has a sort of swirling spiral pattern in it, like a rose’s petals. It has little quartz crystals sprinkled over it.”
  


  
    And tiny black shell things on the back, Cassie thought. She felt sick. Even the present he had given her was Diana’s.
  


  
    “Cassie?” They were all looking at her.
  


  
    “Sorry,” she said, opening her eyes and faking a smile. “I’m okay. I—I guess I’m a little wound up about this thing tonight. Whatever it is.”
  


  
    They were immediately sympathetic. Diana nodded grimly, showing more animation than she had since Cassie had arrived that evening. “I’m worried myself,” she said. “It’s way too soon. We shouldn’t be doing this yet—but we don’t have any choice.”
  


  
    Melanie said to Cassie, “You see, the skull absorbed energies from whoever used it last. Like an imprint of what was done, and who did it. We want to see what those are. So we’ll all concentrate on it, and see what it will show us. Of course, we might not be able to activate it at all. Sometimes only a certain person can do that, or a certain code of sounds or lights or movements. But if we can, and if it’s safe, we can eventually use its energy to show us things—like maybe who killed Kori.”
  


  
    “The larger the crystal, the more energy in it,” Diana said bleakly. “And this is a big crystal.”
  


  
    “But why did the old coven carve it into a skull?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    “They didn’t,” Melanie said. “We don’t know who did, but it’s much older than three hundred years. There are other crystal skulls out there in the world—nobody really knows how many. Most of them are in museums and things—there’s one, the British Skull, that’s in the Museum of Mankind in England. And the Templar Skull belongs to some secret society in France. Our old coven just got hold of this one somehow and used it.”
  


  
    “Black John used it,” Diana corrected. “I wish Adam had found any of the other Master Tools instead of this one. This one was his, Black John’s favorite, and I think he might have used it to get rid of people. I’m afraid that tonight—I don’t know. But I’m afraid something awful is going to happen.”
  


  
    “We won’t let it,” said a new voice at the door. Cassie’s heart began to pound dully and blood rushed to her face.
  


  
    “Adam,” said Diana. She relaxed visibly as he came over to the window seat to kiss her and sit beside her. She always seemed both more tranquil and more radiant whenever he was around.
  


  
    “We’ll keep the ceremony under strict control tonight,” he said. “And if anything dangerous starts to happen, we’ll just stop it cold. Did you get the garage ready?”
  


  
    “No, I was waiting for you. We can take it down now.” Diana unlocked the large cabinet, and Cassie saw the crystal skull resting in a Pyrex baking dish full of pink rose petals.
  


  
    “Looks like John the Baptist’s head,” she murmured.
  


  
    “I’ve used salt and rainwater to try and clear it,” Diana said. “But what it really needs is a full course of crystals and flower essences, and then to be buried in moist sand for a few weeks.”
  


  
    “We’ll take every precaution,” Adam said. “A triple circle of protection. It’ll be all right.” He picked up the skull, with a few rose petals still clinging to it, and he and Diana left for the garage. Cassie watched him go.
  


  
    “Don’t be nervous,” Melanie told her. “You won’t really have to do anything at the ceremony. You won’t be able to; it takes a long time to get the hang of scrying—years, usually. All you have to do is sit there and not break the Circle.”
  


  
    Cassie tried not to mind the condescending note in her voice. “Listen, do we have time for anybody to drive me over to my house?” she said. “There’s something there I’d like to pick up.”
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Diana’s garage was empty—of cars, at least. The floor was clean and bare, except for a circle drawn in white chalk.
  


  
    “I’m sorry to make us all sit on concrete,” Diana said, “but I wanted to do this inside—where I can be sure the wind won’t blow out one of the candles.”
  


  
    There were a number of white candles lying at the center of the circle. They formed a smaller ring. In the very center of that, something draped with a piece of black cloth sat on a shoe box.
  


  
    “All right,” Diana said to the rest of the group, who had arrived in small clusters and were now standing in the garage. “Let’s get this thing over with.”
  


  
    She had changed into her white shift and jewelry. Looking at them now, Cassie suspected that the diadem and cuff bracelet—and maybe even the garter—had some mystic significance. She watched Diana “cast” the circle, going around it with the dagger and then with water and then incense and then a lit candle. Earth, water, air, and fire. There were also some incantations, which Cassie tried to follow. But when they all filed into the circle and sat down knee to knee as Diana instructed, any interest in the actual ceremony flew right out of her mind.
  


  
    She had ended up between Faye and Adam. She didn’t know how it had happened. She had been in line to sit next to Sean, but somehow Faye had gotten in front of her. Maybe Faye didn’t want to sit by Adam. Well, neither did Cassie, although for a very different reason.
  


  
    Adam’s knee was pressing against hers. That was how Diana had told them to sit. She could feel the warmth of it, the solidity. She could think of nothing else.
  


  
    On her other side, Faye smelled of some heady, tropical perfume. It made her slightly dizzy.
  


  
    Then all the lights went out.
  


  
    Cassie didn’t see how it was done; she was sure no one left the seated circle. But the overhead fluorescent panels had abruptly gone off.
  


  
    It was pitch-black in the garage. The only light now was the flame of the single candle Diana held. Cassie could see her face illuminated by it, but nothing else.
  


  
    “All right,” Diana said quietly. “We’re just going to be looking for the last imprints left. Nothing more than that; nobody goes in really deep until we know what we’re dealing with. And I don’t have to tell anybody that whatever happens, we don’t break the circle.” She didn’t look at Cassie as she said it, but several of the others did, as if to imply that maybe she did have to say it.
  


  
    Diana touched the candle flame to the candle Melanie held out to her. The flame doubled. Then Melanie leaned over to light Deborah’s candle, and there were three flames.
  


  
    The fire went around the circle until Laurel gave it to Adam. Cassie’s hand was trembling as she held up her candle to receive the flame from him. She hoped everyone would assume it was just general nervousness.
  


  
    At last all twelve candles were lit and stuck in their own wax to the concrete floor. Each shed a pool of radiance and cast huge dark shadows of the seated figures on the walls.
  


  
    Diana reached into the ring of candles and pulled off the black cloth.
  


  
    Cassie gasped.
  


  
    The skull was facing her directly, its empty eye sockets staring at her. But that wasn’t the most alarming thing. The skull was glowing. The candle flames around it played on it, and the crystal in turn reflected and refracted the light. It almost looked—alive.
  


  
    Around the circle the others had straightened, tensed.
  


  
    “Now,” said Diana. “Find someplace inside the skull that interests you. Concentrate on it, look at the details. Then look for more details. Keep looking until you find yourself drawn into the crystal.”
  


  
    Someplace that interests you? Cassie thought blankly. But when she looked carefully at the glowing skull, she saw that the crystal wasn’t completely clear. There were gossamer webs and what looked like wisps of smoke inside it. There were internal fractures that seemed to be acting as prisms to form miniature landscapes. The closer Cassie looked, the more detail she saw.
  


  
    That looks like a spiral or tornado, she thought. And that—that looks almost like a door. And a face . . .
  


  
    She jerked her eyes away, stomach lurching. Don’t be silly; it’s just imperfections in the crystal, she told herself.
  


  
    She was almost afraid to look again. But no one else seemed disturbed. Their shadows loomed and flickered on the walls, but all eyes were turned toward the skull.
  


  
    Look at it! Now, she commanded.
  


  
    When she looked back at the skull, she couldn’t find the misty face again. There, that proves it was just a trick of the light, she thought. But the skull had developed another disturbing quality. Things seemed to be moving inside it. It was almost as if the skull were made of water, contained inside a thin skin, and things were drifting slowly around.
  


  
    Oh, stop it and pick one detail to focus on, she ordered herself. The doorway, look at that. It isn’t moving.
  


  
    She stared at the little prismatic fracture in the left eye socket, just where the pupil of a real eye would be. It looked like a half-open door with light spilling out.
  


  
    Look at it. Notice the detail.
  


  
    Dizziness from Faye’s perfume swept over her. She was looking—just looking. She could see the door. The more carefully she looked, the larger it seemed. Or perhaps she was coming closer.
  


  
    Yes, closer . . . closer. She was losing her sense of space. The skull was so large now; it seemed to have no boundaries, no shape. It was all around her. It had become the world. The door was right in front of her.
  


  
    She was inside the skull.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 15


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  The door was no longer tiny but life-size, large enough to go in. It was ajar, and colored light streamed from the other side.


  
    Inside the skull, Cassie gazed at the door, her scalp tingling. If it opened, could I go inside? she wondered. But how could it open?
  


  
    Maybe if she just imagined it opening . . . but that didn’t seem to do any good. What had Melanie said? Crystals help us call on the Powers. What Powers would be connected with clear quartz? Earth and water? For sand and sea?
  


  
    That sounded almost like the beginning of a poem.
  


  
    
  


  
    
      Earth and water, sand and sea

    


    
      As I will, so let it be . . .

    

  


  
    
  


  
    She concentrated on the door, willing it to open. And as she stared, it did seem that there was more rainbow light spilling out. More . . . and more. Keep it opening. Let it draw you closer. She was floating in front of the door now. It was huge, like the door to a cathedral. Opening . . . opening . . . She was drowning in rainbow light.
  


  
    Now! Go in!
  


  
    But at that instant a scream tore through the room.
  


  
    It was a scream of terror, high and wild, and it lanced through the utter silence. The door stopped opening, and Cassie felt herself being pulled backward. The door was receding, faster, faster. Then, just before she found herself outside the skull, a face flashed before her eyes. The same face she’d seen before. But it wasn’t receding; it was traveling toward her. Getting bigger. Bigger and bigger so fast—it would burst the crystal. It would—
  


  
    “No!” cried Diana.
  


  
    Cassie felt it at the same instant, an overwhelming sense of evil. Of something rushing toward them at incredible speed. Something that had to be stopped.
  


  
    She never quite knew what happened next. Sean was sitting on the other side of Faye. Maybe he was the one who moved first; maybe he panicked and tried to bolt. In any case there was a commotion. Faye seemed to be trying to do something and Sean to stop her, or maybe it was the other way around. They were struggling. Diana was crying, “No, no!” Cassie didn’t know what to do.
  


  
    She tried to check her instinctive flinching away from Faye, but it didn’t matter. Faye lurched forward and Cassie felt the pressure of Faye’s knee leave hers. The circle was broken, and Faye’s candle went out.
  


  
    Instantly all the other candles were snuffed out too, as if by a blast of wind. In the same instant Cassie felt the rushing thing reach the limits of the crystal. It burst out of the skull and past the dark, smoking candles. Cassie didn’t know how she could tell this—everything was pitch-black. But she felt it. She could sense the rushing thing like an inkier blackness. It exploded past her, blowing her hair straight up and to the side. She threw out an arm to protect her face, but by that time it was gone.
  


  
    There was a faint cry in the darkness.
  


  
    Then everything was quiet again.
  


  
    “Turn on the lights,” somebody gasped.
  


  
    Suddenly Cassie could see. Adam was standing by the light switch. Diana was standing too, her face white and frightened. Around the circle every face reflected alarm and consternation—except Nick’s. His was impassive as usual.
  


  
    Faye was just sitting up. She looked as if she’d been blown backward by some tremendous force. Fury blazing in her eyes, she turned on Sean. “You pushed me!”
  


  
    “No, I didn’t!” Sean looked around the room for help. “She was trying to get to the skull! She was lunging for it!”
  


  
    “You lying little worm! You were trying to get away. You were going to break the circle.”
  


  
    “She—”
  


  
    “No, I didn’t!”
  


  
    “All right!” shouted Diana.
  


  
    Adam came up beside her. “It doesn’t matter who did what,” he said, his voice tense. “What matters is that—energy—that escaped.”
  


  
    “What energy?” Faye said sullenly, examining her elbow for bruises.
  


  
    “The energy that knocked you flat on your back,” Diana said grimly.
  


  
    “I fell. Because this little snot pushed me.”
  


  
    “No,” said Cassie before she could stop herself. She was beginning to shake in delayed reaction. “I felt it too. Something came out.”
  


  
    “Oh, you felt it. The expert.” Faye gave her a glance of scorn and disdain. Cassie looked around at the others, who were still sitting, and was surprised to see uncertainty in their expressions. Surely they had felt it too?
  


  
    “I felt—something,” Melanie said. “Something dark inside the skull. Some negative energy.”
  


  
    “Whatever it was, it was released when we broke the circle,” Adam said. He looked at Diana. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have let this happen.”
  


  
    “You mean you should have kept the skull a secret from the rest of us,” Faye said sharply. “For your own personal use.”
  


  
    “What difference does it make?” Laurel cried from the other side of the circle. “If something was released from the skull, it’s out there right now. Doing God knows what.”
  


  
    “It’s—bad,” Cassie said. What she wanted to say was “evil” but that seemed such a melodramatic word. Yet that was what she had sensed in the dark, rushing thing. Evil. The intent to destroy, to harm.
  


  
    “We’ve got to stop it,” Adam said.
  


  
    Suzan was fiddling with a button on her blouse. “How?”
  


  
    This silence was long and uncomfortable. Adam and Diana were looking at each other, seeming to have some grim unspoken conversation. The Henderson brothers were also telegraphing something to each other, but they didn’t look as if they minded having something murderous and evil loose in the immediate community. In fact, on the whole they looked pleased.
  


  
    “Maybe it’ll get whoever got Kori,” Chris offered at last.
  


  
    Diana stared at him. “Is that what you think?” Then her face changed. “Is that what you were thinking when we were reaching into it? Is that what you were willing?”
  


  
    “We were supposed to just try and read the last imprints,” Melanie said, her voice as angry as Cassie had ever heard it.
  


  
    The Henderson brothers looked at each other and shrugged. Deborah’s expression was somewhere between a scowl and a grin. Suzan was still fiddling. Nick, face expressionless, stood up.
  


  
    “Looks like that’s all for tonight,” he said.
  


  
    Diana exploded.
  


  
    “You’re damn right it is!” she cried, astounding Cassie. She snatched up the skull in her two hands. “Now this is going to a safe place, where it belongs. Where it should have gone in the first place. I should have known you were all too irresponsible to deal with it.” Hugging the skull to her, she strode out of the garage.
  


  
    Faye was instantly alert, like a cat who sees the flicker of a mouse’s tail. “I don’t think that was a very nice way to talk to us,” she said throatily. “I don’t think she trusts us, do you? Hands up—how many people here want to be led by someone who doesn’t trust them?”
  


  
    If looks could maim, the one Melanie threw Faye would have left her a basket case. “Oh, get stuffed, Faye,” she said in her classy accent. “Come on, Laurel,” she added, and got up to follow Diana toward the house.
  


  
    Cassie, not knowing what else to do, followed them. Behind her she heard Adam saying to Faye in a low, tightly controlled voice, “I wish you were a guy.”
  


  
    And Faye’s laughing, husky answer: “Why, Adam, I didn’t know your tastes ran that way!”
  


  
    Diana was putting the skull back in the Pyrex dish when Adam came in behind Cassie. He went to Diana and put his arms around her.
  


  
    She leaned against him a moment, eyes shut, but didn’t hold him in return. And after that moment she moved away.
  


  
    “I’m all right. I’m just angry with them, and I’ve got to think.”
  


  
    Adam sat on the bed, running a hand through his hair. “I should have kept it a secret from them,” he said. “It was my own stupid pride—”
  


  
    “Don’t,” said Diana. “It would have been wrong to keep something from the Circle that belongs to them.”
  


  
    “More wrong than to let them use it for stupid, malicious reasons?”
  


  
    Diana turned away and leaned against the cabinet.
  


  
    “Sometimes,” Adam said quietly, “I wonder about what we’re doing. Maybe the Old Powers should just be left asleep. Maybe we’re wrong to think we can handle them.”
  


  
    “Power is only Power,” Diana said tiredly, not turning. “It’s not good or bad. Only the way we use it is good or bad.”
  


  
    “But maybe nobody can use it without ending up using it badly.”
  


  
    Cassie stood and listened, wishing she were anywhere else. She was aware that in some terribly civilized way, Diana and Adam were having a fight. She met Laurel’s eyes and saw that the other girl was just as uncomfortable.
  


  
    “I don’t believe that,” Diana said finally, softly. “I don’t believe that people are that hopeless. That evil.”
  


  
    Adam’s expression was bleak and longing, as if he wished he could share her belief.
  


  
    Cassie, watching his face, felt a stab of pain, and then a wave of dizziness. She shifted, looking for a place to sit down.
  


  
    Diana immediately turned around. “Are you all right? You’re white as a ghost.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded and shrugged. “Just a little dizzy—I guess maybe I should go home. . . .”
  


  
    The anger had drained out of Diana’s eyes. “All right,” she said. “But I don’t want you out there by yourself. Adam, would you walk her back? The beach way is faster.”
  


  
    Cassie opened her mouth in reflexive horror. But Adam nodded quickly.
  


  
    “Sure,” he said. “Although I don’t want to leave you alone. . . .”
  


  
    “I want Melanie and Laurel to stay,” Diana said. “I want to start to purify this skull properly, with flower essences”—she looked at Laurel—“and other crystals.” She looked at Melanie. “I don’t care if it takes all night; I want to get it set up. And I want to start now. This minute.”
  


  
    The two girls nodded. So did Adam. “All right,” he said.
  


  
    And Cassie, who had been standing with her mouth open, suddenly thought of something and nodded too. Her hand automatically patted her front jeans pocket to feel the hard little lump there.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    So that was how she found herself walking on the beach alone with Adam.
  


  
    There was no moon that night. The stars shone with a fierce, icy brilliance. The waves roared and hissed on the shore.
  


  
    Not romantic. Raw. Primitive. Except for the faint lights of houses above on the cliff, they might have been a thousand miles from civilization.
  


  
    They were almost all the way to the narrow path up the bluff to Number Twelve when he asked her. She’d known in her heart that she couldn’t avoid it forever.
  


  
    “Why didn’t you want anyone to know that we’d met before?” he said simply.
  


  
    Cassie took a deep breath. Now was the time to see what kind of actress she was. She was very calm; she knew what had to be done, and somehow, she would do it. She had to do it, for Diana’s sake—and his.
  


  
    “Oh, I don’t know,” she said, and marveled to hear how casual her voice sounded. “I just didn’t want anybody—like Suzan or Faye—to get the wrong impression. You don’t mind, do you? It didn’t seem very important.”
  


  
    Adam was looking at her in an odd way, hesitating, but then he nodded. “If that’s what you want, I won’t mention it,” he said.
  


  
    Relief washed over Cassie, but she kept her voice light. “Okay, thanks. Oh, by the way,” she went on, fishing in her pocket. “I’ve been meaning to give this back to you. Here.” It was strange how her fingers seemed to cling to the chalcedony rose, but she managed to open them and drop it into his hand. It lay on his palm, the quartz crystals seeming to capture a little of the starlight.
  


  
    “Thanks for loaning it to me,” she said. “But now that I’m an official witch, I’ll probably be finding my own stones to work with. And besides”—she curved her lips in a teasing smile—“we don’t want anybody to get the wrong impression about that either, do we?”
  


  
    She had never in her life acted like this with a boy, teasing and carefree and confident. Almost flirtatious while making it clear that she meant nothing by it. And it was so easy—she’d never imagined it could be this easy. It came, she supposed, from the fact that she was playing a role. It wasn’t Cassie standing here; it was someone else, someone who wasn’t afraid because the worst had already happened and there was nothing left to fear anymore.
  


  
    A wry smile had touched Adam’s lips, as if he were responding automatically to her tone, but it disappeared almost instantly. He was looking at her hard, and she forced herself to return his gaze blandly and innocently, the way she had returned Jordan’s on the beach that day in August. Believe me, she thought, and this time she knew the power of her own thoughts, the power she could draw on to enforce her will. Sky and water, sand and sea; As I will, so let it be. Believe me, Adam. Believe me. Believe me.
  


  
    He looked away from her suddenly, turning sharply toward the ocean. It reminded Cassie, to her surprise, of the way she had broken free of Faye’s mesmerizing gaze.
  


  
    “You’ve changed,” he said, and there was wonder in his voice. Then he turned back to look at her with that hard, unrelenting gaze again. “You’ve really changed.”
  


  
    “Of course. I’m a witch now,” she said reasonably. “You should have told me that in the beginning—it would have saved a lot of trouble,” she added in a scolding tone.
  


  
    “I didn’t know. I could sense—something—in you, but I never thought of you being one of us.”
  


  
    “Oh, well, it all turned out okay,” Cassie said quickly. She didn’t like him talking about what he sensed in her. It was too dangerous. “Anyway, thanks for walking me home. This is where I go up.”
  


  
    With a final smile, she turned away and quickly climbed the narrow path. She couldn’t believe it. She’d pulled it off! The relief that flooded her was actually painful, and when she reached the top of the path and saw her house, her knees felt weak. Oh, thank you, she thought, and started for it.
  


  
    “Wait,” a ringing, authoritative voice behind her said.
  


  
    I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy, Cassie thought. Slowly, keeping her face expressionless, she swiveled to look at him.
  


  
    The faint light from above reflected off the planes of his face as he stood on the bluff with the ocean behind him. Those high cheekbones, those humorous, expressive lips. There was no humor now. His eyes were as keen and piercing as when he had stared after Jordan and Logan that day on the beach, radiating a power she didn’t understand, frightening her. They frightened her now.
  


  
    “You’re good,” he said. “But I’m not completely stupid. There’s something you’re not telling me, and I want to know what it is.”
  


  
    “No, you don’t.” The words escaped her lips before she could stop them, but their flat sincerity was unmistakable. “I mean—there’s nothing I’m not telling you.”
  


  
    “Listen to me,” he said, and to her dismay he stepped closer. “When I first met you,” he said, “I had no idea you were one of us. How could I? But I knew that you were different than that phony friend of yours. Not just another pretty girl, but somebody special.”
  


  
    Pretty? He thought I was pretty? Cassie was thinking wildly. The clear, despairing calm was leaving her, and she clung to it desperately. Look cool and blank, she ordered herself. Politely inquiring. Let nothing show.
  


  
    Adam’s blue-gray eyes were flashing now, his odd, proud face clearly revealing his anger. But it was the hurt in the depths of those eyes that confused Cassie most.
  


  
    “You weren’t like any girl I’d met on the outside—you could accept mysterious things—even mystical things—without being afraid of them or trying to destroy them on sight. You were . . . open. Tolerant. You didn’t automatically hate and reject anything different.”
  


  
    “Not as tolerant as Diana. Diana’s the most—”
  


  
    “This hasn’t got anything to do with Diana!” he said, and Cassie realized that he meant it. He was so completely honest and straightforward that betrayal had never even entered his mind.
  


  
    “I thought,” he went on, “that you were someone I could trust. With my life, even. And when I saw you hold out against Jordan—a guy practically twice your size—I knew I was right. It was one of the bravest things I’d ever seen—and all for a stranger. You let him hurt you for my sake, and you didn’t even know me.”
  


  
    Show nothing, Cassie thought. Nothing.
  


  
    “And afterward, I felt something special with you. A special understanding. I can’t explain it. But I’ve thought about it ever since. I’ve thought about you a lot, Cassie, and I was just waiting to tell Diana about you. I wanted her to know that she was right, that there were some outsiders who could deal with us, who could be trusted. Who might be friends of magic. She’s been trying for a long time to get the Club to believe that. I wanted to tell her that you’d opened my eyes—in a lot of ways. After I left you, I even seemed to see more when I went out on fishing boats looking for the Master Tools. I’d look for islands while we were out laying the lines, and all of a sudden I felt like I could see clearer—or as if the ocean was revealing things. Helping me. I wanted to tell Diana that too, and see if she could explain it.
  


  
    “And in all that time,” Adam finished, turning the full power of his blue-gray gaze on Cassie, “I was never sorry I’d given you the chalcedony rose—even though we never do that with outsiders. I hoped you’d never be in enough trouble to need it, but I wanted to be there for you if you were. If you’d ever done what I told you, held it tight in your fist and thought of me, I’d have known, and I’d have tracked it down, no matter where you were. I thought you were that special.”
  


  
    Was it true? Cassie wondered dizzily. All those times she’d held the stone—but she’d never held it clenched in her fist and thought only of him. She’d never followed his instructions because she’d never believed in magic.
  


  
    “And now I get back—and find you’re not an outsider after all. Or only half. I was glad to see you here, and to hear you’d joined the Circle. And from what Diana’s said, she saw how special you were right away too. But I couldn’t tell her I knew you—because for some reason you didn’t want people to know. I respected that; I kept my mouth shut and figured you’d explain when you could. And instead—” He gestured all-inclusively. “This. You’ve been giving me the brush-off all week, and now you act as if nothing ever happened between us. You even call on the Powers against me, to make me believe a lie. And now I want to know why.”
  


  
    There was a silence. Cassie could hear the waves below, like soft, rhythmic thunder. She could smell the clear, cold night air. And finally, as if compelled, she raised her eyes to his face. He was right; she couldn’t lie to him. Even if he laughed at her, even if he pitied her, she had to give him the truth.
  


  
    “Because I’m in love with you,” she said, simply and quietly. And then she wouldn’t let herself look away.
  


  
    He didn’t laugh.
  


  
    He was staring, though, as if in disbelief. Not understanding what he thought he’d heard her say.
  


  
    “That day on the beach, I felt something special too,” she said. “But I felt—more. I felt as if we were . . . connected somehow. As if we were being pulled together. As if we belonged together.”
  


  
    She could see the confusion in Adam’s eyes—like the whirling, spinning confusion she’d felt when she’d discovered Kori’s body.
  


  
    “I know it sounds stupid,” she said. “I can’t even believe I’m saying this to you—but you asked for the truth. Everything I felt that day on the beach was wrong, I know that now. You’ve got Diana. Nobody in their right mind would want anything more. But that day—I had all sorts of stupid ideas. I actually thought I could see something connecting us, like a silver cord. And I felt so close to you, as if we understood each other. As if we were born for each other, and there was no point resisting it. . . .”
  


  
    “Cassie,” he said. His eyes were black with emotion. A look of—what? Utter disbelief? Revulsion?
  


  
    “I know it’s not true now,” she said helplessly. “But then I didn’t realize. And when you were standing so close to me, looking down at me, I thought you were going to—”
  


  
    “Cassie.”
  


  
    It was as if her words had conjured something magical out of the air, or as if her own perceptions had been sharpened. Her breath caught in her throat as she saw it again. The silver cord. It hummed and shimmered, more powerful and vibrant than ever, linking them. It was as if her heart was directly connected to his. Her breath was coming faster and faster, and she lifted her eyes to his face in bewilderment.
  


  
    Their gaze held. And in that instant Cassie recognized the emotion that had darkened those blue-gray eyes before.
  


  
    Not disbelief, but realization. A dawning understanding, and a wonder that made Cassie’s knees feel weak.
  


  
    He was . . . remembering, she thought. And seeing what had happened between them in a new light. Realizing on a conscious level just what he had actually felt that day.
  


  
    She knew this as clearly as if he had told her in words. She knew him. She could feel every beat of his heart, she could sense the world through his eyes. She could even see herself as he saw her. A fragile, shy creature of half-hidden beauty, like a wildflower in the shadow of a tree, but with a core of shining steel. And just as she could see herself, she could feel his feelings about her. . . .
  


  
    Oh, what was happening? The world had gone still, and it contained only the two of them. Adam’s eyes were wide and dazed, the pupils enormous, and she felt she was falling into them as he looked down at her. A lock of his hair had fallen onto his forehead, that marvelous, tangled wavy hair that was all the colors of autumn in New England. He was like some woodland god who’d come out in the starlight to court a shy tree nymph, and he was irresistible.
  


  
    “Adam,” she said. “We . . .”
  


  
    But she never got to finish. He was too close to her now; she could feel his warmth, feel their electrical fields merging. She felt his hands cupping the backs of her elbows. Then slowly, slowly, she felt herself being drawn toward him until his arms were around her, embracing her fully. The silver cord could not be denied any longer.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 16


    
         
    

  


  
    
  


  Cassie should have pushed him away, should have run from him. Instead, with a gasp, she buried her head in his shoulder, in the comfort of his thick Irish sweater. She could feel his warmth all around her now, anchoring her, keeping her safe. Protecting her. He smelled so good—like autumn leaves and wood fires and ocean wind. Her heart was pounding.


  
    It was then that Cassie knew what forbidden love meant. It meant this, wanting this much, and feeling this wonderful, and knowing it was wrong. She felt Adam pull away from her slightly. She looked up at him and knew that he was as overwhelmed as she was.
  


  
    “We can’t,” he said in a thick voice. “We can’t . . .”
  


  
    Gazing up at him, seeing only his eyes, the color of the ocean that night when it had whispered to her to drown in it, Cassie’s lips moved to form a soundless “No.” That was when he kissed her.
  


  
    And in that instant all coherent thought was lost. She was swept away by a salty wave of sheer feeling. It was like being caught in a riptide, sucked under, tumbling helplessly head over heels with no way to stop. She was dying, but so sweetly.
  


  
    She was trembling, boneless. If he hadn’t been holding her, she would have fallen. No boy had ever made her feel this way. In the wild and raging confusion there was nothing to do but surrender, to give herself up to it entirely.
  


  
    Each shock of sweetness was greater than the last. She was almost senseless with delight, and she no longer even wanted to resist. Despite the wildness, the abandon of it, she wasn’t afraid. Because she could trust him. He was leading her, wide-eyed and wondering, into a world she’d never known existed.
  


  
    And still he was kissing her and kissing her—they were both intoxicated, dizzy with the madness of this. She knew her cheeks and throat were wildly flushed; she could feel the heat they made together.
  


  
    She never knew how long they stood that way, locked in an embrace that should have melted the rock around them. She only knew sometime later that without letting go of her, he was guiding her to sit on a granite outcrop. Her breath slowing, she buried her face again in his shoulder.
  


  
    And found peace there. The uncontrollable passion had given way at last to a warm and languorous drowsiness. She was safe, she belonged. And it was so simple, so beautiful.
  


  
    “Cassie,” he said, in a voice she’d never heard him use before, and at the sound of it her heart dissolved and went out of her body, evaporating through the soles of her feet and her palms and her fingertips. She would never be the same again.
  


  
    “I love you,” he said.
  


  
    She shut her eyes without speaking. She could feel him rest his parted lips against her hair.
  


  
    The silver cord had wrapped them in a shining cocoon, like still, moonlit water all around them. The wildness was over. Everything was so peaceful, so hushed. Cassie felt that she could float here forever.
  


  
    My destiny, she thought. She’d found it at last. Every moment of her life had been leading to this. Why had she been so afraid of it, why had she ever wanted to escape it? There was nothing here but joy. She would never have to feel afraid again . . .
  


  
    And then she remembered.
  


  
    A shock of pure horror lashed through her. Oh, God, what have we done? she thought.
  


  
    She pulled away so sharply that he had to catch her to keep her from falling backward. “Oh, God,” she said, feeling the horror sweep away everything else inside her. “Oh, God, Adam, how could we?” she whispered.
  


  
    For a moment his eyes were unfocused, open but unseeing, as if he didn’t understand why she had broken into their beautiful trance. But then she saw realization come, and his silver-blue gaze shattered. Raw anguish shone out of his eyes.
  


  
    Still in his arms, still looking up at him, Cassie began to cry.
  


  
    How could they have let this happen? How could she have done this to Diana? Diana, who had rescued her, who had befriended her, who trusted her. Diana, whom she loved.
  


  
    Adam belonged to Diana. Cassie knew that Diana had never thought of life without Adam, that all Diana’s plans and hopes and dreams involved him. Diana and Adam were meant to be together. . . .
  


  
    She thought suddenly of the way Diana’s haunting green eyes brightened when she saw Adam, of the tender, radiant look Diana got even talking about him.
  


  
    And Adam loved Diana too. Cassie knew that as surely as she knew her own feelings. Adam idolized Diana; he adored her with a love as pure and strong and indestructible as Diana’s for him.
  


  
    But Cassie knew now that Adam loved her as well. How could you love two people? How could you be in love with two at the same time? Still, there was no way to deny it. The chemistry between herself and Adam; the empathy, the bond that drew them together, couldn’t be ignored. Clearly, it was possible to love two different people at once.
  


  
    And Diana had the first claim.
  


  
    “You still love her,” Cassie whispered, needing to confirm it. An ache was beginning deep inside her.
  


  
    He shut his eyes. “Yes.” His voice was ragged. “God, Cassie—I’m sorry . . .”
  


  
    “No, that’s good,” she said. She knew the ache now. It was the pain of loss, of emptiness, and it was growing. “Because I do, too. And I don’t want to hurt her. I never wanted to hurt her. That’s why I promised myself I’d never let either of you know . . .”
  


  
    “It’s my fault,” he said, and she could hear the self-condemnation in his voice. “I should have realized sooner. I should have recognized how I felt and dealt with it. Instead, I forced you into exactly what you were trying to prevent.”
  


  
    “You didn’t force me,” Cassie said softly, honestly. Her voice was quiet and steady; everything was simple and clear again, and she knew what she had to do. “It was both our faults. But that doesn’t matter; the only thing that matters is that it can never happen again. We have to make sure of that, somehow.”
  


  
    “But how?” he said bleakly. “We can be sorry all we want—I can hate myself—but if we’re ever alone again . . . I don’t know what will happen.”
  


  
    “Then we can’t be alone. Ever. And we can’t sit near each other, or touch, or even let ourselves think about it.” She was telling him what to do, but she wasn’t afraid. She felt only the certainty of what she was saying.
  


  
    His eyes were dark. “I admire your self-control,” he said, even more bleakly.
  


  
    “Adam,” she said, and she felt the melting inside her just at saying his name. “We have to. When you came back Tuesday night after my initiation, when I realized that you and Diana . . . Well, that night I swore I would never let Diana be hurt because of how I felt about you. I swore I’d never betray her. Do you want to betray her?”
  


  
    There was a silence, and she felt the involuntary heave of his lungs. And with her inner senses she felt his agony. Then he let his breath out and shut his eyes again. When he opened them, she saw his answer before he spoke it, and felt it as his arms released her and he sat back, the cold air rushing in between their bodies, separating them at last.
  


  
    “No,” he said, and there was new strength in his voice. And in his face a new resolution.
  


  
    They looked at each other then, not like lovers, but like soldiers. Like comrades-in-arms utterly determined to reach some common goal. Their passion held down and locked away, so deep that no one else would ever see it. It was a new closeness, maybe even more intimate than the trust of boyfriend and girlfriend. Whatever happened, whatever it cost them, they would not betray the girl they both loved.
  


  
    Looking right into her eyes, he said, “What oath was it you swore that night? Was it one you got from somebody’s Book of Shadows?”
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said, and then she stopped. “I don’t know,” she qualified. “I thought I was making it up, but now it seems like it might have come from something longer. It just went, ‘Not by word or look or deed . . .’”
  


  
    He was nodding. “I’ve read one with those lines. It’s old—and it’s powerful. You call on the four Powers to witness you, and if you ever break the oath, they’re free to rise against you. Do you want to swear it again now? With me?”
  


  
    The abruptness of his question took her breath away. But she was eternally proud of herself that with scarcely any hesitation she spoke clearly. “Yes.”
  


  
    “We need blood.” He stood and took a knife out of his back pocket. Cassie thought she was surprised, then decided she wasn’t. However nice a guy Adam might be, he was used to taking care of himself.
  


  
    Without any particular flourish, he cut his palm. The blood showed black in the dim silvery light. Then he handed the knife to her.
  


  
    Cassie sucked in her breath. She wasn’t brave, she hated pain . . . But she gritted her teeth and put the knife against her palm. Just think of the pain you could have caused Diana, she thought, and with a quick motion she brought the knife downward. It hurt, but she didn’t make any noise.
  


  
    She looked up at Adam.
  


  
    “Now, say after me,” he said. He held his palm up to the star-filled sky. “Fire, Air, Earth, Water.”
  


  
    “Fire, Air, Earth, Water . . .”
  


  
    “Listen and witness.”
  


  
    “Listen and witness.” Despite the simple words, Cassie felt that the elements had indeed been evoked and were listening. The night had a sudden feeling of electricity, and the stars overhead seemed to burn colder and brighter. Gooseflesh broke out on her skin.
  


  
    Adam turned his hand sideways so that the black drops fell onto the scraggly beach grass and the sandy earth. Cassie watched, mesmerized. “I, Adam, swear not to betray my trust—not to betray Diana,” he said.
  


  
    “I, Cassie, swear not to betray my trust . . .” she whispered, and watched her own blood trickle off the side of her hand.
  


  
    “Not by word, or look, or deed, waking or sleeping, by speech or by silence . . .”
  


  
    She repeated it in a whisper.
  


  
    “. . . in this land or any other. If I do, may fire burn me, air smother me, earth swallow me, and water cover my grave.”
  


  
    She repeated it. As she spoke the last words, “and water cover my grave,” she felt a snapping, as if something had been set in motion. As if the fabric of space and time right here had been plucked, once, and was resonating back into place. Breath held, she listened to it a moment.
  


  
    Then she looked at Adam. “It’s over,” she whispered, and she didn’t just mean the oath.
  


  
    His eyes were like silver-edged darkness. “It’s over,” he said, and reached his bloodstained palm out to her. She hesitated, then took his hand with her own. She felt, or imagined she felt, their blood mingling, falling to the ground together. A symbol of what could never be.
  


  
    Then, slowly, he released her.
  


  
    “You’ll give the rose back to Diana?” she asked steadily.
  


  
    He took the chalcedony piece out of his pocket, held it in the palm that was still wet. “I’ll give it to her.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. She couldn’t say what she meant, which was that was where the stone belonged, Adam belonged.
  


  
    “Good night, Adam,” she said softly instead, looking at him standing there on the bluff with the night sky behind him. Then she turned and walked toward the lighted windows of her grandmother’s house. And this time he didn’t call her back.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    “Oh, yes,” Cassie’s grandmother said. “This was in the front hall this morning. Someone must have put it through the letter slot.” She handed Cassie an envelope.
  


  
    They were sitting at the breakfast table, the Sunday morning sun shining through the windows. Cassie was astonished at how normal everything was.
  


  
    But one look at the envelope and her heart plummeted. Her name was written on the front in a large, careless hand. The ink was red.
  


  
    She tore it open and stared at the note inside while her Raisin Bran got soggy. It read:
  


  
    
  


  
    Cassie—


    You see I’m using my own name this time. Come over to my house (Number Six) sometime today. I have something special I want to talk to you about. Believe me, you don’t want to miss this.


    



    Love and kisses,


    Faye


    



    P.S. Don’t tell anyone in the Club you’re coming to see me. You’ll understand when you get here.

  


  
    
  


  
    Cassie was tingling with alarm. Her first impulse was to call Diana, but if Diana had been up all night purifying the skull, she was probably exhausted. Faye was the last thing she needed to deal with.
  


  
    All right, I won’t disturb her, Cassie thought grimly. I’ll go and see what Faye’s up to first. Something about the ceremony, I’ll bet. Or maybe she’s going to call for a leadership vote.
  


  
    Faye’s house was one of the nicest on the street. A housekeeper let Cassie in, and she remembered Diana saying that Faye’s mother was dead. There were a lot of single-parent families on Crowhaven Road.
  


  
    Faye’s room was a rich girl’s room. Cordless phone, PC, TV and VCR, tons of CDs. Huge, lush sprawling flowers patterned everything, including a bed heaped with soft cushions and embroidered pillows. Cassie sat down on the window seat, waiting for Faye to appear. There were red candles, not lit, on the nightstand.
  


  
    Suddenly the dust ruffle on the bed stirred, and out poked the face of a little orange kitten. It was followed almost immediately by a little gray one.
  


  
    “Oh, you darling,” Cassie said, enchanted in spite of herself. She would never have guessed Faye was the type to keep kittens. She sat very still, and to her delight the two little creatures came all the way out. They jumped up on the window seat and ranged over her, purring like motorboats.
  


  
    Cassie giggled and squirmed as one climbed her sweater and perched, precariously, on her shoulder. They were adorable kittens, the orange fluffy and spiky with baby fur, the gray sleek and tidy. Their tiny needle claws pricked her as they climbed all over her. The orange one got in her hair and poked bluntly behind her ear, and she laughed again.
  


  
    He was trying to nurse, kneading his little paws against her neck. She could feel his cold little nose. The gray one was doing the same thing from the other side. Oh, what darling, darling little . . .
  


  
    “Ouch!” she cried. “Ow—oh, don’t! Get off, you! Get off!”
  


  
    She pulled at the tiny bodies, trying to detach them. They were tangled in her hair and they hung on with claws—and teeth. When Cassie finally managed to pry them away, she almost threw them to the ground. Then her hands flew to her neck.
  


  
    Her fingers came away wet. She stared in shock at the redness.
  


  
    They’d bitten her, the little monsters. And now they were sitting on the floor and composedly licking the blood off their chops. A surge of violent revulsion passed through Cassie.
  


  
    From the doorway, Faye chuckled.
  


  
    “Maybe they’re not getting all their vitamins and minerals from the kitten chow,” she said.
  


  
    She was looking stunning this morning. Her tangled pitch-black hair was still wet and cascaded down in yards of natural curls. Her skin was damp and glowing against her burgundy robe.
  


  
    I shouldn’t have come, Cassie thought, feeling a wave of irrational fear. But Faye wouldn’t dare to hurt her now. Diana would find out, the Circle would find out. Faye must know she couldn’t get away with it.
  


  
    Faye seated herself on the bed. “So how did you like the ceremony last night?” she asked casually.
  


  
    I knew it. “It was fine until something went wrong,” said Cassie. Then she just looked at Faye again.
  


  
    Faye laughed her rich, slow laugh. “Oh, Cassie. I like you. I really do. I saw that there was something special about you from the beginning. I know we didn’t exactly get the best start, but I think that’s going to change now. I think we’re going to be good friends.”
  


  
    Cassie was speechless a moment. Then she managed to say, “I don’t think so, Faye.”
  


  
    “But I think so, Cassie. And that’s what counts.”
  


  
    “Faye . . .” Somehow, after last night Cassie found she had the courage to say things she wouldn’t even have dreamed of saying before. “Faye, I don’t think you and I have much in common. And I don’t think I even want to be good friends with you.”
  


  
    Faye only smiled.
  


  
    “That’s too bad,” she said. “Because, you see, I know something, Cassie. And I think it’s the sort of thing you’d want only a very good friend to know.”
  


  
    The world rocked under Cassie’s feet.
  


  
    Faye couldn’t be saying—oh, she couldn’t be saying what Cassie thought she was. Cassie stared at the older girl, feeling something like ice congeal in her stomach.
  


  
    “You see,” Faye went on, “I happen to have a lot of other friends. And they tell me things, interesting things they see and hear around the neighborhood. And you know what? Last night one of those friends saw something very, very interesting on the bluff.”
  


  
    Cassie sat, her vision blurring.
  


  
    “They saw two people on the bluff out near Number Twelve. And those two people were . . . well, shall we say they were getting very friendly themselves? Very friendly. It was pretty hot, the way I heard it.”
  


  
    Cassie tried to speak, but nothing came out.
  


  
    “And you’ll never believe who those two people were! I wouldn’t have believed it myself, except that it reminded me of a poem I’d read somewhere. Now, how did it go? Each night I lie and dream about the one—”
  


  
    “Faye!” Cassie was on her feet.
  


  
    Faye smiled. “I think you get the point. Diana hasn’t read that particular little poem, has she? I didn’t think so. Well, Cassie, if you don’t want her to hear it, or to know about what happened on the bluff last night, I’d say you’d better start being my friend and fast, don’t you think?”
  


  
    “It wasn’t like that,” Cassie said. She was hot and shaking with fury, with fear. “You don’t understand at all—”
  


  
    “Of course I understand. Adam is very attractive. And I always suspected that ‘eternal fidelity’ routine of theirs was just an act. I don’t blame you, Cassie. It’s very natural . . .”
  


  
    “That isn’t what happened. There’s nothing between us—”
  


  
    Faye smirked. “From what I hear, there was very little between you last night—sorry. No, really, I’d like to believe you, Cassie, but I wonder if Diana will see it the same way. Especially after she learns how you conveniently forgot to mention that you’d met her boyfriend over the summer—when he awakened you, I believe. How did that poem go again?”
  


  
    “No . . .” Cassie whispered.
  


  
    “And then the way you looked at him when he appeared after the initiation ceremony—well, Diana didn’t see that, but I must admit that my suspicions were aroused. The little scene on the bluff only clinched it. When I tell Diana—”
  


  
    “You can’t,” Cassie said desperately. “You can’t tell her. Please, Faye. She won’t understand. It’s not that way at all, but she won’t understand.”
  


  
    Faye clucked her tongue. “But Cassie, Diana is my cousin. My blood relation. I have to tell her.”
  


  
    Cassie felt like a rat running frantically in a maze, searching for a way out that didn’t exist. Panic was pounding in her ears. Faye couldn’t tell Diana. It couldn’t happen. The thought of how Diana would look—of how she would look at Cassie . . .
  


  
    And at Adam. That was almost worse. She would think they had betrayed her, that Cassie and Adam had truly betrayed her. And how she would look then . . . how Adam would look. . . .
  


  
    Cassie could stand anything but that.
  


  
    “You can’t,” she whispered. “You can’t.”
  


  
    “Well, Cassie, I told you before. If we were friends, really good friends, I might be able to keep your secret. Diana and I may be cousins, but I’d do anything for my friends. And,” Faye said deliberately, her honey-colored eyes never leaving Cassie’s face, “I expect them to do anything for me.”
  


  
    It was then, at last, that Cassie realized what this was all about. Everything went still around her, too still. Her heart gave one great thump and seemed to sink like lead. Down and down and down.
  


  
    From the bottom of a pit, she asked Faye emptily, “What kind of thing?”
  


  
    Faye smiled. She leaned back against the bed, relaxed, the robe parting to reveal one bare shapely leg.
  


  
    “Well, let me see,” she said slowly, drawing the moment out, relishing it. “I know there was something . . . oh, yes. I’d really like to have that crystal skull Adam found. I’m sure you know where Diana’s keeping it. And if not, I’m sure you could find out.”
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said, horrified.
  


  
    “Yes,” Faye said, and smiled again. “That’s what I want, Cassie. To show what a good friend you are. Nothing else will do.”
  


  
    “Faye, you saw what happened last night. That skull is evil. There’s already something awful on the loose because of it—if you use it again, who knows what might happen?” And, Cassie’s numbed mind suddenly suggested, who knew what Faye might be planning to use it for? “Why do you want it?” she blurted out.
  


  
    Faye shook her head tolerantly. “That’s my little secret. Maybe, if we become good enough friends, I’ll show you later.”
  


  
    “I won’t do it. I can’t. I can’t, Faye.”
  


  
    “Well, that’s too bad.” Faye’s eyebrows lifted, and she pursed her full lips. “Because that means I’m going to have to call Diana. I think my cousin has a right to know what her boyfriend is doing.”
  


  
    She reached for the phone and pushed buttons with an elegant, scarlet-tipped finger.
  


  
    “Hello, Diana? Is that you?”
  


  
    “No!” Cassie cried, and grabbed Faye’s arm. Faye pushed the mute button.
  


  
    “Does this mean,” she said to Cassie, “that we have a deal?”
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t form a yes or no.
  


  
    Faye reached out and caught Cassie’s chin in her hand, as she had that first day on the school steps. Cassie could feel the hardness of long nails, the coolness and strength of Faye’s fingers. Faye was staring at her with those eyes, those strange honey-colored eyes. Falcons have yellow eyes, Cassie thought suddenly, wildly. And Faye’s fingers gripped her like talons. There was no escape. She was trapped . . . caught . . . like a white mouse caught by a bird of prey.
  


  
    The golden eyes were still staring at her . . . into her. She was so lightheaded, so afraid. And this time there was no rock beneath her feet to steady her. She was in Faye’s second-floor bedroom, trapped away from any help.
  


  
    “Do we have a deal?” Faye said again.
  


  
    No escape. No hope. Cassie’s vision was blurring, going dim; she could barely hear Faye over the rushing in her ears.
  


  
    She felt the last drops of resistance, of will, drain out of her.
  


  
    “Well?” said Faye in her throaty, mocking voice.
  


  
    Blindly, scarcely knowing what she was doing, Cassie nodded.
  


  
    Faye released her.
  


  
    Then she pushed the mute button again. “Sorry, Diana, I got the wrong number. I meant to call the Maytag repairman. ’Bye now!” And with that she hung up.
  


  
    She stretched like a giant cat, replacing the phone on the nightstand as she lay back. Then she put her arms behind her head and looked at Cassie, smiling.
  


  
    “All right,” she said. “The first thing is, you get me that skull. And after that . . . well, after that I’ll think of what else I want. You realize that from now on I own you, Cassie.”
  


  
    “I thought,” Cassie whispered, still unable to see for the gray mist, “that we were friends.”
  


  
    “That was just a euphemism. The truth is that you’re my captive from now on. I own you now, Cassie Blake. I own you body and soul.”
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    Chapter 1


    
         
    

  


  
    
  


  Fire, Cassie thought. All around her she saw blazing autumn colors. The yellow-orange of sugar maple, the brilliant red of sassafras, the crimson of sumac bushes. It was as if the entire world was flaming with Faye’s element.


  
    And I’m trapped in the middle of it.
  


  
    The sick feeling in the pit of Cassie’s stomach got worse with every step she took down Crowhaven Road.
  


  
    The yellow Victorian house at the bottom of the road looked as pretty as ever. Sunlight was striking rainbow sparks off a prism that hung in the highest tower window. A girl with long, light-brown hair called out from the porch.
  


  
    “Hurry up, Cassie! You’re late!”
  


  
    “Sorry,” Cassie called back, trying to hurry when what she really wanted to do was turn around and run the other way. She had the sudden, inexplicable conviction that her private thoughts must show in her face. Laurel would take one look at her and know all about what had happened with Adam last night, and all about the bargain with Faye.
  


  
    But Laurel just grabbed her by the waist and hustled her inside and upstairs to Diana’s bedroom. Diana was standing in front of the large walnut cabinet; Melanie was sitting on the bed. Sean was perched uneasily in the window seat, rubbing his knees with his palms.
  


  
    Adam was standing beside him.
  


  
    He looked up as Cassie came in.
  


  
    Cassie met those blue-gray eyes for only an instant, but it was long enough. They were the color of the ocean at its most mysterious, sunlit on the surface but with incomprehensible depths underneath. The rest of his face was the same as ever: arresting and intriguing, pride showing in the high cheekbones and determined mouth, but sensitivity and humor showing there too. His face looked different only because last night Cassie had seen those eyes midnight blue with passion, and had felt that mouth . . .
  


  
    Not by word or look or deed, she told herself fiercely, staring down at the ground because she didn’t dare look up again. But her heart was pounding so hard she expected to see the front of her sweater fluttering. Oh, God, how was she ever going to be able to carry this off and keep her vow? It took an incredible amount of energy to sit down by Melanie and not look at him, to block the charismatic heat of his presence out of her mind.
  


  
    You’d better get used to it, she told herself. Because you’re going to be doing a lot of it from now on.
  


  
    “Good; we’re all here,” Diana said. She went over and shut the door. “This is a closed meeting,” she went on, turning back to the group. “The others weren’t invited because I’m not sure they have the same interests at heart as we do.”
  


  
    “That’s putting it mildly,” Laurel said under her breath.
  


  
    “They’re going to be upset if they find out,” Sean said, his black eyes darting between Adam and Diana.
  


  
    “Then let them be,” Melanie said unemotionally. Her own cool gray eyes fixed on Sean and he flushed. “This is much more important than any fit Faye can throw. We have to find out what happened to that dark energy . . . and now.”
  


  
    “I think I know a way,” said Diana. Out of a white velvet pouch she took a delicate green stone on a silver chain.
  


  
    “A pendulum,” Melanie said at once.
  


  
    “Yes. This is peridot,” Diana said to Cassie. “It’s a visionary stone—right, Melanie? Usually we use clear quartz as a pendulum, but this time I think the peridot is better—more likely to pick up traces of the dark energy. We’ll take it down to the place where the dark energy escaped and it’ll align itself in the direction the energy went and start swinging.”
  


  
    “We hope,” Laurel murmured.
  


  
    “Well, that’s the theory,” Melanie said.
  


  
    Diana looked at Adam, who had been unusually quiet. “What do you think?”
  


  
    “I think it’s worth a try. It’ll take a lot of mental power to back it up, though. We’ll all have to concentrate—especially since we’re not a full Circle.” His voice was calm and even, and Cassie admired him for it. She kept her face turned in Diana’s direction, though as a matter of fact her eyes were fixed on the walnut cabinet.
  


  
    Diana turned to Cassie. “What about you?”
  


  
    “Me?” Cassie said, startled, tearing her eyes away from the cabinet door. She hadn’t expected to be asked; she didn’t know anything about pendulums or peridot. To her horror, she felt her face redden.
  


  
    “Yes, you. You might be new to the methods we use, but a lot of the time you have feelings about things.”
  


  
    “Oh. Well . . .” Cassie tried to search her feelings, scrabbling to get beyond the guilt and terror that were uppermost. “I think . . . it’s a good idea,” she said finally, knowing how lame that sounded. “It seems fine to me.”
  


  
    Melanie rolled her eyes, but Diana nodded as seriously as she had at Adam. “All right, then, the only thing to do is try,” she said, dropping the peridot and its silver chain into the palm of her left hand and clasping it tightly. “Let’s go.”
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t breathe; she was still reeling from the impact of Diana’s clear green eyes, slightly darker than the peridot, but with that same delicate transparency, as if there were light shining behind them.
  


  
    I can’t do it, she thought. She was surprised at how stark and simple everything was now that she had actually looked Diana in the eyes. I can’t do it. I’ll have to tell Faye—no, I’ll tell Diana. That’s it. I’ll tell Diana myself before Faye can, and I’ll make her believe me. She’ll understand; Diana is so good, she’ll have to understand.
  


  
    Everyone had gotten up. Cassie got up too, turning toward the door to hide her agitation—should I tell her right now? Ask her to stay back a minute?—when the door flew open in her face.
  


  
    Faye was standing in the doorway.
  


  
    Suzan and Deborah were behind her. The strawberry-blonde looked mean, and the biker’s habitual scowl was even darker than usual. Behind them were the Henderson brothers, Chris frowning and Doug grinning in a wild way that was disturbing.
  


  
    “Going somewhere without us?” Faye said. She was speaking to Diana, but her eyes remained fixed on Cassie.
  


  
    “Not now,” Laurel muttered.
  


  
    Diana let out a deep breath. “I didn’t think you’d be interested,” she said. “We’re going to trace the dark energy.”
  


  
    “Not interested? When all the rest of you are so busy? Of course, I can only speak for myself, but I’m interested in everything the Circle does. What about you, Deborah?”
  


  
    The biker girl’s scowl changed briefly into a malicious grin. “I’m interested,” she said.
  


  
    “And what about you, Suzan?”
  


  
    “I’m interested,” Suzan chimed in.
  


  
    “And what about you, Chris?”
  


  
    “I’m—”
  


  
    “All right,” Diana said. Her cheeks were flushed; Adam had come to stand at her side. “We get the point. We’re better off with a full Circle, anyway—but where’s Nick?”
  


  
    “I have no idea,” Faye said coolly. “He’s not at home.”
  


  
    Diana hesitated, then shrugged. “We’ll do our best with what we have,” she said. “Let’s go down to the garage.”
  


  
    She gestured at Melanie and Laurel and they went first, elbowing past Faye’s group, who looked as if they wanted to stay and argue some more. Adam took charge of Sean and got him out the door, then began herding the Hendersons. Deborah and Suzan looked at Faye, then followed the guys.
  


  
    Cassie had been hanging back, hoping for the chance to speak to Diana alone. But Diana seemed to have forgotten her; she was engaged in a staredown with Faye. Finally, head high, she walked past the tall girl who was still semiblocking the doorway.
  


  
    “Diana . . .” Faye called. Diana didn’t look back, but her shoulders tensed: she was listening.
  


  
    “You’re going to lose them all,” Faye said, and she chuckled her lazy chuckle as Diana went on to the staircase.
  


  
    Biting her lip, Cassie stepped forward furiously. One good shove in Faye’s middle, she was thinking. But Faye rounded smoothly on her, blocking the doorway completely.
  


  
    “Oh, no, you don’t. We need to talk,” she said.
  


  
    “I don’t want to talk to you.”
  


  
    Faye ignored her. “Is it in here?” She moved quickly to the walnut cabinet and pulled at a handle, but the drawer was locked. They all were. “Damn. But you can find out where she keeps the key. I want it as soon as possible, do you understand?”
  


  
    “Faye, you’re not listening to me! I’ve changed my mind. I’m not going to do it after all.”
  


  
    Faye, who had been prowling around the room like a panther, taking advantage of this unique opportunity to examine Diana’s things, stopped in her tracks. Then she turned slowly to Cassie, and smiled.
  


  
    “Oh, Cassie,” she said. “You really kill me.”
  


  
    “I’m serious. I’ve changed my mind.” Faye just smiled at her, leaning back against the wall and shaking her head. Her heavy-lidded golden eyes were glowing with amusement, her mane of pitch-black hair fell across her shoulders as her head moved. She had never looked more beautiful—or more dangerous.
  


  
    “Cassie, come here.” Faye’s voice was just slightly edged with impatience, like a teacher who’s put up with a lot from a backward student. “Let me show you something,” Faye went on, catching Cassie’s elbow and dragging her to the window. “Now, look down there. What do you see?”
  


  
    Cassie stopped fighting and looked. She saw the Club, the in-crowd at New Salem high school, the kids who awed—and terrorized—students and teachers alike. She saw them gathered in Diana’s driveway, their heads gleaming in the first rays of sunset: Suzan’s strawberry blond turned to red, Deborah’s dark curls touched with ruby, Laurel’s long, light-brown hair and Melanie’s short auburn and the Henderson brothers’ disheveled yellow all highlighted by the ruddy glow in the sky.
  


  
    And she saw Adam and Diana, standing close, Diana’s silvery head drooping to Adam’s shoulder. He was holding her protectively, his own hair dark as wine.
  


  
    Faye’s voice came from behind Cassie. “If you tell her, you’ll kill her. You’ll destroy her faith in everything she’s ever believed in. And you’ll take away the only thing she has to trust, to rely on. Is that what you want?”
  


  
    “Faye . . .” Cassie seethed.
  


  
    “And, incidentally, you’ll get yourself banished from the Club. You know that, don’t you? How do you think Melanie and Laurel are going to feel when they hear that you messed around with Diana’s boyfriend? None of them will ever speak to you again, not even to make a full Circle. The coven will be destroyed too.”
  


  
    Cassie’s teeth were clenched. She wanted to hit Faye, but it wouldn’t do any good. Because Faye was right. And Cassie thought she could stand being blackballed, being a pariah at school again; she even thought she could stand to destroy the coven. But the picture of Diana’s face . . .
  


  
    It would kill Diana. By the time Faye got finished telling it her way, it would. Cassie’s fantasy of confessing to Diana and having Diana understand vanished like a pricked soap bubble.
  


  
    “And what I want is so reasonable,” Faye was going on, almost crooning. “I just want to look at the skull for a little while. I know what I’m doing. You’ll get it for me, won’t you, Cassie? Won’t you? Today?”
  


  
    Cassie shut her eyes. Against her closed eyelids the light was red as fire.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 2


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  Somewhere on the way downstairs Cassie stopped feeling guilty.


  
    She didn’t know exactly how it happened. But it was necessary, if she was going to survive this. She was doing everything she could to protect Diana—and Adam, too, in a way. Adam must never know about Faye’s blackmail. So Cassie would do whatever it took to protect them both, but by God, she wasn’t going to feel guilty on top of it.
  


  
    And she had to handle Faye somehow as well, she thought, marching behind the tall girl, past Diana’s father’s study. She had to keep Faye from doing anything too radical with the skull. She didn’t know how; she’d have to think about that later. But somehow she would do it.
  


  
    If Faye had looked back just then, Cassie thought, she might have been surprised to see the face of the girl behind her. For the first time in her life Cassie felt as if her eyes were hard, like the blue steel of a revolver instead of the soft blue of wildflowers.
  


  
    But right now she had to look neutral—composed. The group on the driveway looked up as she and Faye came out the door.
  


  
    “What took you so long?” Laurel asked.
  


  
    “We were plotting to kill you all,” Faye said breezily. “Shall we?” She gestured toward the garage.
  


  
    There were only traces of yesterday’s chalk circle left on the floor. Once again the garage was empty of cars—they were lucky Diana’s father worked so much at his law firm.
  


  
    Diana, her left fist still closed, went over to the wall of the garage, directly behind the place Cassie had been sitting when they had performed the skull ceremony. Cassie followed her and then drew in her breath sharply.
  


  
    “It’s burned.” She hadn’t noticed that last night. Well, of course not; it had been too dark.
  


  
    Diana was nodding. “I hope nobody is going to keep arguing about whether there was any dark energy or not,” she said, with a glance back at Deborah and Suzan.
  


  
    The wood and plaster of the garage wall was charred in a circle perhaps a foot and a half in diameter. Cassie looked at it, and then at the remnants of the chalk circle on the floor. She had been sitting there, but part of her had been inside the skull. Diana had told them all to look into it, to concentrate, and suddenly Cassie had found herself inside it. That was where she’d seen—felt—the dark power. It had begun rushing outward, getting bigger, determined to break out of the crystal. And she’d seen a face. . . .
  


  
    She was grateful, suddenly, for Adam’s calm voice. “Well, we know what direction it started in, anyway. Let’s see if the crystal agrees.”
  


  
    They were all standing around Diana. She looked at them, then held her left fist out, palm up, and unclasped her fingers. She took the top of the silver chain with her right hand and drew it up taut, so that the peridot just rested on her palm.
  


  
    “Concentrate,” she said. “Earth and Air, help us see what we need to see. Show the traces of the dark energy to us. Everybody concentrate on the crystal.”
  


  
    Earth and Air, wind and tree, show us what we need to see, Cassie thought, her mind automatically setting the simple concept in a rhyme. The wood of the wall, the air outside; those were what they needed to help them. She found herself murmuring the words under her breath and quickly stopped, but Diana’s green eyes flashed at her.
  


  
    “Go on,” Diana said tensely in a low voice, and Cassie started up again, feeling self-conscious.
  


  
    Diana removed the hand that was supporting the crystal.
  


  
    It spun on the chain, twirling until the chain was kinked tightly, and then twirling the other way. Cassie watched the pale green blur, murmuring the couplet faster and faster. Earth and Air . . . no, it was useless. The peridot was just spinning madly like a top gone wild.
  


  
    Suddenly, with broad, sweeping strokes, the crystal began swinging back and forth.
  


  
    Someone’s breath hissed on the other side of the circle.
  


  
    The peridot had straightened out; it was no longer twirling, but swinging steadily and hard. Like a pendulum, Cassie realized. Diana wasn’t doing it; the hand that held the chain remained steady. But the peridot was swinging hard, back toward the center of the chalk circle on the floor, and forward toward the burned place on the wall.
  


  
    “Bingo,” Adam said softly.
  


  
    “We’ve got it,” Melanie whispered. “All right, now you’re going to have to move it out of alignment to get outside. Walk—carefully—to the door, and then try to come back to this exact place on the other side of the wall.”
  


  
    Diana wet her lips and nodded, then, holding the silver chain always at the same distance from her body, she turned smoothly and did as Melanie said. The coven broke up to give her room and regrouped around her outside. Finding the right place wasn’t hard; there was another burned circle on the outer wall, somewhat fainter than the one inside.
  


  
    As Diana brought the crystal into alignment once more, it began to swing again. Straight toward the burned place, straight out. Down Crowhaven Road, toward the town.
  


  
    A shudder went up Cassie’s spine.
  


  
    Everyone looked at everyone else.
  


  
    Holding the crystal away from her, Diana followed the direction of the swinging. They all fell in behind her, although Cassie noticed that Faye’s group kept to the rear. Cassie herself was still fighting every second to not watch Adam.
  


  
    Trees rustled overhead. Red maple, beech, slippery elm—Cassie could identify many of them now. But she tried to keep her eyes on the rapid swish of the pendulum.
  


  
    They walked and walked, following the curve of Crowhaven Road down toward the water. Now grasses and hedges grew poorly in the sandy soil. The pale green stone was swinging at an angle, and Diana turned to follow it.
  


  
    They were heading west now, along a deeply rutted dirt road. Cassie had never been this way before, but the other members of the Circle obviously had—they were exchanging guarded glances. Cassie saw a chain-link fence ahead, and then an irregular line of headstones.
  


  
    “Oh, great,” Laurel muttered from beside Cassie, and from somewhere in back Suzan said, “I don’t believe this. First we have to walk for miles, and now . . .”
  


  
    “What’s the problem? Just gonna visit some of our ancestors underground,” Doug Henderson said, his blue-green eyes glittering oddly.
  


  
    “Shut up,” Adam said.
  


  
    Cassie didn’t want to go inside. She’d seen many cemeteries in New England—it seemed there was one on every other street in Massachusetts, and she’d been to Kori’s funeral down in the town. This one didn’t look any different from the others: it was a small, square plot of land cluttered with modest gravestones, many of them worn almost completely smooth with time. But Cassie could hardly make herself follow the others onto the sparse, browning grass between the graves.
  


  
    Diana led them straight down the middle of the cemetery. Most of the stones were small, scarcely reaching higher than Cassie’s knees. They were shaped like arches, with two smaller arches on either side.
  


  
    “Whoever carved these had a gruesome sense of humor,” she breathed. Many of the stones were etched with crude skulls, some of them winged, others in front of crossbones. One had an entire skeleton, holding a sun and moon in its hands.
  


  
    “Death’s victory,” Faye said softly, so close that Cassie felt warmth on the nape of her neck. Cassie jumped, but refused to look back.
  


  
    “Oh, terrific,” said Laurel as Diana slowed.
  


  
    The light was dying from the sky. They were in the center of the graveyard, and a cool breeze blew over the stunted grass, bringing a faint tang of salt with it. The hairs on the back of Cassie’s neck were tingling.
  


  
    You’re a witch, she reminded herself. You should love cemeteries. They’re probably your natural habitat.
  


  
    The thought didn’t really make her feel less frightened, but now her fear was mingled with something else—a sort of strange excitement. The darkness gathering in the sky and in the corners of the graveyard seemed closer. She was part of it, part of a whole new world of shadows and power.
  


  
    Diana stopped.
  


  
    The silver chain was a thin line in the gloom, with a pale blob below it. But Cassie could see that the peridot was no longer swinging like a pendulum. Instead it was moving erratically, round and round in circles. It would swing a few times one way, then slow and swing back the other way.
  


  
    Cassie looked at it, then up at Diana’s face. Diana was frowning. Everyone was watching the circling stone in dead silence.
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t stand the suspense any longer. “What does it mean?” she hissed to Laurel, who just shook her head. Diana, though, looked up.
  


  
    “Something’s wrong with it. It led here—and then it just stopped. But if we’ve found the place, it shouldn’t be moving at all. The stone should just sort of point and quiver—right, Melanie?”
  


  
    “Like a good hound dog,” Doug said, with his wild grin.
  


  
    Melanie ignored him. “That’s the theory,” she said. “But we’ve never really tried this before. Maybe it means . . .” Her voice trailed off as she looked around the graveyard, then she shrugged. “I don’t know what it means.”
  


  
    The tingling at the back of Cassie’s neck was getting stronger. The dark energy had come here—and done what? Disappeared? Dissipated? Or . . .
  


  
    Laurel was breathing quickly, her elfin face unusually tense. Cassie instinctively moved a little closer to her. She and Laurel and Sean were the juniors, the youngest members of the Circle, and witch or not, Cassie’s arms had broken out in gooseflesh.
  


  
    “What if it’s still here, somewhere . . . waiting?” she said.
  


  
    “I doubt it,” Melanie said, her voice as level and uninflected as usual. “It couldn’t hang around without being stored somehow; it would just evaporate. It either came here and did something, or—” Again, though, she could only finish her sentence with a shrug.
  


  
    “But what could it do here? I don’t see any signs of damage, and I feel . . .” Still frowning, Diana caught the circling peridot in her left hand and held it. “This place feels confused—strange—but I don’t sense any harm the dark energy has done. Cassie?”
  


  
    Cassie tried to search her own feelings. Confusion—as Diana said. And she felt dread and anger and all sorts of churned-up emotions—but maybe that was just her. She was in no state to get a clear reading on anything.
  


  
    “I don’t know,” she had to say to Diana. “I don’t like it here.”
  


  
    “Maybe, but that’s not the point. The point is that we don’t see any burns the dark energy could have left, or sense anything it’s destroyed or hurt,” Diana said.
  


  
    Deborah’s voice was impatient. “Why are you asking her, anyway?” she said with a jerk of her dark head toward Cassie. “She’s hardly even one of us—”
  


  
    “Cassie’s as much a part of the Circle as you are,” Adam interrupted, unusually curt. Cassie saw the arch, amused glance Faye threw him and wanted to intervene, but Diana was agreeing heatedly with Adam, and Deborah was bridling, glaring at both of them. It looked as if an argument would break out.
  


  
    “Be quiet!” Laurel said sharply. “Listen!”
  


  
    Cassie heard it as soon as the voices died down; the quiet crunch of gravel at the roadside. It was noticeable only against the deathly quiet of the autumn twilight.
  


  
    “Somebody’s coming,” Chris Henderson said. He and Doug were poised for a fight.
  


  
    They were all hideously on edge, Cassie realized. The crunch of footsteps sounded as loud as firecrackers now, grating against her taut nerves. She saw a dim shape beside the road, and then saw Adam move forward, so that he was in front of both Diana and her. I’m going to have to talk to him about that, she thought irrelevantly.
  


  
    There was a pause in the footsteps, and the dim shape came toward them. Adam and the Henderson brothers looked ready to rush it. Quarrel forgotten, Deborah looked ready too. Sean was cowering behind Faye. Cassie’s heart began to pound.
  


  
    Then she noticed a spot of red like a tiny burning coal floating near the figure, and she heard a familiar voice.
  


  
    “If you want me, you got me. Four against one ought to be about fair.”
  


  
    With a whoop, Chris Henderson rushed forward. “Nick!”
  


  
    Doug grinned, while still managing to look as if he might jump the approaching figure. Adam relaxed and stepped back.
  


  
    “You sure, Adam? We can settle this right here,” Nick said as he reached the group, the end of his cigarette glowing as he inhaled. Adam’s eyes narrowed, and then Cassie saw the daredevil smile he’d worn at Cape Cod, when four guys with a gun had been chasing him. What was wrong with him, what was wrong with everybody tonight? she wondered. They were all acting crazy.
  


  
    Diana put a restraining hand on Adam’s arm. “No fighting,” she said quietly.
  


  
    Nick looked at her, then shrugged. “Kind of nervous, aren’t you?” he said, surveying the group.
  


  
    Sean emerged from behind Faye. “I’m just high-strung.”
  


  
    “Yes, you ought to be—from a tree,” Faye said contemptuously.
  


  
    Nick didn’t smile, but then Nick never smiled. As always, his face was handsome but cold. “Well, maybe you have a reason to be nervous—at least some of you,” he said.
  


  
    “What’s that supposed to mean? We came here looking for the dark energy that escaped last night,” said Adam.
  


  
    Nick went still, as if struck by a new idea, then his cigarette glowed again. “Maybe you’re looking in the wrong place,” he said expressionlessly.
  


  
    Diana’s voice was quiet. “Nick, will you please just tell us what you mean?”
  


  
    Nick looked around at them all. “I mean,” he said deliberately, “that while you’ve been scurrying around here, a crew’s been up at Devil’s Cove, pulling rocks off old Fogle.”
  


  
    Fogle? Cassie couldn’t place the name. And then suddenly she saw it in her mind’s eye—on a brass plate in a wood-paneled office. “Our principal?” she gasped.
  


  
    “You got it. They say he got caught in an avalanche.”
  


  
    “An avalanche?” demanded Laurel in disbelief. “Around here?”
  


  
    “How else do you explain the two-ton chunk of granite that was on top of him? Not to mention all the smaller stuff.”
  


  
    There was a moment of shocked silence.
  


  
    “Is he . . .” Cassie couldn’t finish the question.
  


  
    “He wasn’t looking too good when they got that chunk off him,” Nick said, and then, with less sarcasm, “He’s been dead since last night.”
  


  
    “Oh, God,” Laurel whispered. There was another silence, just as shocked and even longer this time. Cassie knew they were all seeing the same thing: A crystal skull surrounded by a protective ring of candles—and one of the candles going out.
  


  
    “It was Faye’s fault,” Sean began in a whine, but Faye interrupted without looking at him. “It was his fault.”
  


  
    “Wait, wait,” said Diana. “We don’t know the dark energy had anything to do with it. How could it have, when we know it came here and then stopped?”
  


  
    “I don’t think that’s much comfort,” Melanie said in a low voice. “Because if it wasn’t the dark energy, who was it?”
  


  
    There was a sort of strange shifting in the group, as if everyone was standing back and looking at all the others. Cassie felt a void in the pit of her stomach again. The principal was—had been—an outsider, who hated witches. And that meant they all had a motive—especially anybody who blamed the outsiders for Kori Henderson’s death. Cassie looked at Deborah, and then at Chris and Doug.
  


  
    Most of the rest of the coven was doing the same. Doug glared back, then gave a wild, defiant grin.
  


  
    “Maybe we did do it,” he said, eyes glittering.
  


  
    “Did we?” said Chris, looking confused.
  


  
    Deborah just looked scornful.
  


  
    There was another silence, then Suzan spoke in a petulant voice. “Look, it’s too bad about Fogle, but do we have to stand here forever? My feet are killing me.”
  


  
    Adam seemed to shake himself. “She’s right; we should get out of this place. There’s nothing we can do here.” He put an arm around Diana, and gestured everybody else ahead. Cassie lingered. There was something she wanted to say to Diana.
  


  
    But Diana was moving now, and Cassie didn’t have a chance. With the Henderson brothers in the lead, the group was taking a different route than the one they had taken in, cutting toward the northeast corner of the cemetery. As they approached the road, Cassie noticed the ground sloped up. There was a strange mound of grassy earth near the chain-link fence on this side; she almost tripped when she reached it. But even stranger was what she saw when they had passed it and she looked back.
  


  
    The front of the mound was faced with stone slabs, and there was an iron door, maybe two feet square, set between them. The door had an iron hinge and a padlock on it, but it couldn’t have opened anyway. Pushed right up against it was a large, irregular hunk of cement. Grass was growing up around the cement, showing it had been there a while.
  


  
    Cassie’s hands were icy cold, her heart was thudding, and she was dizzy. She tried to think, noticing with only part of her mind that she was passing by newer gravestones now, marble slabs with writing not worn smooth by time. She was trying to figure out what was wrong with her—was it just a reaction to all the events of the past day and night? Was that why she was shaking?
  


  
    “Cassie, are you okay?” Diana and Adam had turned around. Cassie was grateful for the growing darkness as she faced both of them and tried to get her mind clear.
  


  
    “Yeah. I just—felt weird for a minute. But wait, Diana.” Cassie remembered what she had wanted to say. “You know how you were asking me about my feelings before . . . well, I have a feeling about Mr. Fogle. I think the dark energy did have something to do with it, somehow. But . . .” She stopped. “But I don’t know. There’s something else strange going on.”
  


  
    “You can say that again,” Adam said, and he reached for her arm to get her moving once more. Cassie evaded him and shot him a reproachful glance while Diana was staring into the distance. He looked at his own hand, startled.
  


  
    There was something strange going on, something stranger than any of them realized, Cassie thought. “What is that thing back there, with the iron door?” she asked.
  


  
    “It’s been there for as long as I can remember,” Diana said absently. “Something to do with storage, I think.”
  


  
    Cassie glanced back, but by now the mound was lost in darkness. She hugged herself, tucking her hands under her clasping arms to warm them. Her heart was still thudding.
  


  
    I’ll ask Grandma Howard about it, she decided. Whatever it was, it wasn’t a storage shed, she knew that.
  


  
    Then she noticed that Diana was toying with something around her neck as she walked lost in thought. It was a fine golden chain, and at the end of it dangled a key.
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  “I think,” Melanie said quietly, “that it’s time to talk about the skull. Adam’s never told us exactly how he found it—”


  
    “No, you’ve been very secretive about that,” Faye put in.
  


  
    “—but maybe now is the time.”
  


  
    Diana and Adam looked at each other, and then Diana nodded slightly. “All right, then, tell it. Try not to leave anything out.”
  


  
    After the walk back from the cemetery they had crowded, all twelve of them, into Diana’s room. Cassie looked around at the group and realized that it was divided. Suzan, Deborah, and the Henderson brothers were sitting on one side, near Faye, while Laurel, Melanie, Adam, and Sean were on the other side, near Diana.
  


  
    At least, Cassie thought, watching Sean’s uneasily shifting eyes, Sean was sitting on Diana’s side for the moment. He could change any time. And so could Nick—Nick could vote with Diana one day, and then for no apparent reason vote with Faye the next. Nick was always an unknown factor.
  


  
    And so, a voice inside her whispered, are you.
  


  
    But that was ridiculous. Nothing—not even Faye—could make Cassie vote against Diana. Not when it really counted.
  


  
    Adam was talking in a low, thoughtful voice, as if he were trying to remember precisely. “It wasn’t off Cape Cod, it was farther north, closer to Boston. Everybody knows there are seventeen islands off Boston Bay; they’re all deserted and covered with weeds. Well, I found an eighteenth. It wasn’t like the others; it was flat and sandy and there was no sign that people had ever been there. And there was something strange about it. . . . I’d been to the place before, but I’d never seen it. It was as if my eyes had suddenly been opened after—” He stopped.
  


  
    Cassie, looking at the lamp’s reflection on Diana’s gleaming pine-board floor, felt as if she were smothering. She didn’t dare breathe until Adam went on, “—after working on the fishing boats all summer. But when I tried to head for the island, the tiller bucked, trying to keep me away or run me aground on the rocks. I had to wrestle with it to bring the boat in—and I had to call on Earth and Water or I’d never have made it. When I was finally safe I looked at the rocks and saw the wreckage of other boats. Anybody that had made it there before didn’t make it away again alive.” He took a deep, slow breath.
  


  
    “As soon as I stepped on the sand I could feel that the whole island was electric. I knew it was the place even before I saw the circle of stones in the middle. It was just the way Black John described it. Sea heather had grown up around the rocks, but the center was clear and that’s where I dug. About a minute later my shovel hit something hard.”
  


  
    “And then?” said Diana.
  


  
    “And then I pulled it out. I felt—I don’t know, dizzy, when I saw it. The sun was glittering on the sand and it sort of blinded me. Then I wrapped the skull up in my shirt and left. The island didn’t fight when I went; it was like a trap that had been sprung. That was—let’s see, September twenty-first. As soon as I got back to the Bay, I wanted to start up to New Salem, but I had some things to take care of. I couldn’t get started until the next day, and I knew I was going to be late for Kori’s initiation.” He paused and threw an apologetic glance toward Doug and Chris.
  


  
    They said nothing, but Cassie felt eyes flicker toward her. Kori’s initiation had become Cassie’s initiation, because on that morning Kori had been found dead at the bottom of the high-school steps.
  


  
    “Just what is the point of all this storytelling?” Faye asked, her husky voice bored. “Unless”—she straightened up, looking more interested—”you think the rest of the Master Tools may be on that island.”
  


  
    “I told you before,” Adam said. “There was nothing else there, Faye. Just the skull.”
  


  
    “And the point is that we need to know more about the skull,” Diana put in. “For better or worse, we’re stuck with it now. I don’t think we should put it back on the island—”
  


  
    “Put it back!” Faye exclaimed.
  


  
    “—where anybody might find it, now that the protective spell is broken. It’s not safe there. I don’t know if it will be safe anywhere.”
  


  
    “Well, now,” Faye murmured, looking sleepy. “If it’s too much trouble for you, I’ll be glad to take care of it.”
  


  
    Diana just shot her a look that said Faye was the last person she’d ask to take care of the skull. But, Cassie noticed with a sinking feeling, Faye’s heavy-lidded amber eyes were not fixed on Diana’s face. They were trained on the little gold key at Diana’s throat.
  


  
    There was a knock at the door.
  


  
    Cassie started, hard enough that Laurel turned around and looked at her in surprise. But it was only Diana’s father, who’d come home with a bulging briefcase in his hand.
  


  
    Mr. Meade looked around the crowded room in mild surprise, as if he didn’t quite know who all these people were. Cassie wondered suddenly how much he knew about the Circle.
  


  
    “Is everyone staying for dinner?” he asked Diana.
  


  
    “Oh—no,” Diana said, looking at a dainty white and gold clock on the nightstand. “I didn’t realize it was after seven, Dad. I’ll fix something quick.”
  


  
    He nodded, and after one more quick, uncertain glance around the room, left. Bedsprings creaked and clothing rustled as everyone else got up.
  


  
    “Tomorrow we can meet at school,” Melanie said. “But I’ve got to study tonight; this whole last week has been shot and I’ve got a biology test.”
  


  
    “Me too,” said Laurel.
  


  
    “I’ve got algebra homework,” Suzan offered, and Deborah muttered, “Meaning you’ve got a week’s worth of soap tapes in the VCR.”
  


  
    “All right, we’ll meet tomorrow,” Diana said. She walked downstairs with them. Faye managed to catch Cassie’s arm as the others were leaving, and she breathed in her ear, “Get it tonight. Call me and I’ll come and pick it up; then we’ll put it back before morning so she won’t notice it’s gone.”
  


  
    Cassie pulled her arm away rebelliously. But at the door, Faye gave her a meaningful look, and the flash in those amber eyes alarmed her. She stared at Faye a long moment, then nodded slightly.
  


  
    “Do you want me to stay?” Adam was saying to Diana.
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said quickly, before Diana could answer. They looked at her, startled, and she said, “I’ll stay and help make dinner, if it’s all right, Diana. I told my grandma and my mom I’d be gone and they’ve probably already eaten by now.”
  


  
    Diana’s graciousness rose to the fore. “Oh—of course you can stay, then,” she said. “We’ll be fine, Adam.”
  


  
    “Okay.” Adam gave Cassie a keen glance, which she returned woodenly. He went out, following Chris and Doug into the darkness. The flicker of a match up ahead showed where Nick was. Cassie looked up at the night sky, which glittered brashly with stars but not a trace of moon, and then stepped back as Diana shut the door.
  


  
    Dinner was quiet, with Mr. Meade sitting there, leafing through a newspaper, occasionally glancing up over his reading glasses at the two girls. Afterward they went back up to Diana’s room. Cassie realized she needed to stall.
  


  
    “You know, you never told me about that print,” she said, pointing. Decorating Diana’s walls were six art prints. Five of them were very similar, black and white with a slightly old-fashioned look. Diana had told her they were pictures of Greek goddesses: Aphrodite, the beautiful but fickle goddess of love; Artemis, the fierce virgin huntress; Hera, the imperious queen of the gods; Athena, the calm gray-eyed goddess of wisdom; and Persephone, who loved flowers and all growing things.
  


  
    But the last print was different. It was in color, and the style was more abstract, more modern. It showed a young woman standing beneath a starry sky, while a crescent moon shone silver down on her flowing hair. She was wearing a simple white garment, cut high to show a garter on her thigh. On her upper arm was a silver cuff-bracelet, and on her head was a thin circlet with a crescent moon, horns upward.
  


  
    It was the outfit Diana wore at meetings of the Circle.
  


  
    “Who is she?” Cassie said, staring at the beautiful girl in the print.
  


  
    “Diana,” Diana said wryly. Cassie turned to her, and she smiled. “The goddess Diana,” she added. “Not the Roman Diana; another one. She’s older than all the Greek goddesses, and she was different from them. She was a Great Goddess; she ruled everything. She was goddess of the night and the moon and the stars—there’s a story that once she turned all the stars into mice to impress the witches on earth. So they made her Queen of the Witches.”
  


  
    Cassie grinned. “I think it would take more than that to impress Faye.”
  


  
    “Probably. Some people say that her legend was based on an actual person, who taught magic and was a champion of poor women. Other people say she was first a Sun Goddess, but then she got chased out by male Sun Gods and turned to the night. The Romans got her confused with the Greek goddess Artemis—you know, the huntress—but she was much more than that. Anyway, she’s always been Queen of the Witches.”
  


  
    “Like you,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Diana laughed and shook her head. “I may not always be leader,” she said. “It all depends on what happens between now and November tenth. That’s the day of the leadership vote.”
  


  
    “Why November tenth?”
  


  
    “It’s my birthday—Faye’s too, coincidentally. You have to be seventeen to be permanent leader, and that’s when we both will be.”
  


  
    Cassie was surprised. Diana was still only sixteen, like her? She always seemed so mature, and she was a senior. But it was even stranger that Faye was so young, and that the cousins had the same birthday.
  


  
    She looked at Diana, sitting there on the bed. As beautiful as the girl in the last print was, Diana was more beautiful. With hair that indescribable color, like sunlight and moonlight woven together, and a face like a flower, and eyes like green jewels, Diana resembled something from a fairy tale or legend more than a real person. But the goodness and—well, purity that shone out of Diana’s eyes were very real indeed, Cassie thought. Cassie was proud to be her friend.
  


  
    Then the light flashed on the gold key around Diana’s neck and she remembered what she was there to do.
  


  
    I can’t, Cassie thought, as her stomach plummeted giddily. She could feel the slow, sick pounding of her heart. Right this minute around her own neck was hanging the crescent-moon necklace that Diana had given her at her initiation. How could she steal from Diana, deceive Diana?
  


  
    But she’d been through all that before. There was no way out. Faye would do exactly what she had threatened—Cassie knew that. The only way to save Diana was to deceive her.
  


  
    It’s for her own good, Cassie told herself. So just stop thinking about it. Do what you have to and get it over with.
  


  
    “Cassie? You look upset.”
  


  
    “I—” Cassie started to say, no, of course not, and change the subject the way she usually did when somebody caught her daydreaming. But then she had an idea. “I don’t really feel like going home alone,” she said, grimacing. “It’s not just the walk—it’s that house. It creaks and rattles all night long and sometimes I can’t even get to sleep. Especially if I’m thinking about . . . about . . .”
  


  
    “Is that all?” Diana said, smiling. “Well, that’s easy to take care of. Sleep here.” Cassie was stricken at how easily Diana made the offer. “And if you’re worried about the skull,” Diana went on, “you can stop. It’s not going anywhere, and it’s not going to do anything more to hurt people. I promise.”
  


  
    Cassie’s face flamed and she had to struggle not to look at the cabinet. She would never have mentioned the skull herself: she couldn’t have gotten the word out. “Okay,” she said, trying to keep her voice normal. “Thanks. I’ll call my mom and tell her I’m staying over.”
  


  
    “We can drive to your house so you can get dressed in the morning—I’ll check on the guest room.” As Diana left, the voices in Cassie’s mind were rioting. You little sneak, they shouted at her. You nasty, weaselly, lying little traitor—
  


  
    Shut up! Cassie shouted back at them, with such force that they actually did shut up.
  


  
    She called her mother.
  


  
    “The guest room’s ready,” Diana said, reappearing as Cassie hung up the phone. “But if you get scared in the night you can come in here.”
  


  
    “Thanks,” Cassie said, genuinely grateful.
  


  
    “What are big sisters for?”
  


  
    They sat up and talked for a while, but neither of them had had much sleep the night before, and as the clock’s hands edged closer to ten they were both yawning.
  


  
    “I’ll take my bath tonight so you can have one in the morning,” Diana said. “The hot water doesn’t last long around here.”
  


  
    “Isn’t there a spell to take care of that?”
  


  
    Diana laughed and tossed a book to her. “Here, see if you can find one.”
  


  
    It was the Book of Shadows Diana had brought to Cassie’s initiation, the one that had been in Diana’s family since the first witches came to New Salem. The brittle yellow pages had a mildewy smell that made Cassie wrinkle her nose, but she was glad to have this chance to look at it. Toward the beginning of the book the writing was small and almost illegible, but further on it became stylized and beautiful, like copperplate. Different authors, Cassie thought, different generations. The Post-it notes and plastic flags on almost every page were the work of the current generation.
  


  
    It was full of spells, descriptions of coven meetings, rituals, and stories. Cassie pored over it, her eyes moving in fascination from one title to the next. Some of the spells seemed quaint and archaic; others were like something out of a modern pop-psychology book. Some were just timeless.
  


  
    A Charm to Cure a Sickly Child, she read. To Make Hens Lay. For Protection Against Fire and Water. To Overcome a Bad Habit. To Cast Out Fear and Malignant Emotions. To Find Treasure. To Change Your Luck. To Turn Aside Evil.
  


  
    A Talisman For Strength caught her eye.
  


  
    Take a smooth and shapely rock, and upon one face carve the rising sun and a crescent moon, horns up. Upon the reverse, the words:
  


  
    
  


  
    Strength of stone
  


  
    Be in my bone
  


  
    Power of light
  


  
    Sustain my fight.
  


  
    
  


  
    I could use that, Cassie thought. She continued flipping through the pages. A Spell Against Contagious Disease. To Hold Evil Harmless. To Cause Dreams.
  


  
    And then, as if her guilty conscience had summoned it up, another spell appeared before her eyes. For an Untrue Lover.
  


  
    Standing in the light of a full moon, take a strand of the lover’s hair and tie knots in it, saying:
  


  
    
  


  
    No peace find
  


  
    No friend keep
  


  
    No lover bind
  


  
    No harvest reap
  


  
    
  


  
    No repose take
  


  
    No hunger feed
  


  
    No thirst slake
  


  
    No sorrow speed
  


  
    No debt pay
  


  
    No fear flee
  


  
    Rue the day
  


  
    You wronged me.
  


  
    
  


  
    Cassie’s pulse was fluttering in her wrists. Would anyone really put a curse like that on someone they loved, no matter how unfaithful?
  


  
    She was still staring at the page when there was a movement at the door. She shut the book hastily as Diana came in, hair wrapped in a towel turban. But her eyes were drawn instantly to the gold chain Diana was dropping on the nightstand. It lay there next to a round stone with a spiral pattern in it, gray swirled with pale blue and sprinkled with quartz crystals. The chalcedony rose that Diana had given to Adam, and that Adam had given to Cassie. Now it was back where it belonged, Cassie thought, and something around her heart went numb.
  


  
    “The bathroom’s all yours,” said Diana. “Here’s a nightgown—or do you want a T-shirt?”
  


  
    “A nightgown’s fine,” Cassie said. All the time she was washing up and changing she kept seeing the key. If only Diana would leave it there . . .
  


  
    It was still on the nightstand when she popped her head back in Diana’s room. Diana was already in bed.
  


  
    “Want me to shut the door?”
  


  
    “No,” Diana said, reaching up to turn out the light. “Just leave it open a bit. Good night.”
  


  
    “Good night, Diana.”
  


  
    But once in the guest room next door Cassie propped herself up on two pillows and lay staring at the ceiling. Strangely, it was almost peaceful, lying there and knowing that for the moment there was nothing she could do but wait. She could hear the sound of the ocean behind Diana’s house, now louder, now softer.
  


  
    She waited a long time, listening to the quiet sounds. She felt relaxed, until she thought about getting up—then her heart started to pound.
  


  
    At last she was sure Diana must be asleep. Now, she thought. If you don’t move now, you never will.
  


  
    Breath held, she shifted her weight in the bed and let her legs down. The hardwood floor creaked slightly as she crossed it, and she froze each time.
  


  
    Outside Diana’s door, she stood straining her ears. She could hear nothing. She put her hand on the door and slowly, by infinitesimal degrees, she pushed it open.
  


  
    Carefully, lungs burning because she was afraid to breathe too loud, she placed one foot inside the threshold and let her weight down on it.
  


  
    Diana was a dim shape on the bed. Please don’t let her eyes be open, Cassie thought. She had the horrible fantasy that Diana was just lying there staring at her. But as she took another slow, careful step inside, and another, she could see that Diana’s eyes were shut.
  


  
    Oh, God, Cassie thought. I have to breathe. She opened her mouth and exhaled and inhaled silently. Her heart was shaking her and she felt dizzy.
  


  
    Take tiny steps, she thought. She crept farther into the room until she was standing directly beside Diana.
  


  
    On the nightstand, just a few inches from Diana’s sleeping face, was the key.
  


  
    Feeling as if she was moving in slow motion, Cassie put her hand out, placed it flat on the key. She didn’t want to make any noise, but as she slid the necklace toward her, the chain rattled. She closed her fingers over it and held it tightly.
  


  
    Now to get away. She forced herself to creep, all the time looking over her shoulder at the bed—was Diana waking up?
  


  
    She reached the cabinet, and the little brass keyhole.
  


  
    Fit the key in. She was fumbling; her fingers felt clumsy as sausages. For a moment she panicked, thinking, what if it isn’t the right key after all? But at last she got it in and turned it.
  


  
    The lock clicked.
  


  
    Hot relief swept over Cassie. She’d done it. Now she had to get the skull and call Faye—and what if Faye didn’t answer? What if Diana’s father caught her phoning in the middle of the night, or if Diana woke up and found the skull missing . . .?
  


  
    But as she eased the cabinet door open the world blurred and went dark before her eyes.
  


  
    The hall light was shining into the cabinet. It was dim, but it was clear enough to show that all Cassie’s caution had been in vain, and all her fears about getting the skull to Faye were pointless.
  


  
    The cabinet was empty.
  


  
    Cassie never knew how long she stood there, unable to think or move. But at last she pushed the cabinet door shut with shaking hands and locked it.
  


  
    If it’s not here, then where is it? Where? she demanded frantically of herself.
  


  
    Don’t think about it now. Put the key back. Or do you want her to wake up while you’re standing here holding it?
  


  
    The journey back to Diana’s nightstand seemed to take forever, and her stomach ached is if someone were grinding a boot there. The key clinked as she replaced it on the nightstand and the chain stuck to her sweaty hand. But Diana’s breathing remained soft and even.
  


  
    Now get out, she ordered herself. She needed to be alone, to try and think. In her hurry to get away she forgot to be careful about placing her feet. A board creaked.
  


  
    Just keep going, never mind, she thought. Then she heard something that stopped her heart.
  


  
    A rustling from the bed. And then Diana’s voice.
  


  
    “Cassie?”
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 4


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  “Cassie? Is that you?”


  
    Sick dismay tingled down Cassie’s nerves. Then she heard her own voice saying, as she turned, “I—I was scared . . . I didn’t want to bother you . . .”
  


  
    “Oh, don’t be silly. Come lie down,” Diana said sleepily, patting the bed beside her and shutting her eyes again.
  


  
    It had worked. Cassie had gambled that Diana had just woken up that instant, and she’d been right. But Cassie felt as if she were reeling as she went over to the other side of the bed and got in, facing away from Diana.
  


  
    “No more nightmares,” Diana murmured.
  


  
    “No,” Cassie whispered. She could never get up now and call Faye, but she didn’t care. She was too tired of stress, of tension, of fear. And something deep inside her was glad that she hadn’t been able to go through with it tonight. She shut her eyes and listened to the roaring in her own ears until she fell asleep.
  


  
    In her dream she was on a ship. The deck was lifting and dropping beneath her, and waves rose up black over the sides. Lost, lost . . . What was lost? The ship? Yes, but something else, too. Lost forever . . . never find it now . . .
  


  
    Then the dream changed. She was sitting in a bright and sunny room. Her chair was low to the ground, its spindly wood back so uncomfortable that she had to sit up straight. Her clothes were uncomfortable too; a bonnet as close-fitting as a swimming cap, and something tight around her waist that scarcely let her breathe. On her lap was a book.
  


  
    Why, it was Diana’s Book of Shadows! But no, the cover was different, red leather instead of brown. As she leafed through it, she saw that the writing in the beginning was very similar, and the titles of some of the spells were the same as in Diana’s.
  


  
    A Charm to Cure a Sickly Child. To Make Hens Lay. For Protection Against Fire and Water. To Hold Evil Harmless.
  


  
    To Hold Evil Harmless!
  


  
    Her eyes moved swiftly across the words after it.
  


  
    Bury the evil object in good moist loam or sand, well covered. The healing power of the Earth will battle with the poison, and if the object be not too corrupt, it will be purified.
  


  
    Of course, Cassie thought. Of course.
  


  
    The dream was ebbing. She could feel Diana’s bed beneath her. But she could also hear a fading voice, calling a name. “Jacinth! Are you in there? Jacinth!”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie was awake.
  


  
    Diana’s blue curtains were incandescent with the sunlight they held back. There were cheerful pottering noises in the room. But all Cassie could think about was the dream.
  


  
    She must have read that spell in Diana’s Book of Shadows last night, absorbed it unconsciously as she was flipping through. But why remember it in such a weird way?
  


  
    It didn’t matter. The problem was solved, and Cassie was so happy that she felt like hugging her pillow. Of course, of course! Before the skull ceremony Diana had said the skull should be buried for purification—in moist sand. Adam had found it on the island buried in sand. Right below Diana’s back door was a whole beach of sand. Cassie could hear the ocean breaking on it this minute.
  


  
    The question was, could she find the exact place in the sand the skull was buried?
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Faye was in writing class. And she was furious.
  


  
    “I waited up all night,” she hissed, grabbing Cassie by the arm. “What happened?”
  


  
    “I couldn’t get it. It wasn’t there.”
  


  
    Faye’s golden eyes narrowed and the long red-tipped fingers on Cassie’s arm tightened. “You’re lying.”
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said. She cast an agonized glance around and then whispered, “I think I know where it is, but you have to give me time.”
  


  
    Faye was staring at her, those strange eyes raking hers. Then she relaxed slightly and smiled. “Of course, Cassie. All the time you need. Until Saturday.”
  


  
    “That may not be long enough—”
  


  
    “It’ll just have to be, won’t it?” Faye drawled. “Because after that I tell Diana.” She let go and Cassie walked to her own desk. There was nothing else to do.
  


  
    They had a minute of silence at the beginning of class for Mr. Fogle. Cassie spent the minute staring at her entwined fingers, thinking alternately of the dark rushing thing inside the skull and Doug Henderson’s tip-tilted blue-green eyes.
  


  
    At lunch there was a note taped on the glass door of the back room in the cafeteria. Outside in front, it said. Cassie turned from it and almost ran into Adam.
  


  
    He was approaching with a loaded tray, and he lifted it to stop her from knocking it all over him.
  


  
    “Whoa,” he said.
  


  
    Cassie flushed. But then, as they stood facing each other, she discovered a more serious problem. Adam’s smile had faded, she couldn’t stop flushing, and neither of them seemed to be going anywhere.
  


  
    Eyes in the cafeteria were on them. Talk about déjà vu, Cassie thought. Every time I’m in here I’m the center of attention.
  


  
    Finally, Adam made an abortive attempt to catch her elbow, stopped himself, and gestured her forward courteously. Cassie didn’t know how he did it, but Adam managed to carry off courtesy like no guy she had ever known. It seemed to come naturally to him.
  


  
    Girls looked up as they went by, some of them casting sideways glances at Adam. But these were different than the sideways glances Cassie had seen on the beach at Cape Cod. There, he’d been dressed in his scruffy fishing-boat clothes, and Portia’s girlfriends had averted their eyes in disdain. These glances were shy, or inviting, or hopeful. Adam just tossed an unruly strand of red hair off his forehead and smiled at them.
  


  
    Outside, the members of the Club were gathered on the steps. Even Nick was there. Cassie started toward them, and then a large shape bounded up and planted its front feet on her shoulders.
  


  
    “Raj, get down! What are you doing?” Adam yelled.
  


  
    A wet, warm tongue was lapping Cassie’s face. She tried to fend the dog off, grabbing for the fur at the back of his neck, and ended it by hugging him.
  


  
    “I think he’s just saying ‘hi,’” she gasped.
  


  
    “He’s usually so good about waiting just off campus until I get out of school. I don’t know why—” Adam broke off. “Raj, get down,” he muttered in a changed voice. “Now!” he said, and snapped his fingers.
  


  
    The lapping tongue withdrew, but the German shepherd stayed by Cassie’s side as she walked over to the steps. She patted the dog’s head.
  


  
    “Raj usually hates new people,” Sean observed as Cassie and Adam sat down. “So how come he always likes you so much?”
  


  
    Cassie could feel Faye’s mocking eyes on her and she shrugged uncomfortably, staring down into her lunch sack. Then something occurred to her: one of those witty comebacks she usually only thought of the next day.
  


  
    “Must be my new perfume. Eau de pot roast,” she said, and Laurel and Diana giggled. Even Suzan smirked.
  


  
    “All right, let’s get down to business,” Diana said then. “I brought us out here to make sure nobody’s listening. Anybody have any new ideas?”
  


  
    “Any one of us could have done it,” Melanie said quietly.
  


  
    “Only some of us had any reason to,” Adam replied.
  


  
    “Why?” said Laurel. “I mean, just because Mr. Fogle was obnoxious wasn’t a reason to murder him. And quit grinning like that, Doug, unless you really did do something.”
  


  
    “Maybe Fogle knew too much,” Suzan said unexpectedly. Everyone turned to her, but she went on unwrapping a Hostess cupcake without looking up.
  


  
    “So?” said Deborah at last. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
  


  
    “Well . . .” Suzan raised china-blue eyes to look around at the group. “Fogle always got here at the crack of dawn, didn’t he? And his office is right up there, isn’t it?” She nodded, and Cassie followed her gaze to a window on the second floor of the red-brick building. Then Cassie looked down the hill, to the bottom where Kori had been found.
  


  
    There was a pause, and then Diana said, “Oh, my God.”
  


  
    “What?” Chris demanded, looking around. Deborah scowled and Laurel blinked. Faye was chuckling.
  


  
    “She’s saying he might have seen Kori’s murderer,” Adam said. “And then whoever killed her, killed him to keep him from talking. But do we know he was here that morning?”
  


  
    Cassie was now staring from the second-story window to the chimney that rose from the school. It had been cold the morning they found Kori dead, and the principal had a fireplace in his office. Had there been smoke rising from the chimney that morning?
  


  
    “You know,” she said softly to Diana, “I think he was here.”
  


  
    “Then that could be it,” Laurel said excitedly. “And it would mean it couldn’t have been one of us who killed him—because whoever killed him killed Kori, too. And none of us would have done that.”
  


  
    Diana was looking vastly relieved, and there were nods around the Circle. A little voice inside Cassie was trying to say something, but she pushed it down.
  


  
    Nick, however, had his lip curled. “And who besides one of us would have been able to drop an avalanche on somebody?”
  


  
    “Anybody with a stick or a crowbar,” Deborah snapped. “Those rocks on the cliff at Devil’s Cove are just piled up any old way. An outsider could’ve done it easy. So it’s back to the question of which of them did it—if we have to ask anymore.” There was a hunting light in her face, and Chris and Doug were looking eager.
  


  
    “You leave Sally alone until we figure this out,” Diana said flatly.
  


  
    “And Jeffrey,” Faye added throatily, with a meaningful look. Deborah glared at her, then at last dropped her eyes.
  


  
    “Now that we’ve got that solved, I have a real problem to talk about,” Suzan said, brushing crumbs off the front of her sweater, an interesting process which Sean and the Hendersons watched avidly. “Homecoming is in less than two weeks, and I haven’t figured out who to ask yet. And I haven’t even got any shoes . . .”
  


  
    The meeting degenerated, and shortly after that the bell rang.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    “Who are you going to ask to Homecoming?” Laurel asked Cassie that afternoon. They were driving home from school with Diana and Melanie.
  


  
    “Oh . . .” Cassie was taken aback. “I haven’t thought about it. I—I’ve never asked a guy to a dance in my life.”
  


  
    “Well, now’s the time to start,” Melanie said. “Usually the outsiders don’t ask us—they’re a little scared. But you can have any guy you want; just pick him and tell him to show up.”
  


  
    “Just like that?”
  


  
    “Yep,” Laurel said cheerfully. “Like that. Of course, Melanie and I don’t usually ask guys who’re together with somebody. But Faye and Suzan . . .” She rolled her eyes. “They like picking guys who’re taken.”
  


  
    “I’ve noticed,” Cassie said. There was no question about whom Diana went to dances with. “What about Deborah?”
  


  
    “Oh, Deb usually just goes stag,” said Laurel. “She and the Hendersons hang out, playing cards and stuff in the boiler room. And Sean just goes from girl to girl to girl; none of them like him, but they’re all too scared not to dance with him. You’ll see it there; it’s funny.”
  


  
    “I probably won’t see it,” Cassie said. The idea of walking up to some guy and ordering him to escort her was simply unthinkable. Impossible, even if she was a witch. She might as well tell everybody now and let them get used to it. “I probably won’t go. I don’t like dances much.”
  


  
    “But you have to go,” Laurel said, dismayed, and Diana said, “It’s the most fun—really, Cassie. Look, let’s go to my house right now and talk about guys you can ask.”
  


  
    “No, I’ve got to go straight home,” Cassie said quickly. She had to go home because she had to look for the skull. Faye’s words had been ringing in the back of her mind all day, and now they drowned out Diana’s voice. All the time you need—until Saturday. “Please just drop me off at my house.”
  


  
    In silence that was bewildered and a little hurt, Diana complied.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    All that week, Cassie looked for the skull.
  


  
    She looked on the beach where her initiation had been held, where stumps of candles and pools of melted wax could still be seen half buried in the sand. She looked on the beach below Diana’s house, among the eelgrass and driftwood. She looked up and down the bluffs, walking on the dunes each afternoon and evening. It made sense that Diana would have marked the place somehow, but with what kind of mark? Any bit of flotsam or jetsam on the sand could be it.
  


  
    As each day went by she got more and more worried. She’d been so sure she could find it; it was just a matter of looking. But now it seemed she’d looked at every inch of beach for miles, and all she’d found was sea wrack and a few old beer bottles.
  


  
    On Saturday morning she stepped out of the front door to see a bright-red car circling in the cul-de-sac a little past her grandmother’s house. There was no building at the very point of the headland where the road dead-ended, but the car was circling there. As Cassie stood in the doorway, it turned and cruised slowly by her house. It was Faye’s Corvette ZR1, and Faye was in it, one languid arm drooping out of the window.
  


  
    As she went by Cassie, Faye raised her hand and held up one finger, its long nail gleaming even redder than the car’s paint job. Then she turned and mouthed a single word at Cassie.
  


  
    Sunset.
  


  
    She went cruising on without a backward look. Cassie stared after her.
  


  
    Cassie knew what she meant. By sunset, either Cassie brought the skull to Faye, or Faye told Diana.
  


  
    I have to find it, Cassie thought. I don’t care if I have to sift through every square inch of sand from here to the mainland. I have to find it.
  


  
    But that day was just like the others. She crawled on her knees over the beach near the initiation site, getting sand inside her jeans, in her shoes. She found nothing.
  


  
    The ocean rolled and roared beside her, the smell of salt and decaying seaweed filled her nostrils. As the sun slipped farther and farther down in the west, the crescent moon over the ocean glowed brighter. Cassie was exhausted and terrified, and she was giving up hope.
  


  
    Then, as the sky was darkening, she saw the ring of stones.
  


  
    She’d passed by them a dozen times before. They were bonfire stones, stained black with charcoal. But what were they doing so close to the waterline? At high tide, Cassie thought, they’d be covered. She knelt beside them and touched the sand in their center.
  


  
    Moist.
  


  
    With fingers that trembled slightly, she dug there. Dug deeper and deeper until her fingertips touched something hard.
  


  
    She dug around it, feeling the curve of its shape, until she had loosened enough sand to lift it out. It was shockingly heavy and covered with a thin white cloth. Cassie didn’t need to remove the cloth to know what it was.
  


  
    She felt like hugging it.
  


  
    She’d done it! She’d found the skull, and now she could take it to Faye. . . .
  


  
    The feeling of triumph died inside her. Faye. Could she really take the skull to Faye?
  


  
    All the time she’d been looking for it, finding it hadn’t been real to her. She hadn’t thought further than simply getting her hands on it.
  


  
    Now that she was actually holding it, now that the possibility was before her . . . she couldn’t do it.
  


  
    The thought of those hooded golden eyes examining it, of those fingers with their long red nails gripping it, made Cassie feel sick. An image flitted through her mind, of a golden-eyed falcon with its talons extended. A bird of prey.
  


  
    She couldn’t go through with it.
  


  
    But then what about Diana? Cassie’s head bent in exhaustion, in defeat. She didn’t know what to do about Diana. She didn’t know how to solve anything. All she knew was that she couldn’t hand the skull over to Faye.
  


  
    There was a throat-clearing sound behind her.
  


  
    “I knew you could do it,” Faye said in her husky voice as Cassie, still on her knees, spun around to look. “I had complete faith in you, Cassie. And now my faith is justified.”
  


  
    “How did you know?” Cassie was on her feet. “How did you know where I was?”
  


  
    Faye smiled. “I told you I have friends who see a lot. One of them just brought me the news.”
  


  
    “It doesn’t matter,” Cassie said, forcibly calming herself. “You can’t have it, Faye.”
  


  
    “That’s where you’re wrong. I do have it. I’m stronger than you are, Cassie,” Faye said. And as she stood there on a little dune above Cassie, tall and stunning in black pants and a loose-knit scarlet top, Cassie knew it was true. “I’m taking the skull now. You can run to Diana if you want, but you’ll be too late.”
  


  
    Cassie stared at her a long minute, breathing quickly. Then she said, “No. I’m coming with you.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “I’m coming with you.” In contrast to Faye, Cassie was small. And she was dirty and disheveled, with sand in every crease of her clothes and under her fingernails, but she was relentless. “You said you only wanted the skull to ‘look at it for a while.’ That was the reason I agreed to get it for you. Well, now I’ve found it, but I’m not going to leave you alone with it. I’m going with you. I want to watch.”
  


  
    Faye’s black eyebrows, curved like a raven’s wings, lifted higher. “So voyeurism’s your idea of fun.”
  


  
    “No, it’s yours—or your friends’, rather,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Faye chuckled. “You’re not such a spineless mouse after all, are you?” she said. “All right; come. You might find it’s more fun to join in than to watch, anyway.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Faye shut the bedroom door behind Cassie. Then she went and took something out of the closet. It was a comforter, not rose-patterned like the one on the bed, but red satin.
  


  
    “My spare,” Faye said, with an arch smile. “For special occasions.” She shook it out over the bed, then went around the room lighting candles that gave off pungent, heady scents. Then she opened a velvet-lined box.
  


  
    Cassie stared. Inside was a jumble of loose stones, some polished, some uncut. They were dark green and amethyst, black, sulfur-yellow, pale pink and cloudy orange.
  


  
    “Find the red ones,” Faye said.
  


  
    Cassie’s fingers were itching to get into them anyway. She began to sort through the rainbow clutter.
  


  
    “Those garnets are good,” Faye said, approving some burgundy-colored stones. “And carnelians, too, if they’re not too orange. Now let me see: fire opal for passion, red jasper for stability. And one black onyx for surrendering to your shadow self.” She smiled strangely at Cassie, who stiffened.
  


  
    Undisturbed, Faye arranged the stones in a circle on the comforter. Then she turned off the lamp and the room was lit only by the candles.
  


  
    “Now,” Faye said, “for our guest.”
  


  
    Cassie thought that was an odd way to put it, and there was a sinking in her stomach as Faye opened the backpack. She’d promised herself that she would keep Faye from doing anything too terrible with the skull—but how?
  


  
    “Just what are you planning to do with it?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.
  


  
    “Just scrying,” murmured Faye, but she wasn’t paying much attention to Cassie. She was gazing down as she slowly peeled the wet, sandy white cloth away to reveal the glittering dome of the crystal skull. As Cassie watched, Faye lifted the skull up to eye level, cradling it in red-tipped fingers. Reflections of the candle flames danced in the depths of the crystal.
  


  
    “Ah,” said Faye. “Hello there.” She was gazing into the empty eyesockets as if looking at a lover. She bent forward and lightly kissed the grinning quartz teeth.
  


  
    Then she put the skull in the center of the ring of gems.
  


  
    Cassie swallowed. The sinking feeling was getting worse and worse; she felt sicker and sicker. “Faye, shouldn’t you have a ring of candles, too? What if—”
  


  
    “Don’t be silly. Nothing’s going to happen. I just want to see what this fellow’s all about,” Faye murmured.
  


  
    Cassie didn’t believe it.
  


  
    “Faye . . .” She was starting to panic. This was a bad idea, this had always been a bad idea. She wasn’t strong enough to stop Faye from anything. She didn’t even know what Faye was doing.
  


  
    “Faye, don’t you need to prepare—”
  


  
    “Be quiet,” Faye said sharply. She was hovering over the skull, gazing down into it, half reclining on the bed.
  


  
    It was all happening too fast. And it wasn’t safe. Cassie felt sure of that now. She could feel a darkness welling up inside the skull.
  


  
    “Faye, what are you doing with it?”
  


  
    More darkness, rising up like the sea. How could Faye be this powerful, to raise it from the skull so quickly? And all by herself, without a coven to back her up?
  


  
    The star ruby at Faye’s throat winked, and for the first time Cassie noticed matching gems on Faye’s fingers. All these red stones—to heighten the energy of the ritual? To enhance the power of the witch—or the skull?
  


  
    “Faye!”
  


  
    “Shut up!” said Faye. She leaned farther over the skull, lips parted, her breath coming quickly. Cassie could almost see the darkness in the skull, swirling, rising like smoke.
  


  
    Don’t look at it! Don’t give it any more power! the voice in her head cried. Cassie stared instead at Faye, urgently.
  


  
    “Faye, whatever you’re doing—it’s not what you think! It’s not safe!”
  


  
    “Leave me alone!”
  


  
    Swirling, rising, higher and higher. The darkness had been thin and transparent at first, but now it was thick and oily. Cassie wouldn’t look at it, but she could feel it. It was almost at the top of the skull, uncoiling, wheeling.
  


  
    “Faye, look out!”
  


  
    The black-haired girl was directly over the skull, directly in the way of the rising dark. Cassie grabbed her, pulling at her.
  


  
    But Faye was strong. Snarling something incoherent, she tried to shake Cassie off. Cassie threw one glance at the skull. It seemed to be grinning wildly at her, the smoke corkscrewing inside it.
  


  
    “Faye,” she screamed, and wrenched at the other girl’s shoulders.
  


  
    They both fell backward. At the same instant, out of the corner of her eye, Cassie saw the darkness break free.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 5


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  “You stupid outsider,” Faye screeched, twisting away from Cassie. “It was just getting started—now you’ve ruined everything!”


  
    Cassie lay on her back, gasping. Then she pointed shakily, sitting up.
  


  
    “That’s what I ruined,” she said, her voice soft from lack of breath, and from fear. Faye looked up at the ceiling, at the dark, charred circle on the white plaster.
  


  
    “It was coming right at you,” Cassie said, too unnerved to yell, or even to be angry. “Didn’t you see it?”
  


  
    Faye just looked at her, black lashes heavy over speculative golden eyes. Then she looked at the skull.
  


  
    Cassie leaned over and covered the skull with the cloth.
  


  
    “What are you doing?”
  


  
    “I’m taking it back,” Cassie said, still breathless. “Diana was right. I was right, if I’d listened to myself. It’s too dangerous to handle.”
  


  
    She expected Faye to explode, possibly even to fight her. But Faye looked up at the stain on the ceiling and said musingly, “I think it’s just a matter of more protection. If we could capture that energy—channel it . . .”
  


  
    “You’re crazy,” Cassie told her bluntly. “And,” she added, “our deal is finished. I did what you asked: I brought you the skull. You used it and you almost got killed. So now it’s over.”
  


  
    Faye’s lazy expression disappeared. “Oh, no, Cassie,” she said. The hint of a smile curved her lips, but her eyes were predatory. Ruthless. “It’s only starting. Don’t you see?” She began to laugh. “You’re more my captive now than ever. It’s not just Adam anymore—now I can tell Diana about this. How do you think the Princess of Purity is going to feel when she finds out her ‘little sister’ stole the skull? And then brought it to me to use?” Faye laughed harder, seeming delighted. “Oh, Cassie, you should see your face.”
  


  
    Cassie felt as if she were smothering. What Faye said was true. If Diana found out that Cassie had dug up the skull—that Cassie had lied to her—that the whole story last Sunday about being too scared to go home had been a trick . . .
  


  
    Just as it had the last time she’d stood in this room, Cassie felt her spirit, her will, draining away. She was more trapped than ever. She was lost.
  


  
    “You take the skull back now,” Faye said, as if it had been entirely her idea. “And later—well, I’ll think of something else I want from you. In the meanwhile, you just keep yourself available.”
  


  
    I hate you, Cassie thought with impotent rage. But Faye was ignoring Cassie completely, bending to pick up the bristling kittens, one gray and one orange, which had crawled out from under the dust ruffle. The vampire kittens, Cassie remembered distractedly—the ones with a taste for human blood. Apparently even they hadn’t liked this business with the skull.
  


  
    “What about that?” Cassie said, pointing at the dark stain on Faye’s ceiling. “Don’t you feel at all responsible about letting it loose? It could be out killing somebody—”
  


  
    “I doubt it,” Faye said, and shrugged negligently. “But we’ll just have to wait and see, I suppose.” She stroked the orange kitten and its fur began to lie flat again.
  


  
    Cassie could only stare at her, tears rising to her eyes. She’d thought she could control Faye, but she’d been wrong. And right now the new dark energy could be doing anything, and she was helpless to stop it.
  


  
    You could tell Diana, an inner voice, the core voice, whispered, but Cassie didn’t even pretend to listen. She could never tell Diana now; that chance was over. Things had gone far too far with Faye.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    “Cassie, are you nervous about something?” Laurel had paused with the white-handled knife in her hand.
  


  
    “Me? No. Why?” Cassie said, feeling every moment as if she might jump out of her skin.
  


  
    “You just seem kind of jittery.” Laurel gently snicked the knife through the base of the small witch-hazel bush. “Now, this won’t hurt a bit . . . you’ve got plenty of roots down there to grow back from . . .” she murmured soothingly. “It’s not about Homecoming, is it?” she asked, looking up again.
  


  
    “No, no,” Cassie said. She hadn’t even thought about Homecoming this week. She couldn’t think about anything except the dark energy. Each day she expected to hear about some new disaster.
  


  
    But today was Thursday, and nothing had happened yet. No avalanches, no bodies found, nobody even missing. Oh, if only she could let herself believe that nothing would happen. The energy she and Faye had released had been small—she felt sure of that now—and maybe it had just evaporated. Cassie felt a delicious peace steal through her at the thought.
  


  
    Laurel had moved over to a clump of thyme. “It’s not too late to change your mind about coming,” she said. “And I wish you would. Dancing is very witchy—and it’s Nature. It’s like one of our incantations:
  


  
    
  


  
    “Man to woman, woman to man,
  


  
    Ever since the world began.
  


  
    Heart to heart, and hand to hand,
  


  
    Ever since the world began.”
  


  
    
  


  
    She added, looking up at Cassie thoughtfully, “Wasn’t there some guy you met over the summer that you were interested in? We could do a spell to pull him here—”
  


  
    “No!” said Cassie. “I mean, I really don’t want to go to Homecoming, Laurel. I just—I wouldn’t be comfortable.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” Laurel said. For an instant Cassie thought it was addressed to her, but Laurel was now talking to the thyme. “I’m sorry I needed part of the root, too, but I brought this to help you grow back,” she went on, tucking a pink crystal into the soil. “That reminds me, have you found your working crystal yet?” she said to Cassie.
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said. She thought of the jumble of crystals in Faye’s box. She’d liked handling them, but none of them had stood out as hers, as the one she needed as a witch.
  


  
    “Don’t worry, you will,” Laurel assured her. “It’ll just turn up one day, and you’ll know.” She stood up with the thyme plant in her hand. “All right, let’s go inside and I’ll show you how to make an infusion. Nobody should fool around with herbs unless they know exactly what they’re doing. And if you change your mind about Homecoming, thyme soup helps overcome shyness.”
  


  
    Cassie cast a look around the great wide world, as she always did now, checking for the dark energy, then she followed Laurel.
  


  
    The next day, in American history class, Diana sneezed.
  


  
    Ms. Lanning stopped talking and said, “Bless you” absently. Cassie scarcely noticed it at the time. But then, at the end of class, Diana sneezed again, and kept sneezing. Cassie looked at her. Diana’s eyes were pink and watery. Her nose was getting pink, too, as she rubbed it with a Kleenex.
  


  
    That night, instead of going to the Homecoming game, Diana stayed at home in bed. Cassie, who knew nothing about football and was only yelling when everybody else yelled, worried about her in some back corner of her mind. It couldn’t have anything to do with the dark energy, could it?
  


  
    “Applaud,” Laurel said, nudging her. “For the Homecoming Queen. Sally really looks almost pretty, doesn’t she?”
  


  
    “I guess,” Cassie said, applauding mechanically. “Laurel, how come one of us isn’t Homecoming Queen? Instead of an outsider?”
  


  
    “Diana didn’t want to be,” Laurel said succinctly. “And Deb and the others think it’s too goody-goody. But from the way Jeffrey Lovejoy’s looking at Sally, I’d say Faye made a mistake. She told Jeff to come to the dance with her, but he’d already asked Sally and he’s a fighter. It’ll be interesting to see who gets him.”
  


  
    “You can tell me all about it,” Cassie said. “I saw the last fight between Faye and Sally; this one I can miss.”
  


  
    But it didn’t turn out that way.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie was in the herb garden when the phone call came. She had to go through the kitchen and into the new wing of the house to get to the telephone.
  


  
    “Hello, Cassie?” The voice was so muted and stuffed-up it was almost unrecognizable. “It’s Diana.”
  


  
    Fear crinkled up Cassie’s backbone. The dark energy . . . “Oh, Diana, are you all right?”
  


  
    There was a burst of muffled laughter. “Don’t panic. I’m not dying. It’s just a bad cold.”
  


  
    “You sound awful.”
  


  
    “I know. I’m completely miserable, and I can’t go to the dance tonight, and I called to ask you a favor.”
  


  
    Cassie froze with a sudden intuition. Her mouth opened, and then shut again silently. But Diana was going on.
  


  
    “Jeffrey called Faye to tell her he’s going with Sally after all, and Faye is livid. So when she heard I was sick, she called to say she would go with Adam, because she knew I would want him to go even if I couldn’t. And I do; I don’t want him to miss it just because of me. So I told her she couldn’t because I’d already asked you to go with him.”
  


  
    “Why?” Cassie blurted, and then thought, Ask a stupid question . . .
  


  
    “Because Faye is on the prowl,” Diana said patiently. “And she likes Adam, and the mood she’s in tonight, she’ll try anything. That’s the one thing I couldn’t stand, Cassie, for her to get her hands on Adam. I just couldn’t.”
  


  
    Cassie looked around for something to sit down on.
  


  
    “But Diana . . . I don’t even have a dress. I’m all muddy. . . .”
  


  
    “You can go over to Suzan’s. All the other girls are there. They’ll take care of you.”
  


  
    “But . . .” Cassie shut her eyes. “Diana, you just don’t understand. I can’t. I—”
  


  
    “Oh, Cassie, I know it’s a lot to ask. But I don’t know who else to turn to. And if Faye goes after Adam . . .”
  


  
    It was the first time Cassie had ever heard such a forlorn note in Diana’s voice. She sounded on the verge of tears. Cassie pressed a hand to her forehead. “Okay. Okay, I’ll do it. But—”
  


  
    “Thank you, Cassie! Now go right to Suzan’s—I’ve talked with her and Laurel and Melanie. They’ll fix you up. I’m going to call Adam and tell him.”
  


  
    And that, Cassie thought helplessly, was one conversation she thought she could miss too.
  


  
    Maybe Adam would get them out of it somehow, she thought as she drove the Rabbit up Suzan’s driveway. But she doubted it. When Diana made her mind up about something, she was immovable.
  


  
    Suzan’s house had columns. Cassie’s mother said it was bad Greek Revival, but Cassie secretly thought it was impressive. The inside was imposing too, and Suzan’s bedroom was in a class by itself.
  


  
    It was all the colors of the sea: sand, shell, pearl, periwinkle. The headboard on Suzan’s bed was shaped like a giant scalloped shell. But what caught Cassie’s eye were the mirrors—she’d never seen so many mirrors in one place.
  


  
    “Cassie!” Laurel burst in just behind her, making Cassie turn in surprise. “I’ve got it!” Laurel announced triumphantly to the other girls, holding up a plastic-draped hanger. Inside Cassie glimpsed some pale, gleaming material.
  


  
    “It’s a dress Granny Quincey got me this summer—but I haven’t worn it and I never will. It’s not my style, but it’ll be perfect on you, Cassie.”
  


  
    “Oh, God,” was all Cassie could think of to say. She’d changed her mind; she couldn’t do this after all. “Laurel—thanks—but I might ruin it . . .”
  


  
    “Don’t let her talk,” Melanie ordered from the other side of the room. “Stick her in a bath; she needs one.”
  


  
    “That way,” Suzan said, gesturing with splayed fingers. “I can’t do anything until my nails are dry, but all the stuff’s in there.”
  


  
    “Beauty bath mix,” Laurel gloated, examining the assortment of bottles on the gilt shelves in Suzan’s bathroom. There were all kinds of bottles, some with wide necks and some with long narrow necks, green and deep glowing blue. “Here, this is great: thyme, mint, rosemary, and lavender. It smells wonderful, and it’s tranquilizing, too.” She scattered bright-colored dried flowers in the steaming water. “Now get in and scrub. Oh, this is good,” she went on, sniffing at another bottle. “Chamomile hair rinse—it brightens hair, brings out the highlights. Use it!”
  


  
    Cassie obeyed dazedly. She felt as if she’d just been inducted into boot camp.
  


  
    When she got back to the bedroom, Melanie directed her to sit down and hold a hot washcloth on her face. “It’s ‘a fragrant resin redolent with the mysterious virtues of tropical balms,’” Melanie said, reading from a Book of Shadows. “It ‘renders the complexion clear and brilliant’—and it really does, too. So hold this on your face while I do your hair.”
  


  
    “Melanie’s wonderful with hair,” Laurel volunteered as Cassie gamely buried her face in the washcloth.
  


  
    “Yes, but I’m not going to give her a do,” Melanie said critically. “I’m just making it soft and natural, waving back from her face. Plug in those hot rollers, Suzan.”
  


  
    While Melanie worked, Cassie could hear Laurel and Deborah arguing in the depths of Suzan’s walk-in closet.
  


  
    “Suzan,” Laurel shouted. “I never saw so many pairs of shoes in my life. What do you do with them all?”
  


  
    “I don’t know. I just like buying them. Which is lucky for people who want to borrow them,” Suzan called back.
  


  
    “Now, let’s get you into the dress,” Melanie said, some time later. “No, don’t look, not yet. Come over to the vanity and Suzan will do your makeup.”
  


  
    Feebly, Cassie tried to protest as Melanie whipped a towel around her neck. “That’s all right. I can do it myself—”
  


  
    “No, you want Suzan to do it,” Laurel said, emerging from the closet. “I promise, Cassie; just wait and see.”
  


  
    “But I don’t wear much makeup—I won’t look like me . . .”
  


  
    “Yes, you will. You’ll look more like you.”
  


  
    “Well, somebody decide, for heaven’s sake,” Suzan said, standing by in a kimono and waving a powder puff impatiently. “I’ve got myself to do, too, you know.”
  


  
    Cassie yielded and sat on a stool, facing Suzan. “Hm,” said Suzan, turning Cassie’s face this way and that. “Hmm.”
  


  
    The next half hour was filled with bewildering instructions. “Look up,” Suzan commanded, wielding a brown eyeliner pencil. “Look down. See, this will give you doe eyes,” she went on, “and nobody will even be able to tell you’re wearing anything. Now a little almond shadow . . .” She dipped a small brush in powder and blew off the excess. “Now just a little midnight blue in the crease to make you look mysterious . . .”
  


  
    Eyes shut, Cassie relaxed. This was fun. She felt even more decadent and pampered when Laurel said, “I’ll take care of your nails.”
  


  
    “What are you using?” Cassie asked trustingly.
  


  
    “Witch-hazel infusion and Chanel Flamme Rose polish,” Laurel replied, and they both giggled.
  


  
    “Don’t jolt my hand,” Suzan said crossly. “Now suck in your cheeks like a fish. Stop laughing. You’ve got great cheekbones, I’m just going to bring them out a little. Now go like this; I’m going to put Roseglow on your lips.”
  


  
    When at last she sat back to survey her work, the other girls gathered around, even Deborah.
  


  
    “And finally,” Suzan said, “just a drop of magnet perfume here, and here, and here.” She touched the hollow of Cassie’s throat, her earlobes, and her wrists with something that smelled wild and exotic and wonderful.
  


  
    “What is it?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    “Mignonette, tuberose, and ylang-ylang,” Suzan said. “It makes you irresistible. And I should know.”
  


  
    Alarm lanced through Cassie suddenly, but before she had time to think, Laurel was turning her, loosening the towel around her neck. “Wait, don’t look until you’ve got your shoes on. . . . Now!” Laurel said jubilantly. “Look at that!”
  


  
    Cassie opened her eyes and drew in her breath. Then, scarcely knowing what she was doing, she moved closer to the full-length mirror, to the lovely stranger reflected there. She could hardly resist reaching out to touch the glass with her fingertips.
  


  
    The girl in the mirror had fine, light-brown hair waving softly back from her face. The highlights shimmered when Cassie moved her head, so it must be her—but it couldn’t be, Cassie thought. Her eyes didn’t have that dreamy, mysterious aura. Her skin didn’t have that dewy glow, and she didn’t blush that way, to bring out her cheekbones. And her lips definitely didn’t have that breathless ready-to-be-kissed look.
  


  
    “It’s the lipstick,” Suzan explained. “Don’t smudge it.”
  


  
    “It’s possible,” said Melanie, “that you’ve gone too far, Suzan.”
  


  
    “Do you like the dress?” Laurel asked. “It’s the perfect length, just short enough, but still romantic.”
  


  
    The girl in the mirror, the one with the delicate bones and the swan’s neck, turned from side to side. The dress was silvery and shimmering, like yards of starlight, and it made Cassie feel like a princess. Suzan’s shoes, appropriately, looked like glass slippers.
  


  
    “Oh, thank you!” Cassie said, whirling to look at the other girls. “I mean—I don’t know how to say thank you. I mean—I finally look like a witch!”
  


  
    They burst into laughter, except Deborah, who threw a disgusted glance at the ceiling. Cassie hugged Laurel, and then, impulsively, hugged Suzan, too.
  


  
    “Well, you are a witch,” Suzan said reasonably. “I’ll show you how to do it yourself if you want.”
  


  
    Cassie felt something like humility. She’d thought Suzan was just an airhead, but it wasn’t true. Suzan loved beauty and was generous about sharing it with other people. Cassie smiled into the china-blue eyes and felt as if she’d unexpectedly made a new friend.
  


  
    “Wait, we almost forgot!” Melanie said. “You can’t go to a dance without a single crystal to your name.” She rummaged in her canvas bag, and then said, “Here, this will be perfect; it was my great-grandmother’s.” She held up a necklace: a thin chain with a teardrop of clear quartz. Cassie took it lovingly and fastened it around her neck, admiring the way it lay in the hollow of her throat. Then she hugged Melanie, too.
  


  
    From downstairs a doorbell chimed faintly, and, closer, a male voice shouted, “For crying out loud! Are you going to get that, Suzan?”
  


  
    “It’s one of the guys!” Suzan said, thrown into a tizzy. “And we’re not ready. You’re the only one dressed, Cassie; run and get it before Dad has a fit.”
  


  
    “Hello, Mr. Whittier; sorry, Mr. Whittier,” Cassie gasped as she hurried downstairs. It wasn’t until she was at the door that she thought, Oh, please, please, please, let it be any one of the others. Don’t let it be him. Please.
  


  
    Adam was standing there when she opened the door.
  


  
    He was wearing a wry smile, appropriate for a guy who’s been commandeered at the last minute into escorting his girl’s best friend to a dance. The smile disappeared instantly when he saw Cassie.
  


  
    For a long moment he simply stared at her. Her own elated smile faded, and they stood gazing at each other.
  


  
    Adam swallowed hard, started to say something, then gave up and stood silent again.
  


  
    Cassie was hearing Suzan’s words: It’ll make you irresistible. Oh, what had she done?
  


  
    “We’ll call it off,” she said, and her voice was as soft as when she’d told Faye about the dark energy. “We’ll tell Diana I got sick too—”
  


  
    “We can’t,” he said, equally soft, but very intense. “Nobody would believe it, and besides . . .” The wry smile made an attempt at reappearing. “It would be a shame for you to miss Homecoming. You look . . .” He paused. “Nice.”
  


  
    “So do you,” Cassie said, and tried to come up with an ironic smile of her own. She had the feeling it turned out wobbly.
  


  
    Cassie took another breath, but at that moment she heard a voice from the second floor.
  


  
    “Here,” Laurel said, leaning over the balustrade to toss Cassie a tiny beaded purse. “Get her to the dance, Adam; that way she’ll have a chance at some guys who’re available.” And, from the bedroom, Suzan called, “But not too many, Cassie—leave some for us!”
  


  
    “I’ll try to fend a few of them off,” Adam called back, and Cassie felt her racing pulse calm a little. They had their parts down now. It was like acting in a play, and all Cassie had to do was remember her role. She felt sure Adam could handle his . . . well, almost sure. Something in his sea-dark eyes sent thin chills up her spine.
  


  
    “Let’s go,” Adam said, and Cassie took a deep breath and stepped with him outside into the night.
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 6


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  They drove to the school. Despite the tension between them, the night seemed clear and cool and filled with magic, and the gym was transformed. It was so big that it seemed part of the night, and the twinkling lights woven around the pipes and girders overhead were like stars.


  
    Cassie looked around for any other members of the Circle. She didn’t see any. What she saw were outsiders looking in surprise at her and Adam. And in the boys’ eyes there was something more than surprise, something Cassie wasn’t at all used to. It was the kind of openmouthed stare guys turned on Diana when Diana was looking particularly beautiful.
  


  
    A sudden warmth and a glow that had nothing to do with Suzan’s artistry swept over Cassie. She knew she was blushing. She felt conspicuous and overwhelmed—and at the same time thrilled and excited. But through the wild mixture of emotions, one thing remained clear and diamond-bright within her. She was here to play a part and to keep her oath to be true to Diana. That was what mattered, and she clung to it.
  


  
    But she couldn’t just stand here with everyone staring at her any longer; it was too embarrassing. She turned to Adam.
  


  
    It was an awkward moment. They couldn’t sit down together in some dark corner—that would never do. Then Adam gave a crooked smile and said, “Want to dance?”
  


  
    Relieved, Cassie nodded, and they went out onto the dance floor. In a matter of seconds they were surrounded by other people.
  


  
    And then the music started, soft and sweet.
  


  
    They stared at each other, helplessly, in dismay. They were in the middle of the dance floor; to get out they would have to forge their way through the crowd. Cassie looked into Adam’s eyes and saw he was as confused as she was.
  


  
    Then Adam said under his breath, “We’d better not be too conspicuous,” and he took her in his arms.
  


  
    Cassie shut her eyes. She was trembling, and she didn’t know what to do.
  


  
    Slowly, almost as if compelled, Adam laid his cheek against her hair.
  


  
    I won’t think about anything, I won’t think at all, Cassie told herself. I won’t feel . . . But that was impossible. She couldn’t help feeling. It was dark as twilight and Adam was holding her and she could smell his scent of autumn leaves and ocean wind.
  


  
    Dancing is a very witchy thing—oh, Laurel had been right. Cassie could imagine witches in ages past dancing under the stars to wild sweet music, and then lying down on the soft green grass.
  


  
    Maybe among Cassie’s ancestors there had been some witch-girl who had danced like this in a moonlit glade. Maybe she had danced by herself until she noticed a shadow among the trees and heard the panpipes. And then maybe she and the forest god had danced together, while the moon shone silver all around them. . . .
  


  
    Cassie could feel the warmth, the course of life, in Adam’s arms. The silver cord, she thought. The mysterious, invisible bond that had connected her to Adam from the beginning . . . just now she could feel it again. It joined them heart to heart, it was drawing them irresistibly together.
  


  
    The music stopped. Adam moved back just slightly and she looked up at him, cheek and neck tingling with the loss of his warmth. His eyes were strange, darkness just edged with silver like a new moon. Slowly, he bent down so that his lips were barely touching hers—and stayed there. They stood that way for what seemed like an eternity and then Cassie turned her head away.
  


  
    It wasn’t a kiss, she thought as they moved out through the crowd. It didn’t count. But there was no way that they could dance together again and they both knew it. Cassie’s knees were shaking.
  


  
    Find some people to join—fast, she thought. She looked around desperately. And to her vast relief she glimpsed a sleek auburn crop and a head of long, light-brown hair interwoven with tiny flowers. It was Melanie and Laurel, in animated conversation with two outsider boys. If they’d seen what happened on the dance floor a minute ago . . .
  


  
    But Laurel swung around at Adam’s “hello” and said, “Oh, there you are!” and Melanie’s smile was quite normal. Cassie was grateful to talk with them while the boys talked about football. Her lightheartedness, inspired by the magic of the dance, began to return.
  


  
    “There’s Deborah. She always gets one dance in before heading off to the boiler room with the Hendersons,” Laurel murmured, smiling mischievously.
  


  
    “What do they do there?” Cassie asked as she followed Laurel’s gaze. Deborah was wearing a black micro-mini and a biker’s hat decorated with a gold link bracelet. Her hair was mostly in her eyes. She looked great.
  


  
    “Play cards and drink. But no, not what you’re thinking. None of the guys would dare try anything with Deb—she can out-wrestle them all. They’re just in awe of her.”
  


  
    Cassie smiled, then she spotted someone else, and her smile faded. “Speaking of awesome . . .” she said softly.
  


  
    Faye had on a flame-colored dress, sexy and elegant, cut in her usual knockout style. Her hair was black and glossy, hanging untamed down her back. She was like some exotic creature that had wandered onto campus by accident.
  


  
    Faye didn’t see the three girls scrutinizing her. Her entire attention seemed to be focused on Nick.
  


  
    Cassie was surprised Nick was even here; he wasn’t the type to go to dances. He was standing by a blond outsider girl who looked frankly spooked. As Cassie watched, Faye made her way over to him and placed a hand with red-tipped fingers on his arm.
  


  
    Nick glanced down at the hand and stiffened. He threw a cold glance over his shoulder at Faye. Then, deliberately, he shrugged her hand off, bending over the little blond, whose eyes widened. Throughout the whole incident his face remained as wintry and remote as ever.
  


  
    “Uh-oh,” Laurel whispered. “Faye’s trying to hedge her bets, but Nick isn’t cooperating.”
  


  
    “It’s her own fault,” Melanie said. “She kept after Jeffrey until the last minute.”
  


  
    “I think she’s still after him now,” said Cassie.
  


  
    Jeffrey was just coming off the dance floor with Sally. His expression was the exact opposite of wintry; he looked as if he was having a wonderful time, flashing his lady-killing smile in all directions. Proud, Cassie thought, to have the Homecoming Queen on his arm. But it was funny, she thought the next minute, how quickly people stopped smiling when they ran into Faye.
  


  
    Jeffrey tried to hustle Sally back onto the dance floor, but Faye moved as quickly as a stalking panther and cut them off. Then she and Sally stood on either side of Jeff, like a big, glossy black dog and a little rust-colored terrier fighting over a tall, slim bone.
  


  
    “That’s stupid,” Laurel said. “Faye could have almost any guy here, but she only wants the ones who’re a challenge.”
  


  
    “Well, it’s not our problem,” Melanie said sensibly. She turned to the outsider boy beside her and smiled, and they went together onto the dance floor. Laurel looked nettled for an instant, then smiled, shrugged at Cassie, and collected her own partner.
  


  
    Cassie watched them go with a sinking heart.
  


  
    She’d been able to block out Adam’s presence for the last few minutes, but here they were alone again. Determinedly, she looked around for some distraction. There was Jeffrey—he was in real trouble now. The music had started, Faye was smiling a lazy, dangerous smile at him, and Sally was bristling and looking daggers. The three of them were standing in a perfect triangle, nobody moving. Cassie didn’t see how Jeffrey was going to get out of it.
  


  
    Then he looked up in her direction.
  


  
    His reaction was startling. His eyes widened. He blinked. He stared at her as if he had never seen a girl before. Then he stepped away from Faye and Sally as if he’d forgotten their existence.
  


  
    Cassie was dismayed, confused—but flattered. One thing—it certainly got her out of her present dilemma with Adam. When she turned and looked into Adam’s eyes, she saw he understood, without even nodding.
  


  
    Jeffrey was holding out his hand to her. She took it and let him lead her onto the dance floor. She cast one glance back at Adam and saw that his expression was a paradox: acceptance mixed with something darker, more disturbing.
  


  
    It was another slow dance. Cassie held herself at a decent distance from Jeffrey, staring uncertainly down at his shoes. They were dark brown loafers with little tassels, the left one slightly scuffed. When she finally looked up at his face, her awkwardness vanished. That smile was not only blinding but openly admiring.
  


  
    When we first met he was trying to impress me, Cassie thought dizzily. Now he’s impressed. She could see the appreciation in his eyes, feel it in the way he held her.
  


  
    “We make a good couple,” he said.
  


  
    She laughed. Trust Jeffrey to compliment himself in complimenting her. “Thank you. I hope Sally isn’t mad.”
  


  
    “It’s not Sally I’m worried about. It’s her.”
  


  
    “Faye. I know.” She wished she had some advice for him. But nobody knew how to deal with Faye.
  


  
    “Maybe you’d better be worried too. What’s Diana going to say when she finds out you were here with Adam?”
  


  
    “Diana asked me to come with him, because she was sick,” Cassie said, flaring up in spite of herself. “I didn’t even want to, and—”
  


  
    “Hey. Hey. I was just teasing. Everybody knows Di and her prince consort are practically married. Although maybe she wouldn’t have asked you if she’d known how beautiful you were going to look.”
  


  
    He was still teasing, but Cassie didn’t like it. She looked around the dance floor and saw Laurel, who winked over her partner’s shoulder. Suzan was dancing, too, very close with a muscular boy, her red-gold hair shining in the gloom.
  


  
    And then it was over. Cassie looked up at Jeffrey and said, “Good luck with Faye,” which was the best she could offer him. He flashed the smile again.
  


  
    “I can handle it,” he said confidently. “Don’t you want to dance again? No? Are you sure?”
  


  
    “Thanks, but I’d better get back,” Cassie murmured, worried about the way he was looking at her. She managed to escape his restraining hand and started toward the sidelines, but before she could get there another boy asked her to dance.
  


  
    She couldn’t see Adam anywhere. Maybe he was off enjoying himself—she hoped so. She said “yes” to the boy.
  


  
    It didn’t stop with him. All sorts of guys, seniors and juniors, athletes and class officers, were coming up to her. She saw boys’ eyes wander from their own dates to look at her as she danced.
  


  
    I didn’t know dances were like this. I didn’t know anything was like this, she thought. For the moment she was entirely swept up in the magic of the night, and she pushed all troublesome reflection away. She let the music take her and let herself just be for a while.
  


  
    Then she saw Sally’s face on the sidelines.
  


  
    Jeffrey wasn’t with her. Cassie hadn’t seen Jeffrey in a while. But Sally was focused on Cassie specifically, and her expression was venomous.
  


  
    When that dance was over, Cassie evaded the next boy who tried to intercept her, and headed for Laurel. Laurel greeted her with glee.
  


  
    “You’re the belle of the ball,” she said excitedly, tucking her arm through Cassie’s and patting Cassie’s hand. “Sally’s furious. Faye’s furious. Everybody’s furious.”
  


  
    “It’s the magnet perfume. I think Suzan used too much.”
  


  
    “Don’t be silly. It’s you. You’re a perfect little—gazelle. No, a little white unicorn, one of a kind. I think even Adam has noticed.”
  


  
    Cassie went still. “Oh, I doubt that,” she said lightly. “He’s just being polite. You know Adam.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Laurel. “Sir Adam the Chivalrous. He turned around and asked Sally to dance after you left with Jeffrey, and Sally almost decked him.”
  


  
    Cassie smiled, but her heart was still pounding. She and Adam had promised not to betray their feelings for each other, not by word or look or deed—but they were making a horrible mess of things tonight on all fronts. Now she was afraid to look for Adam, and she didn’t want to dance any more. She didn’t want to be the belle of the ball; she didn’t want every girl here to be furious with her. She wanted to go to Diana.
  


  
    Suzan arrived, her extraordinary chest heaving slightly in her low-cut dress. She directed an arch smile at Cassie.
  


  
    “I told you I knew what I was talking about,” she said. “Having a good time?”
  


  
    “Wonderful,” Cassie said, digging her nails in one palm. She opened her mouth to say something else, but just then she glimpsed Sean making his way toward her. His face was eager, his usually slinking step purposeful.
  


  
    “I should have warned you,” Laurel said in an undertone. “Sean’s been chasing you all night, but some other guy always got there first.”
  


  
    “If he does catch you he’ll be all over you like ugly on an ape,” Suzan added pleasantly, rummaging in her purse. “Oh, damn, I gave my lipstick to Deborah. Where is she?”
  


  
    “Hi there,” Sean said, reaching them. His small black eyes slid over Cassie. “So you’re free at last.”
  


  
    “Not really,” Cassie blurted. “I have to—go find Deborah for Suzan.” What she had to do was get away from all this for a while. “I know where she is; I’ll be right back,” she continued to the startled Suzan and Laurel.
  


  
    “I’ll come along,” Sean began instantly, and Laurel opened her mouth, but Cassie waved at both of them in dismissal.
  


  
    “No, no—I’ll go by myself. It won’t take a minute,” she said. And then she was away from them, plunging through the crowd toward the double doors.
  


  
    She knew where the boiler room was, or at least where the door that led to it was. She’d never actually been inside. By the time she reached C-wing she’d left the music of the dance far behind.
  


  
    The door marked CUSTODIAN’S OFFICE opened onto a long narrow room with unidentifiable machinery all around. Generators were humming, drowning out any other noise. It was cool and dank . . . spooky, Cassie thought. There were NO SMOKING signs on the walls and it smelled of oil and gas.
  


  
    A stairway descended into the school basement. Cassie slowly went down the steps, gripping the smooth metal handrail. God, it’s like going down into a tomb, she thought. Who would want to spend their time here instead of in the light and music up in the gym?
  


  
    The boiler room itself smelled of machine oil and beer. It wasn’t just cool; it was cold. And it was silent, except for the steady dripping of water somewhere.
  


  
    A terrible place, Cassie thought shakily. All around her were machines with giant dials, and overhead there were huge pipes of all kinds. It was like being in the bowels of a ship. And it was deserted.
  


  
    “Hello? Deborah?”
  


  
    No answer.
  


  
    “Debby? Chris? It’s Cassie.”
  


  
    Maybe they couldn’t hear her. There was another room behind the boiler room; she could glimpse it through an archway beyond the machines.
  


  
    She edged toward it, worried about getting oil on Laurel’s pristine dress. She looked through the archway and hesitated, gripped by a strange apprehension.
  


  
    Drip. Drip.
  


  
    “Is anybody there?”
  


  
    A large machine was blocking her way. Uneasily, she poked her head around it.
  


  
    At first she thought the room was empty, but then, at eye level, she saw something. Something wrong. And in that instant her throat closed and her mind fragmented, single thoughts flashing across it like explosions from a flashbulb.
  


  
    Swinging feet.
  


  
    Swinging feet where feet shouldn’t be. Somebody walking on air. Flying like a witch. Only, the feet weren’t flying. They were swinging, back and forth, in two dark brown loafers. Two dark brown loafers with little tassels.
  


  
    Cassie looked up at the face.
  


  
    The relentless dripping of water went on. The smell of oil and stale alcohol nauseated her.
  


  
    Can’t scream. Can’t do anything but gasp.
  


  
    Drip and swing.
  


  
    That face, that horrible blue face. No more lady-killer smile. I have to do something to help him, but how can I help? Nobody’s neck bends that way when they’re alive.
  


  
    Every horrible detail was so clear. The fraying rope. The swinging shadow on the cinder-block wall. The machinery with its dials and switches. And the awful stillness.
  


  
    Drip. Drip.
  


  
    Swinging like a pendulum.
  


  
    Hands covering her mouth, Cassie began to sob.
  


  
    She backed away, trying not to see the curly brown hair on the head that was lolling sideways. He couldn’t be dead when she’d just danced with him. He’d just had his arms around her, he’d flashed her that cocksure smile. And now—
  


  
    She stepped back and hands fell on her shoulders.
  


  
    She did try to scream then, but her throat was paralyzed. Her vision went dark.
  


  
    “Steady. Steady. Hang on there.”
  


  
    It was Nick.
  


  
    “Breathe slower. Put your head down.”
  


  
    “Nine-one-one,” she gasped, and then, clearly and distinctly so that he would understand, “Call nine-one-one, Nick. Jeffrey—”
  


  
    He cast a hard glance at the swinging feet. “He doesn’t need a doctor. Do you?”
  


  
    “I—” She was hanging on to his hand. “I came down to get Deborah.”
  


  
    “She’s in the old science building. They got busted here.”
  


  
    “And I saw him—Jeffrey—”
  


  
    Nick’s arm was comforting, solid. “I get the picture,” he said. “Do you want to sit down?”
  


  
    “I can’t. It’s Laurel’s dress.” She was completely irrational, she realized. She tried desperately to get a grip on herself. “Nick, please let me go. I have to call an ambulance.”
  


  
    “Cassie.” She couldn’t remember him ever saying her name before, but now he was holding her shoulders and looking her directly in the face. “No ambulance is going to do him any good. You got that? Now just calm down.”
  


  
    Cassie stared into his polished-mahogany eyes, then slowly nodded. The gasping was easing up. She was grateful for his arm around her, although some part of her mind was standing back in disbelief—Nick was comforting her? Nick, who hated girls and was coldly polite to them at best?
  


  
    “What’s going on here?”
  


  
    Cassie spun to see Adam in the archway. But when she tried to speak, her throat closed completely and hot tears flooded her eyes.
  


  
    Nick said, “She’s a little upset. She just found Jeffrey Lovejoy hanging from a pipe.”
  


  
    “What?” Adam moved swiftly to look around the machine. He came back looking grim and alert, his eyes glinting silver as they always did in times of trouble.
  


  
    “How much do you know about this?” he asked Nick crisply.
  


  
    “I came down to get something I left,” Nick said, equally short. “I found her about ready to keel over. And that’s all.”
  


  
    Adam’s expression had softened slightly. “Are you okay?” he said to Cassie. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t know what. Then Suzan said you’d gone to look for Deborah, but that you were looking in the wrong place.” As if it were the most natural thing in the world, he reached out to take her from Nick—and Nick resisted. For a moment there was tension between the two boys and Cassie looked from one to the other with dawning surprise and alarm.
  


  
    She moved away from both. “I’m all right,” she said. And, strangely, saying so made it almost true. It was partly necessity and partly something else—her witch senses were telling her something. She had a feeling of malice, of evil. Of darkness.
  


  
    “The dark energy,” she whispered.
  


  
    Adam looked more keen and alert. “You think—?”
  


  
    “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I do. But if only we could tell for sure . . .” Her mind was racing. Jeffrey. Jeffrey’s body swinging like a pendulum. “Usually we use clear quartz as a pendulum . . .”
  


  
    She snatched Melanie’s necklace off and held it up, looking at the teardrop of quartz crystal.
  


  
    “If the dark energy was here, maybe we can trace it,” she said, fired with the idea. “See where it came from—or where it went. If you guys will help.”
  


  
    Nick was looking skeptical, but Adam cut in before he could speak. “Of course we’ll help. But it’s dangerous; we’ve got to be careful.” His fingers gripped her arm reassuringly.
  


  
    “Then—we have to go back in there,” Cassie said, and before she could change her mind she moved, darting into the far room where the feet still swung. Nick and Adam were close behind her. Without letting herself think, she held the crystal up high, watching it shimmer in the light.
  


  
    At first it just spun in circles. But then it began to seesaw violently, pointing out a direction.
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  Cassie followed the motion of the crystal. It was pointing upstairs, she decided—the opposite direction led into a wall.


  
    “We’d better get out in the open, anyway,” Adam said. “Otherwise we might not be able to follow it.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. She and Adam were speaking quickly, tensely—but calmly. Their violent agitation was held just under the surface, kept down by sheer willpower. Having something to do was what made the difference, she thought as they climbed the stairs. She couldn’t afford to have hysterics now; she had to keep her mind clear to trace Jeffrey’s killer.
  


  
    In the hallway outside the custodian’s office they ran into Deborah and the Henderson brothers.
  


  
    “Adam, dude, what’s goin’ on?” Chris said. Cassie saw that he’d been drinking. “We were just comin’ down for a little liquid refreshment, you know—”
  


  
    “Not down there,” Adam said shortly. He looked at Doug, who seemed less inebriated. “Go get Melanie,” he said, “and tell her to call the police. Jeffrey Lovejoy’s been murdered.”
  


  
    “Are you serious?” Deborah demanded. The fierce light was in her face again. “All right!”
  


  
    “Don’t,” said Cassie before she could stop herself. “You haven’t seen him. It’s terrible—and it’s nothing to joke about.”
  


  
    Adam’s arm shot out as Deborah started toward her. “Why don’t you help us instead of picking fights with our side? We’re trying to trace the dark energy that killed him.”
  


  
    “The dark energy,” Deborah repeated scornfully.
  


  
    Cassie took a quick breath, but Nick was speaking. “I think it’s garbage too,” he said calmly. “But if it wasn’t the dark energy, that means a person did it—like somebody who had a grudge against Jeffrey.” He stared at Deborah, his eyes hard.
  


  
    Deborah stared back arrogantly. Cassie looked at her as she stood there in her short black tank dress—more like a sleeveless top than a dress—and her suede boots. Deborah was belligerent, antagonistic, hostile—and strong. For the first time in a long while Cassie noticed the crescent-moon tattoo on Deborah’s collarbone.
  


  
    “Why don’t you help us, Deborah?” she said. “This crystal is picking something up—or it was before we all started talking. Help us find what it’s tracing.” And then she added, inspired by some instinct below the level of consciousness, “Of course, it’s probably dangerous—”
  


  
    “So what? You think I’m scared?” Deborah demanded. “All right, I’m coming. You guys get out of here,” she told the Hendersons.
  


  
    Somewhat to Cassie’s surprise, Chris and Doug did, presumably going off to tell Melanie.
  


  
    “All right,” Cassie said, holding the crystal up again. She was afraid that it wouldn’t do anything now that their concentration had been broken. And at first it simply hung at the end of the chain, swaying very slightly. But then, as the four of them stared at it, the swaying slowly became more pronounced. Cassie held her breath, trying to keep her hand from trembling. She didn’t want to influence the crystal in any way.
  


  
    It was definitely swinging now. In toward the boiler room and out toward the front of the school.
  


  
    “Due east,” Adam said in a low voice.
  


  
    Holding the crystal high in her left hand, Cassie followed the direction of the swing, down the hallway.
  


  
    Outside, the moon was almost full, high in the sky, dropping west behind them.
  


  
    “The Blood Moon,” Adam said quietly. Cassie remembered Diana saying that witches counted their year by moons, not months. The name of this one was hideously appropriate, but she didn’t look back at it again. She was focusing on the crystal.
  


  
    At first they walked through town, with closed stores and empty buildings on either side of them. Nothing stayed open past midnight in New Salem. Then the stores became less frequent, and there were a few clustered houses. Finally they were walking down a road which got lonelier and lonelier with every step, and all that surrounded them were the night noises.
  


  
    There was no human habitation out here, but the moon was bright enough to see by. Their shadows stretched in front of them as they went. The air was cold, and Cassie shivered without taking her eyes off the crystal.
  


  
    She felt something slip over her shoulders. Adam’s jacket. She glanced at him gratefully, then quickly looked at the crystal again; if she faltered in her concentration it seemed to falter too, losing decisiveness and slowing almost to a random bobbing. It never swung as vigorously as the peridot had done for Diana—but then, Cassie wasn’t Diana, and she didn’t have a nearly full coven to back her.
  


  
    Behind her, she heard Adam say sharply, “Nick?” And then Deborah’s derisive snort, “I wouldn’t take it, anyway. I never get cold.”
  


  
    They were on a narrow dirt road now, still heading east. Suddenly Cassie had a terrible thought.
  


  
    Oh, my God—Faye’s house. That’s where we set it loose and that’s where we’re going. We’re going to trace this stuff all the way back to Faye’s bedroom . . . and then what?
  


  
    The coldness that went through her now was deeper and more numbing than the night wind. If the dark energy that had exploded through Faye’s ceiling had killed Jeffrey, Cassie was as guilty as Faye was. She was a murderer.
  


  
    Then stop tracing it, a thin voice inside her whispered. You’re controlling the crystal; give it a twirl in the wrong direction.
  


  
    But she didn’t. She kept her eyes on the quartz teardrop, which seemed to shine with a milky light in the darkness, and she let it swing the way it wanted to.
  


  
    If the truth comes out, it comes out, she told herself coldly. And if she was a murderer, she deserved to be caught. She was going to follow this trail wherever it led.
  


  
    But it didn’t seem to be leading to Crowhaven Road. They were still going east, not northeast. And suddenly the narrow, rutted road they were on began to seem familiar.
  


  
    Up ahead she glimpsed a chain-link fence.
  


  
    “The cemetery,” Adam said softly.
  


  
    “Wait,” said Deborah. “Did you see—there, look!”
  


  
    “At what, the cemetery?” Adam asked.
  


  
    “No! At that thing—there it is again! Up there on the road.”
  


  
    “I don’t see anything,” Nick said.
  


  
    “You have to. See, it’s moving—”
  


  
    “I see a shadow,” Adam said. “Or maybe a possum or something . . .”
  


  
    “No, it’s big,” Deborah insisted. “There! Can’t you see that?”
  


  
    Cassie looked up at last; she couldn’t help it. The lonely road in front of her seemed dark and still at first, but then she saw—something. A shadow, she thought . . . but a shadow of what? It didn’t lie along the road as a shadow ought to. It seemed to be standing high, and it was moving.
  


  
    “I don’t see anything,” Nick said again, curtly.
  


  
    “Then you’re blind,” Deborah snapped. “It’s like a person.”
  


  
    Under Adam’s jacket, Cassie’s skin was rising in goose pimples. It did look like a person—except that it seemed to change every minute, now taller, now shorter, now wider, now thinner. At times it disappeared completely.
  


  
    “It’s heading for the cemetery,” Deborah said.
  


  
    “No—look! It’s veering off toward the shed,” Adam cried. “Nick, come on!”
  


  
    Beside the road was an abandoned shed. Even in the moonlight it was clear that it was falling to pieces. The dim shape seemed to whisk toward it, merging with the darkness behind it.
  


  
    Adam and Nick were running, Nick snarling, “We’re chasing after nothing!” Deborah was standing poised, tense and alert, scanning the roadside. Cassie looked at the chain in dismay. Everyone’s concentration had been shattered, the crystal was gyrating aimlessly. She looked up to say something—and drew in a quick breath.
  


  
    “There it is!”
  


  
    It had reappeared beside the shed, and it was moving fast. It went through the chain-link fence.
  


  
    Deborah was after it in an instant, running like a deer. And Cassie, without any idea of what she was doing, was right behind her.
  


  
    “Adam!” she shouted. “Nick! This way!”
  


  
    Deborah reached the waist-high fence and went over it, her tank dress not hindering her at all. Cassie reached it a second later, hesitated, then got a foothold in a chain link, flicking her skirts out of the way as she boosted herself over. She came down with a jolt that hurt her ankle, but there was no time to worry about it. Deborah was racing ahead.
  


  
    “I’ve got it,” Deborah shouted, suddenly pulling up short. “I’ve got it!”
  


  
    Cassie could see it just in front of Deborah. It had stopped in its straight-line flight and was darting from side to side as if looking for escape. Deborah was darting, too, blocking it as if she were a guard on a basketball team.
  


  
    We must be crazy, Cassie thought, as she reached the other girl. She couldn’t leave Deborah to face the shadowy thing alone—but what were they going to do with it?
  


  
    “Is there a spell or something to hold it?” she panted.
  


  
    Deborah threw her a startled glance, and Cassie saw that she hadn’t realized Cassie was behind her. “What?”
  


  
    “We’ve got to trap it somehow! Is there a spell—”
  


  
    “Down!” Deborah shouted.
  


  
    Cassie dove for the ground. The shadow-thing had swelled suddenly to twice its size, like an infuriated cat, and then it had lunged at them. Straight at them. Cassie felt it rush over her head, colder than ice and blacker than the night sky.
  


  
    And then it was gone.
  


  
    Deborah and Cassie sat up and looked at each other.
  


  
    Adam and Nick appeared, running. “Are you all right?” Adam demanded.
  


  
    “Yes,” Cassie said shakily.
  


  
    “What were you two doing?” Nick said, looking at them in disbelief. And even Adam asked, “How did you get over the fence?”
  


  
    Deborah gave him a scornful look. “I didn’t mean you,” he said.
  


  
    Cassie gave him a scornful look. “Girls can climb,” she said. She and Deborah stood up and began brushing each other off, exchanging a glance of complicity.
  


  
    “It’s gone now,” Adam said, wisely dropping the subject of fences. “But at least we know what it looks like.”
  


  
    Nick made a derisive sound. “What what looks like?”
  


  
    “You can’t still say you didn’t see it,” Deborah said impatiently. “It was here. It went for Cassie and me.”
  


  
    “I saw something—but what makes you think it was this so-called dark energy?”
  


  
    “We were tracing it,” said Adam.
  


  
    “How do we know what we were tracing?” Nick rapped back. “Something that was around the place Lovejoy was killed, that’s all. It could be the ‘dark energy’—or just some garden-variety ghost.”
  


  
    “A ghost?” Cassie said, startled.
  


  
    “Sure. If you believe in them at all, some of them like to hang out where murders are committed.”
  


  
    Deborah spoke up eagerly. “Yeah, like the Wailing Woman of Beverly, that lady in black that appears when somebody is going to die by violence.”
  


  
    “Or that phantom ship in Kennybunk—the Isidore. The one that comes and shows you your coffin if you’re going to die at sea,” Adam said, looking thoughtful.
  


  
    Cassie was confused. She’d assumed it was the dark energy they were tracking—but who could tell? “It did end up in the cemetery,” she said slowly. “Which seems like a logical place for a ghost. But if it wasn’t the dark energy that killed Jeffrey, who was it? Who would want to kill him?”
  


  
    Even as she asked, she knew the answer. Vividly, in her mind, she saw Jeffrey standing between two girls: one tall, dark, and disturbingly beautiful; the other small and wiry, with rusty hair and a pugnacious face.
  


  
    “Faye or Sally,” she whispered. “They were both jealous tonight. But—oh, look, even if they were mad enough to kill him, neither of them could have actually done it! Jeffrey was an athlete.”
  


  
    “A witch could have done it,” Deborah said matter-of-factly. “Faye could’ve made him do it to himself.”
  


  
    “And Sally’s got friends on the football team,” Nick added dryly. “That’s how she got herself voted Homecoming Queen. If they strangled him first, and then strung him up . . .”
  


  
    Adam was looking disturbed at this cold-blooded discussion. “You don’t actually believe that.”
  


  
    “Hey, a woman scorned, you know?” Nick said. “I’m not saying either of them did it. I’m saying either of them could have.”
  


  
    “Well, we won’t figure it out by standing here,” Cassie said, shivering. Adam’s jacket had slipped off when she went over the fence. “Maybe if we could try to trace it again—”
  


  
    It was then she realized she wasn’t holding the crystal.
  


  
    “It’s gone,” she said. “Melanie’s crystal. I must have dropped it when that thing rushed us. It should be right here on the ground, then. It’s got to be,” she said.
  


  
    But it wasn’t. They all stooped to look, and Cassie combed through the sparse, withered grass with her fingers, but none of them could find it.
  


  
    Somehow, this final disaster, incredibly tiny in comparison to everything that had happened that night, brought Cassie close to tears.
  


  
    “It’s been in Melanie’s family for generations,” she said, blinking hard.
  


  
    “Melanie will understand,” Adam told her gently. He put a hand on her shoulder, not easily but carefully, as if keenly aware that they were in front of witnesses.
  


  
    “It’s true, though; there’s no point in standing around here,” he said to the others. “Let’s get back to school. Maybe they’ve found out something about Jeffrey there.”
  


  
    As Cassie walked, the Cinderella shoes hurting her feet and Laurel’s silvery dress streaked with dirt, she found herself looking straight into the Blood Moon. It was hovering over New Salem like the Angel of Death, she thought.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Normally, on the night of the full moon, the Circle would meet and celebrate. But on the day after Jeffrey’s murder Diana was still sick, Faye was refusing to speak to anyone, and no one else had the heart to call a meeting.
  


  
    Cassie spent the day feeling wretched. Last night at the high school the police had found no leads as to Jeffrey’s killer. They hadn’t said if he’d been strangled first and then hung, or if he’d just been hung. They weren’t saying much of anything, and they didn’t like questions.
  


  
    Melanie had been kind about the necklace, but Cassie still felt guilty. She’d used it to go off on what turned out to be a wild-goose chase, and then she’d lost it. But far worse was the feeling of guilt over Jeffrey.
  


  
    If she hadn’t danced with him, maybe Faye and Sally wouldn’t have been so angry. If she hadn’t let Faye have the skull, then the dark energy wouldn’t have been released. However she looked at it, she felt responsible, and she hadn’t slept all night for thinking about it.
  


  
    “Do you want to talk?” her grandmother said, looking up from the table where she was cutting ginger root. The archaic kitchen which had seemed so bewildering to Cassie when she’d first come to New Salem was now a sort of haven. There was always something to do here, cutting or drying or preserving the herbs from her grandmother’s garden, and there was often a fire in the hearth. It was a cheerful, homey place.
  


  
    “Oh, Grandma,” Cassie said, then stopped. She wanted to talk, yes, but how could she? She stared at her grandmother’s wrinkled hands spreading the root in a wooden rack for drying.
  


  
    “You know, Cassie, that I’m always here for you—and so is your mother,” her grandmother went on. She threw a sudden sharp glance up at the kitchen doorway, and Cassie saw that her mother was standing there.
  


  
    Mrs. Blake’s large dark eyes were fixed on Cassie, and Cassie thought there was something sad in them. Ever since they’d come on this “vacation” to Massachusetts, her mother had looked troubled, but these days there was a kind of tired wistfulness in her face that puzzled Cassie. Her mother was so beautiful, and so young-looking, and the new helplessness in her expression made her seem even younger than ever.
  


  
    “And you know, Cassie, that if you’re truly unhappy here—” her mother began, with a kind of defiance in her gaze.
  


  
    Cassie’s grandmother had stiffened, and her hands stopped spreading the root.
  


  
    “—we don’t have to stay,” her mother finished.
  


  
    Cassie was astounded. After all she’d been through those first weeks in New Salem, after all those nights she’d wanted to die from homesickness—now her mother said they could go? But even stranger was the way Cassie’s grandmother was glaring.
  


  
    “Running away has never solved anything,” the older woman said. “Haven’t you learned that yet? Haven’t we all—”
  


  
    “There are two children dead,” Cassie’s mother said. “And if Cassie wants to leave here, we will.”
  


  
    Cassie looked from one to the other in bewilderment. What were they talking about? “Mom,” she said abruptly, “why did you bring me here?”
  


  
    Her mother and grandmother were still looking at each other—a battle of wills, Cassie thought. Then Cassie’s mother looked away.
  


  
    “I’ll see you at dinner,” she said, and just as suddenly as she’d appeared, she slipped out of the room.
  


  
    Cassie’s grandmother let out a long sigh. Her old hands trembled slightly as she picked up another root.
  


  
    “There are some things you can only understand later,” she said to Cassie, after a moment. “You’ll have to trust us for that, Cassie.”
  


  
    “Does this have something to do with why you and Mom were estranged for so long? Does it?”
  


  
    A pause. Then her grandmother said softly, “You’ll just have to trust us . . .”
  


  
    Cassie opened her mouth, then shut it again. There was no use in pressing it any further. As she’d already learned, her family was very good at keeping secrets.
  


  
    She’d go to the cemetery, she decided. She could use the fresh air, and maybe if she found Melanie’s crystal she would feel a little better.
  


  
    ...
  


  
    

  


  
    Once there, she wished she’d asked Laurel to go along. Even though the October sun was bright, the air was nippy, and something about the dispirited graveyard made Cassie uneasy.
  


  
    I wonder if ghosts come out in the daytime, she thought, as she located the place where she and Deborah had had to throw themselves facedown. But no ghosts appeared. Nothing moved except the tips of the grass which rippled in the breeze.
  


  
    Cassie’s eyes scanned the ground, looking for any glint of bright silver chain or clear quartz. She went over the area inch by inch. The chain had to be right here . . . but it wasn’t. At last she gave up and sat back on her heels.
  


  
    That was when she noticed the mound again.
  


  
    She’d forgotten to ask her grandmother about it. She’d have to remember tonight. She got up and walked over to it, looking at it curiously.
  


  
    By daylight, she could see that the iron door was rusty. The padlock was rusty too, but it looked fairly modern. The cement chunk in front of the door was large; she didn’t see how it could have gotten there. It was certainly too heavy for a person to carry.
  


  
    And why would somebody want to carry it there?
  


  
    Cassie turned away from the mound. The graves on this side of the cemetery were modern too; she’d seen them before. The writing on the tombstones was actually legible. Eve Dulany, 1955–1976, she read. Dulany was Sean’s last name; this must be his mother.
  


  
    The next stone had two names: David Quincey, 1955–1976, and Melissa B. Quincey, 1955–1976. Laurel’s parents, Cassie thought. God, it must be awful to have both your parents dead. But Laurel wasn’t the only kid on Crowhaven Road who did. Right here beside the Quincey headstone was another marker: Nicholas Armstrong, 1951–1976; Sharon Armstrong, 1953–1976. Nick’s mom and dad. It must be.
  


  
    When she saw the third headstone, the hairs on Cassie’s arms began to prickle.
  


  
    Linda Whittier, she read. Born 1954, Died 1976. Suzan’s mother.
  


  
    Died 1976.
  


  
    Sharply, Cassie turned to look at the Armstrong headstone again. She’d been right—both of Nick’s parents had died in 1976. And the Quinceys . . . she was walking faster now. Yes. 1976 again. And Eve Dulany, too: died 1976.
  


  
    Something rippled up Cassie’s spine and she almost ran to the headstones on the far side of the mound. Mary Meade—Diana’s mother—died 1976. Marshall Glaser and Sophia Burke Glaser. Melanie’s parents. Died 1976. Grant Chamberlain. Faye’s father. Died 1976. Adrian and Elizabeth Conant. Adam’s parents. Died 1976.
  


  
    Nineteen seventy-six. Nineteen seventy-six! There was a terrible shaking in Cassie’s stomach and the hairs on the back of her neck were quivering.
  


  
    What in God’s name had happened in New Salem in 1976?
  


  


  
    



    Chapter 8


    
      
    


    
         
    

  


  “It was a hurricane,” Diana said.


  
    It was Monday, and Diana was back in school, still a bit sniffly, but otherwise well. They were talking before American history class; it was the first chance Cassie had had to speak to Diana alone. She hadn’t wanted to bring the question up in front of the others.
  


  
    “A hurricane?” she said now.
  


  
    Diana nodded. “We get them every so often. That year it hit with practically no warning, and the bridge to the mainland was flooded. A lot of people got caught on the island, and a lot of people got killed.”
  


  
    “I’m so sorry,” Cassie said. Well, you see; there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation after all, she was thinking. How could she have been so stupid as to have freaked out over this? A natural disaster explained everything. And when Cassie had asked her grandmother about the mound at the cemetery last night, the old woman had looked at her, blinking, and finally said, was there a mound at the old burying ground? If there was, it might be some sort of bunker—a place for storing ammunition in one of the old wars. Again, a simple explanation.
  


  
    Laurel and Melanie came in and took seats in front of Cassie and Diana. Cassie took a deep breath.
  


  
    “Melanie, I went back to the cemetery yesterday to look for your crystal—but I still couldn’t find it. I’m sorry; I guess it’s gone for good,” she said.
  


  
    Melanie’s gray eyes were thoughtful and serious. “Cassie, I told you that night it didn’t matter. The only thing I wish is that you and Adam and Nick and Deborah hadn’t run off without the rest of us. It was dangerous.”
  


  
    “I know,” Cassie said softly. “But right then it didn’t seem dangerous—or at least, it did, but I didn’t have time to think about how dangerous it really was. I just wanted to find whatever killed Jeffrey.” She saw Melanie and Diana trade a glance; Melanie surprised and Diana rather smug.
  


  
    Cassie felt vaguely uncomfortable. “Did Adam tell you anything about what we were talking about out in the cemetery?” she asked Diana. “About Faye and Sally?”
  


  
    Diana sobered. “Yes. But it’s all ridiculous, you know. Sally would never do anything like that, and as for Faye . . . well, she may be difficult at times, but she certainly isn’t capable of killing anybody.”
  


  
    Cassie opened her mouth, and found herself looking at Melanie, whose gray eyes now reflected something like head-shaking cynicism. She looked back at Diana quickly and said, “No, I’m sure you’re right,” but she wasn’t. Melanie was right; Diana was too trusting, too naive. Nobody knew better than Cassie just what Faye was capable of.
  


  
    Ms. Lanning was starting class. Laurel and Melanie turned around, and Cassie opened her book and tried to keep her mind on history.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    That entire school week was strange. Jeffrey’s death had done something to the outsider students; it was different than the other deaths. Kori had been a Club member, or practically, and the principal hadn’t been very popular. But Jeffrey was a football hero, one of their own, a guy just about everyone liked and admired. His death upset people in a different way.
  


  
    The whispers started quietly. But by Wednesday Sally was saying openly that Faye and the Club had killed Jeffrey. Tension was building between Club members and the rest of the school. Only Diana seemed unaware of it, looking shocked when Melanie suggested that the Circle might not be welcome at Jeffrey’s funeral. “We have to go,” she said, and they did go, except Faye.
  


  
    As for Faye . . . Faye spent the week quietly seething. She hadn’t forgiven Suzan and Deborah for helping to get Cassie ready for the dance, she hadn’t forgiven Nick for snubbing her, and she hadn’t forgiven the rest of them for witnessing her humiliation. The only people she wasn’t furious with were the Henderson brothers. When Jeffrey’s death was mentioned, she looked hard and secretive.
  


  
    Every day Cassie expected to get a phone call with some bizarre new demand, some new blackmail. But, for the moment, Faye seemed to be leaving her alone.
  


  
    It was Friday afternoon, car-pooling home after school, that Laurel mentioned the Halloween dance.
  


  
    “Of course you’re coming, Cassie,” she said as they dropped Cassie off at Number Twelve. “You have to. And you’ve got plenty of time, two weeks, to think of somebody to ask.”
  


  
    Cassie walked into the house with her legs feeling weak. Another dance? She couldn’t believe it.
  


  
    One thing she knew: It couldn’t be anything like the last one. She wouldn’t let it be. She’d do what Laurel said, she’d find somebody to go with—and then she’d just stick with him the entire time. Somebody, anybody. Sean, maybe.
  


  
    Cassie winced. Well, maybe not anybody. Starved for attention as he was, Sean might end up being a problem himself. She might never get rid of him.
  


  
    No, Cassie needed some guy to be an escort and nothing else. Some guy who would absolutely not get interested in her, under any circumstances. Some guy who’d be completely indifferent . . .
  


  
    A vision flashed through her mind, of mahogany eyes, rich and deep and absolutely dispassionate. Nick. Nick didn’t even like girls. And Faye wouldn’t care; Faye wasn’t even speaking to Nick anymore. Nick would be safe—but would he ever want to go with her to a dance?
  


  
    Only one way to find out, she thought.
  


  
    Nick was Deborah’s cousin, and lived with her parents at Number Two Crowhaven Road. The peach-colored house was run-down, and the garage was usually open, showing the car Nick was continually working on.
  


  
    Adam had said it was a ’69 Mustang coupe, which was something special. Right at the moment, though, it looked like a skeleton up on blocks.
  


  
    When Cassie walked in late that afternoon, Nick was bent over the workbench, his dark hair shining faintly in the light of the naked bulb hanging from the rafters. He was doing something with a screwdriver to a part.
  


  
    “Hi,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Nick straightened up. He didn’t look surprised to see her, but then Nick never looked surprised. He didn’t look particularly happy to see her either. He was wearing a T-shirt so covered with grease stains that it was difficult to read the slogan underneath, but faintly Cassie could make out the odd words Friends don’t let friends drive Chevys.
  


  
    Cassie cleared her throat. Just walk in and ask him, she’d thought—but now that was proving to be impossible. After a moment or two of staring at her, waiting, Nick looked back down at the workbench.
  


  
    “I was just walking to Diana’s,” Cassie said brightly. “And I thought I’d stop by and say hi.”
  


  
    “Hi,” Nick said, without looking up.
  


  
    Cassie’s mouth was dry. What had ever made her think she could ask a guy to a dance? So what if lots of guys had wanted to dance with her last time; that had probably just been a fluke. And Nick certainly hadn’t been hanging around her.
  


  
    She tried to make her voice sound casual. “So what are you doing . . .” She had meant to ask “for the Halloween dance” but her throat closed up and she panicked. Instead she finished in a squeak, “. . . right now?”
  


  
    “Rebuilding the carburetor,” Nick replied briefly.
  


  
    “Oh,” Cassie said. She searched her mind desperately for some other topic of conversation. “Um . . .” She picked up a little metal ball from the workbench. “So—what’s this for?”
  


  
    “The carburetor.”
  


  
    “Oh.” Cassie looked at the little ball. “Uh, Nick, you know, I was just wondering”—she started to set the ball back down—“whether you might, um, want to—oops.”
  


  
    The ball had shot out of her sweaty fingers like a watermelon seed, landing with a ping somewhere under the workbench and disappearing. Cassie looked up, horrified, and Nick slammed down the screwdriver and swore.
  


  
    “I’m sorry—honest, Nick, I’m sorry—”
  


  
    “What the hell did you have to touch it for? What are you doing here, anyway?”
  


  
    “I . . .” Cassie looked at his wrathful face and the last of her courage left her. “I’m sorry, Nick,” she gasped again, and she fled.
  


  
    Out of the garage and down the driveway. Without thinking she turned right when she got to the street, heading back for her own house. She didn’t want to go to Diana’s, anyway—Adam was probably there. She walked up Crowhaven Road, her cheeks still burning and her heart thumping.
  


  
    It had been a stupid idea from the beginning. Suzan was right; Nick was an iguana. He didn’t have any normal human emotions. Cassie hadn’t expected him to want to go to the dance with her in the first place; she’d just thought maybe he wouldn’t mind, because he’d been nice to her in the boiler room that night. But now he’d shown his true colors. She was just glad she hadn’t actually asked him before she’d dropped the ball—that would have been the ultimate embarrassment.
  


  
    Even as it was, though, her chest felt tight and hot and her eyes felt sore. She kept her head carefully high as she passed Melanie’s house, and then Laurel’s. She didn’t want to see either of them.
  


  
    The sun had just set and the color was draining out of everything. It gets dark so early these days, she was thinking, when the roar of a motor caught her attention.
  


  
    It was a black Suzuki Samurai with the license plate FLIP ME. The Henderson brothers were in it, Doug driving too fast. As soon as they spotted her they pulled over and stuck their heads out the windows, shouting comments.
  


  
    “Hey, what’s a nice girl like you doing in a neighborhood like this?”
  


  
    “You wanna party, Cassie?”
  


  
    “C’mon, baby, we can show you a good time!”
  


  
    They were just harassing her for the fun of it, but something made Cassie look up into Doug’s tilted blue-green eyes and say nervily, “Sure.”
  


  
    They stared at her, nonplussed. Then Chris burst into laughter.
  


  
    “Cool; get in,” he said, and opened the passenger side door.
  


  
    “Wait a minute,” Doug began, frowning, but Cassie was already getting in, Chris helping her up the high step. She didn’t know what had possessed her. But she was feeling wild and irresponsible, which she guessed was the best way to be feeling when you were with the Henderson brothers.
  


  
    “Where are we going?” she asked as they roared off. Chris and Doug looked at each other cagily.
  


  
    “Gonna buy some pumpkins for Halloween,” Chris said.
  


  
    “Buy pumpkins?”
  


  
    “Well, not buy, exactly,” Chris temporized.
  


  
    For some reason, at this particular moment, that struck Cassie as funny. She began to giggle. Chris grinned.
  


  
    “We’re goin’ down to Salem,” he explained. “They have the best pumpkin patches to raid. And if we get done early enough we can hide in the Witch Dungeon and scare the tourists.”
  


  
    The Witch Dungeon? thought Cassie, but all she said was, “Okay.”
  


  
    The floor of the minijeep was littered with bottles, bits of pipe, rags, Dunkin’ Donuts bags, unraveling cassette tapes, and raunchy magazines. Chris was explaining to Cassie about how to construct a pipe bomb when they reached the pumpkin patch.
  


  
    “Okay, now, shut up,” Doug said. “We’ve gotta go around back.” He turned the lights and engine off and cruised.
  


  
    The pumpkin patch was a huge fenced enclosure full of pumpkins, some piled up, some scattered across the ground. Doug stopped the Samurai just behind a large pile by the booth where you paid for the pumpkins. It was fully dark now, and the light from the enclosure didn’t quite reach them.
  


  
    “Over the fence,” Doug mouthed, and to Cassie: “Stay here.” Cassie was glad he didn’t want her to climb it; there was barbed wire at the top. Chris laid his jacket on it and the two boys swarmed over easily.
  


  
    Then they calmly started handing pumpkins over the fence. Chris gave them to Doug, who stood on the pile and dropped them to Cassie on the other side, motioning her to put them in the back seat of the jeep.
  


  
    What on earth do they want with all of these, anyway? Cassie wondered dizzily as she staggered back with armload after armload. Can you make a bomb out of a pumpkin?
  


  
    “Okay,” Doug hissed at last. “That’s enough.” He swarmed back over the fence. Chris started to climb over too, but just at that moment there was a frenzied barking and a large black dog with wiry legs appeared.
  


  
    “Help!” squawked Chris. He was caught hanging over the top of the fence. The Doberman had him by the boot and was worrying it furiously, snarling. A man exploded out of the booth and began yelling at them and shaking his fist.
  


  
    “Help! Help!” Chris shouted. He started to giggle and then yelped, “Ow! He’s takin’ my foot off! Ow! Help!”
  


  
    Doug, his strange slanted eyes glittering wildly, rushed back to the jeep. “Gonna kill that dog,” he said breathlessly. “Where’s that army pistol?”
  


  
    “Hold on, Max! Hold him till I get my shotgun!” the man was yelling.
  


  
    “Ow! He’s chewin’ on me! It hurts, man!” Chris bellowed.
  


  
    “Don’t kill him,” Cassie pleaded frantically, catching Doug by the arm. All she needed was for him and the pumpkin man to start shooting at each other. Doug continued ransacking the litter on the jeep’s floor. “Don’t kill the dog! We can just give him this,” Cassie said, suddenly inspired. She snatched up a Dunkin’ Donuts bag with several stale doughnuts in it. While Doug was still looking for a gun, she ran back to the fence.
  


  
    “Here, doggy, nice doggy,” she gasped. The dog snarled. Chris continued bellowing; the pumpkin man continued yelling. “Good dog,” Cassie told the Doberman desperately. “Good boy, here, look, doughnuts, see? Want a doughnut?” And then, surprising herself completely, she shouted, “Come here! NOW!”
  


  
    At the same time, she did—she didn’t know what. She did . . . something . . . with her mind. She could feel it going out of her like a blast of heat. It hit the dog and the dog let go of Chris’s foot, hind legs collapsing. Belly almost on the ground, it slunk over to the fence and crouched.
  


  
    Cassie felt tall and terrible. She said, “Good dog,” and tossed the doughnut bag over the fence. Chris was scrambling over in the other direction, almost falling on his head. The dog lay down and whined pitifully, ignoring the doughnuts.
  


  
    “Let’s go,” Chris yelled. “Come on, Doug! We don’t need to kill anybody!”
  


  
    Between them, he and Cassie bundled the protesting Doug into the jeep and Chris drove off. The pumpkin-seller ran after them with his shotgun, but when they reached the road he gave up the chase.
  


  
    “Ow,” Chris said, shaking his foot and causing the jeep to veer.
  


  
    Doug muttered to himself.
  


  
    Cassie leaned back and sighed.
  


  
    “Okay,” Chris said cheerfully, “now let’s go to the Witch Dungeon.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    The Salem Witch Dungeon Museum looked like a house from the outside. Chris and Doug seemed to know the layout well, and Cassie followed them around the house, where they slipped in a back entrance.
  


  
    Through a doorway Cassie glimpsed what seemed to be a small theater. “That’s where they do the witch trials,” Chris said. “You know, like a play for the tourists. Then they take ’em down here.”
  


  
    A flight of narrow stairs plunged down into darkness.
  


  
    “Why?” Cassie said.
  


  
    “It’s the dungeon. They give ’em a tour. We hide in the corners and jump up and yell when they get close. Some of ’em practically have heart attacks,” Doug said, with his mad grin.
  


  
    Cassie could see how that might happen. As they made their way down the stairs it got darker and darker. A dank, musty odor assaulted her nostrils and the air felt very cool.
  


  
    A narrow corridor stretched forward into the blackness, which was broken only by tiny lights at long intervals. Small cells opened out from either side of the corridor. The whole place had a heavy, underground feel to it.
  


  
    It’s like the boiler room, Cassie thought. Her feet stopped moving.
  


  
    “Come on, what’s wrong?” Doug whispered, turning around. She could barely see him.
  


  
    Chris came back to the foot of the stairs and looked into her face. “We don’t have to go in there yet,” he said. “We can wait here till they start to come down.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded at him gratefully. It was bad enough standing on the edge of this terrible place. She didn’t want to go in until she absolutely had to.
  


  
    “Or . . .” Chris seemed to be engaging in some prodigious feat of thought. “Or . . . we could just leave, you know.”
  


  
    “Leave now? Why?” Doug demanded, running back.
  


  
    “Because . . .” Chris stared at him. “Because . . . because I say so!”
  


  
    “You? Who cares what you say?” Doug returned in a whispering shout and the two of them began to scuffle.
  


  
    They’re not really scary after all, Cassie thought, a little dazedly. They’re more like the Lost Boys in Peter Pan. Peculiar, but sort of cute.
  


  
    “It’s all right,” she said, to stop their fighting. “We can stay. I’ll just sit down on the stairs.”
  


  
    Out of breath, they sat down too, Chris massaging the toe of his boot.
  


  
    Cassie leaned against the wall and shut her eyes. She could hear voices from above, someone talking about the Salem witch trials, but only snatches of the lecture got through to her. She was drained from everything that had happened today, and this dreadful place made her feel sick and fuzzy. As if she had cobwebs in her brain.
  


  
    A woman’s voice was saying, “. . . the royal governor, Sir William Phips, established a special court to deal with the cases. By now there were so many accused witches . . .”
  


  
    So many fake witches, Cassie thought hazily, half listening. If that woman only knew about the real witches lurking in her dungeon.
  


  
    “. . . on June tenth, the first of the convicted witches was publicly executed. Bridget Bishop was hung on Gallows Hill, just outside of Salem . . .”
  


  
    Poor Bridget Bishop, Cassie thought. She had a sudden vision of Jeffrey’s swinging feet and a wave of nausea passed over her. Probably Bridget’s feet had been swinging when they hung her, too.
  


  
    “. . . by the end of September eighteen other people had been hung. Sarah Goode’s last words . . .”
  


  
    Eighteen. That’s a lot of swinging feet. God, I don’t feel well, thought Cassie.
  


  
    “. . . and a nineteenth victim was pressed to death. Pressing was a form of Puritan torture in which a board was placed on the victim’s chest, and then heavier and heavier rocks were piled on top of the board . . .”
  


  
    Ugh. Now I really don’t feel well. Wonder how it feels to have rocks piled on you till you die? Guess I’ll never know since that doesn’t happen much today. Unless you happen to be caught in a rockslide, or something . . .
  


  
    With a jerk, Cassie sat up straight, the cobwebs swept out of her brain as if by a blast of icy wind.
  


  
    Rockslide. Avalanche. Mr. Fogle, the high-school principal, had found out what it was like to have rocks piled on you till you died.
  


  
    Weird coincidence. That was all it was. But . . .
  


  
    Oh, my God, Cassie thought suddenly.
  


  
    She felt as if her entire body were plugged into something electric. Her thoughts were tumbling over each other.
  


  
    Rockslide. Pressed to death. Same thing, really. And hanging. The witches were hanged . . . just like Jeffrey Lovejoy. Oh, God, oh, God. There had to be a connection.
  


  
    “. . . never know how many died in prison. In comparison to the conditions there, the swift oblivion of a broken neck may have been merciful. Our tour will now take you—”
  


  
    Broken neck. A broken neck.
  


  
    Kori’s neck had been broken.
  


  
    Cassie thought she was going to faint.
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    Chapter 1


    


    



    The voices from above were getting nearer. Cassie couldn’t move; a gray blanket seemed to have enfolded her senses. Chris was pulling at her arm.


    
      “C’mon, Cassie! They’re comin’!”
    


    
      Faintly, Cassie heard from above: “If you’ll line up in single file, we’ll be going down a narrow stairway . . .”
    


    
      Chris was pulling Cassie off the narrow stairway. “Hey, Doug, give me a hand here!”
    


    
      Cassie made a supreme effort. “We have to go home,” she said urgently to Chris. She drew herself up and tried to speak with authority. “I have to go back and tell Diana—something—right now.”
    


    
      The brothers looked at each other, perplexed but dimly impressed.
    


    
      “Okay,” Chris said, and Cassie sagged, the grayness washing over her again.
    


    
      With Doug pulling in front and Chris trying to prop her up from behind, they led her rapidly through the dark, winding corridors of the dungeon. They seemed as comfortable in the darkness as rats, and they guided her unerringly through the passageways until a neon sign announced exit.
    


    
      On the drive north, the pumpkins thumped and rolled in the back seat like a load of severed heads. Cassie kept her eyes shut and tried to breathe normally. The one thing she knew was that she couldn’t tell the Henderson brothers what she was thinking. If they found out what she suspected about Kori, anything might happen.
    


    
      “Just drop me off at Diana’s,” she said when they finally returned to Crowhaven Road. “No—you don’t have to go in with me. Thanks.”
    


    
      “Okay,” Chris said, and they let her off. Then he stuck his head back out the window. “Uh, hey—thanks for getting that mutt off me,” he said.
    


    
      “Sure,” Cassie said light-headedly. “Any time.” As they rolled away she realized they had never even asked her why she needed to talk to Diana. Maybe they were so used to doing inexplicable things themselves that they didn’t wonder when other people did.
    


    
      Mr. Meade answered the door, and Cassie realized that it must be late if he was home from the office. He called up to Diana as Cassie climbed the stairs.
    


    
      “Cassie!” Diana said, jumping up as she saw Cassie’s face. “What’s the matter?”
    


    
      Adam was sitting on the bed; he rose too, looking alarmed.
    


    
      “I know it’s late—I’m sorry—but we have to talk. I was in the Witch Dungeon—”
    


    
      “You were where? Here, take this; your hands are like ice. Now start over again, slowly,” Diana said, sitting her down and wrapping her in a sweater.
    


    
      Slowly, stumbling sometimes, Cassie told them the story: how Chris and Doug had picked her up and taken her to Salem. She left out the part about the pumpkin patch, but told how they’d gone to the Witch Dungeon, and how, listening to the lecture, she had suddenly seen the connection. Pressing to death—rockslides; hanging—broken necks.
    


    
      “But what does it mean?” Diana said when she’d finished.
    


    
      “I don’t know, exactly,” Cassie admitted. “But it looks like there’s some connection between the three deaths and the way Puritans used to punish people.”
    


    
      “The dark energy is the connection,” Adam said quietly. “That skull was used by the original coven, which lived in the time of the witch trials.”
    


    
      “But that wouldn’t account for Kori,” Diana protested. “We didn’t activate the skull until after Kori was dead.”
    


    
      Adam was pale. “No. But I found the skull the day before Kori died. I took it out of the sand . . .” His eyes met Cassie’s, and she had a terrible feeling of dismay.
    


    
      “Sand. ‘To Hold Evil Harmless,’” she whispered. She looked at Diana. “That’s in your Book of Shadows. Burying an object in sand or earth to hold the evil in it harmless. Just like—” She stopped abruptly and bit her tongue. God, she’d almost said, “Just like you buried the skull on the beach to keep it safe.”
    


    
      “Just like I found it,” Adam finished for her. “Yes. And you think that when I took it out, that alone activated it. But that would mean the skull would have to be so strong, so powerful . . .” His voice trailed off. Cassie could see he was trying to fight the idea; he didn’t want to believe it. “I did feel something when I pulled it out of that hole,” he added quietly. “I felt dizzy, strange. That could have been from dark energy escaping.” He looked at Cassie. “So you think that energy came to New Salem and killed Kori.”
    


    
      “I—don’t know what to think,” Cassie said wretchedly. “I don’t know why it would. But it can’t be coincidence that every single time we interact with the skull, somebody dies afterward, in a way that the Puritans used to kill witches.”
    


    
      “But don’t you see,” Diana said excitedly, “it isn’t every time. Nobody used the skull right before Jeffrey died. It was absolutely safe—” She hesitated and then went on quickly. “Well, of course I can tell you two—it was safe out on the beach. It’s still buried there now. I’ve been checking it every few days. So there isn’t a one-to-one correspondence.”
    


    
      Cassie was speechless. Her first impulse was to blurt out, “Somebody did too use the skull!” But that would be insane. She could never tell Diana that—and now she was utterly at a loss. A shaking was starting deep inside her. Oh, God, there was a one-to-one correspondence.
    


    
      It was like that slogan, Use a gun; go to jail. Use the skull; kill somebody. And she, Cassie, was responsible for the last time the skull had been used. She was responsible for killing Jeffrey.
    


    
      Then she got another terrible jolt. She found Adam’s keen blue-gray eyes fixed on her. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said.
    


    
      Cassie swallowed, frozen.
    


    
      “You’re trying to think of a way to protect me,” he said. “Neither of you likes the idea that my pulling the skull out of the sand had something to do with Kori’s death. So you’re trying to discredit the theory. But it won’t work. There’s obviously some connection between the skull and all three deaths—even Kori’s.”
    


    
      Cassie still couldn’t move. Diana touched his hand.
    


    
      “If it is true,” she said, her green eyes blazing with intensity, “then it isn’t your fault. You couldn’t know that removing the skull would do any harm. You couldn’t know.”
    


    
      But I did know, Cassie thought. Or at least I should have known. I knew the skull was evil; I sensed it was capable of killing. And I still let Faye take it. I should have fought her harder; I should have done anything to stop her.
    


    
      “If anyone’s to blame,” Diana was going on, “it’s me. I’m the coven leader; it was my decision to use the skull in the ceremony. If the dark energy that knocked Faye over went out and killed Mr. Fogle and Jeffrey afterward, it’s my fault.”
    


    
      “No, it isn’t,” Cassie said. She couldn’t stand any more. “It’s mine—or at least it’s everybody’s . . .”
    


    
      Adam looked from one girl to the other, then burst into strained laughter and dropped his head into his hand.
    


    
      “Look at us,” he said. “Trying to clear each other and each take the blame ourselves. What a joke.”
    


    
      “Pretty pathetic,” Diana agreed, trying to smile.
    


    
      Cassie was fighting tears.
    


    
      “I think we’d better stop thinking about whose fault it is, and start thinking about what to do,” Adam went on. “If the dark energy that escaped at the ceremony killed both Mr. Fogle and Jeffrey, it may still be out there. It may do something else. We need to think about ways to stop it.”
    


    
      They talked for several hours after that. Adam thought they should search for the dark energy, maybe do some scrying around the graveyard. Diana thought they should continue combing all the Books of Shadows, even the most indecipherable ones, to see if there was any advice about dealing with evil like this, and to learn more about the skull.
    


    
      “And about Black John, too,” Cassie suggested mechanically, and Diana and Adam agreed. Black John had used the skull in the beginning, had “programmed” it. Perhaps his intentions were still affecting it.
    


    
      But all the time they were talking, Cassie was feeling—outside. Alienated. Adam and Diana really were good, she thought, watching them talk fervently, fired with the discussion. They really had acted with the best of intentions. She, Cassie, was different. She was—evil.
    


    
      Cassie knew things that they didn’t know. Things she could never tell them.
    


    
      Diana was nice when the time came for Cassie to go. “Adam had better drive you home,” she said.
    


    
      Adam did. They didn’t speak until they reached Cassie’s house.
    


    
      “How’re you hanging on?” he said quietly then.
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t look at him. She had never wanted comfort more, never wanted to throw herself into his arms as much as she did now. She wanted to tell him the whole story about Faye and the skull, and listen to him say that it was all right, that she didn’t have to face it alone. She wanted him to hold her.
    


    
      She could feel him wanting that too, just inches away in the driver’s seat.
    


    
      “I’d better go inside,” she said shakily.
    


    
      Adam was gripping the steering wheel so hard it looked as if he were trying to break it.
    


    
      “Good night,” she said softly, still without looking at him.
    


    
      There was a long, long pause while she felt Adam fight with himself. Then he said, “Good night, Cassie,” in a voice drained of all energy.
    


    
      Cassie went inside. She couldn’t talk to her mother or her grandmother about this either, of course. She could just imagine it: “Hi, Mom; you remember Jeffrey Lovejoy? Well, I helped kill him.” No, thank you.
    


    
      It was a strange thought, knowing you were evil. It floated around in Cassie’s mind as she lay in bed that night, and just before she fell asleep it got weirdly mixed up with visions of Faye’s honey-colored eyes.
    


    
      Wicked, she could almost hear Faye chuckling throatily. You’re not evil, you’re just wicked . . . like me.
    


    
      

    


    
      The dream started out beautifully. She was in her grandmother’s garden, in the summer, when everything was blossoming. Lemon balm spilled a golden pool on the ground. Lavender, lily of the valley, and jasmine were throwing such sweet scents into the air that Cassie felt giddy.
    


    
      Cassie bent to snap off a stem of honeysuckle, with its tiny, creamy flowerheads. The sun shone down, warming her shoulders. The sky was clear and spacious. Strangely, although this was her grandmother’s garden, there was no house nearby. She was all alone in the bright sunshine.
    


    
      Then she saw the roses.
    


    
      They were huge, velvety, red as rubies. No roses like that grew wild. Cassie took a step toward them, then another. Dew stood in the curl of one of the rose petals, quivering slightly. Cassie wanted to smell one of them, but she was afraid.
    


    
      She heard a throaty chuckle beside her.
    


    
      “Faye!”
    


    
      Faye smiled slowly. “Go ahead, smell them,” she said. “They won’t bite you.” But Cassie shook her head. Her heart was beating quickly.
    


    
      “Oh, come on, Cassie.” Faye’s voice was coaxing now. “Look over there. Doesn’t that look interesting?”
    


    
      Cassie looked. Behind the roses something impossible had happened. Night had fallen, even though it was still daylight where Cassie was standing. It was a cool black-and-purple night, broken by stars but not a trace of moon.
    


    
      “Come with me, Cassie,” Faye coaxed again. “It’s just a few little steps. I’ll show you how easy it is.” She walked behind the rosebush and Cassie stared at her. Faye was standing in darkness now, her face shadowed, her glorious hair merging with the gloom.
    


    
      “You might as well,” Faye told her softly, inexorably. “After all, you’re already like me—or had you forgotten? You’ve already made your choice.”
    


    
      Cassie’s hand let the honeysuckle spray fall. Slowly, slowly, she reached out and picked one of the roses. It was such a deep red, and so soft. Cassie stared down into it.
    


    
      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Faye murmured. “Now bring it here.”
    


    
      Mesmerized, Cassie took a step. There was a line of wavering shadow on the ground, between the darkness and the day. Cassie took another step and a sudden sharp pain in her finger made her gasp.
    


    
      The rose had pricked her. Blood was streaming down her wrist. All the thorns on the roses were crimson, as if they’d been dipped in blood.
    


    
      Appalled, she looked up at Faye, but she saw only darkness and heard only that mocking chuckle. “Maybe next time,” Faye’s voice floated out of the shadows.
    


    
      Cassie woke up with her heart pounding, eyes staring into the blackness of her room. When she turned the light on, she almost expected to see blood on her arm. But there was no blood, and no mark of any thorn on her finger.
    


    
      Thank God, she thought. It was a dream, just a dream. Still, it was a long time before she could fall asleep again.
    


    
      

    


    
      She woke again to the ringing of the phone. By the color of the light against the eastern window she knew she’d slept late.
    


    
      “Hello?”
    


    
      “Hello, Cassie,” a familiar voice said in her ear.
    


    
      Cassie’s heart jumped. Instantly the entire dream flashed before her. In a panic, she expected Faye to start talking throatily about roses and darkness.
    


    
      But Faye’s voice was ordinary. “It’s Saturday, Cassie. Do you have any plans for tonight?”
    


    
      “Uh . . . no. But—”
    


    
      “Because Deborah and Suzan and I are having a little get-together. We thought you might like to come.”
    


    
      “Faye . . . I thought you were mad at me.”
    


    
      Faye laughed. “I was a little—miffed, yes. But that’s over now. I’m proud of your success with the guys. It just shows you what a little witchery will do, hmm?”
    


    
      Cassie ignored this; she’d had a sudden thought. “Faye, if you’re planning to use the skull again, forget it. Do you want to know how dangerous it is?” She started to tell Faye what she’d discovered in the Witch Dungeon, but Faye interrupted.
    


    
      “Oh, who cares about the skull anymore?” she said. “This is a party. So we’ll see you at around eight, then, all right? You will show up, won’t you, Cassie? Because there might be—unfortunate consequences if you didn’t. ’Bye!”
    


    
      

    


    
      Deborah and Suzan will be there, Cassie told herself as she walked up to Faye’s house that night. They won’t let Faye actually kill me. The thought gave her some comfort.
    


    
      And Faye, when she opened the door, seemed less sinister than usual. Her golden eyes were glimmering with something like mischief and her smile was almost playful.
    


    
      “Come in, Cassie. Everybody’s in the den,” she said.
    


    
      Cassie could hear music as they approached a room off the entrance hall. It was furnished in the same opulent and luxurious style as the rest of the house. Noise from a huge TV was competing with some song by Madonna being blasted out of a magnificent stereo unit. With all this technology, the dozens of candles stuck in various kinds of holders around the room seemed incongruous.
    


    
      “Turn that stuff down,” Faye ordered. Suzan, pouting, pointed a remote control at the stereo, while Deborah muted the TV. Apparently Faye had forgiven them as well.
    


    
      “Now,” Faye said, with a feline smile at Cassie, “I’ll explain. The housekeeper has the day off, and my mother is sick in bed—”
    


    
      “As usual,” Deborah interrupted, to Cassie. “Her mom spends ninety-five percent of her life in bed. Nerves.”
    


    
      Faye’s eyebrows arched and she said, “Yes, well, it’s certainly convenient, isn’t it? At times like this.” She turned back to Cassie and went on, “So we’re going to have a little pizza party. You’ll help out getting things ready, won’t you?”
    


    
      Cassie was tingling with relief. A pizza party. She’d been imagining—oh, all sorts of strange things. “I’ll help,” she said.
    


    
      “Then let’s get started. Suzan will show you what to do.”
    


    
      Cassie followed Suzan’s directions. They lit the red and pink candles and started a low, crackling fire in the fireplace. They lit incense, too, which Suzan said was composed of ginger root, cardamom, and neroli oil. It was pungent, but delicious smelling.
    


    
      Faye, meanwhile, was placing crystals about the room. Cassie recognized them—garnets and carnelians, fire opals and pink tourmelines. And Suzan, Cassie noticed, was wearing a carnelian necklace which harmonized with her strawberry-blond hair, while Faye was wearing more than her usual number of star rubies.
    


    
      Deborah switched off the lamps and went to fiddle with the stereo. The music that began to rise was like nothing Cassie had ever heard. It was low and throbbing, some primal beat that seemed to get into her blood. It started out softly, but seemed to be getting almost imperceptibly louder.
    


    
      “All right,” Faye said, standing back to survey their work. “It’s looking good. I’ll get the drinks.”
    


    
      Cassie looked over the room herself. Warm; it looked warm and inviting, especially when compared with the chilly October weather outside. The candles and the fire made a rosy glow, and the soft, insistent music filled the air. The incense was spicy, intoxicating, and somehow sensuous, and the smoke threw a slight haze over the room.
    


    
      It looks like an opium den or something, Cassie thought, simultaneously fascinated and horrified, just as Faye came back with a silver tray.
    


    
      Cassie stared. She’d expected, maybe, a six-pack of soda—or maybe a six-pack of something else, knowing Deborah. She should have known Faye would never stoop to anything so inelegant. On the tray was a crystal decanter and eight small crystal glasses. The decanter was half full of some clear ruby-colored liquid.
    


    
      “Sit down,” Faye said, pouring into four of the glasses. And then, at Cassie’s doubtful look, she smiled. “It’s not alcoholic. Try it and see. Oh, go on.”
    


    
      Warily, Cassie took a sip. It had a subtle, faintly sweet taste and it made her feel flushed with warmth right down to her fingertips.
    


    
      “What’s in it?” she asked, peering into her glass.
    


    
      “Oh, this and that. It’s—stimulating, isn’t it?”
    


    
      “Mmm.” Cassie took another sip.
    


    
      “And now,” Faye smiled, “we can play Pizza Man.”
    


    
      There was a pause, then Cassie said, “Pizza Man?”
    


    
      “Pizza Man He Delivers,” Suzan said, and giggled.
    


    
      “Otherwise known as watching guys make fools of themselves,” Deborah said, grinning savagely. She might have gone on, but Faye interrupted.
    


    
      “Let’s not tell Cassie; let’s just show her,” she said. “Where’s the phone?” Deborah handed her a cordless phone.
    


    
      Suzan produced the yellow pages, and after a few moments of thumbing and scanning, read out a number.
    


    
      Faye dialed. “Hello?” she said pleasantly. “I’d like to order a large pizza, with pepperoni, olives, and mushrooms.” She gave her address and phone number. “That’s right, New Salem,” she said. “Can you tell me how long it will be? All right; thanks. ’Bye.”
    


    
      She hung up, looked at Suzan, and said, “Next.”
    


    
      And then, to Cassie’s growing astonishment, she did it all over again.
    


    
      Six times.
    


    
      By the end of it, Faye had ordered seven large pizzas, all with the same toppings. Cassie, who was feeling somewhat dizzy from the smell of incense, wondered just how many people Faye was planning to feed.
    


    
      “Who’s coming to this party—the entire Mormon Tabernacle Choir?” she whispered to Suzan. Suzan dimpled.
    


    
      “I hope not. It’s not choirboys we’re interested in.”
    


    
      “That’s enough,” said Faye. “Just wait, Cassie, and you’ll see.”
    


    
      When the doorbell rang the first time, Faye, Suzan, and Deborah went into the parlor and looked through the window. Cassie followed and looked too. The porch light revealed a young man holding a greasy cardboard box.
    


    
      “Hmm,” said Faye. “Not bad. Not terrific, but not bad.”
    


    
      “I think he’s fine,” Suzan said. “Look at those shoulders. Let’s take him.”
    


    
      With Cassie trailing behind, they all went into the hall.
    


    
      “Well, hello,” Faye said, opening the door. “Do you mind coming inside and putting it over here? I left my purse in the other room.” As Cassie watched with widening eyes, they escorted the guy into the warmth of the luxurious, richly scented den. Cassie saw him blink, then saw a stupefied expression cross his face.
    


    
      Deborah took the pizza from him. “You know,” Faye said, biting the pen she had poised over a checkbook, “you look a little tired. Why don’t you sit down? Are you thirsty?”
    


    
      Suzan was pouring a glassful of the clear ruby liquid. She held it out to him with a smile. The delivery boy wet his lips, looking dazed. Cassie could understand why. She thought there was probably no guy in the world who could resist Suzan, with her cloud of strawberry-gold hair and her low-cut blouse, holding out a crystal glass. Suzan leaned over a little farther as she offered it to him, and the guy took the drink.
    


    
      Deborah and Faye exchanged knowing glances. “I’ll go move his car around the side,” Deborah murmured, and left.
    


    
      “My name’s Suzan,” Suzan said to the guy, as she sank into the cushiony couch beside him. “What’s yours?”
    


    
      Deborah had barely returned when the doorbell rang again.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 2


    


    “Yuck,” Deborah said, as they peered out the parlor window again. This delivery guy was skinny, with lank hair and acne.


    
      Faye was already moving to the front door. “Pizza? We didn’t order any pizza. I don’t care who you called to confirm it, we don’t want it.” She shut the door in his face, and after a few minutes of hanging around the porch he went away.
    


    
      As his delivery van was pulling out, another one pulled in. The tall, blond guy with the cardboard box kept looking behind him at the receding rival van as he walked to the door.
    


    
      “Now this is more like it,” Faye said.
    


    
      When they brought the blond delivery guy into the den, Suzan and the muscular one were entangled on the couch. The pair disengaged themselves, the boy still looking foggy, and Faye poured the new guest a drink.
    


    
      Within the next hour, the doorbell rang four more times and they collected two more delivery boys. Suzan divided her attention between the muscular one and a new one with high cheekbones who said he was part Native American. The other new one, who looked younger than the others and had soft-brown eyes, sat nervously next to Cassie.
    


    
      “This is weird,” he said, looking around the room, and taking another gulp from his glass. “This is so weird . . . I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve got deliveries to make . . .” Then he said, “Gee, you’re pretty.”
    


    
      Gee? thought Cassie. Gosh. Golly. Oh, my God. “Thanks,” she said weakly, and glanced around the room for help.
    


    
      None was forthcoming. Faye, looking sultry and exuding sensuality, was running one long crimson fingernail up and down the blond guy’s sleeve. Suzan was sunk deep in the couch with an admirer on either side. Deborah was sitting on the arm of an overstuffed chair, eyes slitted and rather scornful.
    


    
      “Can I put my arm around you?” the brown-eyed boy was asking hesitantly.
    


    
      Boys aren’t toys, Cassie thought. Even if this one did look like a teddy bear. Faye had brought these guys here to play with, and that was wrong . . . wasn’t it? They didn’t know what they were doing; they didn’t have any choice.
    


    
      “I just moved up here last summer from South Carolina,” the boy was going on. “I had a girl back there . . . but now I’m so lonely . . .”
    


    
      Cassie knew the feeling. This was a nice guy, her age, and his brown eyes, though a little glassy, were appealing. She didn’t scream when he put his arm around her, where it rested warmly and a little awkwardly around her shoulders.
    


    
      She felt light-headed. Something about the incense . . . or the crystals, she thought. The music seemed to be pulsing inside her. She should be embarrassed by what was going on in this room—she was embarrassed—but there was something exciting about it too.
    


    
      Some of the candles had gone out, making it darker.
    


    
      The warmth around Cassie’s shoulders was nice. She thought of yesterday night, when she’d wanted so much for someone to comfort her, to hold her. To make her feel not alone.
    


    
      “I don’t know why, but I really like you,” the brown-eyed boy was saying. “I never felt like this before.”
    


    
      Why not do it? She was already—bad. And she wanted to be close to somebody . . .
    


    
      The brown-eyed boy leaned in to kiss her.
    


    
      That was when Cassie knew it was wrong. Not the way kissing Adam was wrong, but wrong for her. She didn’t want to kiss him. Every individual cell in her body was protesting, panicking. She wiggled out from under him like an eel and jumped up.
    


    
      Faye and the blond guy were also on their feet, heading out of the room. So were Suzan and her unmatched pair.
    


    
      “We’re just going upstairs,” Faye said in her husky voice. “There’s more room up there. Lots of rooms, in fact.”
    


    
      “No,” Cassie said.
    


    
      A hint of a frown creased Faye’s forehead, then she smiled and went over to Cassie, speaking in low tones. “Cassie, I’m disappointed in you,” she said. “After your performance at the dance, I really thought you were one of us. And it’s not nearly as wicked as some other things you’ve done. You can do anything you want with these guys, and they’ll like it.”
    


    
      “No,” Cassie said again. “You told me to come over and I did. But I don’t want to stay.” Her eyes were smarting and she had trouble keeping her voice steady.
    


    
      Faye looked exasperated. “Oh, all right. If you don’t want to have fun, I can’t make you. Go.”
    


    
      Relief washed over Cassie. With one glance back at the brown-eyed boy, she hurried to the door. After last night’s dream, she’d been so frightened . . . she hadn’t been sure what Faye would do to her. But she was getting away.
    


    
      Faye’s voice caught her at the door, and she waited until she had Cassie’s full attention before speaking.
    


    
      “Maybe next time,” she said.
    


    
      

    


    
      Cassie’s entire skin was tingling as she hurried away from Faye’s house. She just wanted to get home, to be safe . . .
    


    
      “Hey, wait a minute,” Deborah called after her.
    


    
      Reluctantly, Cassie turned and waited. She was braced as if for a blow.
    


    
      Deborah came up quickly, her step light and controlled as always. Her dark hair was tumbling in waves around her small face and falling into her eyes. Her chin was slightly out-thrust as usual, but her expression wasn’t hostile.
    


    
      “I’m leaving too. You want a ride?” she said.
    


    
      Instantly memories of the last “ride” she’d accepted flashed through Cassie’s mind. But she didn’t exactly like to refuse Deborah. After Faye’s parting words, Cassie was feeling small and soft and vulnerable—like something that could be easily squashed. And besides . . . well, it wasn’t often Deborah made a gesture like this.
    


    
      “Okay, thanks,” Cassie said after only a moment’s hesitation. She didn’t ask if they should be wearing helmets. She didn’t think Deborah would appreciate the question.
    


    
      Cassie had never been on a motorcycle before. It seemed bigger when she was trying to get on it than it had looked just standing there. Once she was on, though, it felt surprisingly stable. She wasn’t afraid of falling off.
    


    
      “Hang on to me,” Deborah said. And then, with an incredibly loud noise, they were moving.
    


    
      It was the most exhilarating feeling—flying through the air. Like witches on broomsticks, Cassie thought. Wind roared in Cassie’s face, whipped her hair back. It whipped Deborah’s hair into Cassie’s eyes so she couldn’t see.
    


    
      As Deborah accelerated, it became terrifying. Cassie was sure she’d never gone this fast before. The wind felt icy cold. They were racing forward into darkness, far too fast for safety on a rural road. The houses on Crowhaven were far behind. Cassie couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak. Everything was the wind and the road and the feeling of speed.
    


    
      I’m going to die, Cassie thought. She almost didn’t care. Something this electrifying was worth dying for. She was sure Deborah couldn’t take this next corner.
    


    
      “Relax!” Deborah shouted, her voice snatched away by the wind. “Relax! Don’t fight the way I’m leaning.”
    


    
      How can you relax when you’re plunging at practically a hundred miles an hour into darkness? Cassie thought. But then she found out how: you give yourself up to it. Cassie resigned herself to her fate, and let the speed and the wind take her. And, magically, everything was all right.
    


    
      She was aware, eventually, that they were heading back up Crowhaven Road, past Diana’s house, past the others. They overshot Cassie’s house and stormed around the vacant lot at the point of the headland.
    


    
      Dust sprayed up on either side. Cassie saw the cliff whip by and buried her head in Deborah’s shoulder. Then they were leaning, they were slowing, they were spiraling to a stop.
    


    
      “So,” said Deborah, when the world was still again, “what’d you think?”
    


    
      Cassie lifted her head and made her fingers stop clutching. Every inch of her was as icy as if she’d been standing in a freezer. Her hair was matted and her lips and ears and nose were numb.
    


    
      “It was wonderful,” she gasped. “Like flying.”
    


    
      Deborah burst into laughter, jumped off, and slapped Cassie on the back. Then she helped Cassie off. Cassie couldn’t stop shivering.
    


    
      “Look over here,” Deborah said, stepping over to the edge of the cliff.
    


    
      Cassie looked. Far below, the dark water crashed and foamed around the rocks. It was a long way down.
    


    
      But there was something beautiful, too. Over the vast gray curve of ocean, an almost half-full moon hung. It cast a long wavering trail of light along the water, pure silver on the darkness.
    


    
      “It looks like a road,” Cassie said softly, through chattering teeth. “Like you could ride on it.”
    


    
      She looked at Deborah quickly, not sure how the biker girl would take to such a fancy. But Deborah gave a short nod, her narrowed eyes still on the silver path.
    


    
      “That would be the ultimate. Just ride till you fly straight off the edge. I guess that was what the old-time witches wanted,” she said.
    


    
      Cassie felt a warmth even through her shivering. Deborah felt what she herself had felt. And now Cassie understood why Deborah rode a motorcycle.
    


    
      “We better go,” Deborah said abruptly.
    


    
      On the way back to the motorcycle Cassie stumbled, falling to one knee. She looked back and saw that she had tripped on a piece of brick or stone.
    


    
      “I forgot to tell you; there used to be a house here,” Deborah said. “It got torn down a long time ago, but there’re some pieces of foundation left.”
    


    
      “I think I just found one,” Cassie said. Rubbing her knee, she was starting to get up when she noticed something beside the brick. It was darker than the soil it was resting on and yet it shone faintly in the moonlight.
    


    
      She picked it up and found that it was smooth and surprisingly heavy. And it did shine; it reflected the moonlight like a black mirror.
    


    
      “It’s hematite,” said Deborah, who’d come back to look. “It’s a powerful stone—for iron-strength, Melanie says.” She knelt down suddenly beside Cassie, tossing tangled hair out of her eyes. “Cassie! It’s your working crystal.”
    


    
      A thrill which seemed to come from the stone rippled through Cassie. Holding the smooth piece of hematite was like holding an ice cube, but all the things that Melanie had said would happen when she found her own personal crystal were happening now. It fit her hand, it felt natural there. She liked the weight of it. It was hers.
    


    
      Elated, she lifted her head to smile up at Deborah, and in the chilly moonlight Deborah smiled fiercely back.
    


    
      It was when she was dropping Cassie off at Number Twelve that she said, “I heard you came to see Nick yesterday.”
    


    
      “Oh—um,” Cassie said. That meeting with Nick in the garage seemed like centuries ago, not yesterday. “Uh, I didn’t come to see him,” she stammered. “I was just walking by . . .”
    


    
      Deborah shrugged. “Anyway, I thought I’d tell you—he gets in bad moods sometimes. But that doesn’t mean you should give up. Other times he’s okay.”
    


    
      Cassie floundered, completely amazed. “Uh—well—I didn’t mean—I mean, thanks, but I wasn’t really . . .”
    


    
      She couldn’t find a way to finish, and Deborah wasn’t waiting anyway. “Whatever. See you later. And don’t lose that stone!” Dark hair flying, the biker girl zoomed off.
    


    
      Up in her room, Cassie’s legs felt weak from tension, and she was tired. But she lay in bed for a while and held the hematite on her palm, tilting it back and forth to watch the light slide over it. For iron-strength, she thought.
    


    
      It wasn’t like the chalcedony rose; it gave her no feeling of warmth and comfort. But then the chalcedony rose was all mixed up in her mind with Adam and his blue-gray eyes. Diana had the rose now, and Diana had Adam.
    


    
      And Cassie had a stone which brought a strange coolness to her thoughts, a coolness that seemed to extend to her heart. For iron-strength, she thought again. She liked that.
    


    
      

    


    
      “And so that’s what Cassie believes, that each of the deaths—even Kori’s—is connected to the skull, and to Puritan ways of killing people,” Diana said. She looked around the circle of faces. “Now it’s up to us to do something about it.”
    


    
      Cassie was watching Faye. She wanted to see the reaction in those hooded golden eyes when Diana explained about the dark energy that had escaped during the skull ceremony, killing Jeffrey. Sure enough, when Diana got to that part, Faye shot a glance at Cassie, but there was nothing apologetic or guilty about it. It was a look of conspiracy. Only you and I know, it said. And I won’t tell if you won’t.
    


    
      I’m not that stupid, Cassie telegraphed back angrily, and Faye smiled.
    


    
      It was Sunday night and they were all sitting on the beach. Diana hadn’t been able to find out much from her own Book of Shadows about dealing with evil objects like the skull, and she was calling for everyone’s help.
    


    
      It was the first full meeting of the Circle in three weeks, since the day after Mr. Fogle had been found dead. Cassie scanned the faces above thick jackets and sweaters—even New Englanders had to bundle up in this weather—and wondered what was going on in each individual witch’s head.
    


    
      Melanie was grave and thoughtful as usual, as if she neither believed nor disbelieved Cassie’s theory, but was willing to test it out scientifically. Laurel just looked appalled. Suzan was examining the stitching on her gloves. Deborah was scowling, unwilling to give up the idea that outsiders had killed Kori. Nick—well, who could tell what Nick thought? Sean was chewing his fingernails.
    


    
      The Henderson brothers were agitated. For a terrible instant Cassie thought they were going to turn their energy on Adam, blame him for Kori’s being killed. But then Doug spoke up.
    


    
      “So how come we’re still sittin’ around talking? Let me have the skull—I’ll take care of it,” he said, teeth bared.
    


    
      “Yeah—let Doug have it,” Sean chimed in.
    


    
      “It can’t be destroyed, Doug,” Melanie said patiently.
    


    
      “Oh, yeah?” Chris said. “Put it in with a pipe bomb—”
    


    
      “And nothing would happen. Crystal skulls can’t be destroyed, Doug,” Melanie repeated. “That’s in all the old lore. You wouldn’t even scratch it.”
    


    
      “And there’s no really safe place to store it,” Diana said. “I might as well tell you all, I’ve got it buried somewhere, and yesterday I set up a spell to tell me if the place is disturbed. It’s vital that the skull stays buried.”
    


    
      Cassie had a sick feeling in her stomach. Diana was looking around the group, focusing on Deborah, Faye, and the Hendersons. It would never occur to her to look at me, Cassie thought, and somehow this made her feel sicker than ever.
    


    
      “Why can’t we take it back to the island?” Suzan said, surprisingly, showing she was listening after all.
    


    
      Adam, who had been sitting quietly, his fine, humorous face unusually moody, answered. “Because the island won’t protect it anymore,” he said. “Not since I took the skull.”
    


    
      “Sort of like one of those Egyptian tombs with a curse on it,” said Laurel. “Once you break in, you can’t undo what you’ve done.”
    


    
      Adam’s lip quirked. “Right. And we’re not strong enough to cast a new spell of protection that would hold it. This skull is evil,” he said to all of them. “It’s so evil that burying it in sand won’t do anything but keep it from being activated at the moment. There’s no way to purify it”—he looked at Laurel—“and no way to destroy it”—he looked at Doug and Chris—“and no place to keep it safe.” He looked at Suzan.
    


    
      “Then what do we do?” Deborah demanded, and Sean squeaked, “What do we do?”
    


    
      “Forget about it?” Faye suggested with a lazy smile. Adam shot her a dark look. Diana intervened.
    


    
      “Adam had the idea of searching for the dark energy again with a pendulum, seeing if there are any new trails,” she said. She turned to Cassie. “What do you think?”
    


    
      Cassie dug her fingernails into her palms. If they traced the dark energy and it led them straight back to Faye’s house, the place where it had most recently escaped . . . Faye was looking at her sharply, wanting her to veto the suggestion. But Cassie had an idea.
    


    
      “I think we should do it,” she told Diana evenly.
    


    
      Faye’s stare turned menacing, furious. But there was nothing she could say.
    


    
      Diana nodded. “All right. We may as well start now. It’s a long walk to the graveyard, so I thought we might try picking up the trail around here. We’ll go out on Crowhaven Road and see if there’s anything to follow.”
    


    
      Cassie could actually feel her chest quivering with the beating of her heart as they walked off the beach. She thrust one hand into her pocket to feel the cold, smooth piece of hematite. Iron-strength, that was what she needed right now.
    


    
      “Are you crazy?” Faye hissed as they climbed the bluff and headed for the road. She caught Cassie’s arm in a punishing grip, holding her back from the others. “Do you know where that trail goes?”
    


    
      Cassie shook the arm off. “Trust me,” she said shortly.
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      Cassie whirled on the taller girl. “I said, trust me! I know what I’m doing—and you don’t.” And with that she began to climb again. Iron-strength, she thought dizzily, impressed with herself.
    


    
      But she still found it hard to breathe when Diana stood out in the middle of Crowhaven Road—near Number Two, Deborah’s house—and held up the peridot crystal.
    


    
      Cassie watched it, feeling the concentration of all the minds around her. She waited for it to spin in circles.
    


    
      It did—in the beginning. The chain twisted first one way and then the other, like a wound-up swing on a playground. But then, to Cassie’s horror, it began to seesaw, pointing up and down Crowhaven Road. Down, the way they’d traveled the first time, the way that had eventually led to the cemetery, and up, toward the headland.
    


    
      Toward Faye’s.
    


    
      Cassie’s legs felt as if they were sinking into cotton as she followed the group. Faye had no trouble holding her back now. “I told you,” she said vehemently out of the side of her mouth. “Now what, Cassie? If that trail leads to my house, I’m not going down alone.”
    


    
      Cassie clenched her teeth and choked out, “I thought we couldn’t trace it at ground level. That energy came out through your bedroom ceiling on the second floor, and it was going straight up. I thought it would be too high to track.”
    


    
      “You obviously thought wrong,” Faye hissed.
    


    
      They were passing the vacant house at Number Three. They were passing Melanie’s house. Laurel’s house was in front of them; they were passing it. Faye’s house was just ahead.
    


    
      Cassie thought she actually might faint. She was almost unaware that she was clutching Faye’s arm as hard as Faye was clutching hers. She waited for the peridot to turn aside and lead them all to Faye’s doorstep.
    


    
      But Diana was walking on.
    


    
      Cassie felt a violent surge of relief—and of bewilderment. Where were they going? They were passing Number Seven, another vacant house. Passing the Hendersons’, passing Adam’s, passing Suzan’s. They were passing Sean’s—oh, my God, Cassie thought, we’re not going to my house?
    


    
      But they were passing Number Twelve as well. Diana was following the pendulum’s swing, leading them out onto the point of the headland.
    


    
      And there the crystal began to spin in circles again.
    


    
      “What’s going on?” Laurel said, looking around in astonishment. “What are we doing here?”
    


    
      Adam and Diana were looking at each other. Then they both looked at Cassie, who came slowly forward from the rear of the group. Cassie shrugged at them.
    


    
      “This is the place where Number Thirteen used to be,” Diana said. “Right, Adam? The house that was torn down.”
    


    
      “I heard it burned down,” Adam said. “Before we were born.”
    


    
      “No, it wasn’t that long ago,” said Melanie. “It was only about sixteen or seventeen years ago—that’s what I heard. But before that it was vacant for centuries. Literally.”
    


    
      “How many centuries?” Cassie said, too loudly. For some reason she found her fingers clenched around the piece of hematite in her pocket.
    


    
      The members of the coven turned to her, looking at her with eyes that seemed to shine slightly in the moonlight.
    


    
      “About three,” Melanie said. “This was Black John’s house. Nobody ever lived in it after he died in 1696.”
    


    
      The hematite burned against Cassie’s palm with icy fire.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 3


    


    “This is all too weird for me,” Laurel said, shivering.


    
      “But what does it tell us?” Deborah challenged.
    


    
      “It’s another link to Black John,” Adam said. “Other than that, nothing.”
    


    
      “So it’s a dead end, like the cemetery,” Faye said, looking pleased.
    


    
      Cassie had the feeling they were wrong, but she couldn’t explain why, so she kept her mouth shut. Something else was worrying her, worrying her terribly. The piece of hematite that right now felt as heavy as a bit of neutron star in her pocket . . . it had come from the ruins of Black John’s house. It might even have belonged to him. Which meant that she had to tell Diana about it.
    


    
      People were wandering around, breaking up into small groups. The meeting, for all intents and purposes, was over. Cassie took a deep breath and went to Diana.
    


    
      “I didn’t get a chance to talk to you earlier,” she said. “But I wanted to tell you about something that happened yesterday.”
    


    
      “Cassie, you don’t have to tell me. I know it wasn’t like Faye said.”
    


    
      Cassie blinked, thrown off balance. “What did Faye say?”
    


    
      “We don’t even have to talk about it. I know it’s not true.”
    


    
      “But what did she say?”
    


    
      Diana looked uncomfortable. “She said—you were over at her house last night, playing—well, some kind of game.”
    


    
      “Pizza Man,” Cassie said distinctly. When Diana stared at her, she explained, “Pizza Man He Delivers.”
    


    
      “I know what it’s called,” Diana said. She was scanning Cassie’s face. “But I’m sure you would never . . .”
    


    
      “You’re sure? You can’t be sure,” Cassie cried. It was too much—Diana’s blind insistence on her innocence. Didn’t Diana realize that Cassie was bad, evil?
    


    
      “Cassie, I know you. I know you wouldn’t do anything like that.”
    


    
      Cassie was feeling more and more agitated. Something inside her was getting ready to snap. “Well, I was there. And I did do it. And”—she was getting close to the source of the anguish inside her—“you don’t know what kind of things I would or wouldn’t do. I’ve already done some things—”
    


    
      “Cassie, calm down—”
    


    
      Cassie reeled a step backward, stung. “I am calm. Don’t tell me to calm down!”
    


    
      “Cassie, what’s wrong with you?”
    


    
      “Nothing’s wrong with me. I just want to be left alone!”
    


    
      Diana’s eyes sparked green. She was tired, Cassie knew, and anxious. And maybe she’d reached a snapping point, too. “All right,” she said, with unaccustomed sharpness in her normally gentle voice. “I’ll leave you alone, then.”
    


    
      “Fine,” Cassie said, her throat swollen and her eyes stinging. She didn’t want to fight with Diana—but all this anger and pain inside her had to go somewhere. She’d never known how awful it was to have people insist you were good, when you weren’t.
    


    
      Her fingers unclenched from the piece of hematite, and she left it in her pocket as she turned around and walked away. She stared down over the edge of the cliff at the swirling waves below.
    


    
      Faye moved in beside her, bringing a scent of sweet, musky perfume. “Show it to me.”
    


    
      “Huh?”
    


    
      “I want to see what’s in your pocket that you’ve been holding on to like it might run away.”
    


    
      Cassie hesitated, then slowly drew the smooth, heavy stone out.
    


    
      Still facing the ocean, Faye examined it. “A hematite crystal. That’s rare.” She held it up to the moonlight and chuckled. “Did Melanie ever tell you about some of hematite’s more—unusual properties? No? Well, even though it looks black, if you cut it into thin slices, they’re transparent and red. And the dust that comes off the stone turns the liquid that cools the cutting wheel as red as blood.”
    


    
      She gave the stone back to Cassie, who held it loosely, looking down at it. No matter where it came from, it was her crystal now. She’d known that from the moment she’d seen it. How could she give it up?
    


    
      “I found it here, by the foundation of the house,” she said dully.
    


    
      Faye’s eyebrows lifted. Then she collected herself. “Hm. Well—of course, anybody could have dropped it here in the past three hundred years.”
    


    
      A strange sense of excited relief filtered through Cassie. “Yes,” she said. “Of course. Anybody could have.” She put the crystal back in her pocket. Faye’s hooded golden eyes were gleaming at her, and Cassie felt herself nod. She didn’t have to give up the crystal after all.
    


    
      Adam was calling people back into a group. “Just one thing before everybody leaves,” he was saying. He seemed oblivious to the little drama that had been enacted between Cassie and Diana a few minutes earlier.
    


    
      “I have an idea,” he said, when the Club had gathered around again. “You know, I just realized that everything connected with the dark energy has led to death, to the dead. The cemetery; that ghost-shape Cassie and Deborah and Nick and I saw on the road; even this place—a ruined house built by a dead man. And—well, the weekend after next is Samhain.”
    


    
      There was a murmur from the group. Adam looked at Cassie and said, “You know, Halloween. All Saints’ Eve, November Eve, whatever. But no matter what you call it, it’s the night when the dead walk. And I know it might be dangerous, but I think we should do a ceremony, either here or at the cemetery, on Halloween. We’ll see what we can call up.” He turned to Diana. “What do you think?”
    


    
      This time the response was silence. Diana looked concerned, Melanie doubtful, Sean openly scared. Doug and Chris were grinning their wild grins, and Deborah was nodding fiercely. Faye had her head cocked to one side, considering; Nick stood with his arms across his chest, stone-faced. But it was Laurel and Suzan who spoke up.
    


    
      “But what about the dance?” Laurel said, and Suzan said, “Saturday night is the Halloween dance and I’ve already got my shoes.”
    


    
      “We always have a party on Halloween,” Melanie explained to Cassie. “It’s a big witch holiday. But this year Halloween falls on Saturday, and the school dance is the same night. Still,” she said slowly, “I don’t see why we couldn’t do both. We could leave the dance around eleven thirty and still have plenty of time for a ceremony here.”
    


    
      “And I think it should be here,” Diana said, “and not the graveyard. That’s just too dangerous, and we might call up more than we bargained for.”
    


    
      Cassie thought of the shadowy form she and Adam had seen at the graveyard. A bit too belligerently, she asked, “What are we planning to do with whatever we can call up?”
    


    
      “Talk to it,” Adam said promptly. “In the old days people called up the spirits of the dead on Halloween and asked them questions. The spirits had to answer.”
    


    
      “It’s the day when the veil between the worlds is the thinnest,” Laurel clarified. “Dead people come back and visit their living relatives.” She looked around the group. “I think we should do the ceremony.”
    


    
      There was agreement from the Circle, some of it hesitant, some enthusiastic. But everyone nodded.
    


    
      “Right,” Adam said. “Halloween night, then.” Cassie thought it was unusual that he was taking over the job of coven leader this way, but then she looked at Diana. Diana looked as if she were holding some turmoil inside her tightly under control. For a moment Cassie felt sorry for her, but then her own misery and conflict welled up. She left the meeting quickly, without speaking to Diana.
    


    
      

    


    
      In the weeks before Halloween, the real cold set in, although the leaves were still bronze and crimson. Cassie’s bedroom smelled of camphor because her grandmother had brought old quilts out of storage to pile on her bed. The last of the herbs had been gathered, and the house was decorated with autumn flowers, marigolds and purple asters. Every day after school Cassie found her grandmother in the kitchen, cooking oceans of applesauce to jar, until the whole house smelled of hot apple pulp and cinnamon and spices.
    


    
      Pumpkins mysteriously appeared on everybody’s back porch—but only Cassie and the Hendersons knew where they came from.
    


    
      Things didn’t get better with Diana.
    


    
      A guilty part inside Cassie knew why. She didn’twant to fight with Diana—but it was so much easier not having to worry about her all the time. If she wasn’t always talking to Diana, wasn’t over at Diana’s house every day, she didn’t have to think about how hurt Diana would be if Diana ever found out the truth. The shameful secrets inside Cassie didn’t rub her so much when Diana was at a distance.
    


    
      So when Diana tried to make up, Cassie was polite but a little cool. A little—detached. And when Diana asked why Cassie was still mad, Cassie said she wasn’t still mad, and why couldn’t Diana just leave things alone? After that, Diana did.
    


    
      Cassie felt as if a thin, hard shell were growing all over her.
    


    
      She thought about what Deborah had said about Nick. He gets in bad moods sometimes, but that doesn’t mean you should give up. Of course, there was no way Cassie could go back and ask Nick again. At least, there was no way the old Cassie could have. There seemed to be a new Cassie now, a stronger, harder one—at least on the outside. And she had to do something, because every night she thought about Adam and ached, and she was afraid of what might happen if she went to that dance unattached.
    


    
      The day before Halloween she walked up to Nick’s garage again.
    


    
      The skeleton-car looked just the same. Its entire engine was out, resting on a sort of bottomless table made of pipes. Nick was underneath the table.
    


    
      Cassie knew better than to ask him what he was doing this time. She saw him see her feet, saw his gaze travel up. Then he scooted out from under the table and stood up.
    


    
      His dark hair was spiky with sweat, and he wiped his forehead with the back of a greasy hand. He didn’t say anything, just stood there looking at her.
    


    
      Cassie didn’t give herself time to think. Focusing all her attention on an oil stain on his T-shirt, she said rapidly, “Are you going to the Halloween dance tomorrow?”
    


    
      There was a long, long silence. Cassie stared at the oil stain while Nick stared at her face. She could smell rubber and warm metal as well as grease and a faint hint of gasoline. She felt as if she were hanging suspended in air.
    


    
      Then Nick said, “No.”
    


    
      Everything came crashing down. Cassie felt it, and for some reason she was suddenly able to look Nick in the face.
    


    
      “Oh,” she said flatly. Oh, stupid, stupid, she was thinking. The new Cassie was as dumb as the old one. She should never have come here.
    


    
      “I don’t see why you want to know in the first place,” Nick said. Then he added, “It’s got something to do with Conant, doesn’t it?”
    


    
      Cassie tensed. “Adam? What are you talking about? What could my asking you to a dance have to do with Adam?” she said, but she could feel the blood rise to her face.
    


    
      Nick was nodding. “I thought so. You’ve really got it bad. And you don’t want him to know, so you’re looking for a substitute, right? Or are you trying to make him jealous?”
    


    
      Cassie’s face was burning now, but hotter was the flame of rage and humiliation inside her. She wouldn’t cry in front of Nick, she wouldn’t.
    


    
      “Sorry for bothering you,” she said, and, feeling stiff and sore, she turned around to walk away.
    


    
      “Wait a minute,” Nick said. Cassie went on walking and reached the golden October sunlight. Her eyes were fixed on the fading scarlet leaves of a red maple across the street.
    


    
      “Wait,” Nick said again, closer. He’d followed her out. “What time do you want me to pick you up?” he said.
    


    
      Cassie turned around and stared at him.
    


    
      God, he was handsome, but so cold . . . even now he looked completely dispassionate, indifferent. The sun caught blue glints off his dark hair, and his face was like a perfectly carved ice sculpture.
    


    
      “I don’t want to go with you anymore,” Cassie told him bleakly, and started away again.
    


    
      He moved in front of her, blocking her without touching her. “I’m sorry I said the thing about trying to make Conant jealous. That was just . . .” He stopped and shrugged. “I didn’t mean it. I don’t know what’s going on, and it’s none of my business, anyway. But I’d like to go to the dance with you.”
    


    
      I’m hallucinating, Cassie thought. I’ve got to be. I thought I just heard Nick apologize . . . and then say he’d like to go with me. I must have a fever.
    


    
      “So what time do you want me to pick you up?” Nick said again.
    


    
      Cassie was having trouble breathing, so her voice was faint. “Um, about eight would be fine. We’re all changing into our costumes at Suzan’s house.”
    


    
      “Okay. I’ll see you there.”
    


    
      

    


    
      On Halloween night, in Suzan’s Greek Revival house, the girls of Crowhaven Road prepared themselves. This night was different than the evening of the Homecoming dance. For one thing, Cassie knew what she was doing now. Suzan had taught her how to do her own makeup, in exchange for Cassie helping Suzan with her costume.
    


    
      They’d all taken baths with fresh sage leaves; Laurel’s orders, for enhancing their psychic powers. Cassie had also washed in milk of roses—rosewater and oil of sweet almonds—for softening her skin and to smell nice. Cassie’s grandmother had helped her plan and make her costume, which consisted mainly of panels of thin gauze.
    


    
      When she was finished that night, Cassie looked in Suzan’s mirror and saw a girl slender as a candle flame, dressed in something like mist, with an elusive, glancing beauty. The girl had hair like smoky topaz curling around a delicate face, and as Cassie watched, rosy shadows bloomed on her pale skin.
    


    
      She looked soft and touchable and sensuous, but that was all right, because she would be with Nick. Cassie dabbed perfume behind her ears—not magnet oil but simply attar of roses—and tossed her scented hair back. Well, there was a certain wistfulness in the girl’s wildflower-blue eyes, but that couldn’t be helped. Nothing was going to cure that, ever.
    


    
      She wasn’t wearing any crystal to allure, only the hematite for iron-strength in a pouch under her costume.
    


    
      “What are you?” Deborah said, looking into the mirror over her shoulder.
    


    
      “I’m a muse. It’s an old-time Greek thing; my grandmother showed it to me in a book. They weren’t goddesses, just sort of divine guides. They inspired people with creativity,” Cassie said. She looked at herself uncertainly. “I guess I’m Calliope; she was muse of poetry. The others were muses of history and stuff.”
    


    
      Melanie spoke up. “Witches believe that there was only one muse before they got split up into nine. She was the spirit of the arts, all of them. So maybe tonight you’re her.”
    


    
      Cassie turned to look at their costumes. Deborah was a rocker, all silver bangles, studs, and black leather. Melanie was Sophia, the biblical spirit of wisdom, with a sheer veil over her face and a wreath of silver stars in her hair.
    


    
      Suzan had taken Cassie’s suggestion and dressed up as Aphrodite, goddess of love. Cassie had gotten the idea from Diana’s prints and her grandmother’s book of Greek myths. “Aphrodite was supposed to be born from the sea,” she said now. “That’s the reason for all the shells.”
    


    
      Suzan’s hair was loose around her shoulders, and her robe was the color of sea foam. Iridescent sequins, seed pearls, and tiny shells decorated the mask she held in her hand.
    


    
      Laurel was a fairy. “A nature spirit,” she said, pivoting to show long, curving dragonfly wings. She was wearing a garland of leaves and silk flowers on her head.
    


    
      “Everyone looks great,” a soft voice said, and Cassie turned and caught her breath. Diana wasn’t even dressed up, or at least she was only wearing her ceremonial costume, the one she wore at Circles. But she appeared to be wreathed in her own light and she was beautiful beyond description.
    


    
      Laurel spoke quietly in Cassie’s ear. “She’s not making fun of it or anything, you know. Halloween’s our most magical holiday of the year. She’s honoring it.”
    


    
      “Oh,” Cassie murmured. Her eyes slid to Faye.
    


    
      Faye, she guessed, was a witch. The kind that guys were afraid of. She was wearing a sleeveless black dress, like a parody of the white shift Diana wore at meetings of the Circle. It was slit up both sides to the hip, and cut to show every curve. The material shimmered like silk when she walked.
    


    
      There are going to be some hearts broken at the dance tonight, Cassie thought.
    


    
      Downstairs, the doorbell rang, and the girls all went down in their fluttering draperies and rippling gowns to meet the guys. The Club was going to this dance in a group, as they planned to leave in a group at eleven thirty.
    


    
      Nick was Cassie’s date, but in that first moment all she could see was Adam. He was amazing. The branched ends of stag antlers sprouted from a crown of oak leaves on his head, and he was wearing a mask of oak leaves and acorns.
    


    
      “He’s Herne, the horned god,” Melanie said. “Sort of like Pan, you know, a nature god. He’s god of animals, too—that’s why he gets to take Raj with him.”
    


    
      Raj was there, trying to thrust his nose forward to give Cassie one of his embarrassingly warm greetings. Adam—or Herne; it unnerved Cassie how natural he looked with the horns and the oak leaves—held the dog back.
    


    
      The other girls were laughing at the guys’ costumes. “Sean,” Laurel said, “you’re skinny enough without showing all your bones.” He was dressed as a skeleton.
    


    
      Chris and Doug had strange symbols painted on their faces: black and red triangles, yellow lightning bolts. Their long hair was even more disheveled than usual. “We’re Zax,” they said, and everyone said, “Who?”
    


    
      Chris answered: “Zax the magician. He pulls cigarettes out of the air.”
    


    
      “It’s from some science-fiction show they saw once,” Suzan explained finally.
    


    
      Faye’s slow, lazy voice broke in. “And just what are you supposed to be, Nick? The Man in Black?”
    


    
      Cassie looked at Nick for the first time. He wasn’t wearing a costume, just black jeans and a black pullover sweater. He looked very handsome, very cool.
    


    
      “I’m supposed to be her date,” he said calmly, and without another look at Faye he held out his hand to Cassie.
    


    
      Faye can’t mind, Cassie told herself as they walked to the line of cars outside. Faye doesn’t want him anymore; she shouldn’t care who he goes with. But there was a thin coil of uneasiness in her stomach as she let Nick guide her to the Armstrong car. Deborah and Laurel got in the back.
    


    
      On the porches around them, jack-o’-lanterns had fiery grins and dancing flames for eyes. It was a crystal moonlit night.
    


    
      “A haunted night,” Laurel said from the backseat. “Tonight spirits gather at all the windows and doors, looking in. We always put a white candle in the window to guide them.”
    


    
      “Or a plate of food to feed them, so they don’t try to come inside,” Deborah said in a hollow voice.
    


    
      Cassie laughed, but there was a slightly false note in the laughter. She didn’t want spirits looking in her windows. And as for what Laurel had said two weeks ago, about dead relatives coming back to visit the living—well, Cassie didn’t want that, either. She didn’t know any of her dead relatives, except her father, and he probably wasn’t really dead. No, on the whole, she’d rather just leave all dead people alone.
    


    
      But the Circle was planning to do just the opposite tonight.
    


    
      The gym was decorated with owls, bats, and witches flying across giant yellow moons. Black and orange crepe paper was wound around the girders and streamed from the basketball hoops. There were dancing skeletons, spitting cats with arched backs, and surprised-looking ghosts on the walls.
    


    
      It was all so fun and harmless. The ordinary students who’d come to dance and masquerade and drink purple poison punch had no idea of the real darkness that lurked outside. Even the ones who hated the Club didn’t know the full truth.
    


    
      Diana and Adam arrived together, making what must have been the most impressive entrance New Salem High School had ever seen. Diana, in her simple white shift, with her bare throat and arms looking as fresh as baby’s skin, and her aureole of shining hair falling down her back, looked like a shaft of moonlight that had somehow wandered accidentally into the gym.
    


    
      And Adam—Adam always had a presence, a way of innately commanding respect from anyone smart enough really to look at him. Tonight, as Herne, he was more arresting than ever. He seemed to be the forest god, perilous and mischievous, awe-inspiring but not unkind. Above all, he looked wild. There was nothing domesticated about him; he belonged in the open spaces, running underneath the stars. Raj stayed beside him, looking more like a wolf than a dog, and none of the chaperons said a word of objection.
    


    
      “You know what happens tonight,” a voice murmured, breath warm on Cassie’s neck.
    


    
      Cassie said, “What, Faye?” without turning around.
    


    
      “Well, the coven leaders who represent the goddess Diana and the horned god have to make an alliance. They have to . . .” Faye paused delicately. “. . . merge, shall we say? To represent the union of male and female principals.”
    


    
      “You mean they . . . ?”
    


    
      “It can be done symbolically,” Faye said blandly. “But somehow I don’t think Adam and Diana will be satisfied with symbolism, do you?”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 4


    


    Cassie stood petrified. Her heart was going like a trip-hammer, but that was the only part of her capable of motion.


    
      Adam and Diana . . . they couldn’t. Only, of course, they could. Diana was laughing up at Adam now, tossing her straight, shining hair back. And although Cassie couldn’t see Adam’s eyes behind the mask, his lips were smiling.
    


    
      Cassie turned, almost blundering into Nick, who was bringing her some punch, and rushed off into the dimness.
    


    
      She found a dark corner under a Chinese lantern that had gone out. Shielded by a curtain of black and orange streamers, she stood there, trying to get hold of herself, trying not to see the pictures her mind was showing her.
    


    
      The next thing she knew, she could smell wood smoke and ocean breeze, along with a faint, indefinable scent of animal and oak leaves. Adam.
    


    
      “Cassie,” he said. Just that, as if Herne were calling her in her dreams, inviting her to throw off the covers in the middle of the night and come dancing in the autumn leaves.
    


    
      And then, in a more ordinary voice, he said quietly, “Cassie, are you okay? Diana says—”
    


    
      “What?” Cassie demanded, in a way that would have been fierce if her voice hadn’t been trembling.
    


    
      “She’s just worried that you’re not all right.”
    


    
      “I’m all right!” Cassie was struggling not to let the tears escape. “And anyway—I’m tired of people talking about me behind my back. Faye says, Diana says—I’m tired of it.”
    


    
      He took both her cold hands in his. “I think,” he said in a subdued voice, “that you’re just tired, period.”
    


    
      I am, Cassie thought. I’m tired of having secrets. And I’m tired of fighting. If I’m already evil, what’s the point of fighting?
    


    
      Just at the moment, to think was to act. Before she knew what she was doing, her hands had turned inside Adam’s, so that her fingers were clasping his. Not by word or look or deed, what a laugh, she thought. We’ve already broken it a thousand times. Why not really break it? That way at least she would have something concrete to feel bad about. That way Diana wouldn’t have him first.
    


    
      That was the crux of it. Diana might have everything else, but she wouldn’t have Adam first.
    


    
      I could do it, Cassie thought. Suddenly, her mind was working coolly and rationally, far removed from all the twisted pain in her chest. Adam was vulnerable to her because he was honorable, because he would never dream of her scheming to get him.
    


    
      If she started to cry right now . . . If she got him close enough to hold her, then relaxed against him, making herself soft in his arms . . . If she laid her head on his shoulder so that he could smell her hair . . . If she sighed and let her head fall back . . . would he be able to resist kissing her?
    


    
      Cassie didn’t think so.
    


    
      There were places darker than this corner. Safe places in the school. The home-ec room with the lock anyone could pick, the storage compartment where the gymnastics mats were kept. If Adam kissed her and she kissed him back, could anything stop them from going there?
    


    
      Cassie didn’t think so.
    


    
      And Diana, sweet stupid innocent Diana, would never know the difference. If Adam said he’d had to take Cassie for a walk to calm her down, Diana would believe him.
    


    
      No, there was nothing to stop Cassie and Adam . . . except the oath. How did it go again? Fire burn me, air smother me, earth swallow me, water cover my grave. Cassie wasn’t afraid of that. Fire was burning her body already, and air was smothering her—she couldn’t breathe. There was nothing to stop her. She leaned in closer to Adam, head drooping like a flower on a slender stem, feeling the first easy tears come. She heard the catch in her breath, and felt his fingers tighten on hers in concern, and awareness.
    


    
      “Cassie—God . . .” he whispered.
    


    
      A fierce rush of triumph swept through Cassie. He couldn’t help himself. It was going to happen. Oak and holly, leaf and briar/ Touch him with the secret fire . . .
    


    
      What was she doing?
    


    
      Using magic on Adam? Snaring him with words that had come from some deep well of knowledge within herself? It was wrong, dishonorable, and not just because members of the Club didn’t work spells on each other unasked.
    


    
      It was wrong because of Diana.
    


    
      Diana, who’d been Cassie’s friend when no one else would speak to her. Who’d championed her against Faye and the whole school. Even if Cassie couldn’t deal with being close to Diana right now, the memory of Diana was like a star shining in her mind. If she betrayed that, she betrayed everything that meant anything.
    


    
      Evil or not, Cassie couldn’t do it.
    


    
      She extracted her hands from Adam’s strong fingers.
    


    
      “I’m all right,” she said, her voice soft and weak, all its bones crushed.
    


    
      He was trying to get hold of her hands again. That was the problem with magic, you couldn’t always stop what you’d started. “Adam, really,” she said. Then, desperately, she added, “Diana’s waiting.”
    


    
      Saying Diana’s name helped. He stood for a moment, then escorted her back, Herne bringing a wayward nymph home to the Circle. Cassie went over to Laurel for safety; Nick was nowhere in sight. Well, she didn’t blame him.
    


    
      Diana was talking to Sally Waltman, who was there and looking hard as nails, despite the loss of Jeffrey. That left Adam and Cassie with Laurel and Melanie and their dates, and Sean and Deborah. A merry group of witches. Next to them was a group of outsiders.
    


    
      A slow dance was starting. The group of outsiders broke up, moving onto the dance floor. All except one.
    


    
      That one remained standing there, isolated, on the fringe of the Club. She was a junior Cassie vaguely recognized from French class, a shy girl, not beautiful, but not ugly, either. Right now she was trying to pretend that she didn’t mind being abandoned, that she didn’t care.
    


    
      Cassie’s heart went out to her. Poor girl. Once, Cassie had been just like her.
    


    
      “Want to dance?” It was Adam’s voice, warm and friendly— but he wasn’t talking to Cassie, he was talking to the outsider girl. Her face lit up, and she went happily with him out onto the floor, the scales of her mermaid costume flashing and twinkling. Cassie watched them go with a pang.
    


    
      But not of jealousy. Of love—and respect.
    


    
      “The parfit gentil knight,” Melanie said.
    


    
      “What?” said Cassie.
    


    
      “It’s from Chaucer. We learned it in British lit class. That’s what Adam is, the perfect gentle knight,” Melanie explained.
    


    
      Cassie thought about this for a while. Then she turned to Sean. “Hey, skinny, want to shake your bones?” she said.
    


    
      Sean’s face lit up.
    


    
      Well, Cassie thought as she and Sean began swaying to the music, one thing was for sure: This dance wasn’t anything like the last one. With Adam, the gym had seemed a place of beauty and enchantment. Now all she saw were paper cutouts and naked pipes overhead. At least Sean-the-Day-Glo-skeleton didn’t try to pull her in too close.
    


    
      Afterward, other guys approached her, but Cassie made a beeline for Nick, who’d rematerialized, and hid behind him. At least this part of her plan worked—the other guys retreated. It was strange to be something everybody wanted and couldn’t have. Nick didn’t ask her why she’d rushed off, and she didn’t ask him where he’d disappeared to.
    


    
      They danced a few times. Nick didn’t try to kiss her.
    


    
      And then it was time to leave. After saying good-bye to their bewildered, slightly indignant dates, the members of the Club gathered at the exit, and not even the strawberry-blond goddess Aphrodite was late. Even the two identical Zaxes, their slanted blue-green eyes sparkling, were waiting outside the door. Then they all started off into the darkness. The moon had set, but the stars seemed to be on fire.
    


    
      It was cold on the point of the headland. They sat on bits of the foundation of the razed house, while Deborah and Faye built a bonfire in the center. Other people were bringing provisions out of the cars. Cassie had expected everyone to be solemn, but the Circle was in a party mood, excited by the night, laughing and joking, defying the danger of what they were going to do in an hour or so. Cassie found herself enjoying the celebration, not thinking about the future.
    


    
      There was lots of food. Dried pumpkin seeds (“Without salt,” Laurel said), pumpkin bread and gingerbread baked by Diana, boxes of chocolate- and orange-frosted doughnuts from Adam, a bowl of mixed Halloween candy provided by Suzan, soft drinks and spiced cider, and a large paper bag of Chris’s that rattled.
    


    
      “Nuts! Yeah! For virility!” Doug yelled to the other guys, with an uncouth gesture.
    


    
      “Hazelnuts symbolize wisdom,” Melanie said patiently, but the Henderson brothers just sneered.
    


    
      And there were apples: winesaps, greenings, macintoshes. “Apples for love and death,” Diana said. “Especially at Halloween. Did you know they were sacred to the goddess Hera?”
    


    
      “Did you know the seeds contain cyanide?” Faye added, smiling oddly. She’d been smiling oddly at Cassie ever since Cassie had emerged from behind the streamer curtain with Adam at the dance. Now, leaning over to take a piece of gingerbread, she murmured in Cassie’s ear, “What happened back there when he followed you? Did you blow your chance?”
    


    
      “It isn’t nice to fool around with guys who’re taken,” Cassie whispered tiredly, as if explaining to a five-year-old.
    


    
      Faye chuckled. “Nice? Is that what you want for your epitaph? ‘Here lies Cassie. She was . . . nice’?”
    


    
      Cassie turned her head away.
    


    
      “I know an apple spell,” Laurel was saying to the group. “You peel an apple in one long spiral, then throw the peel over your shoulder, and if it doesn’t break, it forms the initial of your true love.”
    


    
      They tried this, without much success. The peelings kept breaking, Suzan cut herself on Deborah’s knife, and when Diana did manage to throw a peeling over her shoulder, it only formed a spiral.
    


    
      “Well, that’s sacred to the goddess at least,” Laurel said, frowning. “Or to the Horned One,” she added mischievously, looking at Adam.
    


    
      Cassie had been deliberately breaking her apple peels; the whole fortune-telling thing made her uneasy. And not just because Melanie mentioned cheerfully, “They used to execute witches for this kind of divination on Halloween.”
    


    
      “I’ve got another one,” Laurel said. “You throw a nut in the fire, say a pair of names, and see what happens. Like Suzan and David Downey,” she added impishly. “If the nut pops, they’re meant for each other. If it doesn’t, they’re doomed.”
    


    
      “If he loves me, pop and fly; if he hates me, burn and die!” Suzan quoted dramatically as Laurel tossed a hazelnut in. The round little nut just sizzled.
    


    
      “Laurel and Doug,” Chris snickered, throwing in another.
    


    
      “Chris and Sally Waltman!” Doug countered.
    


    
      “Cassie and Nick!”
    


    
      Deborah tossed that one in, grinning, but Faye was noticeably unsmiling.
    


    
      “Adam . . .” she said, holding a nut up high between long red nails and waiting until she had everyone’s attention. Cassie stared at her, poised on the edge of her brick. “. . . and Diana,” Faye said finally, and flicked the hazelnut into the flames.
    


    
      Cassie, mesmerized, watched the nut where it lay on glowing embers. She didn’t want to look at it; she had to.
    


    
      “There are lots of other Halloween traditions,” Laurel was going on. “It’s time to remember old people, people who’re coming to the winter of their lives—or that’s what my Granny Quincey says.”
    


    
      Cassie was still staring at that one hazelnut. It seemed to be jiggling—but was it going to pop?
    


    
      “It’s getting late,” Adam said. “Don’t you think we should get started?”
    


    
      Diana brushed pumpkin-bread crumbs off her hands and stood. “Yes.”
    


    
      Cassie only took her eyes off the fire for an instant, but in that instant, there was a sound like gunfire. Two or three nuts had exploded at once, and when Cassie looked back she couldn’t see the one Faye had thrown. It had popped—or she’d lost track of it. She couldn’t tell which.
    


    
      A heartbeat later it flashed through her mind to wonder about Deborah’s nut—for Cassie and Nick. But she couldn’t tell what had become of that one, either.
    


    
      “All right, now,” Diana said. “This is going to be a different kind of Circle. It’s going to be more powerful than anything we’ve ever used before, because we need more protection than we’ve ever needed before. And it’s going to take everybody’s help.” She followed this with an earnest glance at Faye, who replied with a look of utmost innocence.
    


    
      Cassie watched Diana draw a circle inside the ruined foundation with her black-handled knife. The bonfire was at the center. Everyone was serious now, their eyes following the path of the knife as it cut through the soil, making an almost perfect ring with a single gap at the northeast corner.
    


    
      “Everyone get inside, and then I’ll close it,” Diana said. They all filed inside and sat along the inner perimeter of the ring. Only Raj was left on the outside, watching anxiously and whining a little in his throat.
    


    
      “After this,” Diana said, closing the gap with a sweep of the knife, “no one leaves the protection of the circle. What we’re summoning up inside will be dangerous, but what’ll be hanging around outside will be even worse.”
    


    
      “How dangerous?” Sean said nervously. “What’s inside, I mean.”
    


    
      “We’ll be safe as long as we don’t go near the fire or touch it,” Diana said. “No matter how strong a spirit it is, it won’t be able to part from the fire we use to summon it. All right,” she added briskly, “now I’m going to call on the Watchtower of the East. Powers of Air, protect us!”
    


    
      Standing facing the dark eastern sky and ocean, Diana held a burning stick of incense and blew it eastward across the circle. “Think of air!” she told the coven members, and at once Cassie not only thought of it, but felt it, heard it. It started as a gentle breeze blowing from the east, but then it began to gust. It became a blast, a roaring wind beating in their faces, blowing Diana’s long hair backward like a banner. And then it diverted, flowing around the circumference of the circle, enclosing them.
    


    
      Diana took a burning stick out of the fire and moved to stand in front of Cassie, who was seated at the southernmost edge of the circle. Waving the stick over Cassie’s head, she said, “Now I’m calling on the Watchtower of the South. Powers of Fire, protect us!”
    


    
      She didn’t need to say, think of fire. Cassie could already feel the heat radiating on her back, could picture the pillar of flame bursting up behind her. It raced around like sparks across gunpowder, to form a circle of wildfire just outside the circle of wind.
    


    
      It’s not real, Cassie reminded herself. They’re just symbols we’re visualizing. But they were awfully concrete-looking symbols.
    


    
      Diana moved again. Dipping her fingers in a paper cup, she sprinkled water across the western perimeter, between Sean and Deborah. “I’m calling on the Watchtower of the West. Powers of Water, protect us!”
    


    
      It surged up, a phantom glass-green wave, cresting higher and higher. The swell flowed around to encompass the circle with a wall of water.
    


    
      Lastly, Diana moved north, facing Adam and scattering salt across the northern line. “Watchtower of the North,” she said, in a voice that wavered slightly and showed how much this was taking out of her. “Powers of Earth, protect us!”
    


    
      The ground rumbled beneath them.
    


    
      It caught Cassie off guard, and the rest of the group was even more startled than she was. They weren’t used to earthquakes here in New England, but Cassie was a native Californian. She saw that Sean was about to jump up.
    


    
      “Deborah, get Sean!” she cried.
    


    
      In an instant, the biker girl had grabbed Sean and was forcibly holding him from running. The tremors became more and more violent—and then with a sound like a thunderclap, the ground split. A chasm opened all around the circle, spewing up a strong, sulfurous smell.
    


    
      It isn’t real. It isn’t real, Cassie reminded herself. But surrounding her she saw the phantoms of the four elements Diana had invoked, layered one after another. A circle of raging wind, then a ring of fire, then a wall of seawater, and finally a chasm in the earth. Nothing from the outside could pass those boundaries—and Cassie wouldn’t like to bet on anything from the inside getting out safely, either.
    


    
      Shakily, Diana walked over to sit down in her place between Nick and Faye. “Okay,” she said, almost in a whisper. “Now we all concentrate on the fire. Look into it and let the night do the rest. Let’s see if anything comes to talk to us.”
    


    
      Cassie’s eyes shifted to Melanie, beside her. “But if we’re protected from everything outside, who’s going to be able to come talk to us?” she murmured.
    


    
      “Something from here,” Melanie whispered back, looking down at the barren earth inside the circle. Inside the foundations of the house.
    


    
      “Oh.”
    


    
      Cassie gazed into the flames, trying to clear her mind, to be open to whatever might be trying to cross the veil between the invisible world and this one. Tonight was the night, and now was the time.
    


    
      The fire began smoking.
    


    
      Just a little at first, as if the wood were damp. But then the smoke got darker—still transparent, but blacker. It streamed upward and hung in a cloudy mass above the bonfire.
    


    
      Then it began to change.
    


    
      It was twisting, swelling, like thunderheads rolling together. As Cassie stared, her breath clogging in her throat, it began to mold itself, to form a shape.
    


    
      A man-shape.
    


    
      It seemed to develop from the top down, and it was wearing old-fashioned clothes, like something out of a history book. A hat with a high crown and a stiff brim. A cloak or cape which hung down from broad shoulders, and a wide, severe linen collar. Breeches tied below the knees. Cassie thought she could make out square-toed shoes, but at times the lower legs just dwindled into the smoke of the fire. One thing she noticed, the smoke never actually detached from the fire, it always remained connected by a thin trail.
    


    
      The figure floated there motionless except for eddies within itself.
    


    
      Then it drifted toward Cassie.
    


    
      She was the one who seemed to be facing it straight on. A sudden thought came into her mind. When Adam had first taken the crystal skull out of his backpack on the beach, it had seemed to be looking directly at her. And again—at the skull ceremony, she remembered. When Diana had pulled the cloth off the skull then, those hollow eyesockets had seemed to be staring right into Cassie’s eyes.
    


    
      Now this thing was staring at her in the same way.
    


    
      “We should ask it a question,” Melanie said, but even her usually calm voice was unsteady. There was a feeling of menace about the cloudy shape, of evil. Like the dark energy inside the skull, only stronger. More immediate.
    


    
      Who are you? thought Cassie, but her tongue was frozen, and anyway, she didn’t need to ask. There was no doubt at all in her mind who the shape in front of her was.
    


    
      Black John.
    


    
      Then came Diana’s voice, clear and carefully calm. “We’ve invited you here because we’ve found something of yours,” she said. “We need to know how to control it. Will you talk to us?”
    


    
      There was no answer. Cassie thought the thing was moving closer to her—but maybe it was just an illusion.
    


    
      “There are terrible things going on,” Adam said. “They have to be stopped.”
    


    
      No illusion. It was coming closer.
    


    
      “Are you controlling the dark energy?” Melanie asked abruptly, and Laurel’s voice blended with hers: “You’re dead! You’ve got no right to be interfering with the living.”
    


    
      “What’s your problem, anyway?” Deborah demanded.
    


    
      Too fast, Cassie thought. Too many people asking questions. The shape was drifting steadily closer. Cassie felt paralyzed, as if she were in danger that no one else saw.
    


    
      “Who killed Kori?” Doug Henderson was snarling.
    


    
      “Why did the dark energy lead us to the cemetery?” Deborah jumped in.
    


    
      “And what happened to Jeffrey?” Suzan added.
    


    
      The trail of smoke connecting the shape to the fire was stretched out thin, and the shape was right in front of Cassie. She was afraid to look into that cloudy, indistinct face, but she had to. In its contours she thought she could recognize the face she’d glimpsed inside the crystal skull.
    


    
      Get up, Cassie.
    


    
      The words weren’t real words, they were in her mind. And they had some power over her. Cassie felt herself shift position, begin to rise.
    


    
      Come with me, Cassie.
    


    
      The others were still asking questions, and dimly Cassie could hear barking far away. But much louder was the voice in her mind.
    


    
      Cassie, come.
    


    
      She got to her feet. The swirling darkness seemed to be less transparent now. More solid. It was reaching out a formless hand.
    


    
      Cassie reached out with her own hand to take it.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 5


    


    “Cassie, no!”


    
      Later Cassie would realize it was Diana who had shouted. At the time the words came to her only through a fog, and they sounded slow and dragging. Meaningless, like the continued mad barking that was going on somewhere far away. Cassie’s fingertips brushed the transparent black fingertips before her.
    


    
      Instantly, she felt a jolt like the thrill that the hematite had given her. She looked up, shocked, from her own hand to the smoky, swirling face, and she recognized it—
    


    
      Then everything shattered.
    


    
      There was a great splash and icy-cold drops of water splattered Cassie from head to foot. At the same instant there was the hissing sound of red-hot embers being suddenly drenched. The smoky man-thing changed, dwindling, dissolving, as if it were being sucked back into the fire. A fire that now was nothing more than a sodden black mess of charred sticks.
    


    
      Adam was standing on the other side of the circle, holding the cooler, whose contents had doused the fire. Raj was behind him, hair bristling, lips skinned back from his teeth.
    


    
      Cassie stared from her own outstretched hand to Adam’s wide eyes. She swayed. Then everything seemed to go soft and gray around her, and she fainted.
    


    
      

    


    
      “You’re safe now. Just lie still.” The voice seemed to come from a great distance, but it had a note of gentle authority. Diana, Cassie thought vaguely, and a great longing swept over her. She wanted to hold Diana’s hand, but it was too much trouble to move or try to open her eyes.
    


    
      “Here’s the lavender water,” came another voice, lighter and more hasty. Laurel. “You dab it on, like this . . .”
    


    
      Cassie felt a coolness on her forehead and wrists. A sweet, clean smell cleared her head a little.
    


    
      She could hear other voices now. “. . . maybe, but I still don’t know how the hell Adam did it. I couldn’t move—felt like I was frozen.” That was Deborah.
    


    
      “Me, too! Like I was stuck to the ground.” That was Sean.
    


    
      “Adam, will you please sit down now so Laurel can look at you? Please? You’re hurt.” That was Melanie, and suddenly Cassie could open her eyes. She sat up and a cool damp cloth fell off her forehead into her lap.
    


    
      “No, no—Cassie, lie still,” Diana said, trying to push her back down. Cassie was staring at Adam.
    


    
      His wonderful unruly hair was blown every which way. His skin was reddened, like a skier with a bad case of windburn, and his clothes looked askew and damp. “I’m all right,” he was saying to Melanie, who was trying to sit him in a chair.
    


    
      “What happened? Where are we?” Cassie said. She was lying on a couch in a shabby living room she knew she should recognize, but she felt very confused.
    


    
      “We brought you to Laurel’s house,” said Diana. “We didn’t want to scare your mom and grandma. You fainted. But Adam saved your life.”
    


    
      “He went through the four circles of protection,” Suzan said, with a distinct note of awe in her voice.
    


    
      “Stupid,” Deborah commented. “But impressive.”
    


    
      And then came Faye’s lazy drawl: “I think it was a tremendously devoted thing to do.”
    


    
      There was a startled pause. Then Laurel said, “Oh, well, you know Adam and duty. I guess he is devoted to it.”
    


    
      “I would’ve done it—so would Doug—if we could’ve got up,” Chris insisted.
    


    
      “And if you could’ve thought of it—which you couldn’t,” Nick said dryly and a little grimly. His expression was dark.
    


    
      Cassie was watching as Laurel dabbed with a damp towel at Adam’s face and hands. “This is aloe and willow bark,” Laurel explained. “It should keep the burns from getting worse.”
    


    
      “Cassie,” Diana said gently, “do you remember what happened before you fainted?”
    


    
      “Uh . . . you guys were asking questions—too many questions. And then—I don’t know, this voice started talking in my head. That thing was staring at me . . .” Cassie had a sudden thought. “Diana—at the skull ceremony in your garage, you know how you had the skull under a cloth?” Diana nodded. “Did you have it facing any particular way under the cloth?”
    


    
      Diana looked startled. “Actually, there was something about that that worried me. I put the skull facing the place where I’d sit in the circle—but when I took the cloth off, it was facing the other way.”
    


    
      “It was facing me,” Cassie said. “Which means either somebody moved it or . . . it moved itself.” They were looking at each other, both puzzled and uneasy, but communicating. Cassie felt closer to Diana than she had in weeks. Now was the time to make up, she thought.
    


    
      “Diana,” she began, but just then she noticed something. Adam’s mask of horns and oak leaves was sitting on a chair beside Diana, and one of Diana’s slender hands was resting on it, caressing it as if for comfort. It was an unconscious gesture—and a completely revealing one. A bolt of resentment shot through Cassie’s heart. Herne and the goddess Diana—they belonged together, right? And Diana knew it. Later tonight they’d probably perform that little ceremony Faye had been talking about.
    


    
      Cassie looked up and found Faye looking at her, golden eyes hooded and ironic. Faye smiled faintly.
    


    
      “What is it?” Diana was saying. “Cassie?”
    


    
      “Nothing.” Cassie stared down at the threadbare violet rug on the hardwood floor. “Nothing. I feel all right now,” she added. It was true, the disorientation was almost gone. But the memory of that smoky face stayed with her.
    


    
      “What an ending to our Halloween,” Laurel said.
    


    
      “We should have stayed at the dance,” said Suzan, sitting back and crossing her legs. “We didn’t learn anything—and Cassie got hurt,” she added, after a moment’s thought.
    


    
      “But we did learn something. We learned that Black John’s ghost is still around—and it’s malevolent,” Adam said. “It certainly wouldn’t answer any of our questions.”
    


    
      “And it’s strong,” Diana said. “Strong enough to influence all of us, to keep us from moving.” She looked at Cassie. “Except Cassie. I wonder why.”
    


    
      Cassie felt a flash of discomfort, and she shrugged.
    


    
      “It doesn’t matter how strong it is,” Melanie said. “Halloween’s over in a few hours, and after that it won’t have any power.”
    


    
      “But we still don’t know any more about the skull. Or about Kori,” Doug said, unusually serious.
    


    
      “And I don’t think we even know that Black Johnis—how did you put it, Adam? Malevolent,” came Faye’s husky slow voice. “Maybe he just didn’t feel like talking.”
    


    
      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” began Laurel.
    


    
      Before an argument could break out, Diana said, “Look, it’s late, and we’re all tired. We’re not going to get anything solved tonight. If Cassie really is okay, I think we should all go home and get some rest.”
    


    
      There was a pause, and then nods of agreement.
    


    
      “We can talk about it at school—or at Nick’s birthday,” Laurel said.
    


    
      “I’ll take Cassie home,” Nick said at the door.
    


    
      Cassie glanced at him quickly. He hadn’t said much while she’d been lying on the couch—but he’d been there. He’d come along with the rest of them to make sure she was all right.
    


    
      “Then Deborah can come with me,” Melanie said. “She rode in with you, right?”
    


    
      “Can you drive me, too? I really am tired,” Diana said, and Melanie nodded easily.
    


    
      Cassie scarcely noticed the rest of the good-byes. What she was noticing was that Adam was leaving in his Jeep Cherokee, heading north, and Diana was going with Melanie and Deborah, going south.
    


    
      No Herne-and-Diana ceremony tonight, Cassie thought, and a wash of relief went through her. Relief—and a ripple of mean gladness. It was wrong, it was bad—but she felt it.
    


    
      Just as she got into Nick’s car, she saw Faye smiling at her with raised eyebrows, and before she knew it, Cassie had smiled back.
    


    
      

    


    
      The next day when Cassie stepped out of her house she stopped in shock. The sugar-maple trees across the street had changed. The blazing autumn colors that had reminded her of fire were gone. So were the leaves. Every branch was bare.
    


    
      It looked like a Halloween skeleton.
    


    
      

    


    
      “Nick won’t let us do much for his birthday tomorrow,” Laurel said. “I wish we could give him a real surprise party.”
    


    
      Deborah snorted. “He’d walk right out.”
    


    
      “I know. Well, we’ll try to think of something he won’t think is too infantile. And”—Laurel brightened—“we can make up for it on the other birthdays.”
    


    
      “What other birthdays?” Cassie said.
    


    
      All the girls of the Club looked at her. They were sitting in the back room of the cafeteria, having a special conference while the guys kept Nick away.
    


    
      “You mean you don’t know about the birthday season?” Suzan asked in disbelief. “Diana didn’t tell you?”
    


    
      Diana opened her mouth and then shut it again. Cassie guessed she didn’t know how to say that she and Cassie didn’t talk that much anymore, at least not in private.
    


    
      

    


    
      “Let’s see if I can keep it straight,” Faye said with a low chuckle, eyes on the ceiling. She began to count on fingers tipped with long, gleaming scarlet nails. “Nick’s is November third. Adam’s is November fifth. Melanie’s is November seventh. Mine—and oh, yes, Diana’s, too—is November tenth . . .”
    


    
      “Are you kidding?” Cassie broke in.
    


    
      Laurel shook her head as Faye went relentlessly on. “Chris and Doug’s is November seventeenth, Suzan’s is the twenty-fourth, and Deborah’s is the twenty-eighth. Laurel’s is, um . . .”
    


    
      “December first,” Laurel said. “And Sean’s is December third, and that’s it.”
    


    
      “But that’s . . .” Cassie’s voice trailed off. She couldn’t believe it. Nick was only a month older than Sean? And all the witch kids were eight or nine months older than she was? “But you and Sean are juniors, like me,” she said to Laurel. “And my birthday’s July twenty-third.”
    


    
      “We just missed the cutoff date,” Laurel said. “Everybody born after November thirtieth has to wait another year for school. So we had to watch everybody else go off to kindergarten while we stayed home.” She wiped away imaginary tears.
    


    
      “But that’s still . . .” Cassie couldn’t express herself. “Don’t you think that’s pretty incredible? All of you guys being born within a month of each other?”
    


    
      Suzan dimpled wickedly. “It was a very wet April that year. Our parents all stayed inside.”
    


    
      “It seems odd, I admit,” Melanie said. “But the fact is that most of our parents got married the spring before. So it really isn’t that surprising.”
    


    
      “But . . .” Cassie still thought it was surprising, although clearly all the members of the Club were so used to it they didn’t wonder about it anymore. And why don’t I fit in the pattern? she thought. I guess it’s because I’m half outsider. She shrugged. Melanie was probably right; anyway, there was no point in worrying. She let the subject drop and they went back to planning Nick’s party.
    


    
      They finally decided to combine all the birthdays for that first week—Nick’s, Adam’s, and Melanie’s—and hold the party on Saturday, November seventh.
    


    
      “And,” Laurel said, when they explained their plan to the boys, “this one is going to be really different. Don’t ask now—it’s going to be unique.”
    


    
      “Uh, it’s not some health-food kind of thing, is it?” Doug said, looking suspicious.
    


    
      The girls looked at each other and stifled laughter. “Well—it is healthy—or at least some people think so,” Melanie said. “You’ll just have to come and see.”
    


    
      

    


    
      “But we’ll freeze to death,” Sean said, horrified.
    


    
      “Not with this,” Laurel laughed. She held up a thermos.
    


    
      “Laurel.” Adam was having a hard time not laughing himself. “I don’t care how hot whatever you’ve got in there is—it’s not going to keep us warm in that.”
    


    
      A silver moon, slightly more than half full, was shining down on an obsidian sea. It was the sea Adam was pointing to.
    


    
      “It’s not Ovaltine,” Deborah told him impatiently. “It’s something we mixed up.”
    


    
      The five boys were facing the girls, who were lined up behind Laurel. There was a bonfire going on the beach, but at this distance it did nothing to cut the icy wind.
    


    
      “They’re obviously not going to believe us,” Faye said, and Diana added, “I guess we’ll just have to show them.”
    


    
      Laurel passed the thermos around. Cassie took a deep breath and then a gulp. The liquid was hot and medicinal-tasting—like one of Laurel’s nastier herbal teas—but the instant she swallowed it, a tingling warmth swept over her. Suddenly she didn’t need her bulky sweater. It was positively hot out here on the beach.
    


    
      “To the sea, ye mystics,” Melanie said. Cassie wasn’t sure what it meant, but like the other girls, she was shedding suddenly unnecessary clothing. The boys were goggling.
    


    
      “I want a birthday party like this,” Sean said urgently, as Faye unzipped her red jacket. “Okay? Okay? I want—”
    


    
      The guys were mildly disappointed when it turned out the girls had bathing suits on underneath.
    


    
      “But what are we supposed to do?” Adam said, sniffing at the thermos and grinning at the bikini-clad girls.
    


    
      “Well . . .” Faye smiled. “You can always improvise.”
    


    
      “Or,” Diana put in, “you can look behind the big rock. There just might be a pile of swimming trunks there.”
    


    
      “Now this really is different,” Laurel said happily to Cassie some time later, while they were both floating in water up to their chins. “A midnight swimming party in November. This is witchy.”
    


    
      “Be more witchy if we were all sky-clad,” Chris commented, shaking his shaggy blond head like a wet dog.
    


    
      Cassie and Laurel looked at each other, then at Deborah, who was bobbing nearby.
    


    
      “Good idea,” Deborah said, nodding at the other girls. “How about you first, Chris?”
    


    
      “Wait a minute—I didn’t mean—hey, Doug—help!”
    


    
      “Come on, girls,” Laurel shouted. “Chris wants to go skinny-dipping, only he’s a little shy.”
    


    
      “Help! Guys, help!”
    


    
      It turned into a sort of combination of tag and aquatic wrestling. Everyone joined in. Cassie found herself being chased by Nick and she fled, kicking up great splashes while he cut cleanly through the surf behind her. He got close enough to grab her.
    


    
      “Help!” Cassie shrieked, half laughing, so that she accidentally drank some salt water. But there was no help in sight. Laurel and Deborah were heading an assault on the Henderson brothers, and Adam and Diana were far away, their sleek heads bobbing side by side.
    


    
      Nick tossed wet hair—blacker than onyx in the moonlight—out of his eyes and grinned at her. Cassie had never seen him smile before. “Surrender,” he suggested.
    


    
      “Never,” Cassie said, with as much dignity as she could muster while wavelets slapped her. Nick was handsome—but she didn’t want him to get hold of her out here. He made another grab at her and Cassie shrieked for help again, and suddenly there was a heaving wave between them.
    


    
      “Go on! Get out of here!” Faye said. Her eyes gleamed wickedly under long, wet lashes. “Or do we have to make you? Cassie, grab him around the neck while I get his trunks!”
    


    
      Cassie had no idea how to grab a guy as strong as Nick around the neck, especially when she was laughing so hard, but she surged forward. Faye dove like a dolphin, and Nick twisted and made a hasty retreat, swimming away as fast as he could.
    


    
      Cassie looked at Faye and found Faye smiling sideways at her. Cassie grinned.
    


    
      “Thanks,” she said.
    


    
      “Any time,” Faye said. “You know I’m glad to do anything for my friends. And we are friends, aren’t we, Cassie?”
    


    
      Cassie thought about that, treading water in the silver-glinting ocean. “I guess,” she said, finally, slowly.
    


    
      “That’s good. Because, Cassie, there’s a time coming up when I’m going to need all my friends. This Tuesday, when the moon is full, the Circle is going to have a meeting.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded, not getting it for a moment. Of course they were going to have a meeting. And another party; it was Faye’s and Diana’s birthday. They were both seventeen—
    


    
      “The leadership vote!” Cassie said, taking an involuntary gulp of salt water again. She stared at Faye with a sudden terrible apprehension. “Faye . . .”
    


    
      “That’s right,” Faye said. In the moonlight she looked like a mermaid, staying afloat effortlessly. Her glorious mane of hair hung soaking-wet down her back like twining seaweed. Her eyes held Cassie’s. “I want to be leader of this coven, Cassie. I will be leader. And you’re going to help me.”
    


    
      “No.”
    


    
      “Yes. Because this time I’m serious. I’ve been going easy on you, letting you have your way, not making you play by the rules. But that’s over now, Cassie. This is the one thing I want more than anything else in the world, and you are going to help me. Otherwise . . .” Faye looked over her shoulder to where Adam and Diana were still bobbing, far away. Then she turned back.
    


    
      “Otherwise, I’ll do it,” she said. “I’ll tell Diana—and not just about that little cuddling session on the bluff. I’ll tell her about the way you and Adam were kissing at the Homecoming dance—did you think nobody would see that? And the real reason Adam went through four circles of protection to save you at Halloween. And”—she floated closer to Cassie, her hooded golden eyes as unblinking as the eyes of a falcon—“I’ll tell her about the skull. How you stole it from her and gave it to me, so we could kill Jeffrey.”
    


    
      “That’s not what happened! I’d never have let you have it if I’d known—”
    


    
      “Are you sure, Cassie?” Faye smiled, a slow, conspiratorial smile. “I think, deep down, that you and I are just the same. We’re . . . sisters under the skin. And if you don’t vote for me on Tuesday, I’ll let everyone know the truth about you. I’ll tell them what you really are inside.”
    


    
      Evil, Cassie thought, staring out at the ocean. It reflected the moonlight back like a mirror, like a piece of hematite, and it surrounded her. She couldn’t say a word.
    


    
      “Think about it, Cassie,” Faye said pleasantly. “You have until Tuesday night to decide.” And then she swam away.
    


    
      

    


    
      It was Tuesday night.
    


    
      The full moon was directly overhead, the circle had been cast. The members of the Club sat around it. Diana, who was wearing all the symbols of the Queen of the Witches, had called on the four elements to protect them, but now she was silent. It was Melanie who was calling for the vote, from oldest to youngest.
    


    
      “Nicholas,” she said.
    


    
      “I told you before,” Nick said. “I won’t vote. I’m here, because you two insisted”—he glanced from Faye to Diana—“but I abstain.”
    


    
      With a strange feeling of unreality, Cassie watched his handsome, cold face. Nick had abstained, why couldn’t she? But she knew that would never satisfy Faye, unless Faye had already won. And Cassie was no closer to knowing which way to vote tonight than she had been three days ago. If only she had a little more time—
    


    
      But there was no time. Melanie was speaking again.
    


    
      “Adam.”
    


    
      Adam’s voice was firm and clear. “Diana.”
    


    
      From a pile of red and white stones in front of her, Melanie put forward one white. “And as for me, I vote for Diana too,” she said, and put out another white stone. “Faye?”
    


    
      Faye smiled. “I vote for myself.”
    


    
      Melanie put out a red stone. “Diana.”
    


    
      “I vote for myself too,” Diana said quietly.
    


    
      A third white stone. Then Melanie said, “Douglas.”
    


    
      Doug grinned one of his wildest grins. “I’m voting for Faye, naturally.”
    


    
      “Christopher.”
    


    
      “Uh . . .” Chris looked confused. Despite Faye’s frown and Doug’s frantic coaching, he was squinting into nothingness as if searching for a lost decision. Finally, he seemed to find it and he looked at Melanie. “Okay; Diana.”
    


    
      Everyone in the circle stared at him. He glared back defiantly. Cassie’s fingers clenched on the piece of hematite in her pocket.
    


    
      “Chris, you feeb—” Doug began, but Melanie shut him up.
    


    
      “No talking,” she said, and put out a fourth white stone next to the two red. “Suzan.”
    


    
      “Faye.”
    


    
      Three red, four white. “Deborah.”
    


    
      “Who do you think?” Deborah snapped. “Faye.”
    


    
      Four red, four white. “Laurel,” said Melanie.
    


    
      “Diana’s always been our leader, and she always will be,” Laurel said. “I vote for her.”
    


    
      Melanie put a fifth white stone out, a trace of a smile hovering on her lips. “Sean.”
    


    
      Sean’s black eyes shifted nervously. “I . . .” Faye was staring at him relentlessly. “I . . . I . . . Faye,” he said, and hunched up his shoulders.
    


    
      Melanie shrugged and put out another red stone. Five red, five white. But although her gray eyes remained serious, her lips were definitely curved in a smile. All of Diana’s adherents had relaxed, and they were flashing smiles at each other across the circle.
    


    
      Melanie turned confidently to the last member of the coven and said, “Cassandra.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 6


    


    There was silence under the silver disk of moon.


    
      “Cassie,” Melanie said again.
    


    
      Now everyone was looking at her. Cassie could feel the heat of Faye’s golden eyes on her, and she knew why Sean had squirmed. They were hotter than the pillar of fire Diana had summoned up to protect them at Halloween.
    


    
      As if compelled, Cassie glanced the other way. Diana was looking at her too. Diana’s eyes were like a pool adrift with green leaves. Cassie couldn’t seem to look away from them.
    


    
      “Cassie?” Melanie said for the third time. Her voice was tinged with the slightest note of doubt.
    


    
      Still unable to look away from Diana’s eyes, Cassie whispered, “Faye.”
    


    
      “What?” cried Laurel.
    


    
      “Faye,” Cassie said, too loudly. She was clutching the piece of hematite in her pocket. Coldness from it seemed to seep through her body. “I said Faye, all right?” she said to Melanie, but she was still looking at Diana.
    


    
      Those clear green eyes were bewildered. Then, all at once, understanding came into them, as if a stone had been tossed into the tranquil pool. And when Cassie saw that, saw Diana really understand what had just happened, something inside her died forever.
    


    
      Cassie didn’t know any longer why she was voting for Faye. She couldn’t remember now how all this had started, how she’d gotten on this path in the first place. All she knew was that the coldness from her hand and arm was trickling through her entire body, and that from here on, there was no turning back.
    


    
      Melanie was sitting motionless, stunned, not touching the pile of red and white stones. She seemed to have forgotten about them. It was Deborah who leaned forward and picked up the sixth red stone, adding it to Faye’s pile.
    


    
      And somehow that act, and the sight of the six red stones beside the five white ones, made it real. Electricity crackled in the air as everyone sat forward.
    


    
      Slowly, Melanie said, “Faye is the new leader of the coven.”
    


    
      Faye stood up.
    


    
      She had never seemed so tall before, or so beautiful.
    


    
      Silently, she held out a hand to Diana.
    


    
      But it wasn’t a gesture of friendship. Faye’s open hand with the long crimson nails was demanding. And in response to it, very slowly, Diana got to her feet as well. She unclasped the silver bracelet from her upper arm.
    


    
      Adam had been staring, thunderstruck. Now he jumped to his feet. “Wait a minute—”
    


    
      “It’s no use, Adam,” Melanie said, in a deadened voice. “The vote was fair. Nothing can change it now.”
    


    
      Faye took the silver bracelet with the mysterious, runic inscriptions, and clasped it about her own bare, rounded arm. It shone there against the honey-pale skin.
    


    
      Diana’s fingers trembled as she undid the garter. Laurel, muttering something and brushing tears out of her eyes with an angry gesture, moved forward to help her, kneeling before Diana and tugging at the circle of green leather and blue silk. It came free and Laurel stood up, looking as if she wanted to throw it at Faye.
    


    
      But Diana took it and placed it in Faye’s hand.
    


    
      Faye was wearing the shimmering black shift that she’d worn to the Halloween dance, the one slit up both sides to the hip. She buckled the garter around her left thigh.
    


    
      Then Diana put both hands to her hair and lifted off the diadem. Fine strands of hair the color of sunlight and moonlight woven together clung to the silver crown as she removed it.
    


    
      Faye reached out and almost snatched it from her.
    


    
      Faye held the circlet up high, as if showing it to the coven, to the four elements, to the world. Then she settled it on her own head. The crescent moon in its center gleamed against her wild black mane of hair.
    


    
      There was a collective release of breath from the Circle.
    


    
      Cassie didn’t know how she’d gotten to her feet, but suddenly she was running. She bolted out of the circle and ran beside the ocean, her feet sinking into wet sand. She ran until something caught her from behind and stopped her.
    


    
      “Cassie!” Adam said. His eyes looked straight into hers, as if he was searching for her soul.
    


    
      Cassie hit out at him.
    


    
      “Cassie, I know you didn’t want to do it! She made you, somehow, didn’t she? Cassie, tell me!”
    


    
      Cassie tried to shake him off again. Why was he bothering her? She was furious, suddenly, with Adam and Diana and their everlasting faith in her.
    


    
      “I know she made you,” Adam said forcefully.
    


    
      “Nobody made me!” Cassie almost shouted. Then she stopped fighting him and they stood and stared at each other, both breathing hard.
    


    
      “You’d better get back there,” Cassie said. “We’re not supposed to be alone—remember? Remember our oath? Not that I guess you need to think about it much anymore. It’s pretty easy to keep these days, isn’t it?”
    


    
      “Cassie, what’s going on?”
    


    
      “Nothing is going on! Just go, Adam. Just—” Before Cassie could stop herself she had grabbed Adam’s arms and pulled him forward. And then she kissed him. It was a hard, angry kiss, and the next moment when she released him she was as stunned as he was.
    


    
      They stared at each other speechlessly.
    


    
      “Go back,” Cassie said, hardly able to hear her own voice through the pounding in her ears. It was over, it was all over. She was so cold . . . not just her skin, but inside her, deep in her core, she was freezing. Freezing over like black ice. Everything was black around her.
    


    
      She pushed Adam away and made for the distant glow of the bonfire.
    


    
      “Cassie!”
    


    
      “I’m going back. To congratulate our new leader.”
    


    
      It was chaos back at the circle. Laurel was crying, Deborah was shouting, Chris and Doug were glaring like a couple of tomcats about to fight and calling each other names. Sean was hovering behind Faye to keep his distance from a disdainful Melanie. Suzan was telling Chris and Doug to grow up, while Faye laughed. Of all of them, only Nick and Diana were utterly still. Nick was smoking silently, away from the rest of the group, watching them with narrowed eyes.
    


    
      Diana was just standing there, exactly where she’d been when Cassie left. She didn’t seem to see or hear any of the disturbance around her.
    


    
      “Will you all just shut up?” Deborah was yelling when Cassie reached them. “Faye’s the one in charge now.”
    


    
      “That’s right,” Suzan said. Chris and Doug were shoving each other now. Suzan saw Cassie and said appealingly, “Isn’t that right, Cassie?”
    


    
      It was strange, how quickly the silence descended. Everyone was looking at Cassie again.
    


    
      “That’s right,” Cassie said, in a voice hard as stone.
    


    
      Chris and Doug stopped shoving. Laurel stopped crying. No one moved as Cassie walked over behind Faye. From that position she might have been supporting Faye—or she might have been about to stab her in the back.
    


    
      If Faye was afraid, she didn’t show it. “Okay,” she said to the others. “You heard it. I’m leader. And now I’m going to give my first order.” She turned her head slightly to address Cassie. “I want you to get the skull. As for the rest of you—we’re going to the cemetery.”
    


    
      “What?” Laurel screamed.
    


    
      “I’m leader and I’m going to do something with my power instead of just sitting on it. There’s energy trapped in that skull, energy that we can use. Cassie, go get it.”
    


    
      Everyone was talking now, arguing, bellowing at each other. Things had never been like this when Diana was leader. Adam was yelling at Faye, demanding to know if she had gone crazy. Only Nick and Diana remained still, Nick watching, Diana staring at something only she could see.
    


    
      Melanie was trying to restore calm, but it was doing no good. Some distant, clinical part of Cassie’s mind noted that if Diana were to interfere now, if Diana would come forward and take over, the coven would listen to her. But Diana did nothing. And the shouting just got louder.
    


    
      “Get it, Cassie,” Faye was snarling between clenched teeth. “Or I’ll get it myself.”
    


    
      Cassie could feel Power building around her. The sky overhead was stretched tight as a drum, tight as a harp string waiting to be plucked. The ocean behind her throbbed with pent-up force. She could feel it in the sand under her feet, and see it in the leaping flames of the bonfire.
    


    
      She remembered what she’d done to the Doberman in the pumpkin patch. Some power had burst out from her, focused like a laser beam. Cassie felt as if something like that was concentrating in her now. She was connected to everything and it was all waiting for her to unleash it.
    


    
      “Black John will let us have his power—he’ll give it to us if we just ask the right way,” Faye was shouting. “I know; I’ve communicated with him. But we have to go and ask him.”
    


    
      Communicated with him—when? Cassie thought. When she, Cassie, had let Faye take the skull the first time? Or at some point later?
    


    
      “But why the cemetery?” Melanie was crying. “Why there?”
    


    
      “Because that’s what he says,” Faye snapped back impatiently. “Cassie, for the last time! Get the skull!”
    


    
      The elements were ranged behind her . . . Cassie stared at the back of Faye’s neck. But then she remembered something. The look in Diana’s eyes when Cassie had voted against her . . . oh, what good would it do to kill Faye now? Everything was over.
    


    
      Cassie spun around and headed for the place where the skull was buried.
    


    
      “How does she even know—?” Melanie was beginning, and Faye’s laughter cut her off. So that was over, too, the secret about Cassie stealing the skull was out. Diana hadn’t told anyone exactly where the skull was buried, not even Adam. Cassie ran so she wouldn’t have to hear more.
    


    
      She dug in the center of the blackened stones until her fingernails scraped the cloth that wrapped the skull. Then she dug around it and pulled it out of the sand, surprised, as always, by how heavy it was. Cassie staggered as she picked the skull up and started back to Faye.
    


    
      Deborah ran to meet her. “This way,” she said, diverting Cassie before she could reach the group. “Come on!” They climbed the bluff and Cassie saw Deborah’s motorcycle.
    


    
      “Faye planned this,” Cassie said. She looked at Deborah, her voice rising slightly. “Faye had this planned!”
    


    
      “Yeah. So what?” Deborah looked perplexed; a good lieutenant used to taking orders from her superior. What did Cassie care if Faye had it planned? “She figured she would have a hard time getting all the others to come, but she wanted to make sure we got there,” Deborah explained.
    


    
      “I don’t see how she’s going to get any of the others to come,” Cassie said, looking down at the group below. But a strange madness seemed to have taken hold of some of them; whatever Faye was saying was whipping them into a frenzy. Suzan was heading for the bluff, and Doug was half dragging Chris. Faye was pushing Sean.
    


    
      “That’s seven; Faye said that’s all we need,” Deborah said, turning from the bluff. “Come on!”
    


    
      This motorcycle ride was like the last, in that the speed was as great, the moon even brighter. But this time Cassie wasn’t afraid, even though she could only hold on to Deborah with one arm. The other was hugging the skull to her lap. They reached the cemetery and a minute later heard engines. The Samurai was arriving with Chris and Doug and Suzan. Behind it was Faye’s Corvette. Faye got out of the driver’s side and Sean tumbled out of the passenger door.
    


    
      “Follow me,” Faye said. Long hair switching behind her, she made for the northeast corner. With every step she took, her bare, shapely legs flashed pale, showing the garter on her thigh and a black-handled dagger tucked in the garter. When the ground began to rise, she stopped.
    


    
      Cassie stopped, too, clutching the skull to her chest with both arms, frighteningly aware of where they were standing. In a row here, broken only by a mound in the earth, were the graves of Faye’s father, Sean’s mother, and all the other dead parents from Crowhaven Road. Sean was sniveling now, and only Deborah’s grip on him was keeping him from running away.
    


    
      Faye turned to face them. Even in the worst of times, the tall, dramatically beautiful girl had a natural authority, an ability to intimidate people. Now that seemed enhanced by the symbols of the Queen of the Witches: the diadem, the bracelet, the garter. An aura of power and glamour surrounded her.
    


    
      “It’s time,” Faye said, “to take back the energy that belonged to the original coven, and that Black John stored in the skull. Black John wants us to have that power, to use against our enemies. And we can get it back—now.”
    


    
      Taking the black-handled dagger out of her garter, Faye unsheathed it and drew a quick, imperfect circle in the dried-up grass. “Get in,” she said, and the others took their places.
    


    
      She’s got them moving so fast they’re not thinking about what they’re doing, Cassie thought. No one questioned Faye; everyone seemed caught up in the driving urgency Faye was creating. Even Sean had stopped whining and was staring, rapt.
    


    
      And Faye made a stunning sight as she held the knife up and rapidly called on the elements for protection. Too fast, Cassie was thinking—such slight protection when all their efforts on Halloween hadn’t been enough. But she couldn’t speak either; they were all caught on a roller-coaster ride and nobody could stop it. Least of all Cassie, who was so numb and cold . . .
    


    
      “Put the skull in the center, Cassie,” Faye said. Her voice was breathless and her chest was rising and falling quickly. She looked more excited than she had ever looked about Jeffrey, or Nick, or that guy from the pizza place she’d taken upstairs.
    


    
      Cassie knelt and placed the cloth-wrapped thing in the middle of Faye’s flawed circle.
    


    
      “And now,” Faye said, in that queer, exultant voice, staring down at the sandy lump between her feet, “we can reclaim the power that should have been ours all along. I call on all the elements to witness—”
    


    
      “Faye, stop!” Adam shouted, appearing running between the gravestones.
    


    
      The rest of the coven was behind him, including Diana, who still looked as if she were moving in her sleep. Even Nick, silent and watchful as always, was in the rear.
    


    
      Faye snatched up the covered skull and held it cradled in her two hands. “You had your chance,” she said. “Now it’s my turn.”
    


    
      “Faye, just stop a minute and think,” Adam said. “Black John isn’t your friend. If he’s really communicated with you, whatever he’s told you is lies—”
    


    
      “You’re the liar!” Faye shot back.
    


    
      “Chris, Doug—that skull killed Kori. If you let that dark energy loose again—”
    


    
      “Don’t listen to him!” Faye shouted. She looked like some barbarian queen as she stood there, long legs apart, silver glinting against the black of her shift and the darker black of her hair. Cassie realized that while Adam was talking to her, Laurel and Melanie were circling, one on either side.
    


    
      Faye realized it, too. “I won’t let you stop me! This is the beginning of a new Circle!”
    


    
      “Please, Faye—” Diana cried, desperately, seeming to wake up at last.
    


    
      “By Earth, by Air, by Fire, by Water!” Faye shouted, and she jerked the cloth off the skull and held it in both hands over her head.
    


    
      Silver. The full moon shone down on the crystal and seemed to blaze there, and it was as of another face were suspended above Faye’s; a vivid, unnatural, skeletal face. And then—darkness began to pour forth from it. Something blacker than the sky between the stars was streaming out of the skull’s eyesockets, out of its gaping nose-hole and between its grinning teeth. Snakes, thought Cassie, staring hypnotized at what was happening. Snakes and worms and the old kind of dragons, the kind whose heavy scales scrape the ground and who spit poison when they breathe. Everything bad, everything black, everything loathsome and crawling and evil seemed to be flooding out of that skull, although none of it was real. It was only darkness, only black light.
    


    
      There was a sound like the humming of bees, only higher, more deadly. It was growing. Faye was standing under that dreadful cascade of darkness, and the sound was like two ice picks driving into Cassie’s ears, and somewhere a dog was barking . . .
    


    
      Someone has to stop this, Cassie realized. No—I have to stop this. Now.
    


    
      She was getting to her feet when the skull exploded.
    


    
      

    


    
      Everything was quiet and dark.
    


    
      Cassie wanted it to stay that way.
    


    
      Somebody groaned beside her.
    


    
      Cassie sat up slowly, looking around, trying to piece together what had happened. The cemetery looked like a killing field. Bodies were strewn all over. There was Adam, stretched out with one arm reaching toward the circle and Raj beside him. There was Diana with her shining hair in the leaves and dirt. There was Nick, getting to his hands and knees, shaking his head.
    


    
      Faye was lying in a pool of black silk, her dark hair covering her face. Her hands with their long red nails were cupped, open—but empty. There was no sign of the skull.
    


    
      Someone groaned again, and Cassie looked to see Deborah sitting up, rubbing her face with one hand.
    


    
      “Are they dead?” Deborah said hoarsely, staring around.
    


    
      “I don’t know,” Cassie whispered. Her own throat hurt. All those bodies, and the only movement was the fluttering of Diana’s hair in the wind. And Nick, who was stumbling toward the circle.
    


    
      But then there was a stirring—people were starting to sit up. Sean was whimpering. Suzan was too. Deborah crawled over to Faye and pushed Faye’s hair back.
    


    
      “She’s breathing.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded; she didn’t know what to say. Adam was bending over Diana—she looked quickly away from that. Melanie and Laurel were up, and so were Chris and Doug, looking like punch-drunk fighters. Everyone seemed to be alive.
    


    
      Then Cassie saw Laurel gasp and point. “Oh, my God. The mound. Look at the mound.”
    


    
      Cassie turned—and froze. Her eyes went back and forth over the scene without believing it.
    


    
      The mound her grandmother had told her was for storing artillery was broken open. The rusty padlock was gone, and the iron door was jammed against the piece of concrete. But that wasn’t all. The top of the mound, where the sparse cemetery grass had grown, was cracked like an overripe plum. Like the cocoon of an insect that had burst free.
    


    
      And all up and down the line of graves by the fence, tombstones were tilting crazily. The ones nearest the mound, the ones with the names of the parents of Crowhaven Road, were split and shattered. Riven, Cassie thought, the old-fashioned word coming from nowhere, singularly appropriate.
    


    
      Something from inside the mound smelled bad.
    


    
      “I’ve got to see,” Deborah muttered. Cassie had never admired anyone so much as she did Deborah just then, making her staggering way toward the open mound. Deborah had more physical courage than anyone Cassie had ever known. Dizzily, Cassie got up and lurched beside her, and they both fell to their knees at the edge of the evil-smelling fissure.
    


    
      The moon shining inside showed that it was empty. But there was a coating like slime on the raw earth down there.
    


    
      Then light and motion caught Cassie’s eye.
    


    
      It was in the sky, the sky to the northeast. It was something like the aurora borealis, except that it flickered intermittently, and it was entirely red.
    


    
      “That’s above Crowhaven Road,” Nick said.
    


    
      “Oh, God, what’s happening?” Laurel cried.
    


    
      “Looks like fire,” Deborah muttered, still hoarse.
    


    
      “Whatever it is, we’d better get there,” Nick said.
    


    
      Adam was holding Diana, trying to revive her. Suzan and Sean were huddled, and Chris and Doug still looked punchy. But Melanie and Laurel were on their feet, if shaken.
    


    
      “Nick’s right,” Melanie said. “Let Adam take care of things here. Something’s happening.”
    


    
      Cassie glanced at Faye, her fallen leader, lying on the ground. Then she turned and followed Melanie without a word.
    


    
      It didn’t matter that the five who started unsteadily toward the road had just recently been on opposite sides of a fight. There was no time to think about anything that petty now. Cassie got on the back of Deborah’s motorcycle, and Melanie and Laurel jumped into Nick’s car. The others would have to follow when they could—and if they wanted to.
    


    
      Wind roared in Cassie’s ears like the sound of the sea. But the feeling of power she’d had earlier, the connection with the elements, was broken. She couldn’t think—her mind was fuzzy and cloudy as if she had a bad cold. All she knew was that she had to get to Crowhaven Road.
    


    
      “It’s not fire,” Deborah shouted as they approached. “No smoke.”
    


    
      Dark houses flew by—Diana’s, Deborah’s. The empty Georgian at Number Three. Melanie’s, Laurel’s, Faye’s. The vacant Victorian. The Hendersons’, Adam’s, Suzan’s, Sean’s . . .
    


    
      “It’s at your house, Cassie,” Deborah shouted.
    


    
      Yes. Cassie knew it would be. Something inside her had known even before they started out.
    


    
      A maple tree showed up like a black skeleton against the red light that engulfed the house at Number Twelve. But the red wasn’t fire. It was some witch-light, a crimson aura of evil.
    


    
      Cassie remembered how much she had hated this house when she’d first seen it. She’d hated it for being huge and ugly, with its peeling gray clapboards and its sagging eaves and unwashed windows. But now she cared about it. It was her family’s ancient home; it belonged to her. And more important than anything, her mother and grandmother were inside.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 7


    


    Cassie jumped off the motorcycle and ran up the driveway. But as soon as she entered the red light, she slowed. Something about the light made it hard to move through it, hard even to breathe. It was as if the air here had thickened.


    
      In slow motion, Cassie fought her way to the door. It was open. Inside, the ordinary lights, the lamps in the hallway, looked feeble and silly against the red glow that pervaded everything, like flashlights in the daytime.
    


    
      Then Cassie saw something that made her breath catch.
    


    
      Footprints.
    


    
      Something had tracked mud across her grandmother’s pine-board floor. Only it wasn’t mud. It was black as tar and it steamed slightly, like some primordial muck from hell. The prints went up the stairs and then back down again.
    


    
      Cassie was afraid to go any farther.
    


    
      “What is this?” Nick shouted, coming in behind her. His shout didn’t go very far in the thickened air; it sounded muffled and dragging. Cassie turned toward him, and it was like turning in a dream, where every motion is reduced to a crawl.
    


    
      “Come on,” Nick said, pulling at her. Cassie looked behind her and saw Deborah and Melanie and Laurel in the doorway, also moving in slow motion.
    


    
      Cassie let Nick guide her and they fought their way up the stairs. The red glow was dimmer up here; it was hard to see any prints. But Cassie followed them more by intuition than by sight down the hall to the door of her mother’s room, and she pointed to it. She was too frightened to go in.
    


    
      Nick’s hand grasped the doorknob, turned it. The door slowly flew open. Cassie stared at her mother’s empty bed.
    


    
      “No!” she screamed, and the red light seemed to catch the word and draw it out endlessly. She forgot to be frightened then and ran forward—slowly—into the middle of the room. The bed was rumpled, slept-in, but the covers had been thrown back and there was no sign of her mother.
    


    
      Cassie looked around the deserted room in anguish. The window was closed. She had a terrible sense of loss, a terrible premonition. Those black and steaming footprints went to the side of her mother’s bed. Some thing had come and stood here, beside her mother, and then . . .
    


    
      “Come on! Downstairs,” Nick was shouting from the doorway. Cassie turned to him—and screamed.
    


    
      The door was swinging slowly shut again. And in the shadows behind it was a pale and ghostly figure.
    


    
      Cassie’s second scream was cut off as the figure stepped forward, showing a drawn white face and dark hair falling loose over slender shoulders. It was wearing a long, white nightgown. It was her mother.
    


    
      “Mom,” Cassie cried, and she launched herself forward, throwing her arms around her mother’s waist. Oh, thank God, thank God, she thought. Now everything would be all right. Her mother was safe, her mother would take care of things. “Oh, Mom, I was so scared,” she gasped.
    


    
      But something was wrong. Her mother wasn’t hugging her back. There was no response at all from the upright but lifeless body in the nightgown. Cassie’s mother just stood there, and when Cassie pulled back, she saw her mother was staring emptily.
    


    
      “Mom? Mom?” she said. She shook the slender white figure. “Mom! What’s the matter?”
    


    
      Her mother’s beautiful eyes were blank, like a doll’s eyes. Unseeing. The black circles underneath seemed to swallow them up. Her mother’s arms stayed limp at her sides.
    


    
      “Mom,” Cassie said again, almost crying now.
    


    
      Nick had pushed the door open again. “We have to get her out of here,” he told Cassie.
    


    
      Yes, Cassie thought. She tried to convince herself that it was the light, that maybe outside of the red glow her mother would be okay. They each took one of the limp arms and led the unresisting figure into the hallway. Melanie, Laurel, and Deborah converged from different directions.
    


    
      “We looked in all the rooms on this floor,” Melanie said. “There’s no one else up here.”
    


    
      “My grandmother—” Cassie began.
    


    
      “Help us get Mrs. Blake downstairs,” Nick said.
    


    
      At the bottom of the stairs, the black prints turned left and then crossed and recrossed. A thought flashed into Cassie’s mind.
    


    
      “Melanie, Laurel, can you take my mom outside? Out of the light? Will you make sure she’s safe?” Melanie nodded, and Cassie said, “I’ll be out as soon as I can.”
    


    
      “Be careful,” Laurel said urgently.
    


    
      Cassie saw them leading her mother to the door, then she made herself stop looking. “Come on,” she said to Nick and Deborah. “I think my grandma’s in the kitchen.”
    


    
      A line of footprints led that way, but it wasn’t just that, it was a feeling Cassie had. A terrible feeling that her grandmother was in the kitchen, and that she wasn’t alone.
    


    
      Deborah walked like a stalking huntress, following the black marks down the twisting hallways to the old wing of the house, the one built by the original witches in 1693.
    


    
      Nick was behind Cassie, and Cassie realized vaguely that they were protecting her, giving her the safest place in line. But there was no safe place in this house now. As they crossed the threshold into the old wing, the red light seemed to get stronger, and the air even thicker. Cassie felt her lungs laboring.
    


    
      Oh, God, it looked like fire in here. The red light was everywhere and the air burned Cassie’s skin. Deborah stopped and Cassie almost ran into her. She struggled to see over Deborah’s shoulder, but her eyes were sore and streaming.
    


    
      She felt Nick behind her, his hand gripping her shoulder hard. Cassie tried to make her eyes focus, squinting into the thick red light.
    


    
      She could see her grandmother! The old woman was lying in front of the hearth, by the long wooden table she had worked at so often. The table was on its side, and herbs and drying racks were scattered on the floor. Cassie started toward her grandmother, but there was something else there, something her mind didn’t want to take in. Nick was holding her back, and Cassie stared at the thing bending over the old woman.
    


    
      It was burned, black, hideous. It looked as if its skin was hard and cracked. It had the shape of a man, but Cassie couldn’t see eyes or clothes or hair. When it looked up at them she got a brief, terrifying impression of a skull shining silver through the blackness of its face.
    


    
      It had seen them now. Cassie felt as if she and Nick and Deborah were welded together; Nick was still holding her, and she was clutching Deborah. She wanted to run, but she couldn’t, because there was her grandmother on the floor. She couldn’t leave her grandmother alone with the burned thing.
    


    
      But she couldn’t fight, either. She didn’t know how to fight something like this. And Cassie could no longer feel any connection to the elements; in this horrible oven of a room she felt as if she were cut off from everything outside.
    


    
      What weapons did they have? The hematite in Cassie’s pocket wasn’t cool anymore; when she thrust her hand in to touch it, it burned. No good. Air and Fire and Earth were all against them. They needed something this creature didn’t control.
    


    
      “Think of water,” she shouted to Nick and Deborah. Her voice was stifled in the oppressive blistering air. “Think of the ocean—cold water—ice!”
    


    
      As she said it, she thought herself, trying to remember what water was like. Cool . . . blue . . . endless. Suddenly she remembered looking over the bluff when she’d first come to her grandmother’s house, seeing a blue so intense it took her breath away. The ocean, unimaginably vast, spread out before her. She could picture it now; blue and gray like Adam’s eyes. Sunlight glinted off the waves, and Adam’s eyes were sparkling, laughing . . .
    


    
      Wind rattled the windows in their casements, and the faucet in the sink began to shake. It burst a leak somewhere at its base and a thin stream of white water sprayed up. Something burst in the dishwasher, too, and water gushed on the floor. Water was hissing out of the pipe under the sink.
    


    
      “Now!” Deborah shouted. “Come on, get him now!”
    


    
      Cassie knew it was wrong even as Deborah said it. They weren’t strong enough, not nearly strong enough to take this thing on directly. But Deborah, always heedless of danger, was lunging forward, and there was no time to scream a warning or make her stop. Cassie’s heart failed her and her legs went weak in the middle of the rush toward the black thing.
    


    
      It would kill them—one touch of those burned, hardened hands could kill—but it was giving way before them. Cassie couldn’t believe they were still alive, still moving, but they were. The thing was backing away, it was crouching, it was running. It turned and went through what had been the old front door, searing the handle black as it went. It went out into the darkness and then it was gone.
    


    
      The door hung open, rattling in the wind. The red light died. Through the doorway Cassie could see the cool silver-blue of moonlight.
    


    
      She dragged in a deep breath, grateful just to be able to breathe without hurting.
    


    
      “We did it!” Deborah was laughing. She pounded Nick on the arm and back. “We did it! All right! The bastard ran!”
    


    
      It left, Cassie thought. It left, deliberately. We didn’t win anything.
    


    
      Then she turned sharply to Nick. “My mother! And Laurel and Melanie—they’re out there—”
    


    
      “I’ll go check them. I think it’s gone for now, though,” he said.
    


    
      For now. Nick knew the same thing she did. It wasn’t defeated; it had withdrawn.
    


    
      On trembling legs, Cassie went and knelt by her grandmother on the floor.
    


    
      “Grandma?” she said. She was afraid the old woman was dead. But no, her grandmother was breathing heavily. Then Cassie was afraid that if the wrinkled eyelids opened, the eyes underneath would stare blankly like a doll’s—but they were opening now, and they saw her, they knew her. Her grandmother’s eyes were dark with pain, but they were rational.
    


    
      “Cassie,” she whispered. “Little Cassie.”
    


    
      “Grandma, you’re going to be all right. Don’t move.” Cassie tried to think of anything else she’d heard about injured people. What to do? Keep them warm? Keep their feet elevated? “Just hang on,” she told her grandmother, and to Deborah she said, “Call an ambulance, fast!”
    


    
      “No,” her grandmother said. She tried to sit up and her face contracted with pain. One knobby-knuckled hand clutched at the thin robe over her nightgown. Over her heart.
    


    
      “Grandma, don’t move,” Cassie said frantically. “It’s going to be all right, everything’s going to be all right . . .”
    


    
      “No, Cassie,” her grandmother said. She was still breathing in that tortured way, but her voice was surprisingly strong. “No ambulance. There’s no time. You need to listen to me; I have something to tell you.”
    


    
      “You can tell me later.” Cassie was crying now, but she tried to keep her voice steady.
    


    
      “There won’t be a later,” her grandmother gasped, and then she settled back, her breathing careful and slow. She spoke distinctly, kneading Cassie’s hand in her own. Her eyes were so dark, so anguished—and so kind. “Cassie, I don’t have much time left, and you need to listen. This is important. Go to the fireplace and look on the right-hand side for a loose brick. It’s just about the level of the mantel. Pull it out and bring me what’s inside the hole.”
    


    
      Cassie stumbled to the hearth. A loose brick—she couldn’t see; she was crying too hard. She felt with her fingers, scraping them on the roughness of mortar, and something shifted under them.
    


    
      This brick. She dug her fingernails into the crumbled mortar around it and worked it back and forth until it came out. She dropped it and reached into the cool dark hollow now exposed.
    


    
      Her fingertips found something smooth. She eased it closer with her nails, then grasped it and pulled it out.
    


    
      It was a Book of Shadows.
    


    
      The one from her dream, the one with the red leather cover. Cassie took it back to her grandmother and knelt again.
    


    
      “He couldn’t make me tell where it was. He couldn’t make me tell anything,” her grandmother said, and smiled. “My own grandmother showed me that was a good place to hide it.” She stroked the book, then her age-spotted hand tightened on Cassie’s. “It’s yours, Cassie. From my grandmother to me to you. You have the sight and the power, as I did, as your mother does. But you can’t run away like she did. You have to stay here and face him.”
    


    
      She stopped and coughed. Cassie looked at Deborah, who was listening intently, and then back at her grandmother. “Grandma, please. Please let us call the ambulance. You can’t just give up—”
    


    
      “I’m not giving anything up! I’m giving it all to you. To you, Cassie, so you can carry on the fight. Let me do that before I die. Otherwise it’s all been meaningless, everything.” She coughed again. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. That girl—Faye—she fooled me. I didn’t think she would move this fast. I thought we would have more time—but we don’t. So, now listen.”
    


    
      She drew a painful breath, fingers holding Cassie’s so hard it hurt, and her dark old eyes stared into Cassie’s. “You come from a long line of witches, Cassie. You know that. But you don’t know that our family has always had the clearest sight and the most power. We’ve been the strongest line and we can see the future—but the others don’t always believe that. Not even our own kind.”
    


    
      Her eyes lifted to look at Deborah. “You young people, you think you come up with everything new, don’t you?” Her seamed old face wrinkled in a laugh, although there was no sound. “You don’t have much respect for old folks, or even for your parents. You think we lived our lives standing still, don’t you?”
    


    
      She’s wandering, Cassie thought. She doesn’t know what she’s saying. But her grandmother was going on.
    


    
      “Your idea about getting out the old books and reviving the old traditions—you think you were the only ones to come up with that, don’t you?”
    


    
      Cassie just shook her head helplessly, but Deborah, brows drawn together in a scowl, said, “Well, weren’t we?”
    


    
      “No. Oh, my dears, no. In my day, when I was a little girl, we played with it. We had meetings sometimes, and those of us with the sight would make notes of what we saw, and those with the healing touch would talk about herbs and things. But it was your parents’ generation who got up a real coven.”
    


    
      “Our parents?” Deborah said in disbelief. “My parents are so scared of magic they practically puke if you mention it. My parents would never—”
    


    
      “That’s now,” Cassie’s grandmother said calmly, as Cassie tried to hush Deborah. “That’s now. They’ve forgotten—they made themselves forget. They had to, you see, to survive. But things were different when they were young. They were just a little older than you, the children of Crowhaven Road. Your mother was maybe nineteen, Deborah, and Cassie’s mother was just seventeen. That was when the Man in Black came to New Salem.”
    


    
      “Grandma . . .” Cassie whispered. Icy prickles were going up and down her spine. This room, which had been so hot, was making her shiver. “Oh, Grandma, please . . .”
    


    
      “You don’t want to know. I know. I understand. But you have to listen, both of you. You have to understand what you’re up against.”
    


    
      With another cough, Cassie’s grandmother shifted position slightly, her eyes going opaque with memory. “That was the fall of 1974. The coldest November we’d had in decades. I’ll never forget him on the doorstep, kicking the snow off his boots. He was going to move into Number Thirteen, he said, and he needed a match to light the wood he was carrying. There was no other kind of heat in that old house; it had been empty since he’d left it the first time.”
    


    
      “Since what?” Cassie said.
    


    
      “Since 1696. Since he’d left the first time to go to sea, and drowned when his ship went down.” Her grandmother nodded without looking at Cassie. “Oh, yes, it was Black John. But we didn’t know that then. How much suffering could have been prevented if we had . . . but there’s no use thinking about that.” She patted Cassie’s hand. “We lent him matches, and the girls and young men on the street helped him rebuild that old house. He was a few years older than they were, and they looked up to him. They admired him and his travels—he could tell the most marvelous stories. And he was handsome—handsome in a way that didn’t show his black heart underneath. We were all fooled, all under his spell, even me.
    


    
      “I don’t know when he started talking to the young people about the old ways. Pretty soon, I guess; he worked fast. And they were ready to listen. They thought we parents were old and stodgy if we opposed them. And to tell the truth, not many of us objected very strongly. There’s good in the old ways, and we didn’t know what he was up to.”
    


    
      The shivers were racing all over Cassie’s body by now, but she couldn’t move. She could only listen to her grandmother’s voice, the only sound except for the thin hiss of water in that quiet kitchen.
    


    
      “He got the likeliest of the young ones together and paired them off. Yes, that’s about the size of it, although we parents didn’t know then. He made matches, giving this girl to this boy, and this boy to that girl, and somehow he made it all seem reasonable to them. He even broke up pairs that had planned to marry—your mother, Deborah, was going to marry Nick’s dad, but he changed that. Switched her from one brother to the other, and they let him. He had such a grip on them they would have let him do anything.
    


    
      “They did the marriages in the old way, handfasting. Ten weddings in March. And we all celebrated, like the idiots we were. All those young people so happy, and never a quarrel between them, we thought; how lucky they were! They were just like one big group of brothers and sisters. Well, the group was too big for one coven, but we didn’t think about that.
    


    
      “It was good to see the respect they had for the old ways, too. They had the Beltane fire in May and at midsummer they gathered Saint-John’s-wort and mistletoe. And in September I remember all of them laughing and shouting as they brought the John Barleycorn sheaf in to represent the harvest. They didn’t know what the other John was planning.
    


    
      “We knew by then the babies were coming soon, and that was another reason to celebrate. But it was in October that some of the older women started to worry. The girls were all so pale and the pregnancies seemed to take so much out of them. Poor Carmen Henderson was flesh and bones except for her belly. That looked like she was carrying twin elephants. There wasn’t much celebrating at Samhain; the girls were all too sick.
    


    
      “And then on November third, it started. Your uncle Nicholas, Deborah, the one you never knew, called me to come to his wife’s bedside. I helped Sharon have little Nick, your cousin. He was a fighter from the first minute; I’ll never forget how he squalled. But there was something else, something I’d never seen in a baby’s eyes, and I went home thinking about it. There was a power there I’d never seen before.
    


    
      “And two days later it happened again. Elizabeth Conant had a baby boy, with hair like Bacchus’s wine and eyes like the sea. That baby looked at me, and I could feel his power.”
    


    
      “Adam,” Cassie whispered.
    


    
      “That’s right. Three days later Sophie Burke went into labor—her that kept her own name even when she married. Her baby, Melanie, was like the others. She looked two weeks old when she was brand-new, and she saw me as clearly as I saw her.
    


    
      “The strangest ones born were Diana and Faye. Their mothers were sisters and they had their babies at the same moment, in two separate houses. One baby was bright like sunlight and the other one was dark as midnight, but those two were connected somehow. You could tell even at that age.”
    


    
      Cassie thought of Diana and a pang went through her, but she pushed it away and went on listening. Her grandmother’s voice seemed to be getting weaker.
    


    
      “Poor little things . . . it wasn’t their fault. It isn’t your fault,” the old woman said, focusing suddenly on Deborah and Cassie. “Nobody can blame you. But by December third, eleven babies had been born, and they were all strange. Their mothers didn’t want to admit it, but by January there was no way to deny it. Those tiny babies could call on the Powers, and they could scare you if they didn’t get what they wanted.”
    


    
      “I knew,” Cassie whispered. “I knew it was too weird for all of those kids to born within one month . . . I knew.”
    


    
      “Their parents knew, too, but they didn’t know what it meant. It was Adam’s father, I think, who put it all together for them. Eleven babies, he said—he guessed that with one more that made a coven. And who was the one more? Why, the man who’d arranged for all those babies to be born, the man who was going to lead them. Black John had come back to make the strongest Circle this country had ever seen—not from this generation, but from the next, Adam’s father said. From the infants.
    


    
      “Nobody believed the story at first. Some parents were scared, and some were just plain stupid. And some didn’t see how Black John could come back from the dead after all those years. That’s one mystery that hasn’t been solved yet.
    


    
      “But gradually some of the group were convinced. Nick’s father, who’d lost his own fiancée, seen her married off to his younger brother—he listened. And Mary Meade, Diana’s mother; she was as smart as she was pretty. Even Faye’s father, Grant Chamberlain . . . he was a cold man, but he knew his infant daughter could set the curtains on fire without touching them, and he knew that wasn’t right. They got some of the others talked around, and one cold night, the first of February, the bunch of them set off to talk to him about it.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 8


    


    Cassie’s grandmother shook her head. “To talk! If they’d come to us, to the older women, we might have warned them. Me and Laurel’s grandma, and Adam’s grandma, and Melanie’s great-aunt Constance—we could have told them a few things, maybe saved them. But they went alone, without telling anyone. On Imbolc, February first, more than half the group that he had put together went to challenge him. And out of that group, not one came back.”


    
      Tears were running slowly down the seamed old cheeks. “So you see, it was the brave ones, the strong ones that went and died. The ones that are left are the ones too scared or too stupid to see the danger—I’m sorry, Deborah, but it’s true.” Cassie remembered that both Deborah’s parents were alive. “All the best of Crowhaven Road went to fight Black John that Imbolc Night,” her grandmother said.
    


    
      “But how?” Cassie whispered. She was thinking of that row of gravestones in the cemetery. “How did they die, Grandma?”
    


    
      “I don’t know. I doubt if anyone alive knows, unless it’s . . .” Her grandmother broke off and shook her head, muttering. “There was fire in the sky, and then a storm. A hurricane from the sea. The older women got together the babies that had been left with them, and the young parents that hadn’t gone with the group, and we managed to save them. But the next day the house at Number Thirteen was burned to the ground, and all the ones who’d gone to challenge Black John were dead.
    


    
      “We never found most of the bodies. They were washed out to sea, I suppose. But one thing we did find was the burned corpse at Number Thirteen. We knew it was him by the ring he wore, a shiny black stone we used to call lodestone. I forget the modern name. We took him out to the old burying ground and put him in the bunker. Charles Meade, Diana’s father, dropped that chunk of concrete in front of it. We figured that if he’d come back once, he might try again someday, and we meant to stop him if we could. And after that the parents that had survived hid their Books of Shadows and did their best to keep their children away from magic. And it’s strange, but most of them forgot what they could. I guess because they couldn’t remember and stay sane. Still, it’s funny, now, how much they’ve forgotten.”
    


    
      The cracked voice had been growing weaker and weaker, but now Cassie’s grandmother grasped Cassie’s wrist hard. “Now, listen to me, child. This is important. Some of us didn’t forget, because we couldn’t. I’d named my daughter for a prophetess, and she did the same for her daughter, because we’ve always had the second sight. Your mother couldn’t bear what her gift showed her, and so she ran away from New Salem; she ran all the way to the other coast. But I stayed, and I’ve watched all my premonitions come true, one by one. The babies that were born on Crowhaven Road in that single month grew up different, despite everything their parents could do. They were drawn to the Powers and the old ways from the beginning. They all grew up strong—and some of them grew up bad.
    


    
      “I’ve watched it happen, and in my mind I’ve heard Black John laughing. They burned his body, but they couldn’t burn his spirit, and it’s always been here, waiting, hanging around the old burying ground and the vacant lot at Number Thirteen. He was waiting for his coven, the one he’d planned, the one he’d gotten born. He was waiting for them to come of age. He was waiting for them to bring him back.
    


    
      “I knew it would happen—and I knew only one thing could stand against him when it did. And that’s you, Cassie. You have the strength of our family, and the sight, and the Power. I begged your mother to come home, because I knew that without you the children of Crowhaven Road would be lost. They’d turn to him, the way their parents did, and he’d be their leader and their master. You are the only one who can stop him from taking them now.”
    


    
      “So that’s what you and Mom fought about,” Cassie said in wonder. “About me.”
    


    
      “We fought about courage. She wanted to protect you, and I knew that by protecting you we’d lose all the others. You had a destiny even before you were born. And the worst was that we couldn’t tell you about it—that was what the prophecies said. You had to come here all unknowing and find your own way, like some innocent sacrifice. And you did. You’ve done everything we could have wanted. And the time was coming when we could have explained it all to you . . . but she fooled us, that Faye. By the way, how’d she do it?”
    


    
      “I . . .” Cassie didn’t know what to say. “I helped her, Grandma,” she said finally. “We found the crystal skull that belonged to Black John, and it was full of dark energy. Every time we used it, somebody died. And then—” Cassie took a deep, ragged breath. “Then, tonight, Faye told us to bring the skull to the cemetery. And when she uncovered it there—I don’t know—all this darkness came out . . .”
    


    
      Cassie’s grandmother was nodding. “He was master of dark things. Just like the real Man in Black, the lord of death. But, Cassie, do you really understand?” With a supreme effort, the old woman tried to sit up to look in Cassie’s face. “When you took the skull to his burying place and let that energy out, it was enough to bring him back. He’s here now; he’s come back again. Not a ghost or a spirit, but a man. A walking, breathing man. He’ll look different the next time you see him; once he’s had a chance to pretty himself up. And he’ll try to fool you.” She sank back wearily.
    


    
      “But, oh, Grandma—I helped let him loose. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry . . .” Tears swam in Cassie’s eyes.
    


    
      “You didn’t know. I forgive you, child, and what’s done is done. But you have to be ready for him . . .” Cassie’s grandmother’s eyes drifted shut, and her breath had a frightening sound.
    


    
      “Grandma!” Cassie said, shaking her in panic.
    


    
      The old eyes opened again, slowly. “Poor Cassie. It’s a lot to face. But you have strength, if you look for it. And now you have this.” Feebly, she pressed the Book of Shadows again into Cassie’s hands. “The wisdom of our family, and the prophecies. Read it. Learn it. It’ll answer some of the questions I don’t have time for. You’ll find your way . . .”
    


    
      “Grandma! Grandma, please . . .”
    


    
      Her grandmother’s eyes were still open, but they were changing, filming over, as if they didn’t see her anymore. “I don’t mind going now that I’ve told the story . . . but there’s something else. Something you need to know . . .”
    


    
      “Cassie!” The voice came from the doorway, and it startled Cassie so much that she jerked and looked up. Laurel was standing there, her elfin face white with concern. “Cassie, what’s happening in here? Are you okay? Do you want a doctor?” She was staring at Cassie’s grandmother on the floor.
    


    
      “Laurel, not now!” Cassie gasped. She was crying, but she held on harder to her grandmother’s knotted old hands. “Grandma, please don’t go. I’m frightened, Grandmother. I need you!”
    


    
      Her grandmother’s lips were moving, but only the faintest of sounds came out. “. . . never be afraid, Cassie. There’s nothing frightening in the dark if you just face it . . .”
    


    
      “Please, Grandma, please. Oh, no . . .” Cassie’s head dropped down to her grandmother’s chest and she sobbed. The knotted hands weren’t holding hers anymore. “You said you had something else to tell me,” she wept. “You can’t go . . .”
    


    
      An almost inaudible breath came from her grandmother’s chest. Cassie thought it was the word “John.” And then, “. . . nothing dies forever, Cassie . . .”
    


    
      The chest against Cassie’s forehead heaved once and was still.
    


    
      

    


    
      Outside, a yellowing moon hung low in the sky.
    


    
      “The Mourning Moon,” Laurel said quietly. “That’s what this one is called.”
    


    
      It was appropriate, Cassie thought, although her eyes were dry now. There were more tears inside her, building up, but they would have to wait. There was something that had to be done before she could rest and cry. Even after her grandmother’s story, she had so many questions, so much to figure out—but first, she had to do this one thing.
    


    
      There were a bunch of cars parked near the street. The rest of the coven was there—no, not all of them. Cassie saw Suzan and Sean and the Hendersons, and Adam and Diana. But she didn’t see the person she was looking for.
    


    
      “Melanie and Nick took your mom to Melanie’s aunt Constance,” Laurel said hesitantly. “They thought it was the best place for her, tonight. She was still kind of spacey—but I know she’ll be okay.”
    


    
      Cassie swallowed and nodded. She wasn’t sure; she wasn’t sure of anything. She only knew what she had to do right now.
    


    
      Never be afraid, Cassie. There’s nothing frightening in the dark if you just face it.
    


    
      Just face it. Face it and stand up to it.
    


    
      Then Cassie saw who she was looking for.
    


    
      Faye was in the shadows beyond the headlights of the cars. Her black shift and her hair blended in with the gloom, but the pallor of her face and the silver ornaments she wore stood out.
    


    
      Cassie walked up to her without hesitation. At that moment, she could have hit Faye, strangled her, killed her. But all she said was, “It’s over.”
    


    
      “What?” Faye’s eyes gleamed a little, yellow as the moonlight. She looked sick and unsettled—and dangerous. Like a pile of dynamite ready to go off.
    


    
      “It’s over, Faye,” Cassie repeated. “The blackmail, the threats . . . it’s all over. I’m not your prisoner anymore.”
    


    
      Faye’s nostrils flared. “I’m warning you, Cassie, this isn’t the time to push me. I’m still leader of the coven. The vote was fair. You can’t do anything to change it . . .”
    


    
      “I’m not trying to change it—now. Right now I’m just saying that you don’t have a hold over me anymore. It’s finished.”
    


    
      “It’s finished when I say it’s finished!” Faye snarled. Cassie realized then how close Faye was to snapping, how dangerous Faye’s mood really was. But it didn’t matter. Maybe it was even better this way, to get it all over with at once.
    


    
      “I’m not joking, Cassie,” Faye was going on heatedly. “If you can turn on me, I can do the same to you . . .”
    


    
      Cassie took a deep breath and then said, “Go ahead.”
    


    
      There’s nothing frightening in the dark if you just face it.
    


    
      “Fine,” Faye said between her teeth. “I will.”
    


    
      She turned around and strode to the place where Diana and Adam were standing, arms around each other. Adam was practically supporting Diana, Cassie saw, and for a moment her heart failed her. But it had to be done. Despite the oath, despite Diana’s pain, it had to be done.
    


    
      Faye turned back once to look at Cassie. A look that said, clearly, you’ll be sorry. Cassie wondered in sudden panic if it was true. Would she be sorry? Was she doing the wrong thing after all, defying Faye at the wrong time? Wouldn’t it be better to wait, to think about this . . .
    


    
      But Faye was turning back to Diana, malicious triumph written all over her face. The coven wasn’t happy with Faye tonight, but Faye was still the leader and nothing could change that fact. Now Faye was going to start her reign by getting revenge on the people she hated most.
    


    
      “Diana,” she said, “I have a little surprise for you.”
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    Chapter 1


    


    “Diana, I have a little surprise for you,” Faye said.


    
      Diana’s emerald eyes, with their thick sooty lashes, were swimming already. She still hadn’t recovered from the shocks of tonight, and her face was strained as she stared at Faye.
    


    
      Well, there was worse to come.
    


    
      Now that it was finally going to happen, Cassie felt a curious sense of freedom. No more hiding, no more lying and evading. The nightmare was here at last.
    


    
      “I suppose I should have told you before, but I didn’t want to upset you,” Faye was saying. Her eyes burned golden with a savage inner fire.
    


    
      Adam, who wasn’t stupid, glanced from Cassie to Faye and obviously came to a quick, if shattering, conclusion. He swiftly cupped a hand under Diana’s elbow.
    


    
      “Whatever it is can wait,” he said. “Cassie ought to go and see her mother, and—”
    


    
      “No, it can’t wait, Adam Conant,” Faye interrupted. “It’s time Diana found out what sort of people she has around her.” Faye whirled to face Diana again, her pale skin glowing with strange elation against the midnight-dark mane of her hair. “The ones you’ve chosen,” she said to her cousin. “Your dearest friend—and him. The incorruptible Sir Adam. Do you want to know the reason you couldn’t make it as leader? Do you want to know how naive you really are?”
    


    
      Everyone was gathering close now, staring. Cassie could see varying degrees of bewilderment and suspicion in their expressions. The full moon shining from the west was so bright that it cast shadows, and it illuminated every detail of the scene.
    


    
      Cassie looked at each of them: tough Deborah, beautiful Suzan with her perfect face marred by a puzzled frown, cool Melanie, and graceful, elfin Laurel. She looked at Chris and Doug Henderson, the wild twins, who were standing by the slinking figure of Sean, and at icily handsome Nick behind them.
    


    
      Finally she looked at Adam.
    


    
      He was still holding Diana’s arm, but his proud, arresting face was tense and alert. His eyes met Cassie’s and something like understanding flashed between them, and then Cassie looked away, ashamed. She had no right to lean on Adam’s strength. She was about to be exposed for what she was in front of the entire Circle.
    


    
      “I kept hoping they would do the decent thing and control themselves,” Faye said. “For their own sake, if not yours. But, obviously—”
    


    
      “Faye, what are you talking about?” Diana interrupted, her patience splintering.
    


    
      “Why, about Cassie and Adam, of course,” Faye said, slowly opening her golden eyes wide. “About how they’ve been fooling around behind your back.”
    


    
      The words fell like stones into a tranquil pool. There was a long moment of utter silence, then Doug Henderson threw back his head and laughed.
    


    
      “Yeah, an’ my mom’s a topless dancer,” he jeered.
    


    
      “And Mother Teresa’s really Catwoman,” said Chris.
    


    
      “Come on, Faye,” Laurel said sharply. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
    


    
      Faye smiled.
    


    
      “I don’t blame you for not believing me,” she said. “I was shocked too. But you see, it all started before Cassie came to New Salem. It started when she met Adam down on Cape Cod.”
    


    
      The silence this time had a different quality. Cassie saw Laurel look quickly at Melanie. Everyone knew that Cassie had spent several weeks on the Cape last summer. And everyone knew that Adam had been down in that area too, looking for the Master Tools. Cassie saw the dawning of startled understanding on the faces around her.
    


    
      “It all started on the beach there,” Faye went on. She was obviously enjoying herself, as she always enjoyed being the center of attention. She looked sexy and commanding as she wet her lips and spoke throatily, addressing the entire group although her words were meant for Diana. “It was love at first sight, I guess—or at least they couldn’t keep their hands off each other. When Cassie came up here she even wrote a poem about it. Now how did that go?” Faye tilted her head to one side and recited:
    


    
      
        
          


          
            “Each night I lie and dream about the one
          


          
            Who kissed me and awakened my desire
          


          
            I spent a single hour with him alone
          


          
            And since that hour, my days are laced
          


          
            with fire.”
          

        

      

    


    
      
    


    
      “That’s right; that was her poem,” Suzan said. “I remember. We had her in the old science building and she didn’t want us to read it.”
    


    
      Deborah was nodding, her petite face twisted in a scowl. “I remember too.”
    


    
      “You may also remember how strange they both acted at Cassie’s initiation,” Faye said. “And how Raj seemed to take to Cassie so quickly, always jumping up on her and licking her and all. Well, it’s very simple really—it’s because they’d known each other before. They didn’t want any of us to know that, of course. They tried to hide it. But eventually they got caught. It was the night we first used the crystal skull in Diana’s garage—Adam was taking Cassie home, I guess. I wonder how that got arranged.”
    


    
      Now it was the turn of Laurel and Melanie to look startled. Clearly they remembered the night of the first skull ceremony, when Diana had asked Adam to walk Cassie home, and Adam, after a brief hesitation, had agreed.
    


    
      “They thought they were alone on the bluff—but somebody was watching. Two little somebodies, two little friends of mine . . .” Lazily, Faye worked her fingers, with their long, scarlet-tipped nails, as if stroking something. A flash of comprehension lighted Cassie’s mind.
    


    
      The kittens. The damned little bloodsucking kittens that lived wild in Faye’s bedroom. Faye was saying the kittens were her spies? That she could communicate with them?
    


    
      Cassie felt a chill at her core as she looked at the tall, darkly beautiful girl, sensing something alien and deadly behind those hooded golden eyes. She’d wondered all along who Faye had meant when she talked about her “friends” who saw things and reported back to her, but she’d never imagined this. Faye smiled in feline satisfaction and nodded at her.
    


    
      

    


    
      “I have lots of secrets,” she said directly to Cassie. “That’s only one of them. But anyway,” she said to the rest of the group, “it was that night they got caught. They were—well, kissing. That’s the polite way to put it. The kind of kissing that starts spontaneous combustion. I suppose they just couldn’t resist their lustful passions any longer.” She sighed.
    


    
      Diana was looking at Adam now, looking for a denial. But Adam, his jaw set, was staring straight ahead at Faye.
    


    
      Diana’s lips parted with the quick intake of her breath.
    


    
      “And it wasn’t the only time, I’m afraid,” Faye continued, examining her nails with an expression of demure regret. “They’ve been doing it ever since, stealing secret moments when you weren’t looking, Diana. Like at the Homecoming dance—what a pity you weren’t there. They started kissing right in the middle of the dance floor. I guess maybe they went somewhere more private afterward . . .”
    


    
      “That’s not true,” Cassie cried, realizing even as she said it that she was virtually confirming that everything else Faye had said was true.
    


    
      Everyone was looking at Cassie now, and there was no more jeering from the Hendersons. Their tilted blue-green eyes were focused and intent.
    


    
      “I wanted to tell you,” Faye said to Diana, “but Cassie just begged me not to. She was hysterical, crying and pleading—she said she would just die if you found out. She said she’d do anything. And that,” Faye sighed, looking off into the distance, “was when she offered to get me the skull.”
    


    
      “What?” said Nick, his normally imperturbable face reflecting disbelief.
    


    
      “Yes.” Faye’s eyes dropped to her nails again, but she couldn’t keep a smile from curling the corners of her lips. “She knew I wanted to examine the skull, and she said she’d get it for me if I didn’t tell. Well, what could I do? She was like a crazy person. I just didn’t have the heart to refuse her.”
    


    
      Cassie sank her teeth into her lower lip. She wanted to scream, to protest that it hadn’t been that way . . . but what was the use?
    


    
      Melanie was speaking. “And I suppose you didn’t have the heart to refuse the skull, either,” she said to Faye, her gray eyes scornful.
    


    
      “Well . . .” Faye smiled deprecatingly. “Let’s put it this way—it was just too good a chance to miss.”
    


    
      “This isn’t funny,” Laurel cried. She looked stricken. “I still don’t believe it—”
    


    
      “Then how do you think she knew where to dig up the skull tonight?” Faye said smoothly. “She stayed over at your house, Diana, the night we traced the dark energy to the cemetery. And she snuck around and figured out where the skull was buried by reading your Book of Shadows—but only after she stole the key to the walnut cabinet and checked there.” Gleeful triumph shone out of Faye’s golden eyes; she couldn’t conceal it any longer.
    


    
      And nobody in the group could deny the truth of Faye’s words any longer. Cassie had known where to dig up the skull. There was no way to get around that. Cassie could see it happening in face after face: the ending of disbelief and the slow beginning of grim accusation.
    


    
      It’s like The Scarlet Letter, Cassie thought wildly as she stood apart with all of them looking at her. She might as well be standing up on a platform with an A pinned to her chest. Helplessly, she straightened her back and tried to hold her chin level, forcing herself to look back at the group. I will not cry, she thought. I will not look away.
    


    
      Then she saw Diana’s face.
    


    
      Diana’s expression was beyond stricken. She seemed simply paralyzed, her green eyes wide and blank and shattered.
    


    
      “She swore to be loyal and faithful to the Circle, and never to harm anyone inside it,” Faye was saying huskily. “But she lied. I suppose it’s not surprising, considering she’s half outsider. Still, I think it’s gone on long enough; she and Adam have had enough time to enjoy themselves. So now you know the truth. And now,” Faye finished, looking over the ravaged members of the Circle, and especially her deathly still cousin, with an air of thoughtful gratification, “we’d probably better be getting home. It’s been a long night.” Lazily, smiling faintly, she started to move away.
    


    
      “No.” It was a single word, but it stopped Faye in her tracks and it made everyone else turn toward Adam.
    


    
      Cassie had never seen his blue-gray eyes look this way before—they were like silver lightning. He moved forward with his usual easy stride. There was no violence in the way he caught Faye’s arm, but the grip must have been like iron—Cassie could tell that because Faye couldn’t get away from it. Faye looked down at his fingers in offended surprise.
    


    
      “You’ve had your turn,” Adam said to her. His voice was carefully quiet, but the words dropped from his lips like chips of white-hot steel. “Now it’s mine. And all of you”—he swung around on the group, holding them in place with his gaze—“are going to listen.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 2


    


    “You’ve told the story your way,” Adam said. “Some of it’s been close to the truth, and some of it’s been just plain lies. But none of it happened exactly the way you told it.”


    
      He looked around the Circle again. “I don’t care what you think of me,” he said, “but there’s somebody else involved here. And she”—he glanced at Cassie, just long enough for her to see his blue-gray eyes, still shining like silver—“doesn’t deserve to be put through this, especially not tonight.”
    


    
      A few of the coven members, notably Laurel and Melanie, looked away, slightly ashamed. But the rest simply stared, angry and mistrustful.
    


    
      “So what’s your side of the story?” Deborah said, scowling. Her expression said she felt she’d been taken in, and she didn’t like it.
    


    
      “First of all, it wasn’t like that when Cassie and I met. It wasn’t love at first sight . . .” Adam faltered for a moment, looking into the distance. He shook his head. “It wasn’t love. She helped me, she saved me from four outsider guys with a gun. The witch-hunting kind of outsiders.” He looked hard at Chris and Doug Henderson.
    


    
      “But she didn’t know—” Deborah began.
    


    
      “She didn’t know what I was, then. She didn’t know what she was. Witches were something out of fairy tales to her. Cassie helped me just because I needed help. These guys were after me, and she stashed me in a boat and sent them all off running in the wrong direction down the beach. They tried to get her to tell where I was, they even hurt her, but she didn’t give me up.”
    


    
      There was a silence. Deborah, who admired physical bravery above all other qualities, looked quizzical, her scowl smoothing out a little.
    


    
      Faye, though, was squirming like a fish trying to get off a hook, and her expression was unpleasant. “How sweet. The brave heroine. So you just couldn’t resist fooling around with her.”
    


    
      “Don’t be a jerk, Faye,” Adam said, giving Faye’s arm a little shake. “I didn’t do anything with her. We just—” He shook his head again. “I told her ‘thank you.’ I wanted her to know that I wouldn’t forget what she’d done—remember, at the time I still thought she was an outsider, and I’d never known an outsider who did anything like that for one of us. She was just this nice outsider girl; sort of quiet and pretty, and I wanted to say ‘thanks.’ But when I was looking at her I suddenly felt—as if we were connected somehow. It sounds stupid now, maybe, but I could almost see this connection . . .”
    


    
      “The silver cord,” Cassie whispered. Her eyes were full, and she wasn’t aware she’d spoken aloud until she saw faces swing toward her.
    


    
      Melanie’s eyebrows went up and Diana looked startled too, maybe just at hearing Cassie break the silence she’d kept so long. Suzan’s rosebud lips were pursed into an O.
    


    
      “Yeah, I guess that was what it looked like,” Adam was saying, staring off into the distance again. “I don’t know—it was just this confused impression. But I did feel grateful to her, and I would have liked her for a friend—how about that, an outsider friend?” There were murmurs of amusement and unbelief. “And,” Adam said, looking straight at Diana, “that’s why I gave her the chalcedony rose you gave me.”
    


    
      No murmurs this time. Grim silence.
    


    
      “It was a token of friendship, a way to repay a debt,” Adam said. “I figured if she ever got in trouble, I could sense it through the crystal and maybe do something to help. So I gave it to her—and that was all I did.” He looked at Faye defiantly, and then even more defiantly around the group. “Except—yeah, right—I did kiss her. I kissed her hand.”
    


    
      Laurel blinked. The Henderson brothers looked at Adam sideways, as if to say he was crazy but they guessed it was his own business what bits of girls he kissed. Faye tried to look scornful, but it didn’t come off very well.
    


    
      “Then I left the Cape,” Adam said. “I didn’t see Cassie again until I came back up here for Kori’s initiation—which turned out to be Cassie’s initiation. But there’s one other important thing. In all the time I talked to Cassie I never told her who I was or where I was from. I never told her my name. So whatever she came up here and did—whatever poems she wrote, Faye—she didn’t know who I was. She didn’t know Diana and I were together. Not until that night when I showed up on the beach.”
    


    
      “So I suppose that’s a good reason for pretending you didn’t know each other, for sneaking around behind everybody’s back and meeting each other,” Faye said, on the offensive again.
    


    
      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Adam said tightly, looking as if he’d like to shake Faye again. “We didn’t sneak anywhere. The first time we ever talked alone was the night the skull ceremony in Diana’s garage went wrong. Yeah, that night on the bluff when your little spies saw us, Faye. But d’you know what Cassie said to me in our first conversation alone since we’d met? She said she was in love with me—and that she knew it was wrong. Ever since she’d found out it was wrong, ever since she realized that I wasn’t just some guy on the beach, but Diana’s boyfriend, she’d been fighting against it. She’d even taken an oath—a blood oath—not to ever show anybody, by word or look or deed, how she felt about me. She didn’t want Diana to find out and feel bad, or feel sorry for her. Does that sound like somebody who’s trying to sneak around?”
    


    
      The Circle looked back at him. Soberly, Melanie said, “Let me get this right. You’re saying there’s nothing at all to Faye’s accusations?”
    


    
      Adam swallowed. “No,” he said quietly. “That’s not what I’m saying. That night on the bluff . . .” He stopped and swallowed again, and then his voice hardened. “I can’t explain what happened, except that it was my fault, not Cassie’s. She did everything she could to avoid me, to keep out of my way. But once we were alone we were drawn together.” He looked at Diana without flinching, although the pain was evident in his face. “I’m not proud of myself, but I never meant to hurt you. And Cassie is completely innocent. The only reason she was speaking to me at all that night was that she wanted to give me back the chalcedony rose—so I could give it back to you. In all of this, she’s never been anything but honest and honorable. No matter what it cost her.” He stopped and his mouth turned grim. “If I’d known she was being blackmailed by this snake—”
    


    
      “I beg your pardon,” Faye interrupted, golden eyes flashing dangerously.
    


    
      Adam returned the look, just as dangerous. “That’s what it was, wasn’t it, Faye? Blackmail. Your little spies saw us that night—when we were saying good-bye, and swearing never to see each other alone again, and you decided to make the most of it. I knew there was something going on with you and Cassie after that, but I could never figure out what it was. Cassie was scared to death all of a sudden, but why she didn’t just come to me and tell me what you were up to . . .” His voice trailed off and he looked toward Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie shook her head mutely. How could she explain? “I didn’t want you caught up in it too,” she said in a voice scarcely above a whisper. “I was afraid you’d tell Diana, and Faye said if Diana found out . . .”
    


    
      “What?” Adam said. When Cassie shook her head again he gave Faye’s arm a little shake. “What, Faye? If Diana found out it would kill her? Wreck the coven? Is that what you told Cassie?”
    


    
      Faye smirked. “If I did, it was only the truth, wasn’t it? As things turned out.” She wrenched away from Adam.
    


    
      “So you used her love for Diana against her. You blackmailed her to make her help you find the skull, right? I’ll bet it took some persuading.”
    


    
      Adam was only guessing, but his guess was dead on target. Cassie found herself nodding. “I found out where it was—”
    


    
      “But how?” Diana interrupted, blurting it, speaking for the first time directly to Cassie. Cassie looked into the clear green eyes with the tears hanging on the dark lashes and spoke directly back.
    


    
      “I did what Faye said,” she said tremulously. “First I looked in the walnut cabinet—remember when I stayed overnight and you woke up with me in the room? When the skull wasn’t there I thought I’d have to give up, but then I had a dream. It made me remember something I’d seen in your Book of Shadows, about purifying an evil object by burying it in sand. So I went and searched the beach and finally found the skull under that ring of stones.”
    


    
      Cassie paused, looking at Faye, her voice growing stronger. “Once I had my hands on it, though, I realized I couldn’t give it to Faye. I just couldn’t. But she had followed me and she took it anyway.”
    


    
      Cassie took a deep breath, making herself meet Diana’s eyes again, her own eyes begging Diana to understand. “I know I shouldn’t have let her have it. I should have stood up to her, then and afterward, but I was weak and stupid. I’m sorry now—I wish I’d just come and told you in the beginning, but I was so afraid you’d be hurt . . .” Tears were choking her voice now, and making her vision blur. “And as for what Adam said—about it all being his fault—you have to know that isn’t true. It was my fault, and at the Halloween dance I tried to make him kiss me, because I was so upset by then and I thought that nothing really mattered, since I was evil anyway.”
    


    
      There was wetness on Diana’s cheeks, but now she looked taken aback. “Since what?”
    


    
      “Since I was evil,” Cassie said, hearing the terrible, stark truth in the simple words. “Since I was responsible for killing Jeffrey Lovejoy.”
    


    
      The entire coven stared at her, appalled.
    


    
      “Wait a minute,” Melanie said. “Run that by me one more time.”
    


    
      “Whenever anybody used the skull, it released dark energy, which went out and killed somebody,” Cassie said carefully and clearly. “Faye and I were the ones who used the skull before Jeffrey was killed. If it wasn’t for me, she couldn’t have used it, and Jeffrey would still be alive. So, you see, I’m responsible.”
    


    
      Animation was returning to Diana’s eyes. “But you didn’t know,” she said.
    


    
      Cassie shook her head fiercely. “That’s no excuse. There’s no excuse for any of it—not even for doing worse things because I thought I was evil anyway and what did it matter? It did matter. I listened to Faye and I let her bully me.” And I kept the hematite, she thought, but there was no point in getting into that. She shrugged, blinking more tears away. “I even let her make me vote for her for leader. I’m sorry, Diana—I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I did it.”
    


    
      “I do,” Diana said shakily. “Adam said it already—you were scared.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded. All the words she’d held back for so long were pouring out. “Once I started doing things for her, I couldn’t stop. She had more and more to blackmail me with. Everything just went more and more wrong and I didn’t know how to get out of it . . .” Cassie’s voice broke. She saw Faye, lip curled, step forward and try to say something, and she saw Adam shut her up with a single glance. Then she turned and saw Diana’s eyes.
    


    
      They were as luminous as peridot crystals held up to the light, liquid with unshed tears, but also with—something else. It was a look Cassie had never expected to see again, especially not directed at her. A look of pain, yes, but also of forgiveness and longing. A look of love.
    


    
      Something broke inside Cassie, something hard and tight that had been growing since she had started to deceive Diana. She took a stumbling step forward.
    


    
      Then she and Diana were in each others’ arms, both crying, both holding on with all their strength.
    


    
      “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry for everything,” Cassie sobbed.
    


    
      It seemed a long time before Diana drew back, and when she did she stepped away from the group, turning to look into the darkness. Cassie wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. The moon, hanging low on the horizon, shone like old gold on Diana’s hair.
    


    
      There was absolute silence except for the distant roar and crash of waves on the beach. The entire group stood motionless, as if waiting for something that none of them could quite define.
    


    
      At last Diana turned back to them. “I think we’ve all heard enough,” she said. “I think I understand, maybe not everything, but most of it. Listen, everybody, because I don’t want to say this again.”
    


    
      Everyone was quiet, their faces turned toward Diana expectantly. Cassie had the distinct feeling that a judgment was about to be rendered. Diana looked like a priestess or a princess, tall and pale, but resolute. There was a strange dignity about her, an aura of greatness and of certainty that belied the pain in her eyes.
    


    
      I’m waiting to hear my punishment, Cassie thought. Whatever it was, she deserved it. She glanced at Adam and saw he was waiting too. His expression asked no favors, but Cassie knew what he must be feeling underneath it. They both stood before Diana, connected by their crime, glad to have it in the open at last.
    


    
      “I don’t want anybody to discuss what’s happened tonight again,” Diana said, her voice soft and distinct. “Not ever. Once I’ve finished talking we’ll all consider the subject closed.” She looked at Adam, not quite meeting his eyes. “I think,” she said slowly, “that I know how it must have been for you. These things happen sometimes. I forgive you. And as for you, Cassie—you’re even less to blame. There was no way for you to have known. I don’t blame either of you. All I ask—”
    


    
      Cassie drew a shuddering breath and broke in. She couldn’t hold back any longer.
    


    
      “Diana,” she said, “I want you to know something. All this time, underneath, I’ve been angry and jealous because Adam belonged to you and not me. Even up until tonight. But all that’s changed now—truly. Now all I want is for you and Adam to be happy. Nothing is more important to me than you—and the promise I made.” For an instant it crossed Cassie’s mind to wonder if Adam were less important, but she shoved the thought away and spoke earnestly, with utter conviction. “Adam and I—we both made that promise. If you’ll just give us another chance to keep it—just one more chance . . .”
    


    
      Diana was opening her mouth, but Cassie went on before she could speak.
    


    
      “Please, Diana. You’ve got to know that you can trust me—that you can trust us. You’ve got to let us prove that.”
    


    
      There was a slight pause, then Diana said, “Yes. Yes—you’re right.” She took a deep breath and let it out, looking at Adam almost tentatively. “Well, then, what if—if we just forget all about this for a while? Just—wipe the slate clean?”
    


    
      A muscle in Adam’s jaw jerked. Silently, he took the hand Diana extended toward him.
    


    
      Diana held her other hand out to Cassie. Cassie took it and held on tightly to the slim, cold fingers. She wanted to laugh and cry at once. Instead she just gave Diana a wobbly smile. Looking at Adam she saw that he was trying to smile too, although his eyes were dark as storm clouds over the ocean.
    


    
      “And that’s it?” Faye exploded. “Everything’s all right now, all sweetness and light? Everybody loves everybody and you’re all going home holding hands?”
    


    
      “Yes,” Adam snapped, giving her a hard look. “As for the last, anyway. We’re going home—it’s past time for that.”
    


    
      “Cassie needs to rest,” Diana agreed. The blank helplessness had left her entirely, and although she looked more fragile than Cassie had ever seen her before, she also looked determined. “We all need that.”
    


    
      “And we need to call a doctor—or somebody,” Deborah said unexpectedly. She inclined her head toward Number Twelve. “Cassie’s grandma . . .”
    


    
      “Whose side are you on?” Faye snarled. Deborah just gave her a cool look.
    


    
      Diana’s fingers tightened on Cassie’s. “Yes. You’re right, we’ll call Dr. Stern—and Cassie can come home with me.”
    


    
      Faye gave a short bark of laughter, but nobody laughed with her. Even the Henderson brothers were serious, their slanted eyes thoughtful. Suzan twisted a lock of strawberry-blond hair around her fingers, looking at Cassie’s and Diana’s intertwined hands. Laurel nodded encouragingly when Cassie glanced at her, and Melanie’s cool gray eyes shone with quiet approval. Sean chewed his lip, looking uncertainly from one member of the group to another.
    


    
      But it was Nick’s expression that surprised Cassie most. His face, usually so unemotional, was clearly strained, as if there were some violent struggle going on beneath the surface.
    


    
      There was no time to think about him now, though. No time even to think about Faye, who was seething uselessly, her plans to fracture the coven in ruins. Melanie was speaking.
    


    
      “Do you want to go by my house first, Cassie? Great-aunt Constance is looking after your mom, and if you want to see her . . .”
    


    
      Cassie nodded eagerly. It seemed like a hundred years since she had seen her mother, since she had been inside that room filled with red light, looking at her mother’s glassy, empty eyes. Surely her mother would be all right by now; surely she would be able to tell Cassie what had happened.
    


    
      But when the three of them, Melanie, Cassie, and Diana, who hadn’t let go of Cassie’s hand on the short drive to Number Four, went into the house, Cassie’s heart sank. Melanie’s great-aunt, a thin-lipped woman with severe eyes, led them silently into a downstairs guest room. One look at the ghostly figure on the bed sent chills of dismay through Cassie’s bloodstream.
    


    
      “Mom?” she whispered, knowing already there would be no answer.
    


    
      God, her mother looked young. Even younger than she normally did, frighteningly young, unnaturally so. It was as if it weren’t Cassie’s mother on the bed there at all, but some little girl with dark hair and big haunted black eyes that vaguely resembled Mrs. Blake’s. A stranger.
    


    
      Not someone who was going to be of help to Cassie.
    


    
      “It’s okay, Mom,” Cassie whispered, stepping away from Diana to put a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Everything’s going to be all right. You’ll see. You’re going to be just fine.”
    


    
      Her throat ached, and then she felt Diana gently leading her away.
    


    
      “You’ve both been through enough,” Melanie said once they were outside again. “Let us take care of things with the doctor—and the police, if they have to come. You and Cassie get some sleep.”
    


    
      The rest of the coven was waiting in the street, and they nodded in agreement when Melanie said this. Cassie looked at Diana, who nodded too.
    


    
      “Okay,” Cassie said. It came out faint and slightly hoarse and she realized how tired she was—bone-tired. At the same time she was light-headed, and the entire scene in front of her was assuming a dreamlike quality. It was just too strange to be standing out here in the wee hours of the morning, knowing that her grandmother was dead and her mother was in shock, and that she didn’t have a house to go back to. Yet there were no adults on the street, no commotion, only the members of the Circle and an eerie stillness. Come to think of it, why weren’t there any parents out here? Surely some of them must have heard what was going on.
    


    
      But the houses on Crowhaven Road remained shuttered and silent. On the way to Melanie’s house, Cassie thought she’d seen a light go off in Suzan’s house and a curtain whisk back at the Henderson’s. If any adults were awake, they weren’t getting involved.
    


    
      We’re on our own, Cassie thought. But Diana was beside her, and she could see Adam’s tall form silhouetted against the headlights of the coven’s parked cars. A sort of strength flowed into Cassie just at their nearness.
    


    
      “We’ve got to talk tomorrow,” she said. “There’s a lot I’ve got to tell you—all of you. Things my grandmother told me right before . . . before she died.”
    


    
      “We can meet at lunchtime on the beach—” Diana began, but Faye’s throaty voice cut her off.
    


    
      “No, we can’t. I’m the one who decides where the meetings are now, or had you forgotten?”
    


    
      Faye’s head was thrown back proudly, the silver crescent-moon diadem gleaming against the midnight-black of her hair. Diana opened her mouth, then shut it again.
    


    
      “All right,” Adam said with deceptive calmness, stepping out of the glare of headlights to stand by Faye. “You’re the leader. So lead. Where do we meet?”
    


    
      Faye’s eyes narrowed. “At the old science building. But—”
    


    
      “Fine.” Adam didn’t wait for her to finish; he turned his back on her. “I’ll drive you home,” he said to Diana and Cassie.
    


    
      Faye looked furious, but the three of them were already moving away. “By the way, Diana—happy birthday,” she called spitefully after them.
    


    
      Diana didn’t answer.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 3


    


    “Jacinth! Are you in there? Jacinth!”


    
      Cassie blinked in the bright sunlight. She’d seen this room before. It was her grandmother’s kitchen—except that it wasn’t. The walls of her grandmother’s kitchen were sagging and dingy; these were straight and clean. Her grandmother’s hearth was stained with the smoke of centuries; this hearth looked almost new and was a slightly different shape. The iron hook for hanging pots on shone.
    


    
      It was the room in her dream, the dream she’d had the last time she spent the night at Diana’s house. The low chair she was sitting in was the same. But this dream seemed to be picking up where the other had left off.
    


    
      “Jacinth, have you fallen asleep with your eyes open? Kate is here!”
    


    
      A feeling of anticipation and excitement filled Cassie. Kate; who was Kate? Without even knowing why, she found herself standing up, and she realized that she was wearing a dress that brushed the tips of her neat brocade shoes. The red leather Book of Shadows fell from her lap to the ground.
    


    
      She turned toward the voice, toward what would have been the side door of her grandmother’s house. In this house it seemed to be the front door. It was filled with sunlight, and there were two figures standing there. One was tall, with a silhouette like the engravings of Puritan women she’d seen in history books. The other was smaller, with shining hair.
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t see either of the figures’ faces, but the smaller one was holding out eager hands to her. Cassie reached for them, stepping forward—
    


    
      —and the dream changed. It was dark and she could hear the tortured scream of wood being ripped asunder. Salt spray stung her face and her eyes struggled vainly to pierce the darkness.
    


    
      The ship was going down. Lost, all lost. And the Master Tools were lost as well—for now.
    


    
      But only for now. The savage determination of the thought filled Cassie and she tasted bile at the back of her throat. Even as icy water rushed around her legs she felt the dream lose focus. She tried to hang on to it, but it melted and shifted around her, and the darkness of the turbulent, stormy night became the quiet darkness of Diana’s room.
    


    
      She was awake.
    


    
      And relieved beyond reason just to be alive.
    


    
      It wasn’t really so dark in here. Dawn was brightening the curtains, turning the room gray. Diana was sleeping peacefully beside her. How could Diana be peaceful after all that had happened? After what Diana had learned about her best friend and her boyfriend, after losing the leadership of the coven, how could Diana sleep at all? But the dark lashes on Diana’s cheek were still and serene and there was no bitterness in Diana’s face.
    


    
      She’s so good. I could never be that good, Cassie thought. Not if I tried all my life. Still, just being near Diana made her feel better.
    


    
      Cassie knew she wasn’t going to sleep anymore. She sat back against the headboard and thought.
    


    
      God, she was glad to have things right with Diana again. And with Adam—Cassie was almost afraid to think of Adam, worried about what kind of pain it would bring. But although there was a deep-down ache at the picture of him, it was not unbearable, and the poison of jealousy and anger was truly gone. She honestly wanted him and Diana to be happy. She was a different person from the one who’d burned with the frustration of not being able to have him these last six weeks.
    


    
      She’d done a lot of strange things in the last six weeks, so many that she hardly knew herself anymore. I can’t believe it, she thought; I went out and stole pumpkins with Chris and Doug in Salem. I drove that dog off Chris—that wasn’t like me at all. I played Pizza Man with Faye. I went on that wild motorcycle ride with Deborah . . . well, that wasn’t so bad.
    


    
      A lot of things she’d done in the last month weren’t all bad. The lying and deception and guilt had been awful, but some of the changes had been good. She’d gotten closer to Deborah and Suzan, and she’d gained some insight into what made the Henderson brothers tick. Even Nick—she thought she understood him better now. And she’d found strength in herself she’d never thought she had. Strength to chase the shadowy thing in the cemetery—Black John?—after Jeffrey’s death, strength to ask a boy to a dance, strength, in the end, to stand up to Faye.
    


    
      She only hoped it was enough strength to stand up to the days ahead.
    


    
      

    


    
      Cassie hadn’t been to the old science building since Faye had lured her there and held her hostage, that first week of school. It was just as dark and unsafe-looking as she remembered. She had no idea why Faye had wanted them to meet here, except that this was Faye’s territory, while the beach had always been Diana’s.
    


    
      It was strange to see Faye in Diana’s place, standing in front of the group with all eyes on her. Faye was wearing ordinary clothes today, black leggings and a red and black striped sweater, but a mysterious aura of leadership still clung to her. As she paced, her star rubies flashed in the shafts of sunlight that came through the boarded-up windows.
    


    
      “I believe it was Cassie who wanted this meeting called. She said there was a lot she had to tell us—right, Cassie?”
    


    
      “About what my grandmother said before she died,” Cassie said steadily, looking Faye in the eyes. “Before Black John killed her.” If she’d expected Faye to be abashed, she was disappointed; those hooded golden eyes remained level and arrogant. Apparently Faye took no responsibility for the actions of Black John, even though she was the one who’d arranged for him to be set free.
    


    
      “Was it really Black John?” Suzan said doubtfully, putting a exquisitely manicured fingernail to her perfect mouth, as if thinking was a new and difficult exercise. “Was he really there?”
    


    
      “He was really there. He is really here,” Cassie said. Suzan wasn’t as stupid as she acted, and sometimes she had surprising insights. Cassie wanted her on their side. “He came out of that mound in the cemetery. It was his grave, I guess. When we brought the skull to the cemetery and released the dark energy, it gave him the strength to come back.”
    


    
      “Back from the dead?” Sean asked nervously.
    


    
      Before Cassie could answer, Melanie said, “That mound couldn’t have been Black John’s grave, Cassie. I’m sorry, but it just couldn’t. It’s far too modern.”
    


    
      “I know it’s modern. It’s not Black John’s first grave; I don’t even know if he had a grave in the 1600s. I guess not if he died at sea . . .” There were startled looks from some of the group, but Cassie scarcely noticed. “Anyway, it’s not his grave from then. It’s his grave from 1976.”
    


    
      Laurel, who was pouring a thermos cup of herbal tea, sloshed hot liquid on the floor.
    


    
      Faye stopped dead. “What?” she snarled.
    


    
      Even Diana and Adam looked disconcerted, glancing at each other. But support came from an unexpected quarter.
    


    
      “Just let her tell the story,” Deborah said. Thumbs hooked in her jeans pockets, she moved to where Cassie was sitting on an overturned crate, and stood beside her.
    


    
      Cassie took a deep breath. “I knew something was weird when I saw all those graves in the cemetery—graves of your parents, all killed in 1976. Diana said it was a hurricane, but it still seemed strange to me. I mean, why were only parents dead? Especially when I learned that you’d all been born just a few months before. With all those little babies, you’d think some of them would have died in an ordinary hurricane. That’s not even to mention the weirdness of all of you being born within a one-month period.”
    


    
      She was relaxing a little now, although it was difficult to talk with everyone looking at her. At least their eyes weren’t glinting with enmity and suspicion today. Only Faye looked hostile, standing with her arms folded across her chest, her feline eyes narrowed.
    


    
      “But you see, the explanation for all of it is really simple,” Cassie went on. “Black John came back during the last generation, our parents’ generation. Nobody knew it was him, and my grandmother said nobody could ever figure out how he came back, but it was Black John. He tried to make our parents into a coven when they were just a little older than us.”
    


    
      “Our parents?” Doug asked, snickering. “C’mon, Cassie, give us a break.” There were chuckles from others in the audience, and the expressions ranged from skeptical to troubled to openly mocking.
    


    
      “No, wait,” Adam said, beginning to look excited. “There are some things that that would explain. I know my grandmother wanders in her mind now and then, but she’s said things to me about my parents—about us kids forming a coven—that just might fit.” His blue-gray eyes were snapping with intensity.
    


    
      “Here’s something else,” Deborah said, looking sideways at Nick. “Cassie’s grandma said my mom was going to marry Nick’s dad, but Black John made her marry my dad instead. That might explain why my mom freaks when you even mention magic, and why she always looks kind of guilty when she says Nick is growing up to look just like his father. It might explain a lot.”
    


    
      Cassie noticed Nick, who was standing apart from the group as usual, in a dark corner. He was staring at the floor so hard, his eyes seemed to be about to bore a hole through it. “Yeah, it might,” he said so softly Cassie could barely hear the words. She wondered what he meant.
    


    
      “It would explain why they yell at each other all the time, too—my parents, I mean,” Deborah was adding.
    


    
      “All parents yell all the time,” Chris said with a shrug.
    


    
      “All the parents around here are the ones who survived Black John,” said Cassie. “They survived because they didn’t go to fight him. My grandmother said that after eleven babies were born in one month, our parents realized what Black John was up to. He wanted a coven he could control completely, a coven of kids he could mold while they were growing up. You guys”—Cassie nodded around the group—“were going to be his coven.”
    


    
      The members of the Club looked at one another. “But what about you, Cassie?” Laurel asked.
    


    
      “I wasn’t born until later. Neither was Kori, you know. We weren’t part of Black John’s plans; we were just regular kids. But you guys were going to be his. He arranged everything about you.”
    


    
      “And the parents who didn’t like that idea went to fight Black John,” Deborah put in. “They killed him; they burned him and the house at Number Thirteen, but they died themselves doing it. The ones that are alive are the cowards who stayed at home.”
    


    
      “Like my father,” Suzan said abruptly, looking up from her nails. “He gets really nervous if you mention the Vietnam Memorial or the Titanic or anything about anybody dying to save other people. And he won’t talk about my mom.”
    


    
      Cassie saw startled looks around the Circle. There was a kind of recognition in many of the members’ eyes.
    


    
      “Like my dad,” Diana said wonderingly. “He always talks about my mother being so brave, but he’s never said exactly why. No wonder, if he didn’t go, if he let her go alone.” She bit her lip, distressed. “What a horrible thing to find out about your own father.”
    


    
      “Yeah, well, I’ve got it worse,” Deborah said, looking grim. “Both my parents didn’t go. And neither did yours,” she added to the Hendersons, who looked at each other and scowled.
    


    
      “While those of us with no parents are lucky?” Melanie asked, raising her eyebrows.
    


    
      “At least you know they had guts,” Deborah said shortly. “You and Adam and Laurel and Nick have something to be proud of. I’d rather be raised by a grandmother or a great-aunt than have parents who scream at each other all the time because they’re so ashamed of themselves.”
    


    
      Cassie was watching Nick again, and she saw something leave his face, some tension that had been there ever since she’d known him. It made him look different, softer somehow, more vulnerable. At that moment he raised his eyes and met hers, catching her in the act of watching him. Cassie wanted to look away, but she couldn’t, and to her surprise there was no hostility in his gaze. His mouth crooked slightly in a wry, relieved smile, and she found herself almost smiling back in sympathy.
    


    
      Then she realized Faye was looking at them. Turning back, she spoke quickly to the entire group.
    


    
      “The ones who died were killed because our parents didn’t all stick together. That’s what my grandmother said, anyway. She said that we were the ones in danger now, because Black John’s come to take us back. He still wants his coven, and now he’s alive again—a living, breathing man. She said that he won’t look burned and awful when we see him again, and we might not recognize him, but we have to be ready for him.”
    


    
      “Why?” Adam asked, his level voice seeming loud in the sudden silence. “Just what did she think he’s going to do?”
    


    
      Cassie lifted her hands. There was no longer a guilty secret between her and Adam, but every time she looked at him, she felt—a connection. A new connection, that of two people who’d been tried by fire and had come out stronger. There would always be an understanding between them.
    


    
      “I don’t know what he’s going to do,” she told Adam. “Fool us, my grandma said. Get us to follow him the way our parents did. But how, I don’t know.”
    


    
      “The reason I ask is because he may not want all of us,” Adam said, still quietly. “You said he arranged for the eleven of us to be born—and if he joins the coven as its leader, that makes twelve. But you weren’t one of the eleven, Cassie. Neither was Kori. And it looks like he got Kori out of the way.”
    


    
      Diana drew in a sharp breath. “Oh, my God—Cassie! You’ve got to leave. You’ve got to get out of New Salem, go back to California—” She stopped, because Cassie was shaking her head.
    


    
      “I can’t,” Cassie said simply. “My grandma told me I had to stay and fight. She said that was why my mom brought me back, so I could fight him. I may be half outsider, but I guess I’m one kid he didn’t plan, so maybe I have some kind of advantage.”
    


    
      “Don’t be modest,” Deborah broke in caustically. “The old lady told us it was because your family was always the strongest. You’ve got the clearest sight and the most power, she said.”
    


    
      “And I’ve got our Book of Shadows, now,” Cassie said, somewhat embarrassed, bending to take the red leather book out of her backpack. “My grandmother had it hidden behind a loose brick in the kitchen fireplace. Black John wanted it, so there must be something in it that he’s afraid of. I’m going to read it and try to find out what that something is.”
    


    
      “What can the rest of us do?” Laurel asked. Cassie realized the question was directed at her; except for Faye, who was glowering, they were all looking at her expectantly. Flustered, she lifted her hands again and shook her head.
    


    
      “We can talk to the old ladies in the town who’re still alive,” Deborah suggested. “That’s my idea, anyway. Cassie’s grandma said our parents have forgotten about magic, that they made themselves forget to survive. But I figure the old ladies might not have forgotten, and we can question them. Like Laurel’s Granny Quincey, and Adam’s grandma, old Mrs. Franklin. Even your great-aunt, Mel.”
    


    
      Melanie looked doubtful. “Great-aunt Constance doesn’t approve of the old ways at all. She’s pretty—inflexible—about it.”
    


    
      “And Granny Quincey is so frail,” Laurel said. “As for old Mrs. Franklin—well, she’s not always all there.”
    


    
      “To put it tactfully,” Adam said. “Let’s face it, my grandmother can get pretty loopy at times. But I think Deborah’s right; they’re all we’ve got, so we have to make the most of them. We can try to pump some parents for information, too . . . what have we got to lose?”
    


    
      “An arm and an eye, if it’s my father you’re pumping,” Suzan muttered, holding her fingers in a shaft of sunlight to examine her nails. But Chris and Doug Henderson grinned wildly and said they’d be happy to interrogate all the parents.
    


    
      “We’ll say, ‘Hey, remember that guy you fried like Freddy Krueger sixteen years ago? Well, he’s back, so can you, like, give us any help in recognizing him?’” Doug said with relish.
    


    
      “Didn’t your grandma say anything that might help?” Laurel asked Cassie.
    


    
      “No . . . wait.” Cassie straightened up, excitement stirring inside her. “She said they identified Black John’s body in the burned house because of his ring, a lodestone ring.” She looked at Melanie. “You’re the crystal expert; so what’s lodestone?”
    


    
      “It’s magnetite, black iron oxide,” Melanie said, her cool gray eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “It’s like hematite, which is iron oxide too, but hematite’s blood-red when you cut it in thin slices. Magnetite is black and magnetic.”
    


    
      Cassie tried to control her expression. Well, she’d known the hematite came from Black John’s house; maybe it had even been his stone. She shouldn’t be surprised that he wore a ring of something similar. Still, she felt a twinge of apprehension. She’d really better get rid of that piece of hematite. Right now it was sitting in a jewelry box in her bedroom, where she’d put it when Diana drove her over to her house to pick up her clothes this morning before school.
    


    
      “Okay, we’ll keep on the lookout for that,” Adam was saying, sparing Cassie the necessity of speaking. “We can talk to the old ladies tomorrow—or maybe we should wait until after Cassie’s grandmother’s funeral.”
    


    
      “All right,” Cassie murmured.
    


    
      “You’re making a lot of suggestions, Adam,” Faye said, stung into speaking at last. Her arms were still folded over her chest, and her honey-pale skin was flushed with anger.
    


    
      Adam looked back without expression. “Come to think of it, there was another suggestion I was going to make,” he said. “I think we should retake the leadership vote.”
    


    
      Faye lunged toward him, golden eyes blazing. “You can’t do that!”
    


    
      “Why not? If all of us agree,” Adam said calmly.
    


    
      “Because it’s not in the traditions,” Faye hissed. “You look at any Book of Shadows and you’ll see! The vote is the vote; I won and it can’t be changed now. I’m the coven leader.”
    


    
      Adam turned to the others for help, but Melanie was looking troubled and Diana was slowly shaking her head.
    


    
      “She’s right, Adam,” Diana said softly. “The vote was fair, at the time. There aren’t any provisions for changing it.” Melanie nodded her unwilling agreement.
    


    
      “And I don’t like you making all these plans without consulting me,” Faye went on, pacing again like a panther in a cage. Sparks actually seemed to flash from her eyes, the way they flashed from the red gems at her throat and on her fingers as she crossed patches of sunlight.
    


    
      “Well, what do you want us to do?” Laurel said challengingly, tossing her long light-brown hair back. “You were the one who wanted Black John out, Faye. You said he was going to help us, to give us his power. Well, how about it? What do you say now that he’s here?”
    


    
      Faye was breathing hard. “He may be testing us—”
    


    
      “By killing Cassie’s grandma?” Deborah cut in harshly. “Don’t be stupid, Faye. I was there; I saw it. There’s no excuse for murdering old ladies.”
    


    
      Faye glared at her defecting ex-lieutenant. “I don’t know why he did that! Maybe he has some plans that we don’t know about.”
    


    
      “That’s the truest thing you’ve ever said,” Melanie interrupted. “He does have plans, Faye—to take us over. He’s already killed four people, and if we annoy him I’m sure he’ll be happy to kill us, too.”
    


    
      Faye stopped pacing and smiled triumphantly. “He can’t,” she snapped. “If Cassie is right—and I’m not saying she is, but if she is—then he needs us for his coven. So he can’t kill us!”
    


    
      “Well, he can’t kill all of us, anyway,” Adam said dryly. “He can only spare one.”
    


    
      Silence fell. The members of the Circle glanced uneasily at one another.
    


    
      “Well, then, maybe you’d each better be sure you’re not the one,” Faye said, smiling around at them. It wasn’t quite her old, lazy smile; it was more a baring of teeth. Before anyone could say anything she turned around and stalked out of the room. They could hear her footsteps going rapidly down the stairs, then the slam of the science building’s front door.
    


    
      Cassie, Adam, and Diana looked at one another. Adam shook his head.
    


    
      “We’re in trouble,” he said.
    


    
      “Oh, so is that what we figured out at this meeting?” said Deborah.
    


    
      Diana leaned her forehead against her hand wearily. “We need her,” she said. “She is the coven leader, and we need her on our side, not on his. We’d better go talk to her.”
    


    
      Slowly, the Club members got up. Outside, it was too bright, and Cassie squinted. Seventh period had just ended and people were flooding out of the school exits. Cassie scanned the crowds but couldn’t see Faye.
    


    
      “She’s probably gone home,” Diana was saying. “We’ll have to go after her . . .”
    


    
      Cassie didn’t hear the rest. Among the milling students in the parking lot she had suddenly glimpsed a familiar face. A strange familiar face, one that didn’t belong here, one that she had to rack her brains to identify. For God’s sake, where had she seen that turned-up nose, that straw-colored hair, those cold hazel eyes before? It was someone she’d known quite well, someone she’d been used to looking at day after day, but that she’d been only too happy to forget about when she came to New Salem.
    


    
      A feeling of heat and humidity overcame Cassie. A memory of sand underfoot, sweat trickling down her sides, suntan lotion greasy on her nose. A sound of lapping waves and a smell of overheated bodies and a sense of oppression.
    


    
      Cape Cod.
    


    
      The familiar girl was Portia.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 4


    


    “Hey, watch out, Cassie,” Chris said, running into her as she stopped in her tracks. “What’s wrong?”


    
      “I just saw someone.” Cassie could feel how wide her eyes were as she stared into the crowd. Portia had disappeared in a sea of bobbing heads. “A girl I knew this summer . . .” Her voice trailed off as her mind boggled at the task of explaining Portia to the Circle.
    


    
      But Adam had seen her too. “A witch hunter,” he said grimly. “The one whose brothers carried a gun. They’re seriously into it—not just as a hobby, but as an obsession.”
    


    
      “And they’ve come here?” Deborah scoffed. Cassie looked back and forth between the dark-haired girl and Adam; obviously witch-hunting was something these people had encountered before. “They ought to know better.”
    


    
      “Maybe it was a mistake—or an accident. Maybe her parents moved and she was just transferred here or something,” Laurel said, ever the optimist.
    


    
      Cassie shook her head. “Portia doesn’t make mistakes,” she murmured. “And I pity the accident that tries to happen to her. Adam, what are we going to do?” She was almost more upset by this than she had been by the knowledge that Black John was loose somewhere in New Salem. That terror was mind-numbing, too much to deal with rationally. Fear of Portia was more familiar, and Cassie felt herself being sucked toward an old pattern of helplessness. She’d never been able to deal with Portia; she came out of every encounter tongue-tied and humiliated, defeated. Cassie shut her eyes.
    


    
      I am not like that anymore. I won’t be like that, she thought. But dread churned in her stomach.
    


    
      “We’ll deal with her,” Adam was beginning bleakly when Doug leaned in, his tilted blue-green eyes sparkling.
    


    
      “Hey, she’s an enemy, right? Black John the Witch Dude said he wanted to help us destroy our enemies, right? So—”
    


    
      “Don’t even think about it,” Melanie cut in swiftly. “Don’t, Doug. I mean it.”
    


    
      Doug hunched his shoulders, but he looked at his twin sideways under his lashes.
    


    
      “Bad magic,” Chris muttered, staring into the distance.
    


    
      Cassie looked at Adam.
    


    
      “Never,” Adam said reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Cassie. Never.”
    


    
      

    


    
      Cassie was living with Diana now. “Obviously you can’t stay in that house alone,” Diana had said, and that afternoon she and Laurel and Melanie helped Cassie move her things. Adam and Deborah came too, for protection, pacing around the house restlessly, and most of the other Club members stopped by for one reason or another. Only Faye was conspicuously absent. No one had seen her since she’d disappeared from school.
    


    
      The house itself wasn’t too badly damaged, aside from the strange burned places on the floor and some of the doors. The official story, as decided on by the adults who’d come last night to take Cassie’s grandmother’s body away, was that there had been a fire and Mrs. Howard had been frightened into a heart attack. The Club hadn’t mentioned an intruder, and the police hadn’t even cordoned the house off. How the police thought a hardwood floor had caught fire in such a strange pattern, Cassie didn’t know. Nobody had asked her and she certainly wasn’t going down to the station to volunteer anything.
    


    
      The house seemed empty and echoing despite the Circle members bustling around it. There was an emptiness inside Cassie, too. She’d never have thought she would miss her grandmother so much—just a stooped old lady with coarse gray hair and a mole on her cheek. But those old eyes had seen a lot, and those knotted hands had been deft and kind. Her grandmother had known things, and she had always made Cassie feel better.
    


    
      “I wish I had a picture of her,” Cassie said softly. “My grandma.” Witches didn’t like being photographed, so she didn’t even have that.
    


    
      “She was a pretty cool old broad,” Deborah said, slinging a tote bag over one shoulder and picking up a cardboard box full of books and CDs. “You want anything else?”
    


    
      Cassie looked around the room. Yes, everything, she thought. She wanted her four-poster bed with the dusty-rose canopy and hangings, and her damask-upholstered chairs, and her solid mahogany chest that was just the color of Nick’s eyes.
    


    
      “That’s bombé, that chest of drawers there,” she told Deborah. “It was made here in Massachusetts, the only place in the colonies that produced that style.”
    


    
      “Yeah, I know,” Deborah said, unimpressed. “My house is full of it. It weighs a ton and you can’t take it. You want the stereo, or what?”
    


    
      “No, I can use Diana’s,” Cassie said sadly. She felt as if she were leaving her life behind. I’m only moving down the road, she reminded herself as Deborah left.
    


    
      “Cassie, if you want to stop by and see your mom this afternoon, it’s okay with Great-aunt Constance,” Melanie said, appearing in the doorway. “Any time before dinner.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded, feeling something twist in her chest. Her mother. Of course her mom was going to be all right; Melanie’s great-aunt was willing to take care of her, and it would be better for her to stay at Melanie’s house than to be taken—somewhere else. Say what you mean: an institution, she told herself fiercely. If the doctors saw her they’d want to put her in an institution or a hospital. But she doesn’t belong there, and she’s going to be just fine. She needs to rest a little, that’s all.
    


    
      “Thanks, Melanie,” she said. “I’ll come after we finish moving. It’s nice of your aunt to take care of her.”
    


    
      “With Great-aunt Constance it’s not so much nice; it’s duty,” Melanie said, turning to go. “Great-aunt Constance believes in doing your duty.”
    


    
      So do I, Cassie thought, pausing as she picked up a bundle of clothes from the bed. So do I. “I just thought of something—I’ll be down in a second,” she said.
    


    
      What she’d thought of was the hematite. One-handed, she opened the jewelry box on the dresser—and then stiffened. She stirred through the contents of the box with her fingers, but it was no use.
    


    
      The piece of hematite was gone.
    


    
      Panic swelled in Cassie’s throat. She’d kept meaning to do something about the stone, but now that it was out of her hands she realized how dangerous she thought it really was.
    


    
      This time, she told herself, you are not going to keep it a secret and worry and stew about it all by yourself. This time you’re going to do what you should have done in the beginning, which is tell Diana.
    


    
      Cassie went downstairs. Diana and Laurel were in the herb garden, salvaging things Laurel thought might be useful. Cassie squared her shoulders.
    


    
      “Diana,” she said, “I’ve got something to tell you.”
    


    
      Diana’s green eyes widened when Cassie explained about the hematite, how she’d found it, how she’d kept it a secret. No one had known about it except Deborah—and Faye.
    


    
      “And now it’s gone,” Cassie said. “I don’t think that means anything good.”
    


    
      “No,” Diana said slowly. “I’m sure it doesn’t. Cassie, don’t you see, when you were carrying the hematite, it affected you. It made you do things . . . were you wearing it at the Halloween dance when you tried to make Adam kiss you?”
    


    
      “I . . . yes.” Cassie could feel the blood rising to her cheeks. “But, Diana—I wish I could say the hematite made me do that, but it didn’t. It was just me. I wanted to.”
    


    
      “Maybe, but I’ll bet you’d wanted to before and you didn’t actually do it. Hematite might not force you to do things against your will, but it makes it easier to give in to things you normally wouldn’t.”
    


    
      “Like onyx. Surrender to your shadow-self,” Cassie whispered.
    


    
      “Yes,” said Diana.
    


    
      “It must be one of us who has it; one of the Circle,” Cassie said. “Because I put it in the box this morning and nobody else has been by the house today. But which one of us?”
    


    
      Diana shook her head. Laurel grimaced. “I stick to plants,” she said. “They’re safer, as long as you respect them and know what you’re doing. They don’t influence you.”
    


    
      At Diana’s suggestion, the three of them searched Cassie’s room again. But the hematite was nowhere to be found.
    


    
      

    


    
      Cassie went to school on Thursday. It was strange to sit in her writing class and see life going on around her as usual. All these people—students counting the days until Thanksgiving vacation, teachers giving their lectures, the vice-principal walking through the halls and looking harried—had no idea what was loose in their community, just waiting to strike again. Of course, Cassie didn’t know exactly, either. What form was Black John going to take now? What would he look like when she saw him next? But she knew there was danger.
    


    
      Faye didn’t show up for English. Cassie had to stay after class to explain to Mr. Humphries why she’d been absent for two days. He was sympathetic and told her to take extra time for her next assignment, but it was hard to get away from him. Cassie was already late for algebra when she hurried into the third-floor bathroom. But once in a stall, she heard voices outside that made her freeze and forget the time.
    


    
      They were carrying on a conversation that had obviously been going for a while.
    


    
      “And then she was supposed to go back to California,” the first voice was saying. Cassie had heard it too many times not to recognize it. Portia. “But that was obviously a lie too, if it’s the same Cassie I knew.”
    


    
      “What did you say she looked like?” asked the other voice. A strident, contentious voice. Cassie recognized Sally Waltman.
    


    
      “Oh, she’s just a little nonentity. She’s completely average, average height, a little taller than you . . .”
    


    
      A throat-clearing sound from Sally.
    


    
      “Not that you’re short, of course. You’re—petite. Anyway, she’s got a fairly slim build, and everything about her is just ordinary: ordinary brownish hair, ordinary little face, ordinary clothes—not anything to write home about. Overall, she’s unutterably dreary—”
    


    
      “It’s not the same Cassie,” Sally interrupted curtly. “This one had every guy at Homecoming dance following her around with his tongue hanging out. Including my boyfriend—and look where it got him. She looks ordinary at first, maybe, but there are all sorts of colors in her hair; it changes depending on the light. I’m serious. And I’m sure it’s just an act, but she’s the kind that looks all fragile and sweet, the kind guys are just dying to take care of—and then she starts ordering them around. And she gets away with it, probably because she opens those great big eyes and pretends she thinks she’s inadequate. The ‘Oh, I’m just the girl next door, but I’ll do my best’ routine—they lap it up.”
    


    
      Cassie opened her mouth indignantly, then closed it again.
    


    
      “And she’s got eyes to kill for,” Sally was going on bitterly. “Not the color, so much—they’re sort of grayish blue—but they’re so big and sincere it’s disgusting. They always look like they’re full of tears just ready to spill. Drives the guys crazy.”
    


    
      “It is the same girl,” Portia said positively. “Only when I knew her she had the sense not to flaunt herself. She knew her place then.”
    


    
      “Well, right now her place is with the most popular clique in school. They all think they’re so wonderful; they think they can do anything. Including kill people.”
    


    
      “Well, not anymore,” Portia said with satisfaction. “Things around here are about to change dramatically—for the better. You know, I’m glad my mom decided to move here after the divorce. I thought it would be terrible, but it’s all turning out for the best.”
    


    
      Cassie held herself carefully still. So Sally and Portia were joining forces. Now if they would just be so obliging as to describe a little of their plans . . .
    


    
      But the sound of running water drowned out the next few sentences, and then she heard Sally say, “I’d better get to calculus. Want to meet for lunch?”
    


    
      “Yes, and I think you should come over to my house at Thanksgiving vacation,” Portia said. “I think you’ll like my brothers.”
    


    
      

    


    
      Cassie stood protectively surrounded by the rest of the Circle. It was Saturday and the burial was almost over.
    


    
      This wasn’t the old burying ground, the one which had been “vandalized” (that was the official story) the night her grandmother died. It was the modern cemetery where Kori had been buried. Modern in New Salem terms, that is: the oldest graves were from the 1800s. Cassie wondered why the parents killed by Black John in 1976 hadn’t been buried here. Maybe someone had felt the old graveyard was more appropriate.
    


    
      People were coming up to her, saying how sorry they were, asking about her mother. The official story on her mother was that she was in shock over the death of Cassie’s grandmother and too ill to come. Cassie told them her mother was going to be fine.
    


    
      Faye had showed up, to Cassie’s surprise. Her lacy black dress was beautiful, if a little too clinging to be appropriate at a funeral. Her red lips and nails were the only touches of color about her.
    


    
      “So sorry,” a familiar voice said coolly, and Cassie looked up to see Portia. Sally was right behind her; those two seemed joined at the hip these days.
    


    
      “What a surprise to see you here,” Portia added, her hazel eyes fixed on Cassie’s. Cassie remembered them; mean as snake’s eyes, she thought. They seemed to have a mesmerizing effect, and Cassie felt the crushing sense of helplessness start to descend.
    


    
      She fought it, and tried to speak, but Portia was going on. “I didn’t realize you had family up here. But maybe now that you don’t you’ll be going back to California . . . ?”
    


    
      “No, I’m staying.” To Cassie’s frustration, she couldn’t think of anything else to say. She’d come up with a devastatingly witty retort tonight, undoubtedly.
    


    
      But she wasn’t alone in New Salem. Adam said, “Cassie still has family here,” and moved to Cassie’s side.
    


    
      “Yeah, we’re all brothers. All life is, like, linked,” Chris said, coming up on Cassie’s other side. He stared at Portia out of his strange blue-green eyes. Doug joined him, grinning his mad grin.
    


    
      Portia blinked. Cassie had forgotten what the Henderson brothers looked like to people who didn’t know them.
    


    
      But Portia recovered quickly. “That’s right—they say all you people are related. Well, maybe someday soon you’ll meet my family.” She looked at Adam. “I’m sure they’d enjoy that.” She turned on her heel and walked away.
    


    
      Cassie and Adam exchanged a glance, but before they could say anything, Mr. Humphries had stepped up.
    


    
      “It’s been a beautiful service,” he told Cassie. “We’ll all miss your grandmother.”
    


    
      “Thank you,” Cassie said. She managed a smile for him; she liked Mr. Humphries, with his neat little salt-and-pepper beard and his sympathetic eyes behind gold-rimmed glasses. “It was nice of you to come.”
    


    
      “I hope your mother is feeling better soon,” said Mr. Humphries, and then he moved on. Ms. Lanning, Cassie’s American-history teacher, came up to talk then, but Cassie’s attention lingered on Mr. Humphries. A tall man with dark hair had joined him, and Cassie heard the rumble of a deep voice, followed by Mr. Humphries’s lighter, quicker tones.
    


    
      “—introduce me?” the dark man was saying.
    


    
      “Why, certainly,” Mr. Humphries said. He turned back to Cassie, bringing the dark man with him. “Cassie, I thought you might want to meet our new principal, Mr. Jack Brunswick. He’s interested in getting to know his students as soon as possible.”
    


    
      “That’s right,” the tall man said, in deep, pleasant tones. He reached out and took Cassie’s hand in a firm grip. His own hand was large and strong. She glanced down at it as she opened her mouth to say something polite, but then froze, paralyzed, feeling her heart pound like a trip-hammer while the blood drained out of her face.
    


    
      “I don’t think she’s feeling well—this must have been a long day—” Ms. Lanning was saying, but her voice seemed to come from a distance. She took hold of Cassie’s arm.
    


    
      But Cassie couldn’t let go of the dark man’s hand with its strong, well-made fingers. All she could see was the signet ring on his index finger, carved with a symbol that reminded her of the inscriptions on Diana’s silver bracelet—Faye’s silver bracelet now. The stone in the ring was black and reflective, with a metallic luster. It looked like hematite, but Cassie knew it wasn’t. It was a lodestone.
    


    
      Then, at last, Cassie looked up at the new principal, and she saw the face she’d seen during the skull ceremony in Diana’s garage. The face that had rushed at her, faster and faster, bigger and bigger, trying to escape from the crystal skull. A cruel, cold face. For an instant she seemed to see the crystal skull itself superimposed on the principal’s face, its bone structure clearly visible. The hollow eyes, the grinning teeth—
    


    
      Cassie swayed on her feet. Ms. Lanning was trying to support her; she could hear Adam’s alarmed voice, and Diana’s. But she could see nothing except the darkness of the new principal’s eyes. They were like glassy volcanic rock, like the ocean at midnight, like magnetite. They were swallowing her up. . . .
    


    
      Cassie. The voice was in her mind.
    


    
      Rushing blackness surrounded her and she fell.
    


    
      

    


    
      Darkness. She was on a ship—no, she wasn’t. She was fighting, struggling in icy water. Cassie clawed out, trying to get to the surface. She couldn’t see—
    


    
      “Take it easy! You’re safe. Cassie, it’s all right.”
    


    
      A wet cloth fell away from Cassie’s eyes. She was in Diana’s living room, lying on the couch. It was dim because the curtains were drawn and the lamps were off. Diana was leaning over her, and the long, silvery cascade of Diana’s hair was falling down like a shield between Cassie and the world.
    


    
      “Diana!” She clung to the other girl’s hand.
    


    
      “It’s all right. You’re okay. You’re okay.”
    


    
      Cassie let out her breath, leaning back against the couch, her eyes meeting Diana’s.
    


    
      “Jack Brunswick is Black John.” It was a flat statement.
    


    
      “I know,” Diana said grimly. “After you went down we all saw the ring. I don’t think he expected us to recognize him so fast.”
    


    
      “What happened? What did he do?” Cassie was envisioning chaos at the cemetery.
    


    
      “Not much. He left as we were carrying you to my car. Adam and Deborah went after him, but they weren’t obvious about it. They’re going to try to follow him. Nobody else—none of the adults—realized anything was wrong. They just figured you were exhausted. Mr. Humphries said maybe you’d better take some time off from school.”
    


    
      “Maybe we’d all better,” Cassie whispered. Her head was spinning. Black John in charge of the school. What in the name of God was he planning?
    


    
      “You said Adam went after him?” she asked, and Diana nodded. Cassie felt a pang of anxiety—and frustration. She wanted Adam here, so she could talk to him. She needed him. . . .
    


    
      “Hey, everything okay in there?” Chris and Doug were hanging in the doorway, as if it were a lady’s boudoir that they weren’t allowed inside of.
    


    
      “She’s all right,” Diana said.
    


    
      “You sure, Cassie?” Chris asked, venturing a few steps in. Cassie nodded wanly, then suddenly thought of Sally’s words in the bathroom. She’s the kind guys are just dying to take care of. That certainly wasn’t true . . . was it? Sally had warped everything; she’d had it all wrong.
    


    
      “Come on, you two, there’s double-fudge cake in the kitchen,” Diana said to the brothers. “Everybody in the neighborhood’s been dropping food off, and we need help eating it.” Cassie thought it was strange that Diana was leaving her, then she saw that Chris and Doug hadn’t been alone.
    


    
      Nick was standing in the hallway outside the living room. When Diana ushered the Henderson brothers out, he came in, walking slowly.
    


    
      “Uh . . . hi, Nick,” Cassie said.
    


    
      He gave her an odd, fleeting smile and sat on the arm of the couch. His customary mask of stone was gone today. In the dim room, Cassie thought he looked a little tired, a little sad, but maybe that was only her imagination.
    


    
      “How’re you doing?” he said. “You had us scared for a minute there.”
    


    
      Nick, scared? Cassie didn’t believe it. “I’m fine, now,” she said, and then she tried to think of something else to say. It was the same as it had been with Portia: when she really needed it, her mind wouldn’t work.
    


    
      The silence stretched out. Nick was looking at the scrolls and flowers on the upholstery of the couch. “Cassie,” he said finally, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”
    


    
      “Oh, have you,” Cassie said faintly. She felt very strange; hot and embarrassed and at the same time weak. She didn’t want Nick to go on—but some part of her did.
    


    
      “I realize this isn’t exactly the perfect moment,” he said ironically, transferring his gaze to the wallpaper. “But the way things are going we may all be dead before the perfect moment comes.” Cassie opened her mouth, but no sound came out, and Nick was going on, relentlessly, inevitably, his voice low but perfectly audible. “I know you and Conant were pretty attached to each other,” he said. “And I know you thought a lot of him. I realize I’m hardly the perfect substitute—but like I said, the way things are going maybe it’s stupid to wait for perfection.” Suddenly he was looking directly at her and Cassie saw something in his mahogany eyes she’d never seen before. “So, Cassie, what do you think about it?” Nick said. “About you and me?”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 5


    


    Cassie opened her mouth to speak, but Nick was going on.


    
      “You know, when I first saw you I thought you were just ordinary,” he said. “Then I started noticing things about you—your hair, your mouth. The way you kept on fighting even when you were scared. That night when Lovejoy was killed you were scared to death, but you were the one who suggested we look for the dark energy, and when we were out at the burying ground you kept up with Deborah.” Nick stopped and grinned ruefully. “And with us guys,” he said.
    


    
      Cassie felt an answering smile tug at her own lips; quickly suppressed it. “Nick, I . . .”
    


    
      “Don’t say anything yet. I want you to know that I—felt bad about how I treated you when you came to ask me to the dance.” His jaw was tight, and he looked steadily at one particular flower on the upholstery of the couch. “I don’t know why I did it—I’ve just got a lousy temper, I guess. I’ve had it so long I don’t even think about it anymore.” Nick took a deep breath before continuing, “See, I’ve always hated living with Deb’s parents; I always felt like I owed them something. It put me in a permanent bad mood, I guess. I felt like my mom and dad screwed up somehow, getting themselves killed in a hurricane so their kid had to be supported by other people. It made me hate them—and my aunt and uncle too.”
    


    
      Nick stopped and shook his head thoughtfully. “Yeah, especially Aunt Grace. She talks about my dad all the time, goin’ on and on about how reckless he was, how he didn’t care who he left behind, that kind of crap. It made me sick. I never figured it could be because she missed him.”
    


    
      Cassie was fascinated. “Is that why you don’t like magic?” It was a blind guess, but he looked at her, startled.
    


    
      “I don’t know—I suppose it could have something to do with it. I resented the rest of the coven because I felt like they all had a better deal than me. They all had at least a grandparent, and I just had my dead parents that screwed up. And they were all so damn cheerful about it—like Conant. He—” Nick paused and glanced up at Cassie wryly. “Well, maybe the less said about him, the better. Anyway, I know the truth now. My parents didn’t screw up, and if I screw up I can’t blame them anymore. I’ve got only one person to blame—me. So I’m sorry about the way I acted.”
    


    
      “Nick, that’s okay. You did take me to the dance.”
    


    
      “Yeah, after you came back and asked again. That took guts. And after I took you we went to Number Thirteen and you got hurt.” The corner of Nick’s mouth turned down. “I couldn’t do anything about that. It was Conant who saved you.”
    


    
      A memory of the smoky thing at the Halloween ceremony, the dark form that had risen out of the Samhain fire, flickered through Cassie’s mind. She shoved it away, feeling panic rise in her chest. She didn’t want to think about Black John now—frightening though he had been as a smoky figure, he was more frightening by far as a man. His eyes . . .
    


    
      “Cassie.” Nick’s strong fingers were wrapped around her wrist. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”
    


    
      Cassie gulped a deep breath and nodded, her awareness returning to the dim room. “Thanks,” she whispered. It felt good to have Nick’s hand on her arm: warm fingers, firm grip. It steadied her. And, God, she’d needed somebody to hang on to, for so long . . . She remembered sitting in Adam’s car, aching with the need to hold him, to be held. And knowing that she couldn’t, that she never could. Cassie had that same ache now, and Adam was completely lost to her. How long did she have to live with the empty feeling?
    


    
      “I know,” Nick was saying in a low voice, “that you’re not in love with me. I know I’m not him. But, Cassie, I like you. I like you a lot, more than any girl I’ve ever seen. You’re so decent to people, you’re not hard, but inside you’re tough as Deb. Tough as me, maybe.” He laughed shortly. “You haven’t kept a grudge against anybody in the Club, no matter how they treated you in the beginning. Deb was really surprised about that. And in the end you’ve made them all respect you. The Henderson brothers never fell for a girl before, but they don’t know if they’re on their heads or their feet anymore. I think they’re going to make you a pipe bomb for Christmas.”
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t help laughing with him. “Well, I guess that’s one way to get rid of the problem.”
    


    
      “Even Faye respects you,” Nick said. “She wouldn’t have tried so hard to destroy you otherwise. Look, Cassie, I can’t explain what it is about you—you’re good but you’re tough. You can take it. And you’ve got the most gorgeous eyes I’ve ever seen.”
    


    
      Cassie felt the blood rising to her face. She could feel his eyes on her, and she was the one forced to study the wallpaper. The hot, strange feeling inside her was stronger every minute.
    


    
      She was thinking about that first week of school, when Deborah and the Henderson brothers had been teasing her, playing keep-away with her backpack—and suddenly a brown arm had reached into her field of vision, catching the backpack, saving her. Nick. And about how nice he’d been in the boiler room when she’d found Jeffrey’s body, how he’d held her and said, “Steady, steady.” His arms had been solid and comforting then. Nick wasn’t intimidated by anything. She liked Nick.
    


    
      But liking wasn’t enough.
    


    
      Cassie found herself shaking her head. “Nick—I’m so sorry. I can’t lead you on . . .”
    


    
      “I said I knew you weren’t in love with me. But if you just want to give it a try—I’ll be there when you need somebody. We could have some fun,” he added, as lightly as she’d ever heard Nick speak. “Get to know each other.”
    


    
      Cassie thought about how annoyed she’d been a while ago that Adam wasn’t here at Diana’s. She didn’t have the right to demand Adam like that—and it was dangerous. I’ll be there when you need somebody. How could Nick know how important that was to her?
    


    
      She looked up at him, and in a voice she herself could barely hear, she said, “Okay.”
    


    
      The mahogany eyes widened slightly in surprise—which by Nick’s normally expressionless standards translated into astonishment. A wondering smile curved his lips a little. He looked so happy that Cassie felt herself drawn into it. Why could she never resist smiling back at him?
    


    
      “I didn’t think you’d go for it,” he said, still wonderingly.
    


    
      Cassie laughed, but blushed harder. “So why did you ask?”
    


    
      “I figured it was worth asking, even if you told me to get lost.”
    


    
      “Nick.” Cassie felt something strange. “I wouldn’t ever tell you to get lost. You’re—well, you’re really special.” She didn’t know how to say what she meant, and the words caught in her throat anyway. Her vision was blurring, swimming. She blinked to clear it and felt tears spill. And then Nick moved toward her and somehow she was in his arms, crying on his shoulder. Nothing had ever been so comforting as that gray-wool-clad shoulder.
    


    
      She sniffled and she could feel him leaning his cheek against her hair. “Let’s just give it a try for a while,” he said softly. And Cassie nodded and let herself rest in his arms.
    


    
      

    


    
      It was dark when she let Nick out the front door. Diana was upstairs; Chris and Doug had left a long time ago. Cassie felt uncertain and shy as she tapped on Diana’s door.
    


    
      “Come in,” Diana said, and Cassie did, remembering the first time she’d tapped on this door and come into this room, the day Diana had rescued her from Faye in the science building. Then, Diana had been sitting at the window seat, surrounded by a whirling crowd of rainbows. Now Diana was sitting at the desk with a pile of papers in front of her.
    


    
      “So what happened?” she said, turning around.
    


    
      Cassie could feel the heat in her cheeks. “I—we—we decided that we would give it a try. Being—well, sort of being together, I mean.”
    


    
      Diana’s lips parted. She looked into Cassie’s eyes, as if searching for something there. “You what?” she said, and then she caught herself. She looked at Cassie for another long moment. “I see,” she said slowly.
    


    
      “You’re not mad?” Cassie was trying to figure out what was going on behind those emerald-green eyes.
    


    
      “Mad? How could I be mad at you? I’m just—surprised, that’s all. But don’t worry about it. Nick’s a nice guy, and I know you won’t hurt him. You know how special he is.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded, but she was startled to hear her own words on Diana’s lips. She hadn’t known Diana knew.
    


    
      “No, I think it’s a good thing,” Diana said firmly, pushing the papers out of the way.
    


    
      Cassie breathed a sigh of relief. Then she looked at the papers Diana had been examining when she came in. They were old and yellowing, covered with thick strokes of black writing in columns. The writing had some odd curlicues in it and little punctuation that Cassie could see, but it was legible.
    


    
      “What are these?”
    


    
      “Black John’s personal papers. Letters and things—we gathered them all up when we started looking for the Master Tools. I was looking through them to see if maybe I could find some weakness that we can use against him, to fight him. That’s how we found out where to look for the crystal skull in the first place; he wrote a letter about it to one of Sean’s ancestors and we found it in Sean’s attic. Not giving the exact location of the island, of course, but giving some clues.”
    


    
      “I didn’t realize he would trust anybody enough to give them clues.”
    


    
      “He didn’t. Apparently, he was planning to go back and get the skull, either to use it or to put it somewhere safer, but he died before he could do it.”
    


    
      “He drowned,” Cassie murmured, turning over a small rectangular paper in her fingers. It was printed Massachusetts-Bay Colony, 8 dollars. Good grief, it was money, money from the 1600s.
    


    
      “You said that before,” Diana said, eyeing Cassie thoughtfully. “I wondered then how you knew.”
    


    
      “What? Oh, I guess one of you told me.” Cassie tried to think. “Maybe Melanie.”
    


    
      “Melanie couldn’t have told you. None of us could have, Cassie, because none of us ever knew it. You’re the first person who’s suggested he died at sea.”
    


    
      “But . . .” Bewildered, Cassie searched her mind, trying to think where she’d come up with the idea. “But then how . . .” Suddenly she knew. “My dreams,” she whispered, backing up to the bed. “Oh, Diana, he’s been in my dreams. I dreamed about drowning, about being on a ship that was going down. But it wasn’t me, it was him. It was Black John.”
    


    
      “Cassie.” Diana came over and sat down beside her. “Are you sure it was him?”
    


    
      “Yes. Because it happened again today, when I saw him at the cemetery. I looked into his eyes—and then I felt myself falling. Drowning. There was salt water all around me, and it was cold. I could taste it.”
    


    
      Diana put her arms around Cassie’s heaving shoulders. “Don’t think about it anymore.”
    


    
      “I’m all right,” Cassie whispered. “But why would he make me go through that? Why would he put it in my head? Is he trying to kill me?”
    


    
      “I don’t know,” Diana said, her voice unsteady. “Cassie, I told you before, you don’t have to stay here—”
    


    
      “I do, though.” Cassie thought of her grandmother, and words echoed in her mind. There’s nothing frightening in the dark, if you just face it.
    


    
      The ocean was dark, dark as midnight underwater, and cold as hematite. But I can face that, Cassie thought. I refuse to be afraid of it. I refuse. She pushed the fear away from her and slowly felt the trembling inside her steady.
    


    
      My line has the sight and the power, she thought. I want to use that power to stand up to him. To face him.
    


    
      She drew away from Diana. “I think you’ve got the right idea tonight,” she said, nodding at the papers on the desk. “You go through those, and your Book of Shadows, and I’ll keep going through mine.” She looked at the window seat where the red leather-covered book lay beside a block of multicolored Post-it notes and a scattering of felt-tip pens and highlighters.
    


    
      “Have you found anything interesting so far?” Diana asked as Cassie settled into the window seat with the book on her lap.
    


    
      “Nothing about Black John. In the beginning the spells seem to be pretty much the same as yours. But everything in it’s interesting, and who knows what’s going to turn out to be useful in the end,” Cassie said. She was determined to get familiar with the range of spells and amulets in the book, to learn as many as possible of them and to at least know where to find the rest. Still, it was a project that would take years, and they didn’t have years. “Diana, I think we’d better talk to the old ladies in town—soon. Before—well, before anything happens so we can’t talk to them.” She met Diana’s eyes grimly.
    


    
      Diana blinked, taking in Cassie’s meaning, and then nodded. “You’re right. He’s already killed four people, at least. If he thinks they’re a threat . . .” She swallowed. “We’ll talk to them tomorrow. I’ll tell Adam when he calls—he’s supposed to call me when he and Deborah get through shadowing Black John.”
    


    
      “I hope Black John doesn’t know he’s being shadowed,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “I hope so too,” Diana said quietly, and bent her head over the papers again.
    


    
      

    


    
      The meeting was held the next day on the beach. Faye didn’t have a chance to veto the location because Faye wasn’t there.
    


    
      “She’s with him,” Deborah said briefly. “I followed her this morning—Adam and I flipped for it last night. She met him at that same coffee shop where they met yesterday—”
    


    
      “Hang on, hang on,” Laurel said. “You’re getting ahead of yourself. What coffee shop?”
    


    
      “I’ll tell it,” Adam said, in response to Diana’s look. “Yesterday we went out of the cemetery and followed—Mr. Brunswick. That’s a joke, by the way.”
    


    
      Diana nodded. “I used to do a little oil-painting, and Brunswick is a kind of paint,” she told Cassie and the group. “Black paint.”
    


    
      “Very funny,” said Cassie. She was sitting beside Nick, a new position, and one that made her slightly self-conscious. She was very aware of him, of his arm beside her. If she leaned a little to the right, she could touch him, and it was comforting. “I wonder what he did with the real person who was supposed to be principal,” she said.
    


    
      “I don’t know.” Adam couldn’t have helped but notice who she was sitting by, and the new expression in Nick’s eyes, a sort of protectiveness. Right now Cassie could see his blue-gray gaze flicker toward Nick, looking him up and down narrowly. It wasn’t a friendly look. “I don’t know how he managed to get the position. I don’t know why he would want it, either.” He glanced at Nick again and opened his mouth, but Diana was talking.
    


    
      “Go on with the story. Go on, Adam. Tell us what happened when you followed him yesterday.”
    


    
      “Huh? Oh, right. Well, he left alone, in a gray Cadillac, and we followed; Deborah on her bike and me in my jeep. He drove into town and went to the Perko’s Koffee Kup there—and guess who drove up a few minutes later?”
    


    
      “Wearing a black lace minidress and looking really perky,” Deborah put in.
    


    
      “Faye,” Diana whispered, looking sick. “How could she?”
    


    
      “I dunno, but she did,” Deborah said. “We watched her through the window, and she went to his booth. He’s a living, breathing man, all right—he was drinking coffee. They talked for about an hour. Faye was prancing and tossing her head like a little filly in a show. And he seemed to like it—anyway, he was smiling at her.”
    


    
      “We waited until they left, then Deb followed her and I followed him,” Adam said. “He drove to a summer cottage on the mainland—I guess he’s rented it. He stayed there all night, I think; I finally left around one in the morning.”
    


    
      “Where did Faye go?” Melanie asked Deborah.
    


    
      Deborah made a face. “I don’t know.”
    


    
      “Why not?”
    


    
      “Because she lost me, okay? Riding a Harley isn’t exactly inconspicuous. She started going through red lights and suddenly making U-turns, and in the end she lost me. You want to make something out of it?”
    


    
      “Deb,” Cassie said. Deborah scowled at her, then rolled her eyes and shrugged.
    


    
      “Anyway, this morning I waited outside her house, and she went back to meet him. They had a booth at the back, though, not near a window. So I went inside, but I really couldn’t see what was going on. I think she gave him something, but I don’t know what.”
    


    
      “Wonderful,” Suzan said, and Deborah glared at her.
    


    
      “I mean, wonderful that she’s—what do you call it? In league with him. Is anybody going to eat that doughnut?” Suzan daintily shook off powdered sugar and bit in.
    


    
      Laurel murmured something about white sugar being worse than rat poison, but she didn’t have the energy to say more.
    


    
      “It’s good,” Suzan said indistinctly. “The only thing it’s missing is cream filling.”
    


    
      “I think we’d better go talk with the old ladies,” Cassie said. “With Adam’s grandmother, I mean, and Laurel’s grandmother and Melanie’s great-aunt.”
    


    
      “Today’s a good day,” Melanie volunteered. “Every Sunday afternoon they get together and have lunch at our place: a kind of tea, you know, with sandwiches and little cakes and stuff.”
    


    
      “That’s right,” Cassie said. “My grandmother used to go too.”
    


    
      “Cakes?” said Suzan, looking interested. “Why didn’t you say so? Let’s go.”
    


    
      “Right—no, wait,” Diana said. She looked around the group. “Look, it’s probably pointless to ask this, but did any of you take the piece of hematite out of Cassie’s room?” Everyone stared at her, then at each other. Everyone except Cassie and Laurel. Heads were shaken, and all the faces wore the same look of puzzlement.
    


    
      “Somebody took the hematite?” Deborah asked. “The piece you found at Number Thirteen?” Cassie nodded, unobtrusively studying the other members of the Circle. Adam was frowning, the Henderson brothers looked blank. Sean looked nervous, but then Sean always looked nervous. Melanie seemed troubled, Nick was slowly shaking his head, and Suzan was shrugging.
    


    
      “I didn’t think anybody would admit to it,” Diana said. “But I suspect that’s because the person who took it isn’t here. She’s at Perko’s Koffee Kup.” Diana sighed. “All right. Let’s go to Number Four.”
    


    
      Cassie had been getting quite familiar with Melanie’s house since her mother had been taken to stay there. The house was in the Federal style, very similar to Cassie’s grandmother’s, but in much better repair. The white clapboard walls were freshly painted and everything inside had a shipshape, tidy look. Great-aunt Constance was sitting in the front parlor with old Mrs. Franklin, Adam’s grandmother, and Laurel’s Granny Quincey. She didn’t look at all pleased to see the eleven of them crowding in the parlor door.
    


    
      “Great-aunt Constance? Can we talk to you?”
    


    
      The elderly woman turned a cool, disapproving eye on Melanie. She was thin and regal, and in her high-cheekboned face Cassie could detect some resemblance to Melanie’s classic beauty. Her hair was still very dark, but maybe she dyed it.
    


    
      “Are you here to see your mother?” she said, spotting Cassie in the group. “She’s fast asleep right now; I really don’t think she should be disturbed.”
    


    
      “Actually, Aunt Constance, we came to talk to you,” Melanie said. She looked at the other women in the parlor. “To all three of you.”
    


    
      A line appeared between Great-aunt Constance’s eyebrows, but the short plump woman sitting on the sofa said, “Oh, let them in, Connie. Why not? There you are, Adam. What kept you out so late last night, hm?”
    


    
      “I didn’t realize you noticed, Grandma,” Adam said.
    


    
      “Oh, I notice more than people think,” Mrs. Franklin chuckled, picking up a cookie and popping it into her mouth. Her gray hair was piled untidily on her head in braids, and there was a disorganized air about her that contrasted with the austere white and gold parlor. Cassie liked her.
    


    
      “What’s going on, Laurel?” a quavery voice asked, and Cassie looked at Granny Quincey, a tiny woman with a face like a dried apple. She was actually Laurel’s great-grandmother, and she was so little and light she looked as if a puff of wind would blow her away.
    


    
      “Well—” Laurel looked at Adam, who spoke up.
    


    
      “Actually, it has something to do with what my grandmother asked me. What I was out doing last night. And it has to do with something that happened a long time ago, right around the time all of us kids were born.”
    


    
      Great-aunt Constance was really frowning now, and Granny Quincey’s lips were pursed together. Old Mrs. Franklin was chuckling, but she was looking around the room in a way that made Cassie wonder if she’d really heard her grandson.
    


    
      “Well?” Great-aunt Constance said sharply. “Explain yourself.”
    


    
      Adam glanced back at the rest of the Circle, all of whom were beaconing their support, silently electing him spokesman. He took a deep breath and turned back to the old women.
    


    
      “What I was out doing was shadowing our new high-school principal, Mr. Jack Brunswick,” he said. The name elicited no reaction. “I think you might have known him under a different name.” Utter silence.
    


    
      “The name we’re all most familiar with is Black John,” said Adam.
    


    
      The silence was shattered as Great-aunt Constance stood so abruptly that one of the fragile willow-patterned tea cups dashed to the floor.
    


    
      “Get out of this house! Get out!” she said to Adam.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 6


    


    “Aunt Constance!” Melanie gasped.


    
      “You heard me,” the dark-haired woman said to Adam. She looked at the rest of the group. “Get out of here, all of you! I don’t like that kind of joke, especially now. Haven’t you made enough trouble with your meddling? Poor Alexandra in the guest room, and Maeve scarcely in the ground . . . Melanie, I want them out of the house!”
    


    
      Laurel and Granny Quincey were both fluttering. “Oh dear, oh dear,” Granny Quincey was saying, raising hands that looked like little bird claws, and “Oh, please, Miss Burke,” Laurel was beseeching, almost in tears.
    


    
      “You have no respect at all,” Aunt Constance said, breathing hard. Her eyes were as bright as if she had a fever.
    


    
      “Young people never do, Constance,” Adam’s grandmother said, chuckling. “Why, I remember when we were their age, the mischief we used to get up to . . . oh, me.” Still laughing and shaking her head, Adam’s grandmother popped another cookie in her mouth.
    


    
      “Grandma, please listen. It’s not a joke,” Adam began helplessly, but it was no use. There was too much noise; everyone was talking at once. Over it all Great-aunt Constance continued to order them out, telling Melanie to forget about the mess on the floor and just go. Granny Quincey was twittering and making calming gestures, which everbody ignored. Old Mrs. Franklin was smiling at them all benevolently. Diana was pleading with Melanie’s aunt to listen, but to no avail.
    


    
      “For the last time!” Aunt Constance cried, flapping a hand as if to shoo Diana and the Club out the door.
    


    
      “Miss Burke!” Cassie yelled. She felt close to tears herself, although Nick had been quietly trying to escort her out since the shouting had started. Cassie didn’t want to go; she thought she understood what Great-aunt Constance was talking about when she mentioned the kids’ meddling. “Miss Burke,” she repeated, forcing her way forward again. She found herself directly in front of Great-aunt Constance.
    


    
      “I’m sorry,” Cassie said, and it was suddenly quiet enough that she could hear the unsteadiness in her own voice. “It’s my mom that’s in your guest room, and you know how grateful I am that you’re taking care of her. And it’s my grandmother that’s in the ground. But who do you think did that to them? It wasn’t the Club. My grandmother told me before she died that he had planned all along to come back, and that she always knew he would manage to do it. It’s true that it’s partly the Circle’s fault he’s back—it’s partly my fault. And we’re sorry, more sorry than you can know. But he really is here.” She paused a moment, then added in almost a whisper, “Really.”
    


    
      Aunt Constance was breathing very quickly through her nose. She drew herself up more regally than ever, her lips a thin red slash across her face.
    


    
      “I’m afraid I can’t believe any of what you’re saying. It is simply im-impossible—” The woman’s expression changed, twisting in pain. She gave a gasp and clutched at her chest.
    


    
      “Aunt Constance,” Melanie cried, rushing to her. It took both her and Adam to help the rigid woman to a chair.
    


    
      “Should I call a doctor?” Diana asked.
    


    
      “No!” Aunt Constance said, lifting her head. “It’s nothing. I’m all right now.”
    


    
      “It’s not nothing, Constance,” a quavery voice said, and Cassie saw Granny Quincey getting off the sofa to come stand beside the chair. “It’s your heart telling you the truth. I think we’d better listen to these children.”
    


    
      There was a silence while Melanie’s aunt looked at Melanie, then at Adam, then at Cassie. Cassie forced herself to return the piercing gaze.
    


    
      Aunt Constance’s eyes shut and she slowly leaned back in the chair.
    


    
      “You’re right,” she said, without looking at anyone. “Come in, all of you, and find somewhere to sit down. Then you can tell your story.”
    


    
      

    


    
      “So finally we decided we’d better talk to you three, since you were the ones who might remember him from the last time,” Diana said. “We thought of asking our parents, too—”
    


    
      “Don’t go to your parents,” Aunt Constance said flatly. She had sat and listened to the whole tale, her expression getting grimmer and grimmer. An aura of bleak horror hung in the room. “They wouldn’t understand,” she said, and her gaze settled on Cassie emptily, making Cassie think of her mother’s blank eyes. “They won’t remember. Dear God, how I’ve wished that I could forget too . . .”
    


    
      “What’s past is past,” Granny Quincey said.
    


    
      “Yes,” said Great-aunt Constance. She straightened. “But I don’t know how you think three old women are going to help you—against him.”
    


    
      “We thought that you might remember something about him, some weakness; something we can use to fight him,” Adam said.
    


    
      Aunt Constance slowly shook her head. Granny Quincey was frowning, her face pursed into hundreds of wrinkles. Old Mrs. Franklin wore a very pleasant expression; Cassie couldn’t tell if she’d been following the story or not.
    


    
      “If he can come back from the dead, he can’t have many weaknesses,” Aunt Constance whispered harshly. “And he was always clever at manipulating. You say that Faye Chamberlain is on his side?”
    


    
      “We’re afraid so,” Adam said.
    


    
      “That’s bad. He’ll use her to get at you, at your weaknesses. Lure her away from him if you can. But how?” Aunt Constance’s brow lined in concentration. “The hematite—take that from her. It’s very dangerous; he can use it to influence her mind.” Diana glanced at Cassie, as if to say, I told you. Aunt Constance was going on. “And you say the skull is gone now? Are you sure?”
    


    
      “It’s gone,” Adam said.
    


    
      “It looked like it exploded when Faye was holding it, just before we were all knocked out,” Cassie said. “Something exploded out of it, anyway. And we couldn’t find a trace of it afterward.”
    


    
      “Well . . . there’s no way to use that against him, then. And you, Cassie, you haven’t found anything in your grandmother’s Book to help you?”
    


    
      “Not yet. I haven’t gotten all the way through it, though,” Cassie admitted.
    


    
      Aunt Constance was shaking her head. “Power, you need power to use against him. You’re all too young to fight him—and we’re too old. And in between our ages are nothing but fools. There’s no power strong enough around here . . .”
    


    
      “There was once,” Granny Quincey said in her reedy voice.
    


    
      Aunt Constance looked at her, and her expression changed. “Once . . . yes, of course.” She turned to the Circle. “If the old stories are true, there once was a power strong enough to destroy Black John.”
    


    
      “What power?” Laurel asked.
    


    
      Aunt Constance countered with a question. “How did Adam happen to find the skull, exactly?”
    


    
      “It wasn’t an accident,” Diana said. “He was out looking for the Master Tools . . .” She stopped. “The Master Tools,” she whispered.
    


    
      “Yes. The ones that belonged to the original coven, the real Salem witches. Our ancestors who founded New Salem after the witch hunters drove them out of Salem Village.”
    


    
      Cassie was speaking out loud before she thought. “But just what were the Master Tools, exactly?”
    


    
      It was Granny Quincey who answered. “The symbols of the witch leader, of course. The diadem, the bracelet, and the garter.”
    


    
      “The ones we use are just imitations,” Melanie said. “They are just symbols. The original coven’s were very powerful; real tools to be used. But, Aunt Constance”—she turned back to her aunt—“it was Black John who hid the Master Tools. Adam’s been looking for them for years, from here to Cape Cod. How can we find them now?”
    


    
      “I don’t know,” the woman said. “But you’ve got one thing wrong there. Black John didn’t hide them, the original coven did. They hid the tools from him, so he wouldn’t be able to use them. They knew that with the power of the skull and the tools together, he would be invincible. That’s what my grandmother told me, anyway.”
    


    
      “They wouldn’t have taken the tools far to hide,” Granny Quincey added. “That’s just sense. Black John was a traveler, but our ancestors weren’t. They were peaceable, home-loving people.”
    


    
      “You came for our advice—well, that’s mine,” Aunt Constance said. “Find the Master Tools. If you all stand together, using those, you may have a chance against him.” Her lips were a thin line again.
    


    
      “All right,” Adam said slowly. “We understand.”
    


    
      Cassie let her breath out, trying not to feel disappointed. It was good advice, but she’d hoped—for what? For her own grandmother, she supposed. She wanted her grandmother, who had been so wise, and had somehow always made Cassie feel as if she were stronger than she’d thought.
    


    
      “And keep reading that book your grandma gave you!” Granny Quincey said suddenly, looking right at Cassie. Cassie nodded and the old woman gave her a wrinkled but oddly intense smile.
    


    
      Mrs. Franklin was smiling too, patting her knees and looking around as if she’d forgotten something.
    


    
      “What’s tomorrow?” she said.
    


    
      There was a pause. Cassie wasn’t sure if Adam’s grandmother was speaking to them or to herself. But then she repeated, “What’s tomorrow?” looking at them encouragingly.
    


    
      “Uh—our birthday,” Chris offered.
    


    
      But Diana looked startled. “I think—I think it’s the night of Hecate,” she said. “Is that what you mean?”
    


    
      “That’s right,” old Mrs. Franklin said comfortably. “Oh, when I was young, we would have done a ceremony. I remember ceremonies under the moon, when there were Indians in the shadows . . .”
    


    
      Glances were exchanged. Mrs. Franklin couldn’t possibly remember that; there hadn’t been Indians around here for centuries.
    


    
      But Diana was getting excited. “You think we should have a ceremony?”
    


    
      “I would, dear,” Mrs. Franklin said. “A girls’ ceremony. We girls always had our secrets, didn’t we, Connie? And we stuck together.”
    


    
      Diana looked a little puzzled, then nodded slowly, determinedly. “Yes. Yes. It would be good for the girls to get together—all the girls. And I think I know what kind of ceremony to have. It’s not the right time of year, but that doesn’t matter.”
    


    
      “I know you’ll enjoy it, dear,” Mrs. Franklin said. “Now let me see—Cassie!”
    


    
      Cassie looked at her, startled.
    


    
      “Cassie,” Adam’s grandmother said again. Her head was on one side, and she was sighing, the way you do when somebody shows you a picture of smiling baby. “Dear me, you are a pretty little thing, though you don’t look at all like your mother. Still—” She broke off suddenly and looked around. “Hm?”
    


    
      Great-aunt Constance was looking more severe than ever, her snapping eyes right on Mrs. Franklin. “Edith,” she said, in a flat voice.
    


    
      Mrs. Franklin looked at Granny Quincey, who was also staring at her with great concentration.
    


    
      “Why—I was only going to say I could see a bit of her mother in her expression,” she said, and nodded at Cassie pleasantly. “You try not to worry so much, dear. It’ll all come right in the end.”
    


    
      Aunt Constance relaxed almost imperceptibly. “Yes. That’s all, Melanie; you’d better take your friends away.”
    


    
      And that was that. The eleven of them got up and said thank you and good-bye politely, and then they were outside the big white house in the thin November sunlight.
    


    
      “Whew!” said Cassie. “Adam, do you know what was going on there at the end?”
    


    
      “Sorry,” Adam said, grimacing. “She gets like that sometimes.”
    


    
      “It wasn’t her so much as the other two,” Cassie began, but Deborah broke in, impatient.
    


    
      “So what’s this night of Hecate thing?”
    


    
      “It’s the night of the crone,” Diana said. “That’s what Hecate stands for.”
    


    
      “The crone?” Suzan echoed in distaste, and Cassie knew what she meant. The word conjured up an unpleasant image—a stooped, wrinkled figure holding up a poisoned apple.
    


    
      “Yes.” Diana looked at Cassie. “It’s not a bad thing, Cassie. Crone just means old woman—it’s the last stage in a woman’s life. Maiden, mother, then crone. Crones are wise and—well, tough. Not physically, maybe, but mentally. They’ve seen a lot; they’ve been through it, and they know things. They’re the ones who pass things on to us.”
    


    
      “Like my grandmother,” Cassie said, understanding dawning. Of course—that stooped, wrinkled figure was the very picture of her grandmother. Not a poisoned apple, then, she thought. If her grandmother offered anything to anybody, it was help. “Fairy tales give us the wrong idea,” she said.
    


    
      “Right.” Diana nodded firmly. “When I’m old I hope I’m a crone like your grandmother.”
    


    
      “Whatever you want,” Doug said, rolling his eyes.
    


    
      “They’re all trying to help,” Melanie said. “Even Aunt Constance. But what are we going to do for the night of Hecate, Diana?”
    


    
      “It’s a night for fortune-telling and prophecies,” Diana said, “and we have to find a crossroads where we can celebrate it. Hecate was the Greek goddess of crossroads—they’re supposed to symbolize transformation. Starting on a new passage of life. It could be old age, or death, or some other kind of change.”
    


    
      “I think we’re all at a crossroads,” Melanie said soberly.
    


    
      “I do too.” Diana looked at Adam. “I think your grandmother was right; this is something we girls should do. But that’ll leave you guys alone . . .”
    


    
      Adam grinned. “Oh, I guess we could manage to amuse ourselves for one night without you. Maybe Chris and Doug have some ideas.” He spoke easily; Cassie had noticed that all the guys in the Circle were undisturbed by the girls’ rights and privileges. They didn’t feel threatened; they seemed to know that they were just as important, in a different way.
    


    
      “But I think you should be very careful,” Nick said, without a trace of humor in his voice. Chris and Doug were punching each other, arguing about how they wanted to celebrate their birthday. When Nick spoke they shut up.
    


    
      “I think you’d better find a crossroads right near here,” Nick went on, speaking to Diana and Cassie. “And that we’d better not be too far away.”
    


    
      Cassie looked into his face, saw the concern behind the careful control in his eyes. She took his hand, felt his strong fingers interlace with hers.
    


    
      “We’ll be careful,” she promised quietly. She saw Deborah’s sharp glance at their linked hands, saw a knowing grin flash across the biker girl’s face. Chris was poking Doug, who was glowering indignantly. Melanie’s normally cool gray eyes were wide, and Laurel and Suzan were smiling.
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t help but notice that Adam was not smiling. He didn’t smile again the rest of the day.
    


    
      

    


    
      That night, Cassie had dreams. Swirling, formless dreams that seemed to have something to do with Books of Shadows. She and Diana had been up late, reading and studying. They hadn’t found anything helpful. But in Cassie’s dreams she felt she was on the verge of a momentous discovery.
    


    
      She caught a glimpse of the sunlit room again. Just a swift bright flash that melted almost instantly into darkness. She found herself awake, staring around Diana’s bedroom as if she might find it here.
    


    
      “Cassie,” Diana murmured. “You okay?”
    


    
      “Yes,” Cassie whispered. She was glad when Diana went still again. Diana was the one who’d insisted Cassie sleep with her, worried about Cassie having nightmares. But if Cassie really started disturbing Diana she couldn’t let herself stay here anymore. She was enough trouble to Diana without keeping her up all night.
    


    
      Actually, Cassie had slept very peacefully in the Meade house. It wasn’t like Number Twelve, which had groaned and popped so much in settling that Cassie had been constantly jolted awake. Some difference in the way the houses were made, she supposed. The additions to Diana’s house were much newer; perhaps they’d used better materials.
    


    
      Cassie lay for a while in the warm darkness, listening to Diana’s soft breathing. Where was Black John tonight? she wondered. Out there on the mainland in his rented cottage? Or here, on the island of New Salem?
    


    
      For some reason thinking of New Salem as an island upset her. She felt—isolated, somehow: besieged. As if Black John could cut all of them off from the rest of the world and cast them adrift on the ocean.
    


    
      Don’t be silly, she told herself. But the threads of panic churning in her stomach wouldn’t be stilled. She wondered suddenly if her mother wouldn’t be better off in an institution—away from here. Anywhere away from here.
    


    
      There’s no reason for him to hurt her. It’s us he hates, she thought desperately.
    


    
      But he had come after her grandmother. Why? For the Book of Shadows?
    


    
      I’m the one who has the Book of Shadows now, she realized with a sick lurch of heart. What if he decides to come and take it?
    


    
      The thought grabbed hold of her imagination. She could feel the bed quiver with the pounding of her heart. What if Black John were to come here, now? He was a living, breathing man—but he was also a witch. Was he bound by the rules of other men? Or could he come sliding in here like a shadow, crawling along the floor toward the bed?
    


    
      I have to stay calm. I have to. If I crack up, it’s all over. For Mom, for the coven, for everyone. It’s going to take all of us to fight him. I can’t be the weak link.
    


    
      “There is nothing frightening in the dark if you just face it,” she whispered to herself between clenched teeth. “There is nothing frightening in the dark if you just face it.”
    


    
      Burning tears spilled out of her eyes, but she kept on whispering her grandmother’s phrase. On and on until at last she fell asleep.
    


    
      

    


    
      The next school day began with an assembly. Faye hadn’t been in her normal seat in writing class again, but as Cassie filed into the auditorium she was astonished to see the dark-haired girl up by the stage.
    


    
      Faye was standing quietly, almost demurely—for Faye. She was wearing a tailored suit and looked like a very smart, very sexy secretary. Her mane of dark hair was piled up softly on her head, and she was carrying a stack of papers and a clipboard. All she needed was a pair of hornrimmed glasses and she could have been some billionaire’s Girl Friday.
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t believe it.
    


    
      She looked around the auditorium and caught sight of Suzan and Sean, who both had the same remedial-English class first period. She jerked her chin at them and they split off from their class and joined her. Suzan’s blue eyes were enormous.
    


    
      “Did you see Faye? What’s she doing up there?”
    


    
      “I don’t know,” Cassie said. “Nothing good.”
    


    
      “She looks good,” Sean said, wetting his lips quickly. “She looks great.”
    


    
      Cassie glanced at Sean, really noticing him for the first time in a long time. Since she’d danced with him at the Halloween dance, maybe. It was so easy to overlook Sean; in a crowd he just seemed to blend in. But here, with only him and Suzan beside her, Cassie focused.
    


    
      I should pay more attention to him, she thought. An image skittered through her mind: Sean as he had appeared the first time she’d seen him. Shiny eyes, shiny belt engraved with his name. Standing by his locker full of Soloflex ads, grinning at her. Something about the picture disturbed her profoundly, but she couldn’t think what.
    


    
      The last of the junior and senior classes werecoming into the auditorium. Cassie saw the Henderson brothers and Deborah sitting down with their history class. There was Diana and Melanie and Laurel from British Literature, and Sally Waltman, too, with the now-familiar straw-colored head of Portia Bainbridge next to her. She saw Adam and his chemistry class, but didn’t spot Nick.
    


    
      “Looks like Faye’s doing a little extracurricular activity,” a voice behind her murmured, and Cassie turned gratefully. Nick nodded at the guy who was occupying the seat there, and the guy scrambled up and left. Cassie hardly noticed the occurrence, it was so common. The kids from Crowhaven Road indicated what they wanted, and the outsiders gave it to them. Always. It was the way things worked.
    


    
      Nick sat in the vacated chair and took out a pack of cigarettes. He opened it, shook one forward. Then he noticed Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie was staring at him with her eyebrows lifted, her best Diana expression on. Disapproval radiating from her like heat waves.
    


    
      “Ah,” Nick said. He glanced at the cigarettes, then at her again. He tapped the protruding cigarette back into place and tucked the pack in his pocket.
    


    
      “Bad habit,” he said.
    


    
      “Testing, one, two, three . . .” It was Faye’s voice over the microphone. Cassie turned quickly.
    


    
      “It’s on,” Faye said, with a smile Cassie could only describe as kittenish. Faye moved away from the lectern, and the tall man also standing onstage walked up to it. He adjusted it, his eyes on the crowd of seated students.
    


    
      “Good morning,” he said, and his voice sent waves of darkness crashing through Cassie. Every muscle in her body tightened defensively, ready to obey some deeply buried instinct to fight or flee. Just his voice, she thought dazedly, how can someone’s voice alone do that?
    


    
      “As some of you already know, I’m Mr. Brunswick, your new principal.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 7


    


    There was a scattering of applause, hesitant, dying away quickly. Already the atmosphere in the auditorium was uncertain, alert. The usual whispers and fidgets snuffed out like candle flames, until the great room was utterly still. All eyes were on the stage.


    
      He’s a handsome man, Cassie thought, fighting the pounding in her brain that was telling her to run, run. Why did she react so violently to his presence? It was like her reaction on the night of her initiation, when Adam had produced the crystal skull. Cassie had taken one look at it and felt horror creep up her spine—to her, it seemed surrounded by a halo of darkness. It had only been later that she realized not all the coven members could see what she saw.
    


    
      As Cassie looked around now, she could tell by the expressions of the other students that they didn’t feel the darkness emanating from the new principal. To her, he cast a shadow across the entire auditorium. To them, he simply seemed powerful, impressive.
    


    
      “I realize there has been some turmoil at New Salem High School recently,” he was saying, his eyes moving slowly up and down the rows of students. Cassie got the odd impression that he was memorizing each one of them. “But you’ll be happy to know that’s over now. The—unfortunate occurrences—that have plagued this school are behind us. It’s time for a brand-new start.”
    


    
      “Turmoil” meaning two students and one principal dead, Cassie thought. Since you killed all three of them, I guess you can decide when it’s over. At the same time she wondered exactly how he’d managed the murders from his grave. Did the dark energy itself do it? she wondered. She wanted to whisper the question to Nick or Suzan—or Sean, her mind added hastily, guiltily—but it was hard to turn her head away from the man on the stage.
    


    
      “I’ve heard reports that the last administration’s attitude toward discipline was somewhat—lenient. A policy of, shall we say, permissiveness which was undoubtedly intended to be benign.” The principal glanced toward the teachers lining the auditorium walls, as if to intimate that he knew they might use other words to describe that policy, but there was no point in speaking ill of the dead. “Certain activities were allowed which were detrimental not only to the students they affected, but also to the very spirit of formal education. Certain groups were afforded special privileges.”
    


    
      What is he talking about? Cassie thought. It’s like a politician; lots of fancy words and no meaning. But something inside her was sinking in dismay.
    


    
      “Well, the policy has changed now, and I think in the end most of you will be pleased with the changes. There’s a new hand on the tiller of this boat.” The principal held up one hand with a slight, self-deprecating smile.
    


    
      Then he started talking again. Afterward, Cassie could never remember exactly what he said, but she remembered his voice, deep, authoritative. Commanding. There were buzzwords scattered through his speech: “tough love,” “old-fashioned discipline,” “punishment fitting the crime.” She could feel the response from the audience: dark, dark. Like something swelling and growing in the crowd. It frightened her almost more than Black John himself. It was as if he were feeding and cultivating some horrible power inside the students. They should have hated him, but instead they were enthralled.
    


    
      The rules. The rules must be obeyed. Students who didn’t obey the rules would be sent to the office . . .
    


    
      “I think it’s time for the handout now,” Jack Brunswick added in a soft aside, and Faye and several other girls moved down from the stage, passing out papers. Cassie watched the principal as he watched the audience, standing at ease, commanding their attention effortlessly even when he wasn’t speaking. Yes, handsome, she thought. He looked something like a young Sherlock Holmes: deep-set eyes, hawk nose, firm mouth. His voice even had traces of an English accent. Cultured, thought Cassie. Cultured—and full of conviction.
    


    
      More like a witch hunter than a witch.
    


    
      Faye reached Cassie’s row, thrust a sheaf of papers at her. Cassie whispered “Faye!” and was rewarded by a swift flash of golden eyes before Faye moved on. Bewildered, Cassie took one handout and passed the rest to Suzan. It was three pages long and covered with small type.
    


    
      Prohibited Actions—Type A. Prohibited Actions—Type B. Prohibited Actions—Type C.
    


    
      It was a list of rules. But so many rules, line after line after line. Her eyes caught words here and there.
    


    
      Wearing clothing inconsistent with the serious and dignified purpose of formal education . . . using a locker or being in the corridors at any time other than the passing period between classes . . . possession or use of squirt guns . . . littering . . . running in the halls . . . chewing gum . . . failing to comply with an order from any teacher or hall monitor . . .
    


    
      Hall monitors? Cassie thought. We don’t have hall monitors. Her eyes skimmed on.
    


    
      Public displays of affection . . . failing to recycle styrofoam lunch trays . . . placing feet on seats or chair backs . . .
    


    
      “They can’t be serious,” Suzan whispered. There was a faint whistle from Nick.
    


    
      “You’ll have time in class to go over these guidelines and become thoroughly familiar with them,” the new principal said. In the corner of Cassie’s eye she saw rows of heads lifting. The rustling of paper stilled.
    


    
      “Right now I’d like to ask for volunteers to be hall monitors. This is a position of great responsibility, so please think carefully before you raise your hand.”
    


    
      Hands flew up all over the auditorium. The students at New Salem High had never volunteered so fast for anything. Cassie saw Portia, rigid and trembling like a hound dog pointing in the air. Sally, in the next seat, was waving madly, like a third-grader dying to get called on by the teacher. The room was like one giant Nazi salute.
    


    
      Black John’s eyes moved up and down, scanning them, examining each one.
    


    
      Then Cassie realized that Sean’s hand was going up.
    


    
      “Sean!” she hissed. The auditorium was so quiet she didn’t dare speak loudly. Suzan glanced at Sean, then shrank back from him. He was out of Nick’s reach. “Sean!” she said.
    


    
      He didn’t seem to hear her. His shiny eyes were fixed on the stage. His face was eager, tense.
    


    
      Desperation tingled in the palms of Cassie’s hands. She reached across Suzan to grab his left arm, and with all the power she could summon up, thought: Sean!
    


    
      She felt it go out of her like a blast of heat, just as she’d felt it when she was facing the pumpkin-patch dog. A burst of pure power. Sean’s head snapped toward her, his expression full of astonishment.
    


    
      “Put your hand down,” she whispered, feeling shaky and exhausted in the aftermath. Sean looked at his hand as if he’d never seen it before and hastily snatched it down. He gripped the seat of his chair, eyes still sideways on Cassie.
    


    
      Now Suzan was cringing away from her, Cassie realized. Both the strawberry-blond and Sean looked scared. Cassie looked toward the stage and saw the new principal looking directly at her, his lips curved in a faint smile.
    


    
      Great. He likes it, and my own friends are afraid of me.
    


    
      Black John continued to gaze at her steadily for a moment, then turned the slight smile on the rest of the auditorium.
    


    
      “Very good. Those of you who’ve been chosen will please remain after the assembly to learn about your new duties. The rest are dismissed. Good morning.”
    


    
      Hairs lifted on the back of Cassie’s neck. “Chosen?” she whispered, looking around. There hadn’t been any selection. But some of the students who’d had hands up were moving to the stage in a quiet, orderly manner. Portia and Sally were among them.
    


    
      Don’t you see? You’ve got to see now how strange this is, Cassie thought, twisting to look at Mr. Humphries standing in the aisle. But Mr. Humphries didn’t seem to find anything unusual about the proceedings. He looked calm and rather pleased as he motioned his class out. Tranquilized, Cassie thought, shivering. Hypnotized.
    


    
      Black John was still standing at the lectern. She could feel his eyes on her back as she walked out of the auditorium.
    


    
      Cassie fell back as her writing class walked down the hall, slowing to stay with Nick and Suzan and Sean. Suzan and Sean looked at her oddly, but Nick put his arm around her.
    


    
      “That was pretty good,” he said softly. Cassie felt better, until she noticed he didn’t have his handout.
    


    
      “I left it on the seat,” he said, and Cassie’s heart sank a little further.
    


    
      “That’s littering,” she said. “And littering’s a Type-A offense. Nick, we’ve got to be careful—he’s out to get us.”
    


    
      “No kidding,” Adam said, joining them. His blue-gray eyes flickered once over Nick’s arm around Cassie’s shoulders, but his expression didn’t change. “Have you read over the Prohibited Actions, Type C?”
    


    
      Cassie hadn’t. She thumbed to the last page of the handout and looked. “Skateboarding, roller-skating, or bike riding . . . playing or wearing radios on school grounds . . . smoking or using tobacco products . . . these are supposed to be worse than Type-B offenses like using drugs or fighting?”
    


    
      “They seem to be a little specifically directed,” Adam said grimly.
    


    
      And then Cassie knew. She remembered her very first day of school at New Salem High, nearly being knocked off her feet by the Henderson brothers—only at the time she didn’t know it was the Henderson brothers. She’d only seen two crazy guys with heavy-metal T-shirts and disheveled blond hair, rollerblading down the halls and listening to Walkmans.
    


    
      She swallowed hard. “They’re for us,” she whispered. Adam met her eyes, nodding.
    


    
      “Smoking,” Cassie said. She clutched Nick’s hand, turning to look him full in the face. “Nick, please, you’ve got to be careful. He wants to get us and we’re not ready to confront him yet . . . Nick!” She had a terrible feeling about this. Nick hated authority, took any rules as a challenge. Right now she didn’t see any sign of him changing, by his expression. “Nick!”
    


    
      “Punishment for Type-C offenses is getting sent to the office,” Adam said. “He is trying to get us, Nick. He’s playing his own little game.”
    


    
      “Nick, I want you to promise me you’ll try not to get in trouble,” Cassie said. “Please, Nick. You have to promise.”
    


    
      Nick looked down at her slowly. Cassie tightened her grip on his hand, returning the intensity of his gaze. Please, she was thinking. For me, please.
    


    
      Nick’s brow furrowed and he turned away.
    


    
      “Okay,” he said, nodding slightly, eyes on the ceiling. “Okay, I’ll try—not to get caught.”
    


    
      Cassie’s muscles relaxed. “Thank you,” she whispered, just as Diana, Melanie, and Laurel came up, faces bleak.
    


    
      “Did you get that stuff in the beginning, about the previous administration allowing certain activities to go on?” Melanie asked. “That was us he was talking about. The Club and its special privileges. He said all that was going to change now.”
    


    
      Cassie spoke softly. “He was telling them we’re not in power anymore. He was as good as giving them permission to . . .”
    


    
      Her voice died away. She and the other members of the Club looked at one another silently.
    


    
      “Everybody get your guns. Sounds like it’s open season for witches,” Nick said finally. He put his arm around Cassie again.
    


    
      “Let’s get out of here,” Suzan said.
    


    
      “We can’t,” said Laurel. “Leaving school grounds without permission is an offense.”
    


    
      “Everything is an offense,” Suzan said.
    


    
      “Where are Chris and Doug?” Cassie asked sharply. “And Deborah?”
    


    
      Everyone looked around. Aside from Nick, the Henderson brothers and the biker were the ones most likely to get into trouble.
    


    
      “They have history first period, but I think their class went back without them,” Sean volunteered. “I think they’re still in the auditorium.”
    


    
      “Come on,” said Adam briefly.
    


    
      Chris and Doug were just outside the auditorium. They were in the center of a group of outsider students and they were getting ready to fight.
    


    
      “—not gonna get away with it anymore,” one of the outsider boys was caroling triumphantly.
    


    
      “Oh, yeah?” Chris yelled back.
    


    
      “Yeah! Your days are over, man! You’re gonna get sent to the office.”
    


    
      “Didn’t take them long to catch on,” Nick murmured in Cassie’s ear.
    


    
      “You’re all going to get sent to the office,” Adam said, pushing between the outsiders to get to Chris and Doug. He faced them, holding up the handout like a magic talisman. “Fighting’s a Type-B offense. You’ll all go down for it.”
    


    
      There was a moment of uncertainty, then the outsiders drew back, eyeing each other.
    


    
      “We’ll see you later,” they decided finally, and turned down the hall. Doug tried to go after them.
    


    
      “Any time, any place,” he yelled as Nick caught him and held him still. “Leggo of me!” he snarled at Nick.
    


    
      “We can’t afford a confrontation yet,” Diana told him. “Good job,” she added to Adam.
    


    
      “It worked—this time,” Adam said. “If I’m right about what he’s doing, they’ll eventually figure out that the rules are mainly against us. They may not get in trouble for fighting, but we will.”
    


    
      To Cassie’s vast relief Deborah came around the corner at that moment. “Deb, where have you been?”
    


    
      “Watching the hall monitors get their orders. They’re giving them badges like SS men.”
    


    
      “It is like the Nazis,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “He’s organizing a witch hunt,” said Adam.
    


    
      “I wonder if he’s done it before,” Suzan said.
    


    
      Cassie started to say, “What do you mean?” but stopped in the middle of it and stared at her. Suzan, who looked so—fluffy, so brainless, who even now was groping in her purse for a compact, had done it again.
    


    
      “And Faye is working for him—” Diana was saying. Cassie interrupted.
    


    
      “No, wait, listen. Did you hear what Suzan just said? Don’t you get it? I wonder if he’s done it before. You know, I’ll bet he has.”
    


    
      “In 1692,” Adam said slowly. “In Salem. How could we be so stupid?”
    


    
      “Huh?” said Chris.
    


    
      “I think they’re saying that Black John could have organized the Salem witch hunt,” Diana said. “But—”
    


    
      “Not organized, maybe, but contributed, helped it along,” Cassie said. “Made sure it didn’t just die out, fed the hysteria. Like he was feeding it today.”
    


    
      “But why?” asked Laurel.
    


    
      There was a silence, then Adam lifted his head, his frown clearing. His voice was grim. “To get the coven to leave. To follow him. They couldn’t hang around in that atmosphere anymore, so they followed him to New Salem, with all their tools—including the Master Tools.”
    


    
      “You told me that he was a leader of the original coven,” Cassie said. “But I wonder if he was a leader before the coven moved to New Salem—or only after.”
    


    
      The faces of the Circle members were very sober.
    


    
      “I think he’s trying to do the same thing again,” Adam said. “Turn everybody against us so we don’t have anywhere else to go—but to him. He’s the only one who can defend us.”
    


    
      “He can go to hell,” Deborah said, as if this ought to be obvious.
    


    
      “Yeah, well, I’m sure he doesn’t think we’re going to come crawling to him right now,” Nick murmured. “Things may look a little different in a couple of weeks.”
    


    
      “I think we’d better have a talk with Faye,” Diana said.
    


    
      They lay in wait for Faye by the back entrance of the auditorium, where Deborah thought she was most likely to come out. When she did she had the clipboard on her arm.
    


    
      “Alone at last,” Nick said, and they surrounded her, the eleven of them, forcing her to a stop. Looking at the faces of the Circle members right then, Cassie was reminded of the way Faye, Deborah, and Suzan had looked when they had caught her spying on them in front of the school. Beautiful, focused, and deadly. Dangerous.
    


    
      Faye looked around at them and tossed her head. It didn’t work as well with her hair gathered up in a bun.
    


    
      “Get out of my way. I have work to do,” she said.
    


    
      “For him?” Adam asked tightly. Diana laid a hand on his arm and spoke herself.
    


    
      “Faye, we know you can’t talk now. But we’re going to have a ceremony tonight, because it’s the night of Hecate—”
    


    
      “And our birthday,” Chris put in, aggrieved.
    


    
      “—and we want you to be there.”
    


    
      “You’re going to have a ceremony?” Faye said, looking less like a rich man’s Girl Friday and more like her old self, the black panther. “You can’t. I’m the coven leader.”
    


    
      “How can you be the coven leader when you’re never even with the coven? We’re going to have this ceremony tonight, Faye, at the crossroads of Crowhaven and Marsh Street. With or without you. If you’re there, you’re welcome to lead it.”
    


    
      Faye looked for backing from Deborah and Suzan, her age-old supporters. But the biker’s petite face was set in a hard scowl and Suzan’s china-blue eyes were blank. No help was coming from that quarter.
    


    
      “Traitors,” Faye said contemptuously. Her beautiful, sulky mouth pinched, but she said, “I’ll be there—to lead the ceremony. Now you’d better get out of here before a hall monitor spots you.”
    


    
      She turned and stalked away.
    


    
      They all managed to get through that day without serious trouble, although Suzan received a detention for not throwing away a cupcake wrapper. Not for leaving it at a table or anything, just for not throwing it away as soon as she was done eating. It was a Type-A infraction.
    


    
      That night they celebrated the Henderson brothers’ birthday quietly, at Adam’s house. Chris and Doug were extremely disappointed. They wanted a beach party with skinny-dipping. “And all kinds of wildness,” Chris said. Adam said it was this or nothing.
    


    
      Faye showed up around ten, wearing the black raw-silk shift she’d worn the night of the leadership vote. “In my day it was white,” old Mrs. Franklin chuckled, leading her into the untidy living room with its comfortable, shabby furniture. “But times change.”
    


    
      Faye didn’t even answer her. “I’m here,” she said with a haughty glance around. “Let’s go.”
    


    
      Cassie studied the silver diadem nestled in Faye’s midnight-dark hair, the silver bracelet on Faye’s rounded arm, and the garter, made of green leather lined with sky-blue silk, on Faye’s thigh. She wondered what the real ones, the ones used by the original coven, looked like.
    


    
      There wasn’t much talking as the seven girls walked slowly down Crowhaven Road. Diana and Faye were in the lead, and Cassie heard Diana speaking in a low voice. The blond girl was carrying a white bag that held the things necessary for casting a circle and beginning a meeting.
    


    
      They reached the crossroads. “It has to be a junction where three roads diverge,” Diana had said, “to symbolize the three stages of womanhood: maiden, mother, and crone.” Here Marsh Street met Crowhaven Road running north and south.
    


    
      “Do we have to be right in the road?” Suzan said now. “What if somebody comes driving up?”
    


    
      “We get out of the way, fast,” said Laurel.
    


    
      “I think we’re safe,” Diana said. “There aren’t many cars this late. Come on, you guys, it’s cold.”
    


    
      “It’s my ceremony,” Faye reminded her, taking out the ritual black-handled knife.
    


    
      “I never said it wasn’t,” Diana said quietly. She stepped back to watch Faye cast the circle. Cassie felt blood burning in her own face as she stood behind Diana, watching Faye do what Diana had always done, what Diana would still be doing—if not for Cassie. She wanted to whisper something to Diana but instead she just made the promise in her own heart.
    


    
      Somehow I’ll make things right. Faye won’t be the leader forever. Whatever I have to do, I’ll see to that, she thought. She added, almost absently, I swear by Earth, Water, Fire, and Air.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 8


    


    Faye drew a circle on the road with the black-handled knife. Then she went around the circle with water sprinkled from a cup, then with a long stick of incense, then with a lighted candle. Symbolizing the elements Cassie had named: Earth, Water, Air, and Fire. The sweet, pungent smell of the incense drifted to Cassie on the cool night air.


    
      “All right, come inside,” Faye said. They filed into the circle through a gap which faced northeast, and sat down around the inner perimeter. It was strange to see only the faces of girls around the circle, Cassie thought.
    


    
      “Do you want to explain or shall I?” Diana asked Faye, her hand on the white bag. There was still something inside it.
    


    
      “Oh, you can explain,” Faye said negligently.
    


    
      “All right. We each take a candle, you see, and light it, and put it in a circle in the middle. And we each say a word, naming one of the aspects of womanhood. Not the stages, you know, like maiden, mother, and crone, but a quality. A—”
    


    
      “Virtue,” Melanie helped her out.
    


    
      “Right. A virtue. Something that women have. Then, when we get all of them together, we show the candles to the elements and get their blessing. It’s an affirmation of what we girls are, sort of; a celebration.”
    


    
      “I think that’s lovely,” Cassie said softly.
    


    
      “All right; let’s do it. Who wants red, or do I need to ask?” Diana took a red candle out of the bag. Very faintly, Cassie thought she caught the warm, spicy scent of cinnamon.
    


    
      “Me. I’m red,” Faye said. She turned the candle over in her hands, examining its smooth waxiness. She held it upright and cupped a hand swiftly around the wick. Cassie saw the flame spring into being, shining through Faye’s fingers so they looked like pink shells, turning Faye’s long red nails into jewels.
    


    
      Diana, who had been holding a pack of matches toward Faye, put them down.
    


    
      “Passion,” Faye said throatily, smiling her old, slow smile around the group as she dripped wax on the road and stuck the candle in it.
    


    
      “Is that a virtue?” Melanie asked skeptically.
    


    
      Faye raised an eyebrow. “It’s an aspect of womanhood. It’s the one I want to celebrate.”
    


    
      “Let her have it,” Laurel said. “Passion’s okay.”
    


    
      The red candle burned like a star.
    


    
      “Next comes orange,” said Diana. “Who wants that?”
    


    
      “I’ll take it,” Suzan said. The orange candle was close to the titian of Suzan’s own hair. Suzan sniffed at it.
    


    
      “Peaches,” she said, and Cassie could smell the sweet, voluptuous fragrance from where she sat. “All right: beauty,” Suzan said. She lit her candle in the conventional manner, with a match.
    


    
      “Beauty definitely isn’t—”
    


    
      “Well, it’s not a virtue, but it’s something women have,” Cassie argued. Melanie rolled her eyes. Suzan stuck the orange candle in its own wax on the road, beside the red one.
    


    
      “Here, let me go next. I know how to do this,” Deborah said. She snatched up the white sack and rummaged in it, coming out with a yellow candle.
    


    
      “Matches,” she said commandingly to Suzan, who put them in her outstretched palm. Deborah lit the yellow candle.
    


    
      “Courage,” she said, clearly and distinctly, tilting the candle so a transparent stream of yellow wax ran onto the road. Cassie smelled a clean lemony sharpness and thought that it smelled like Deborah, like courage. The flame of the yellow candle lit Deborah’s dark hair and flickered madly off her leather jacket as it burned by the other two.
    


    
      “Okay, green,” Diana said, retrieving the bag.
    


    
      “Me,” said Melanie, and took the dark green candle. She was sitting right beside Cassie and Cassie leaned in to smell the wax when Melanie did. It was scented with something woodsy: pine, Cassie decided. Like a Christmas tree.
    


    
      “Wisdom,” said Melanie, her cool gray eyes steady as she lit the wick. She breathed in the scent for a moment, then placed the green candle on the road. The four burning candles formed a semicircle.
    


    
      “Now blue,” said Diana. Cassie felt a jolt of nervousness and excitement. Blue was her favorite color, and she wanted it, but she wasn’t quite sure she ought to speak out. Still, Diana and Laurel weren’t saying anything, and she remembered that Laurel liked amethysts and often wore purple. Cassie cleared her throat.
    


    
      “I’ll take it,” she said, and reached for the pale blue candle Diana offered. She was very pleased to have it, to represent blue in the coven’s rainbow—but she hadn’t thought of anything to say. What’s blue like? she asked herself, sniffing at the candle to gain time. What virtue do girls have that I want to celebrate?
    


    
      She couldn’t quite identify the scent, which was sweet but sharp. “It’s bayberry,” Melanie told her, as Cassie kept sniffing. “A smell with a history. The colonists all used to make bayberry candles.”
    


    
      “Oh.” Maybe that was why it smelled familiar. Maybe her grandmother had burned bayberry candles—her grandmother had done a lot of old-fashioned things. Cassie knew what virtue she wanted to celebrate now.
    


    
      “Inspiration,” she said. “That’s imagination—or like the flash of an idea, you know. When my grandmother was helping make my muse outfit for Halloween, she said that’s what the muses were for. They gave people inspiration, the ability to think of new things, to have brilliant ideas. And they were female, the muses.”
    


    
      Cassie hadn’t meant to make a speech, and she looked down, embarrassed. I didn’t get the matches, she realized—and then she had an inspiration. Cupping her hand around the candlewick as Faye had, she concentrated hard, thinking of fire, bright leaping fire—then she pushed with her mind, the way she had with the doberman and with Sean. She felt the power leave her like a blast of heat and focus on the wick and suddenly a flame shot up, so high that she had to jerk her hand away to keep from getting burned.
    


    
      “An idea—just like that,” she said, a little shaken, and she dripped wax on the road to stick the blue candle in. The other girls were looking at her wide-eyed, except Faye, whose eyes were narrow and hooded.
    


    
      Deborah grinned. “I guess we’ve got more than one fire-handler around here,” she said. Faye looked even less amused.
    


    
      “Ah—purple,” Diana said, giving herself a little shake and taking a lavender candle from the bag.
    


    
      “That’s me. How did you do that, Cassie? All right; I’m going on with the ceremony. I just wanted to know,” Laurel said. She looked at her candle. “I don’t know how to get mine into one word,” she said. “I wanted to do environmental awareness—sort of like, connectedness to all things. We’re a part of the earth and we should care about all the other things that live here with us.”
    


    
      “What about ‘compassion’?” Melanie said quietly. “That would cover it, I think.”
    


    
      “That’s good; compassion.” Laurel lit the purple candle.
    


    
      “What’s it smell like?” Suzan whispered as Laurel stuck the candle in the road between Cassie’s blue candle and Faye’s red one, completing the rainbow circle.
    


    
      “It’s sweet and floral; I think it’s supposed to be hyacinth,” Laurel whispered back.
    


    
      “Wait,” Cassie said. “If it goes there, what about Diana? Don’t you get a candle, Diana?” She felt jealous on Diana’s behalf, she wanted the blond girl to have a turn too.
    


    
      “Yes: white goes in the middle, and I’m the only one left to do it.” And it’s perfect, Cassie thought, watching Diana take out the vanilla-scented white candle and hold it up. Diana represented white as surely as Faye did red.
    


    
      It showed in the virtue Diana named, too. “Purity,” she said simply, lighting the white candle with a match and reaching into the circle of candles to place it in the center. Anybody else would have sounded ridiculous saying it, but Diana looked like the embodiment of purity sitting there, her beautiful face lit by the candles, her silky straight hair of that impossible color falling down her back. Her expression was serious and unself-conscious. When Diana said purity she meant purity, and not even Faye dared to snicker.
    


    
      The circle of candles was pretty; seven tongues of flame leaping and dancing in the night air; seven scents mingling into one delicious composite fragrance. Eddies in the breeze seemed to bring the smell of cinnamon to Cassie, then a whiff of pine, then the sharpness of lemon.
    


    
      “Passion, beauty, courage, wisdom, inspiration, compassion, and purity,” Laurel ticked off, pointing to the candles that represented each.
    


    
      “Let us all . . .” Diana prompted, nudging Faye.
    


    
      “Let us all have all of them,” Faye said. “Earth, Water, Fire, Air, witness. Not that we don’t have them already,” she added, regarding the glowing circle with a satisfied smile. Laurel’s eyes twinkled at Cassie from across the flames and Cassie let her own eyes twinkle back.
    


    
      “Well, anyway, we have all of them if you count all of us,” Deborah said, and grinned. Diana smiled her gentle smile. For a moment, all the girls were smiling at each other over the candles, and Cassie felt as if they were a part of something bigger. Each of them contributed something important, and together they were more than just the sum of the parts.
    


    
      “Now we’re supposed to let them burn all night,” Melanie said, nodding at the candles.
    


    
      “What if somebody runs them over?” Suzan asked pragmatically.
    


    
      “Well, I guess if we don’t see it, it doesn’t matter,” Diana said. “Wait, though, there’s something else I wanted to do. It’s not part of the night of Hecate, but it’s another Greek thing, the Arretophoria. It means the trust festival.” She reached into the white bag again. “The Greek priestesses of Athena used to do this. It’s where one of the older members of the group—that’s me—gives a box to the youngest member—that’s you, Cassie. You have to go bury the box somewhere without looking at what’s inside it. It’s supposed to be a dark and perilous journey you go on, but I think Nick’s right and you’d better stick around here. Just take it off the road somewhere and bury it.”
    


    
      “And that’s all?” Cassie looked at the box Diana had given her. It was made of some light-colored wood, carved all over with tiny, intricate figures: bees and bears and fish. Something inside it rattled. “I just bury it?”
    


    
      “That’s all,” Diana said, handing Cassie the last item from the white bag: a small trowel. “The point is that you don’t look inside it. That’s why it’s called the trust festival; it’s a celebration of trust and responsibility and friendship. Someday later we’ll come back and dig it up.”
    


    
      “Okay.” Carrying the box and trowel, Cassie stepped outside the circle and walked away from the group, leaving the little dancing points of flame behind.
    


    
      She didn’t want to bury the box close to the road. For one thing, the soil was hard and strewn with gravel; it wouldn’t be easy to dig here; she’d just be scratching at the surface. Besides, this close someone might see the ground had been disturbed and dig the box up before its time.
    


    
      Cassie kept walking east. She could hear the whispering of the sea from that direction and feel a faint, salty breeze. She climbed over some large rocks, and the beach stretched out before her, deserted and somehow eerie. Lacy white waves were lapping quietly at the shore.
    


    
      A yellow moon, just over half full, was rising above the ocean. The mourning moon, Cassie remembered. It was just the color of Faye’s eyes. In fact, it looked like a jaundiced, ancient eye, and Cassie had the uncomfortable sense of being spied on as she stuck the trowel into the cold dry sand and began to dig.
    


    
      That was deep enough. The sand scooped out by the trowel was caked now, and she hoped the moisture wouldn’t ruin Diana’s box. As Cassie put the wooden box in the hole, moonlight glinted off the brass hasp. It wasn’t locked. For just an instant, she had the temptation to open it.
    


    
      Don’t be stupid, she told herself. After all you and Diana have been through, if you can’t do a little thing like bury a box without looking inside . . .
    


    
      Nobody would know, the voice in her mind countered defensively.
    


    
      I would know, Cassie told the voice. So there. She dumped sand on the box decisively, scooping with both the trowel and her hand to cover it faster.
    


    
      It was sometime while she was covering the box that she noticed the blackness.
    


    
      It’s just a shadow, she thought. The moon was high enough now to throw a long shadow behind an outcrop of rock which was closer to the water than Cassie. Cassie watched it out of the corner of her eye as she smoothed the sand over the buried box. There, now you’d never know anything was hidden here. The shadow was stretching closer, but that was just because the moon was rising . . .
    


    
      Wrong, Cassie thought. She stopped in the middle of brushing sand off her hands and looked at it.
    


    
      Shadows get shorter as the moon gets higher. Just like the sun, she thought. But this one was definitely closer to her.
    


    
      The whispering of the ocean was suddenly loud.
    


    
      I should have listened to Diana. I should have stayed near the group, Cassie thought. Slowly and casually, she glanced over her shoulder. The rocks she’d climbed over seemed far away, and there was no sign of the circle of candles behind them. No sound either, except the waves. Cassie felt exposed and very much alone.
    


    
      Don’t act scared. Get up and go, she told herself. Her heart was knocking against her ribs. As she stood, the shadow moved.
    


    
      Oh God. There was no way to pretend that was normal. The shadow wasn’t even attached to the rock anymore. It was just a blackness on the sand, flowing like water, moving toward her. It was alive.
    


    
      Go, go! Cassie’s mind screamed at her. But her legs wouldn’t obey. They were locked, paralyzed. She wasn’t going anywhere.
    


    
      Cassssie. Her head jerked up; she looked for the person who had spoken. But it wasn’t a person. It was the waves.
    


    
      Cassssssie.
    


    
      I want to get out of here, Cassie thought. Her legs still wouldn’t move.
    


    
      The blackness flowed like tar, rippling toward her. It divided, pouring itself on either side of her, encircling her.
    


    
      Cassssssie.
    


    
      The shadow was whispering to her with Black John’s voice. It eddied around her, a formless darkness like smoke. As she looked down at it, Cassie seemed to see snakes in it, and black beetles, all crawling loathsome things. It was around her, but it didn’t want to kill her. It wanted to get into her mind.
    


    
      She could feel it trying. A pressure as it swirled around her feet. All she could think was, thank God I don’t still have the hematite.
    


    
      I should have listened; why didn’t I listen? she thought then. The girls wouldn’t miss her for a while. Too long. She wanted to scream, but her throat was as paralyzed as her legs. She could only stand there and watch the rippling blackness swirl around her feet.
    


    
      Push with your mind, she thought, but she was too frightened. She couldn’t scare away this darkness the way she had the doberman. She wasn’t strong enough.
    


    
      Please help me, she thought.
    


    
      And then, in a rush, it was all she was thinking. Oh please somebody help me, somebody please come, I can’t get out of this myself, oh please somebody—
    


    
      Cassssssie, the whisper came. The waves and the darkness and the watching moon all seemed to be saying it.
    


    
      Help me . . .
    


    
      “Cassie!” It was a shout, not a whisper, and behind it Cassie heard a dog barking. At the sound, Cassie’s mind was flooded with images of safety, of comfort. She looked around frantically. Her legs still wouldn’t move.
    


    
      “I’m here!” she shouted back. Even as she called, she felt herself released. The black was edging away, retreating to the rock. Merging with the real shadow there.
    


    
      “Cassie!” The voice was familiar, loved.
    


    
      “I’m here,” Cassie called again, stumbling toward it. The visions of comfort and safety and closeness were still whirling inside her, pulling her. She followed them. Just as she reached the rocks, strong arms caught her up, held her tightly. She felt the warmth of a human body against her.
    


    
      Over Nick’s shoulder, she met Adam’s eyes.
    


    
      The moon was shining full in his face, turning those eyes odd colors, blue-violet like the bottom of a flame. Like the sky before some strange storm. She thought she could see silver reflecting in his pupils. Raj bounded up beside him, still barking. The German shepherd’s tail was waving frantically as he headed for Cassie. Adam caught him by the ruff and held him back.
    


    
      “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” Nick said in her ear.
    


    
      “No. I’m all right,” she whispered. She didn’t know what she was saying.
    


    
      “You shouldn’t have gone off by yourself,” Nick said angrily. “They shouldn’t have let you do it.”
    


    
      “It’s okay, Nick.” She hung on to him with all her strength and buried her face in his shoulder just as Adam turned, leading the reluctant Raj away. Then she clung there, knowing he could feel her shaking.
    


    
      “Cassie.” He stroked her back soothingly.
    


    
      Cassie pulled back slightly. Adam was gone. She looked at Nick in the moonlight, at the clean carven handsomeness of his features with their hint of coldness. Except his eyes weren’t cold now.
    


    
      Passion, she thought and brought up Faye’s red candle in her mind. Then she kissed him.
    


    
      She’d never really kissed anybody besides Adam, but she guessed she knew how to do it well enough. Nick’s mouth was warm, and that was nice. She felt how startled he was, and then instantly felt the surprise swept away by something deeper, sweeter. She felt him kissing her back.
    


    
      She kissed not to think. Kissing was good for that. Suzan had been dead wrong about Nick. He wasn’t an iguana. Little lines of fire ran along Cassie’s nerves, tingling her fingers. She felt warm all over.
    


    
      Eventually, they both broke it. Cassie looked up at him, her fingers still intermeshed with his.
    


    
      “Sorry,” she said unsteadily. “I was just scared.”
    


    
      “Remind me to get you scared frequently,” Nick said. He looked slightly dazed.
    


    
      “We’d better go back. Black John was here.”
    


    
      She had to give Nick credit; he didn’t yell “What?” and shake her. He cast a quick, hunting look around, switching his grip on her so that he was holding her arm with his left hand and his right hand was free.
    


    
      “He’s gone now,” she said. “There was a shadow that came out from that rock, but it’s not there anymore.”
    


    
      “After this, nobody goes out alone,” Nick said, guiding her toward the rocks they had to climb to get back to the crossroads.
    


    
      “I think he was trying to get into my mind,” Cassie told the others when they were all back at Adam’s house again. She sat beside Nick, holding tightly to his hand. “To influence me, or take me over, or whatever. I didn’t know how to stop him. If you guys hadn’t come, he would have done it.”
    


    
      “Nobody should be out by themselves anymore,” Nick said, with a hard glance at Diana. It was unlike Nick to say anything at meetings, but now his voice was decisive, not to be argued with.
    


    
      “I agree,” said Melanie. “Moreover, I think we should do something to defend ourselves, to put up some kind of shield against him.”
    


    
      “What did you have in mind?” Adam asked her. He was sitting on the arm of Diana’s chair, his face calm, his voice steady.
    


    
      “Some kind of crystal might help. Amethyst, maybe. It should help us to focus and fight against him, against any psychic attack. Of course, if anyone were simultaneously wearing another crystal that he could use against them—like hematite—it wouldn’t do any good.” Melanie was looking at Faye.
    


    
      Faye made an impatient gesture. “As I’ve already told my interfering cousin, I don’t have any stupid hematite. I don’t have to steal other people’s crystals.”
    


    
      “All right; we won’t argue,” Diana said. “Melanie, do you have enough amethysts at your place? Or can you lend us some, Laurel? I think we should get them ready immediately, so everybody can wear them home tonight.”
    


    
      “Yes, and keep them on all the time,” Melanie said. “When you take a bath, when you go to sleep, at school, whatever. But wear them under your clothes; don’t let him see the crystals, if possible. They’ll be more effective that way.”
    


    
      “What a way to end a party,” Doug groused, as he picked up his jacket.
    


    
      “Think of it as a party favor,” Nick replied unsympathetically. “A memento.” He squeezed Cassie’s fingers quickly with a sideways glance, as if to say he knew what he would be remembering.
    


    
      Cassie felt warmed by that. But as they were leaving for Melanie’s house she asked casually, “By the way, why did you guys come after me?”
    


    
      “Yeah, did you get bored with the party or something? Found out you couldn’t deal all by yourselves, so you had to find us girls?” Deborah put in, her dark eyes flashing at Chris.
    


    
      Chris looked at her oddly. “No, we were dealin’ fine. It was Adam who told us to come. He said Cassie was in trouble.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 9


    


    Cassie’s piece of amethyst was quite large. It was a pendant, hanging from the claws of a silver owl with outspread wings, and it felt cool against Cassie’s chest under her blue and white sweater. She checked in Diana’s mirror to make sure it didn’t make a bump and then touched it nervously. Cassie had had three stones so far: the chalcedony rose Adam had given her, the quartz necklace Melanie had put around her neck at the Homecoming dance, and the piece of hematite she’d found at Number Thirteen. She hadn’t kept any of them long. The chalcedony she’d had to give back to Adam, the quartz had been lost that same night at the burying ground, and the hematite had been stolen. She just hoped nothing was going to happen to this amethyst.


    
      Clouds had gathered in the night, and the sky was steely gray as Diana drove them to school that morning. And school these days was about as bleak as the weather. Hall monitors, wearing badges and wintry expressions, stood in every corridor waiting for someone to break the rules. Which usually didn’t take very long; there were so many rules that it was impossible not to break one or two just by being alive.
    


    
      “We almost got sent up for wearing a noisemakin’ device,” Chris said as they were walking down the hall at lunchtime.
    


    
      Cassie tensed. “What did you do?”
    


    
      “Bribed him,” Doug said with a wicked grin. “We gave him a Walkman.”
    


    
      “My Walkman,” Chris said, aggrieved.
    


    
      “I wonder what the penalty for bribing a hall monitor is?” Laurel mused as they reached the cafeteria.
    


    
      Cassie opened her mouth, but the words froze on her lips. Through the glass windows of the cafeteria she could see something that wiped all thought from her mind.
    


    
      “Oh God,” said Laurel.
    


    
      “I don’t believe it,” Diana whispered.
    


    
      “I do,” Adam said.
    


    
      In the very center of the cafeteria was a wooden structure that Cassie recognized from her history books. It was made in two parts, which when closed held a person’s wrists and neck securely in place, protruding through holes from the other side.
    


    
      The stocks.
    


    
      And they were occupied.
    


    
      There was a guy inside them, a big husky guy Cassie recognized from her algebra class. He’d danced with her at Homecoming, and he’d been overly familiar with his hands. He liked to talk back to teachers, too. But she’d never seen him do anything deserving of this.
    


    
      “He won’t get away with it,” Diana was saying, her green eyes blazing with intensity.
    


    
      “Who, the principal?” Deborah asked. She and Suzan and Nick were standing by the cafeteria door, waiting for the others. “He already has. He was taking some parents on a guided tour a few minutes ago and they came through here . . . he showed it to them, for God’s sake. Said it was part of a ‘tough love’ program. Said other schools made troublemakers stand on tables so everybody could look at them, but that he thought the stocks were more humane because you could sit down. He almost made it sound reasonable. And they were just nodding and smiling—they ate it up.”
    


    
      Cassie felt queasy. She was thinking of the Witch Dungeon at Salem, where she and Chris and Doug had scuttled through narrow corridors lined with tiny dark cells. The stocks gave her the same sick feeling in her stomach. How can people do this to other people? she thought.
    


    
      “—passing it off as part of our heritage,” Nick was saying, his lip curled in disgust, and Cassie knew he felt the same way.
    


    
      “Can we talk about it while we eat?” Suzan asked, shifting from one foot to the other. “I’m starving.”
    


    
      But as they made their way toward the back room—the private domain of the Club for the last four years—a short figure with rusty hair stepped in front of them.
    


    
      “Sorry,” Sally Waltman smirked. “That room is for hall monitors only, now.”
    


    
      “Oh, yeah?” said Deborah.
    


    
      Two guys with badges appeared from nowhere and stood on either side of Sally.
    


    
      “Yeah,” one of them said.
    


    
      Cassie looked through the glass windows of the back room—there was no crowd of hangers-on standing in front of it today—and saw Portia’s tawny head. She was surrounded by girls and guys who were looking at her admiringly. They all wore badges.
    


    
      “You’ll just have to sit somewhere else,” Sally was telling the Club. “And since there aren’t enough seats at any one table, you’ll have to break your group up. What a shame.”
    


    
      “We’ll go outside,” Nick said shortly, taking Cassie’s arm.
    


    
      Sally laughed. “I don’t think so. No more eating out front. If you can’t find a place to sit in here, you stand.”
    


    
      Cassie could feel Nick’s muscles cord. She held on to his arm tightly. Diana had a similar hold on Adam, whose blue-gray eyes were like chips of steel, fixed on the guys beside Sally.
    


    
      “It’s not worth it,” Diana said quietly, with forced calm. “It’s what he wants. Let’s go stand over there.”
    


    
      Sally looked disappointed as they all started to move to the wall. Then triumph flashed in her eyes.
    


    
      “He’s in violation already,” she said, pointing to Doug. “He’s wearing a radio.”
    


    
      “It’s not on,” Doug said.
    


    
      “It doesn’t have to be. Just wearing it is a Type-A offense. Come with me, please.” The two guys surged forward to help Doug come.
    


    
      “Nick, don’t. Wait—” Cassie gasped, getting in front of him. A fight in the cafeteria was all they needed.
    


    
      Doug’s eyes were glittering wildly. He looked mad enough to hit Sally, not to mention the two guys.
    


    
      “Bring him,” Sally said in an exultant voice. The guys reached for Doug. Doug’s fist jerked back. And then a throaty voice cut through the confusion.
    


    
      “What’s going on here?” Faye said, her amber eyes smoldering. She was wearing another of the little business suits; this one black and yellow.
    


    
      Sally glared at her. “They’re refusing to comply with the orders of a hall monitor,” she said. “And he’s wearing a radio.”
    


    
      Faye reached over and unhooked the Walkman from Doug’s belt. “Now he’s not,” she said. “And I’m telling them to go eat somewhere else—outside, maybe. On my authority.”
    


    
      Sally was sputtering. Faye chuckled and led the Club out of the cafeteria.
    


    
      “Thanks,” Diana said, and for a moment she and Faye looked each other in the eye. Cassie thought of the candles burning in a circle on the road. A new stage of life—was Faye entering a new stage of life? Coming back to the coven?
    


    
      But Faye’s next words undeceived her. “You know, there’s no reason that you can’t eat in the back room,” she said. “You can all become hall monitors. That’s what he wants—”
    


    
      “He wants to take us over,” interrupted Deborah scornfully.
    


    
      “He wants to join with us. He’s one of us.”
    


    
      “No, he’s not, Faye,” Cassie said, thinking of the shadow under the rock. “He’s nothing like us.”
    


    
      Faye gave her a strange glance, but all she said was, “There’s a hall monitors’ meeting in C-207 last period. Think about it. The sooner you join him, the easier things will be.” She tossed Doug’s Walkman back to him with a negligent gesture and walked away.
    


    
      Lunch was uncomfortable; it was cold in the front yard of the school, and nobody but Suzan had much of an appetite. Sean showed up late, after all the excitement was over. They discussed plans to fight Black John, but as always they came back to the single issue of power. They needed power to fight him effectively. They needed the Master Tools.
    


    
      Everyone had a different idea of where to search. Adam proposed the beach—especially around Devil’s Cove, where Mr. Fogle, the former principal, had been killed by a rock slide. Deborah thought maybe the old burying ground. “It’s been here since the 1600s,” she said. “The original coven could easily have hidden things there.” Melanie and Diana discussed the possibility of making a crystal pendulum designed to seek out traces of “white energy” the tools might be giving off.
    


    
      Cassie sat quietly, close to Nick, not saying much. She had the stupid, desperate urge to forget all of this and bury her head in his shoulder. She didn’t know New Salem as well as the others—how could she come up with a reasonable place to search? And she had such a feeling of dread, of evil things just waiting to happen.
    


    
      We’re going to lose, she thought, listening to the worried voices of the others. We’re just kids, and he’s got centuries of experience. We’re going to lose.
    


    
      The feeling of dread got worse as the day went on. She ran into Nick as she was walking to her last class and he stopped in the hall.
    


    
      “You look awful,” he said.
    


    
      “Thanks.” Cassie tried a wry smile for him.
    


    
      “No, I mean you’re so pale—you feeling okay? Do you want to go home?”
    


    
      “Leaving school grounds without permission,” Cassie quoted automatically, tiredly, and then she was in his arms.
    


    
      Nick said, “They can take their permission and—”
    


    
      Cassie just clung to him. Nick was so good to her; she wanted to love him. She would make herself love him, she decided. Maybe they should go back to Crowhaven Road; go someplace where they could be alone. Nick didn’t like doing this kind of thing where people could see.
    


    
      “Hold me,” she said. He did. Then he kissed her.
    


    
      Yes. Just go with it. Be part of Nick—that was safe. Nick would take care of her. She could stop thinking now.
    


    
      “Well, well, well . . . looks like a Type-A violation to me,” an officious voice said. “Public displays of affection, inappropriate to the serious and dignified purpose of formal education. What do you say, Portia?”
    


    
      Nick and Cassie broke apart, Cassie flushing.
    


    
      “I think it’s just too revolting,” Portia Bainbridge said.
    


    
      Behind her was a gaggle of hall monitors, on their way to the meeting, apparently. There were maybe thirty of them. Cassie’s heart was suddenly beating hard and fast.
    


    
      “And it’s her fault,” Portia went on, looking down her aristocratic nose at Cassie. “I heard her initiate it. Let’s take her in.”
    


    
      “That’s right, the little flirt,” Sally said. Cassie remembered Sally’s voice in the bathroom; the anger in it, the viciousness. This one had every guy at Homecoming dance following her around with his tongue hanging out—including my boyfriend. She’d come to think of herself so differently since she’d overheard Sally talking about her that day.
    


    
      Nick was looking at the group of monitors, his face cold—like the old Nick, the one Cassie had first met. Cold as ice. “Take her where? The penalty for a Type-A offense is supposed to be detention. Or don’t you read your own rules?” he said.
    


    
      “We decide what the penalties are—” Portia began, but Sally interrupted.
    


    
      “She was refusing to cooperate with a hall monitor at lunchtime,” she said. “That’s what we’re taking her in for. Mr. Brunswick gave us special instructions. We’re going to take her to the office—she can talk to him.”
    


    
      “Then you can take both of us,” Nick said. His arm tightened on Cassie.
    


    
      There were too many of them. Cassie’s eyes skimmed over the crowd of hall monitors, seeing not a friendly face among them. All seniors, all kids who hated witches. And Faye wasn’t here now.
    


    
      “Nick,” she said, her voice soft and careful over the thumping of her heart, “I think I’d better go with them.” She glanced back at Sally. “Can I just say good-bye to him?”
    


    
      Looking sardonic, Sally nodded. Cassie put her arms around Nick’s neck.
    


    
      “Get the others,” she whispered in his ear. “The monitors will be in their meeting—you’ll have to find a way to get me out.”
    


    
      As he drew back, Nick’s mahogany eyes met hers in acknowledgment. Then, with an expressionless look at Sally, he stood aside.
    


    
      The group of monitors surrounded Cassie and escorted her down the hall, treating her like a mass murderer. She had a wild impulse to giggle, but as they reached the office the urge disappeared in a flood of sheer dread and anxiety.
    


    
      He planned this, she thought. Maybe not this specifically, today. But he knew he’d get us somehow, one by one. She tried to ignore the little voice whispering, he knew he’d get you. It’s you he’s after.
    


    
      Because she was an outsider—or because she didn’t fit in with his plans. A vision of Kori flashed through her mind: Kori lying stiff and motionless with a broken neck at the bottom of the hill. She’d seen what happened to people who didn’t fit in with Black John’s plans.
    


    
      “Maybe if you bat your eyes at him he’ll let you off,” Sally whispered spitefully and pushed her in the office door.
    


    
      Cassie didn’t answer. She couldn’t.
    


    
      She hadn’t been in this office since she’d gone to Mr. Fogle to complain that Faye was persecuting her. It looked the same, except that there was a crackling fire in the fireplace now. And the man behind the desk was different.
    


    
      Don’t look at him, Cassie thought, as the door swung shut behind her, but she couldn’t help it. Those black eyes held hers from the instant she glanced toward the desk. That hawklike face betrayed no sign of surprise that she was there.
    


    
      The principal put a slim gold-plated pen on the desk with a barely audible click.
    


    
      “Cassandra,” he said.
    


    
      Cassie’s knees felt weak.
    


    
      It was the voice of the shadow. A dark, liquid voice. So quiet, so insidious—so evil. Under his hematite-black eyes she felt naked, exposed. As if he were looking at her mind. Looking for a crack to get in.
    


    
      “Mr. Brunswick,” she said. Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. Polite, but distant.
    


    
      He smiled.
    


    
      He was wearing a black turtleneck and a black jacket. He stood, resting his fingertips on the desk.
    


    
      “So brave,” he said. “I’m proud of you.”
    


    
      It was the last thing she expected. Cassie just stared at him. Her fingers flew automatically to the bump of the amethyst pendant under her sweater.
    


    
      His eyes followed the movement. “I wouldn’t bother,” he said, smiling faintly. “That crystal is much too small to be effective.”
    


    
      Cassie’s hand dropped slowly. How had he known? She felt so confused, so off-balance. She stared at the man in front of her, trying to connect him with the burned creature that had crouched over her grandmother in the kitchen, with the seventeenth-century wizard who had led a frightened coven to New Salem. How was he here at all, that was the question. What was the source of his power?
    


    
      “And amethyst is a weak stone, a stone of the heart,” he was going on softly. “Purity of purpose, Cassie; that’s the secret. Purity and clarity. Never forget your purpose.”
    


    
      She had the strange feeling he was answering her question. Oh God, why didn’t Nick come? Her heart was pounding so hard . . . she was frightened.
    


    
      “Let me demonstrate,” the dark man said. “If you would give me that pendant? For a moment only,” he added, as Cassie stood motionless.
    


    
      Slowly, Cassie reached around the back of her neck. With cold fingertips she undid the silver chain and removed it. She didn’t know what else to do.
    


    
      Slowly, precisely, he took it.
    


    
      Suddenly, wildly, Cassie thought of a magician about to do a trick. Nothing up those sleeves, she thought. Only flesh that shouldn’t be there in the first place.
    


    
      Still holding the necklace in the air, the principal turned away from Cassie. The fire leaped and crackled and Cassie felt her pulse in her throat and fingertips. I can’t stand much more of this, she thought. Nick, where are you?
    


    
      “You see,” the principal said, in a voice that seemed oddly distorted, “amethyst is a stone riddled with impurities. For power, quartz is always my choice . . .” He began to turn around.
    


    
      No, thought Cassie. Everything had gone into slow motion, as if she were watching one frame after another of a video. A video played on a very superior machine, each frame crisp and bright and sharp-edged, with no blurriness. Cassie didn’t even know where the No had come from, except that something deep in her own brain was screaming in protest, trying to warn her. Don’t look, oh, don’t look.
    


    
      Cassie wanted to stop the action, to freeze the frame. But she couldn’t. It was taking forever, but the dark man was still turning. He was facing her.
    


    
      She saw the elegant black jacket, the black turtleneck sweater. But above the turtleneck was a monstrosity that forced tears from her eyes and clogged the scream in her throat. The man had no face.
    


    
      No hair, no eyebrows, no eyes, no nose. No mouth, only a grinning outline of clenched teeth. Even that, even the stark bones which faced her, were as clear as water.
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t scream, couldn’t breathe. Her mind was out of control.
    


    
      Oh God, oh God the skull isn’t gone no wonder we couldn’t find it, it didn’t explode at all because it’s in his head, oh Diana oh Adam it’s in his head . . .
    


    
      “You see, Cassandra,” came the inhuman voice from behind those clenched teeth, “purity plus clarity equals power. And I have more power than you children have ever dreamed of.”
    


    
      Oh God I won’t believe this I won’t believe this is happening I don’t want to see any more . . .
    


    
      “My spirit is not confined to this body,” the voice went on calmly, with terrible lucidity. “It can flow like water wherever I direct it. I can focus its power anywhere.”
    


    
      The hollow eyesockets tilted down, toward the amethyst pendant which hung from a perfectly normal-looking hand. Firelight flickered deep inside the crystal. Then Cassie felt it—an outrush of power like the one she’d sent to scare the dog and to warn Sean and to light the match. Only this was much stronger, much more concentrated than her feeble bursts had been. She could almost see it, like a blaze of light.
    


    
      The amethyst pendant shattered.
    


    
      The silver owl swung, but nothing hung from its claws now. The crystal was gone.
    


    
      Cassie’s ears caught the tinkle as bits of it fell. But she didn’t really notice the sound consciously. She was blind and deaf with panic.
    


    
      “Now, Cassandra,” the voice was beginning again, and then it was interrupted by a noise so loud that even Cassie couldn’t ignore it. A roar was coming from the front yard of the school, a sound like a pep rally, only angry. Shrill screams rang out against the background of deep shouting.
    


    
      The principal dropped the silver chain and strode over to the window which overlooked the front of the school.
    


    
      And Cassie’s brain woke up. It wanted only one thing, to get out of here. With the dark man’s attention distracted, she dove for the door.
    


    
      She ran straight through the office without looking at the secretaries. There was chaos in the second-floor halls. Everyone was flooding out of classrooms. “It’s a fight!” some guy on the stairs was yelling. “Come on!”
    


    
      It’s like a riot; they can’t control everybody at once, Cassie realized dimly. She was still running. She ran down the stairs and then down a hallway, instinctively heading for the center of the confusion.
    


    
      “Cassie, wait!”
    


    
      Not a man’s voice, but a threatening one. Faye. Cassie paused for an instant, looking around desperately for Nick or Diana or Adam.
    


    
      “Cassie, stop, for pity’s sake. No one is trying to hurt you. I’ve been running after you all the way from the office.”
    


    
      Warily, Cassie edged backward. The hall was deserted now. Everyone was outdoors.
    


    
      “Cassie, just listen to me. He’s not trying to murder you, I promise. He wants to help you. He likes you.”
    


    
      “Faye, you’re insane!” Cassie’s control broke, and she screamed the words. “You don’t know what he is! Everything you see about him is an illusion. He’s a monster!”
    


    
      “Don’t be ridiculous. He’s one of us—”
    


    
      “Oh, my God, oh, my God,” Cassie said. Reaction was setting in and her knees were shaking so badly that she had to lean against the wall. She slid down, tearing a poster about the Thanksgiving football game. “You didn’t see him. You don’t know.”
    


    
      “I know you’re being a baby. You didn’t even stay to listen to what he had to say to you. He was going to explain everything—”
    


    
      “Faye, wake up!” Cassie cried. “For God’s sake, will you please wake up and look at him? He’s nothing that you think. You’re completely blind.”
    


    
      “You think you know so much about it.” Faye stood back, arms crossed over her chest. She tilted her chin up and looked down at Cassie with heavy-lidded, queerly triumphant eyes. Her blood-red lips curved in a smile. “You think you know everything—but you don’t even know what his name was when he was here last. When he came to our parents and he lived at Number Thirteen.”
    


    
      The strength of terror Cassie had felt moments earlier was gone, and the ground suddenly felt very unstable. She pressed a hand against the floor. Faye was still looking at her with those strange, triumphant eyes. “No,” Cassie whispered.
    


    
      “‘No’ you don’t know? Or ‘no’ don’t tell you? But I want to tell you, Cassie, and it’s time you did know. The name he used last time was John Blake.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 10


    


    Cassie stared, beyond speech, beyond thought. Not believing—but inside her, something knew.


    
      “It’s true. He’s your father.”
    


    
      Cassie just sat.
    


    
      “And he wants you to be happy, Cassie. He wants you to be his heir. He’s got a lot planned for you.”
    


    
      “And what are you?” Cassie cried, outraged, pushedbeyond the limits of her endurance. “My new stepmother?”
    


    
      Faye chuckled—that infuriating, lazy, self-satisfied chuckle. “Maybe. Why not? I’ve always liked older men—and he’s only about three centuries older.”
    


    
      “You’re disgusting!” Cassie couldn’t find the right words. None were bad enough, and she didn’t want to believe that any of this was actually happening. “You’re—you—”
    


    
      “I haven’t done anything yet, Cassie. John and I have a—business relationship.”
    


    
      Cassie felt as if she were gagging. For herself, forFaye . . . “You call him John?” she whispered.
    


    
      “What do you think I should call him? Mr. Brunswick? Or what he called himself the last time he was here, Mr. Blake?”
    


    
      Everything was spinning around Cassie now. The pale green cinderblock walls were whirling. She wanted to faint. If only she could faint she wouldn’t have to think.
    


    
      But she couldn’t. Slowly, the spinning steadied, she felt the floor solid beneath her. There was no way to escape this. There was no choice but to deal with it.
    


    
      “Oh, God,” Cassie whispered. “It’s true. It’s really true.”
    


    
      “It’s true,” Faye said quietly, with satisfaction. “Your mother was his girlfriend. He told me the whole story, how she fell in love with him when he went over to Number Twelve to borrow some matches. They never did get married, apparently—but I’m sure he didn’t begrudge her his name.”
    


    
      It was true . . . and that had been what Cassie’s grandmother was trying to tell her when she died. “I have one more thing to tell you,” she’d said, and then Laurel had come in. The last words had only been a whisper, “John” and something else Cassie couldn’t make out. But she could recall the shape of her grandmother’s lips trying to make it. It had been “Blake.”
    


    
      “Why didn’t she try to tell me before?” Cassie whispered raggedly, hardly aware she was speaking aloud. “Why wait until she was dying? Why?”
    


    
      “Who, your grandma? She didn’t want to upset you, I suppose,” Faye said. “She probably thought you’d be—disturbed—if you knew. And maybe”—Faye leaned forward—“she knew it would bring you closer to him. You’re his own flesh and blood, Cassie. His daughter.”
    


    
      Cassie was shaking her head, blind, nauseated. “The other old women—they must have known too! God, everybody who knew him must have known. And nobody told me. Why didn’t they tell me?”
    


    
      “Oh, stop sniveling, Cassie. I’m sure they didn’t tell you because they were afraid of how you’d react. And I must say it looks as if they were right. You’re falling apart.”
    


    
      Great-aunt Constance, Cassie was thinking. She must have known. How could she stand to look at me? How can she stand to have my mother in her house?
    


    
      And Mrs. Franklin had been going to tell her, she realized suddenly. Yes. That had been what that last-minute scene in Aunt Constance’s parlor had been all about. Adam’s grandmother had been about to tell, about to say something to Cassie about her father. Granny Quincey and Aunt Constance had stopped her. They were all in a conspiracy of silence, to keep the truth from Cassie.
    


    
      Probably not the parents, Cassie thought slowly, feeling very tired. They probably didn’t remember anyway. They’d made themselves forget everything. But Aunt Constance had warned the Circle against stirring up those old memories, and her gaze had settled on Cassie when she did it.
    


    
      “Just think about it, Cassie,” Faye was saying, and that husky voice sounded reasonable now, not gloating or triumphant. “He only wants the best for you; he always has. You were born as part of his plans. I know you and I have had our problems in the past, but John wants us to get along. Won’t you just give it a try? Won’t you, Cassie?”
    


    
      Slowly, painfully, Cassie made her eyes focus. Faye was kneeling in front of her. Faye’s beautiful, sensual face seemed lit softly from within. She really means it, Cassie thought. She’s sincere. Maybe she’s in love with him.
    


    
      And maybe, Cassie mused dizzily, I should think about it. So many things have changed since I came to New Salem—I’m not at all the person I used to be. The old, shy Cassie who never had a boyfriend and never had anything to say is gone. Maybe this is just another change, another stage of life. Maybe I’m at the crossroads.
    


    
      She looked at Faye for a long moment, searching the depths of those amber eyes. Then, slowly, she shook her head.
    


    
      No.
    


    
      Even as she thought it, chill white determination flooded her. That was one road she would never take, no matter what happened. She would never become what Black John—what her father—wanted.
    


    
      Without a word, without looking back, Cassie got up and walked away from Faye.
    


    
      Outside, the melee was still going on. Cassie scanned the front entrance of the school and saw the weak November sun shining on a cascade of fair hair. She headed for it.
    


    
      “Diana . . .”
    


    
      “Cassie, thank God! When Nick told us you were alone in his office . . .” Diana’s eyes widened. “Cassie, what’s wrong?”
    


    
      “I have to tell you something. At home. Can we go home now?” Cassie was holding on to Diana’s hand.
    


    
      Diana stared at her for another moment, then shook herself. “Yes. Of course. But Nick will be looking for you. He had the idea that we should start a fight on the first floor as a diversion; just grab a bunch of people and start swinging. All the guys did it, and Deborah and Laurel. They’re all looking for you.”
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t face any of them, especially Nick. Once he knew what she really was—what he’d held in his arms, what he’d kissed . . .
    


    
      “Please, can’t you just tell them I’m okay, but I need to go home?” Suzan was standing nearby; Cassie nodded at her. “Can’t Suzan just tell them?”
    


    
      “Yes. All right. Suzan, tell everybody I’ve taken Cassie home. They can stop the fight now.” Diana led Cassie down the hill to the parking lot. They had barely reached Diana’s car, though, when Adam appeared, running.
    


    
      “The fight’s breaking up—and I’m coming with you,” he said. Cassie wanted to argue, but she didn’t have the strength. Besides, Diana might need Adam there when Cassie told her the whole story.
    


    
      Cassie nodded at Adam and he got in the car without further discussion. They drove to Diana’s house and went up to Diana’s room.
    


    
      “Now tell us what happened before I have a heart attack,” Diana said.
    


    
      But it wasn’t that easy. Cassie went over to the bay window, where sunlight was striking the prisms hanging there so that wedges of rainbow light bobbed and slid over the walls. She turned to look at the black and white prints on either side of the window; Diana’s collection of Greek goddesses. There was proud Hera, queenly with her mane of pitch-black hair and her hooded, untamed eyes; there was Aphrodite, goddess of beauty, with her soft bosom exposed; there was fierce Artemis, the virgin huntress afraid of nothing. And here, on the other side, was Athena, the gray-eyed goddess of wisdom, and Persephone, fresh-faced and elfin and surrounded by blooming flowers. Last of all, in color, was the print of a goddess older than the Greek civilization, the great goddess Diana, who ruled the moon and stars and night. Diana, Queen of Witches.
    


    
      “Cassie!”
    


    
      “Sorry,” Cassie whispered, and slowly turned to face her Diana. Who just now looked sick with suspense.
    


    
      “I’m sorry,” she said, more loudly. “I just don’t know how to say this, I guess. But I know now why I was born so much later than all of you . . . or, actually, no, I don’t.” She pondered that a moment. “Not why I was so late. Unless he knew by then the coven was going to try to throw him out, so he thought he’d better have a back-up . . .” Cassie thought it over and shook her head. Adam and Diana were staring at her as if she’d gone crazy. “I guess I don’t know everything. But I’m not half outsider, like we thought. That isn’t why he’s been after me; it’s a completely different reason. We thought Kori and I spoiled his plans somehow . . . oh, God.” Cassie stopped, feeling a pain like jagged glass shoot through her. Her eyes filled. “I think—God, it must be. I know why Kori died. Because of me. If she hadn’t died, she would have joined the coven instead of me, and he didn’t want that. She was the one he hadn’t planned on. So he had to get rid of her.” Another spasm of pain almost doubled Cassie over. She was afraid she might be sick.
    


    
      “Sit down,” Adam was saying urgently. They were both helping her to the bed.
    


    
      “Don’t . . . you don’t know yet. You might not want to touch me.”
    


    
      “Cassie, for God’s sake tell us what you’re talking about. You’re not making any sense.”
    


    
      “Yes, I am. I’m Black John’s daughter.”
    


    
      In that instant, if either of them had loosened their grip on her or recoiled, Cassie felt she might have tried to jump out the window. But Diana’s clear green eyes just widened, the pupils huge and bottomless. Adam’s eyes turned silver.
    


    
      “Faye told me, and it’s true.”
    


    
      “It’s not true,” Adam said tightly.
    


    
      “It’s not true, and I’ll kill her,” Diana said. This, from gentle Diana, was astonishing.
    


    
      They both went on holding Cassie. Diana was holding her from one side and Adam was on the other side, holding both of them, embracing their embrace. Cassie’s shaking shook all three.
    


    
      “It is true,” Cassie whispered, trying to keep some grip on herself. She had to be calm now; she couldn’t lose control. “It explains everything. It explains why I dreamed about him—him and the sinking ship. We’re—connected, somehow. It explains why he keeps coming after me, like when we called him up at Halloween, and last night on the beach. He wants me to join him. Faye’s in love with him. Just like my mother was.”
    


    
      Cassie shuddered. Adam and Diana just kept hanging on to her. Neither of them even flinched when she looked them in the face.
    


    
      “It explains my mother,” Cassie said thickly. “Why he went to our house that night when he came back, when we let him out of the grave. He went to see her—that’s why she’s like she is now. Oh, Diana, I have to go to her.”
    


    
      “In a minute,” Diana said, her own voice husky with suppressed tears. “In a little while.”
    


    
      Cassie was thinking. No wonder her mother had run away from New Salem, no wonder there had always been helpless terror lurking at the back of her mother’s eyes. How could you not be terrified when the man you loved turned out to be something from a nightmare? When you had to go away to have his baby, someplace where no one would ever know?
    


    
      But she’d been brave enough to come back, and to bring Cassie. And now Cassie had to be brave.
    


    
      There’s nothing frightening in the dark if you just face it. Cassie didn’t know how she was going to face this, but she had to, somehow.
    


    
      “I’m okay now,” she whispered. “And I want to see my mom.”
    


    
      Diana and Adam were telegraphing things over her head.
    


    
      “We’re going with you,” Diana said. “We won’t go in the room if you don’t want, but we’re going to take you there.”
    


    
      Cassie looked at them: at Diana’s eyes, dark as emeralds now, but full of love and understanding; and at Adam, his fine-boned face calm and steady. She squeezed their hands.
    


    
      “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you both.”
    


    
      

    


    
      Great-aunt Constance answered the door. She looked surprised to see them and a little flustered, which surprised Cassie in turn. She wouldn’t have thought Melanie’s aunt ever got flustered.
    


    
      But as Cassie was going into the guest room, Granny Quincey and old Mrs. Franklin were coming out. Cassie looked at Laurel’s frail great-grandmother, and at Adam’s plump, untidy grandmother, and then at Aunt Constance.
    


    
      “We were—trying one or two things to see if we could help your mother,” Aunt Constance said, looking slightly uncomfortable. She coughed. “Old remedies,” she admitted. “There may be some good in them. We’ll be in the parlor if you need anything.” She shut the door.
    


    
      Cassie turned to look at the figure lying between Aunt Constance’s starched white sheets. She went and knelt by the bedside.
    


    
      Her mother’s face was as pale as those sheets. Everything about her was white and black: white face, black hair, black lashes forming crescents on her cheeks. Cassie took her cold hand and only then realized she didn’t have the first idea what to say.
    


    
      “Mother?” she said, and then: “Mom? Can you hear me?”
    


    
      No answer. Not a twitch.
    


    
      “Mom,” Cassie said with difficulty, “I know you’re sick, and I know you’re scared, but there’s one thing you don’t have to be scared of anymore. I know the truth. I know about my father.”
    


    
      Cassie waited, and she thought she saw the sheets over her mother’s chest rise and fall a little more quickly.
    


    
      “I know everything,” she said. “And . . . if you’re afraid I’ll be mad at you or anything, you don’t have to be. I understand. I’ve seen what he does to people. I saw what he did to Faye, and she’s stronger than you.” Cassie was holding the cold hand so tightly she was afraid she was hurting it. She paused and swallowed.
    


    
      “Anyway, I wanted to tell you that I know. And it’ll all be over soon, and I’m going to make sure he doesn’t ever hurt you again. I’m going to stop him somehow. I don’t know how, but I will. I promise, Mom.”
    


    
      She stood up, still holding the soft, limp hand in hers and whispered, “If you’re just scared, Mom, you can come back now. It’s easier than running away; it is, really. If you face things they’re not as bad.”
    


    
      Cassie waited again. She hadn’t thought she was hoping for anything, but she must have been, because as the seconds ticked by and nothing happened her heart sank in disappointment. Just some little sign, that wasn’t much to ask for, was it? But there was no little sign. For what seemed like the hundredth time that day, warmth filled Cassie’s eyes.
    


    
      “Okay, Mom,” she whispered, and stooped to kiss her mother’s cheek.
    


    
      As she did, she noticed a thin string of some kind of fiber around her mother’s neck. She pulled, and from the collar of her mother’s nightgown emerged three small golden-brown stones strung on the twine.
    


    
      Cassie tucked the necklace back in, waited one more second, and then left.
    


    
      Can I face it if my mother dies like my grandma?she wondered as she shut the bedroom door. She didn’t think so. But she was beginning to realize that she might have to.
    


    
      In the parlor, Adam and Diana were drinking tea with the women.
    


    
      “Who put the crystals around my mother’s neck? And what are they?”
    


    
      The old women looked at each other. It was Great-aunt Constance who answered.
    


    
      “I did,” she said. She cleared her throat. “They’re tiger’s eyes. For keeping away bad dreams—or so my grandmother always said.”
    


    
      Cassie managed a small smile for her. “Oh. Thank you.” Maybe Melanie’s affinity for minerals ran in the family. She didn’t bother to tell Aunt Constance what Black John could do to those stones if he tried.
    


    
      “Bad dreams are a nuisance,” old Mrs. Franklin said as Adam and Diana got up to leave. “Of course, good dreams are something else again.”
    


    
      Cassie looked at Adam’s grandmother, whose disordered gray hair was coming uncoiled as she happily crunched cookie after cookie. Cassie had never known anybody who liked to eat so much, except Suzan. But there was more to Mrs. Franklin than you’d think at first sight.
    


    
      “Dreams?” Cassie said.
    


    
      “Good dreams,” Adam’s grandmother agreed indistinctly. “For good dreams, you sleep with a moonstone.”
    


    
      Cassie thought about that all the way home.
    


    
      She and Diana had dinner quietly, just the two of them, since Diana’s father was still at his law office. Adam had gone to talk to the rest of the Circle.
    


    
      “I can’t tell them,” Cassie had said. “Not tonight—tomorrow, maybe.”
    


    
      “There’s no reason you should have to,” Adam replied, his voice almost harsh. “You’ve been through enough. I’ll tell them—and I’ll make them understand. Don’t worry, Cassie. They’ll stick by you.”
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t help but worry. But she put it aside, because she had other things to think about. She’d made a promise to her mother.
    


    
      She lay in bed reading her grandmother’s Book of Shadows. Her Book of Shadows. She was looking for anything about crystals and dreams.
    


    
      And there it was: To Cause Dreams. Place a moonstone beneath your pillow and all night you will have fair and pleasant dreams which may profit you. She also found a passage about crystals in general. Big crystals were better than little crystals; well, she knew that already. Melanie had said so, and Black John had demonstrated it today beyond question.
    


    
      She put the book down and went to Diana’s desk.
    


    
      There was a white velvet pouch there, lined with sky-blue silk. Diana had long ago given Cassie permission to open it. Cassie took the pouch to the bed and poured the contents out on a folded-over section of the top sheet. The stones formed a kaleidoscopic array against the white background.
    


    
      Blue lace agate—Cassie picked up the triangular piece and rubbed its smoothness across her cheek. She saw light yellow citrine—Deborah’s stone, good for raising energy. And here was cloudy orange carnelian, which Suzan had once used for raising the passions of the entire football team. Here was translucent green jade, which Melanie used for calm thought, and royal purple amethyst—Laurel’s stone, a stone of the heart, Black John had said. There were dozens of others, too: warm amber, light as plastic; dark green bloodstone speckled with red; a wine-colored garnet; the pale green peridot Diana had used to trace the dark energy.
    


    
      Cassie’s fingers sorted through the clinking treasure until she found a moonstone. It was translucent, with a silvery-blue shimmer. She put it on the nightstand by her side of the bed.
    


    
      Diana came in, fresh from her bath, and watched Cassie putting the stones back into the pouch.
    


    
      “Find anything in your Book of Shadows?” she asked.
    


    
      “Nothing specific,” Cassie said. She didn’t want to explain what she was doing, even to Diana. Later, if it worked. “I’m beginning to think my grandmother didn’t mean there was anything specific in the book about Black John,” she added. “Maybe she just wanted me to be a good witch, a knowledgeable witch. Maybe she’d thought that way I’d be smart enough to beat him.”
    


    
      Diana got in bed and turned off the light. There was no moon; the bay window remained dark. It was peaceful, somehow, with the two of them lying in bed—like a sleepover. It made Cassie think of the old days, when she and Diana had first decided to be adopted sisters.
    


    
      “We need to find a way to kill him,” she said.
    


    
      A sleepover with a grim and bloodthirsty purpose. Diana was silent for a moment and then said calmly, “Well, we know two things that can’t kill him—Water and Fire. He drowned the first time when his ship went down, and he burned the second time, when our parents burned the house at Number Thirteen. But he didn’t stay dead either time.”
    


    
      Cassie appreciated the “our parents.” Her mother hadn’t been trying to burn anybody, she’d bet.
    


    
      “He said his spirit didn’t need to stay in his body,” she said. “I think he can make it go different places. Maybe when he died, he just sent his spirit somewhere else.”
    


    
      “Like into the crystal skull,” Diana said. “And it stayed there until we brought it and his body together. Yes. But what can we use against him?”
    


    
      “Earth . . . or Air,” Cassie mused. “Though I don’t see how Air could kill anybody.”
    


    
      “I don’t either. Earth could mean crystals . . . but we don’t have a crystal big enough to use against him.”
    


    
      “No,” Cassie said. “It sounds like it’s the Master Tools or nothing. We’ve got to find them.”
    


    
      She could feel Diana nodding in the darkness. “But how?”
    


    
      Cassie reached over and felt for the moonstone.She put it under her pillow.
    


    
      Maybe it’s not the size, but how you use them, she thought. “Good night, Diana,” she said, and shut her eyes.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 11


    


    From the start, this dream was clearer than the others. Or maybe it was Cassie who was clearer; more calm, more aware of what was happening. Saltwater slapped her face; she swallowed some. It was so cold she couldn’t feel her hands or feet.


    
      Going down. She was going to drown . . . but not die. With the last of her will she sent her spirit to the place prepared for it . . . to the skull on the island. Some of her power had been left in the skull already; now she herself would go to join it. And someday, when the time was right, when enough of her body diffused through the sea and washed up on the island, she would live again.
    


    
      Good dreams, I wanted good dreams, Cassie thought frantically as the water closed over her head.
    


    
      A shifting . . .
    


    
      Sunlight blinded her.
    


    
      “You and Kate may go play in the garden,” the kind voice said.
    


    
      Yes. She’d made it. She was here.
    


    
      The garden was in back. Cassie turned to the back door.
    


    
      “Jacinth! What have you forgotten?”
    


    
      Cassie paused, confused. She had no idea. The tall woman in Puritan dress was looking down at the floor. There, on the clean pine boards, lay the red leather Book of Shadows. Cassie remembered now; it had dropped off her lap when she stood up.
    


    
      “I’m sorry, Mother.” The word came so naturally to her lips. And her eyes had adjusted—but she couldn’t figure out where the book was supposed to go. Somewhere special . . . where? Then she saw the loose brick in the fireplace.
    


    
      “Much better,” the tall woman said, as Cassie slid the book into the hole and plugged it up with the brick. “Always remember, Jacinth: we must never grow careless. Not even here in New Salem, where all our neighbors are our own kind. Now run along to the garden.”
    


    
      Kate was already going out the door. In the sunshine outside, Cassie noticed that Kate’s hair was just the color of Diana’s: not really gold, but a paler color like pure light. Kate’s eyes were golden too, like sunshine. She was altogether a golden girl.
    


    
      “Sky and sea, keep harm from me,” she laughed, twirling, looking over the herb bushes to the blue expanse of the ocean beyond the cliff. There was no wall in this time—it hadn’t been built yet. Then she darted forward to pick something.
    


    
      “Just smell this lavender,” she said, holding out a bunch to Cassie. “Isn’t it sweet?”
    


    
      But Cassie was hovering by the open door. Two other people had come into the kitchen; Kate’s mother and father, she guessed. They were talking in low, urgent voices.
    


    
      “. . . news just came. The ship went down,” the man was saying.
    


    
      There was an exclamation of joy and surprise from Jacinth’s mother. “Then he is dead!”
    


    
      The man shook his head, but Cassie didn’t hear the next few words. She was afraid to be caught listening and sent away. “. . . the skull . . .” she heard, and “. . . can never tell . . . come back . . .”
    


    
      “And this jasmine,” Kate was singing. “Isn’t it wonderful?” Cassie wanted to tell her to shut up.
    


    
      Then she heard words that raised the hair on her arms, even in the hot sunshine. “. . . hide them,” Kate’s mother was saying. “But where?”
    


    
      That was it. Where, where? If this dream had any meaning, it was to tell Cassie this. Kate was trying to put an arm around her waist, to get her to smell the jasmine, but Cassie grabbed her hand to hold her still and strained to listen.
    


    
      The adults were arguing softly: exclamations of worry and disagreement came to Cassie’s ears. “Could we not . . .?” “No, not there . . .” “But where, then?” “Oh, mercy, my bread is burning!”
    


    
      And then, soft laughter. “Of course! We should have thought of it earlier.”
    


    
      Where? Fending Kate off, Cassie twisted to try and look into the kitchen.
    


    
      “Jacinth, what’s wrong with you?” Kate cried. “You’re not listening to a word I’m saying. Jacinth, look at me!”
    


    
      Desperately, Cassie stared into the dark kitchen. It was too dark. The dream was fading.
    


    
      No. She had to hang on to it. She had to see the end. Grandmother, help me, she thought. Help me see . . .
    


    
      “Jacinth!”
    


    
      Darker and darker—
    


    
      Long skirts rustling, moving out of the way. And just a glimpse . . .
    


    
      “The old hiding place,” Jacinth’s mother said in a satisfied voice. “Until they are needed again.”
    


    
      Darkness took Cassie.
    


    
      

    


    
      She woke confused.
    


    
      At first, she couldn’t remember what she’d been looking for in the dream. She remembered the dream, though. Who was Jacinth? An ancestress? One of her great-great-great-great-great-grandmothers, she supposed. And Kate?
    


    
      Then she remembered her purpose.
    


    
      The Master Tools. The members of the first coven had hidden them from Black John, because they’d known he might come back. Cassie had gone into the dream to find out where, and she had succeeded.
    


    
      She’d wondered why Black John had come after her grandmother the night he was released. Not just for the Book of Shadows, she realized now; not just because he’d known her mother and grandmother before. He’d wanted something else from her grandmother. He’d wanted the Master Tools.
    


    
      But her grandmother hadn’t known where they were. Cassie felt sure that if she had, the old woman would have told Cassie. All her grandmother had known was that her own grandmother, Cassie’s great-great-grandmother, had told her the fireplace was a good place to hide things. And now, because of the dream, Cassie knew that the loose brick had already been a hiding place in Jacinth’s time.
    


    
      But there had only been one loose brick, and nothing but the Book of Shadows had been stored behind it. Cassie knew that, and she knew that the original coven had been looking for a long-term solution, a place to put the Master Tools “until they were needed” by some future generation. Not just a loose brick, then. Cassie thought about the glimpse of the hearth she’d gotten between the women’s skirts in the last second of her dream. The fireplace had been a different shape than it was in modern days.
    


    
      Cassie lay for a few moments in the velvet darkness. Then she rolled over and gently shook Diana’s shoulder.
    


    
      “Diana, wake up. I know where the Master Tools are.”
    


    
      

    


    
      They woke Adam by throwing pebbles at his window. The three of them went to Number Twelve armed with a pickax, a sledgehammer, several regular hammers and screwdrivers, a crowbar, and Raj. The German shepherd trotted happily along beside Cassie, looking as if this kind of expedition in the wee hours was just what he liked.
    


    
      The waning moon was high overhead when they got to Cassie’s grandmother’s house. Inside, it seemed even colder than outside, and there was a stillness about the place that dampened Cassie’s enthusiasm.
    


    
      “There,” she whispered, pointing to the left side of the hearth, where bricks had been added since the time of her dream. “That’s where it’s different. That’s where they must have bricked them up.”
    


    
      “Too bad we don’t have a jackhammer,” Adam said cheerfully, picking up the crowbar. He seemed undisturbed by the chill and the silence, and in the sickly artificial light of the kitchen his hair gleamed just the color of the garnets in Diana’s pouch. Raj sat beside Cassie, his black and tan tail whisking across the kitchen floor. Looking at the two of them made Cassie feel better.
    


    
      It took a long time. Cassie grazed her knuckles helping to chip the ancient mortar away, using a screwdriver like a chisel. But at last the bricks began to drop onto the cold ashes of the hearth, as one after another was pried out. Each was a different color; some red, some orange, some almost purple-black.
    


    
      “There’s definitely something in here,” Adam said, reaching inside the hole they’d made. “But we’ll have to get rid of a few more bricks to get it out. . . . There!” He started to reach again, then looked at Cassie. “Why don’t you do the honors? It’s okay, there’s nothing alive inside.”
    


    
      Cassie, who didn’t want to encounter a three-hundred-year-old cockroach, nodded at him gratefully. She reached inside and her hand closed on something smooth and cool. It was so heavy she had to use both hands to lift it out.
    


    
      “A document box,” Diana whispered, when Cassie set the thing on the floor in front of the fireplace. It looked like a treasure chest to Cassie, a little treasure chest made of leather and brass. “People used them to store important documents in the 1600s,” Diana went on. “We got Black John’s papers and things out of one like it. Go on, Cassie, open it.”
    


    
      Cassie looked at her, then at Adam leaning on his pickax, his face decorated with soot. Her fingers trembled as she opened the little box.
    


    
      What if she’d been wrong? What if it wasn’t the Master Tools in here at all, but only some old documents?What if—
    


    
      Inside the box, looking fresh and untouched as if they’d been buried yesterday, were a diadem, a bracelet, and a garter.
    


    
      “Oh,” breathed Diana.
    


    
      Cassie knew the diadem that the Circle always used was silver. The one in the box was silver too, but it looked softer, somehow; more heavy and rich, with a deeper luster. Both it and the bracelet looked crafted; there was nothing machine-made about them. Every stroke of the bracelet’s inscriptions, every intricate twist of the diadem’s circlet, showed an artist’s hand. The leather of the garter was supple, and instead of one silver buckle, it had seven. It was heavy in Cassie’s hand.
    


    
      Wordlessly, Diana reached out one finger to trace the crescent moon of the diadem.
    


    
      “The Master Tools,” Adam said quietly. “After all that searching, they were right here under our noses.”
    


    
      “So much power,” Diana whispered. “I’m surprised they sat here so quietly. I’d have thought they’d be kicking up a psychic disturbance—” She broke off and looked at Cassie. “Didn’t you say something about it being hard to sleep here?”
    


    
      “Creaks and rattles all night long,” Cassie said, and then she met Diana’s eyes. “Oh. You mean—you think . . .”
    


    
      “I don’t think it was the house settling,” Diana said briefly. “Tools this powerful can make all sorts of strange things happen.”
    


    
      Cassie shut her eyes, disgusted with herself. “How could I have been so stupid? It was so simple. I should have guessed—”
    


    
      “Everything’s always simple in hindsight,” Adam said dryly. “Nobody guessed where the tools were, not even Black John. Which reminds me: I don’t think we’d better tell Faye anything about this.”
    


    
      The two girls looked at him, then Diana nodded slowly. “She told Black John about the amethyst. I’m afraid you’re right; she can’t be trusted.”
    


    
      “I don’t think we should tell anyone,” Cassie said. “Not yet, anyway. Not until we decide what we’re going to do with them. The fewer people who know about this, the safer we are.”
    


    
      “Right,” said Adam. He began replacing the bricks in the fireplace. “If we leave everything looking fairly normal, and find a good place to hide that box before morning, no one should ever know we’ve found them.”
    


    
      “Here.” Cassie dropped the garter back in the chest and put the chest into Diana’s hands. “Faye’s got the other ones; these are yours.”
    


    
      “They belong to the coven leader—”
    


    
      “The coven leader is a jerk,” Cassie said. “These are yours, Diana. I found them and I say so.”
    


    
      Adam turned from his brick-replacing, and the three of them looked at each other in the light of the cold, quiet kitchen. They were all dirty; even Diana’s beautiful cheekbones bore gray smudges. Cassie was still sore and exhausted from what had been one of the longest and most horrible days in her life. But at that moment she felt a warmth and closeness that swept the pain and fatigue away. They were—connected, all three of them. They were part of each other. And tonight they had won. They had triumphed.
    


    
      If Diana hadn’t forgiven us, where would we be? Cassie wondered, as she looked down at the hearth again.
    


    
      I’m glad you’re the one who has him; I really am, she thought then. Glancing up, she saw that Diana had tears in her eyes, almost as if she knew what Cassie was thinking.
    


    
      “All right. I’ll accept them for now—until it’s time to use them,” Diana said.
    


    
      “This is finished,” Adam said. They gathered up their tools and left the house.
    


    
      It was when they were driving back to Adam’s that they saw the silhouette beside the road.
    


    
      “Black John,” Cassie hissed, stiffening.
    


    
      “I don’t think so,” Adam said, pulling over. “Too little. In fact, I think it’s Sean.”
    


    
      It was Sean. He was dressed in jeans and a pajama top and he looked very sleepy.
    


    
      “What’s going on?” he said, his small black eyes darting under heavy lids. “I saw a light over at Cassie’s house, and then I saw a car coming out of the driveway . . . I thought you guys were Black John.”
    


    
      “It was brave of you to come out alone,” Cassie said, remembering her vow to be kinder to Sean, and pushing away a flicker of uneasiness. Diana and Adam were consulting each other with their eyes, and Sean was looking from their dirty faces to the tools on the jeep’s floor, to the hump under Adam’s jacket.
    


    
      “I think we’d better tell him,” Diana said. Cassie hesitated—they’d agreed not to tell anyone—but there didn’t seem to be any choice. She nodded slowly, reluctantly.
    


    
      So Sean climbed in the back and was sworn to secrecy. He was excited about the Master Tools, but Adam wouldn’t let him touch them.
    


    
      “We’re going to find somewhere to hide them now,” Adam said. “You’d better go back to bed; we’ll see you tomorrow.”
    


    
      “Okay.” Sean climbed out again. He started to shut the door, then stopped, looking at Cassie. “Oh, hey—you know that stuff about Black John being your father? Well, uh, I just wanted to say—it’s okay by me. I mean, you should see my father. That’s all.” He slammed the door and scuttled off.
    


    
      Cassie felt her throat swell, tears stinging behind her eyes. She’d forgotten about Adam having told them all; she’d have to face the rest of the Circle in the morning. But for now, Sean had made her feel glad and humble.
    


    
      I’ve really got to be nicer to him in the future, she thought.
    


    
      They hid the tools in Adam’s cellar. “As long as we don’t use them nobody should be able to trace them,” Diana said. “That’s what Melanie and I decided, anyway. But they’re dangerous, Adam. It’s risky to have them.” She looked at him soberly.
    


    
      “Then let somebody besides you two take a little risk,” he said gently. “For once.”
    


    
      Cassie went to bed for the second time that night, tired but triumphant. She put the moonstone back on the dresser; she’d had enough dreams for now. She wondered if she’d ever see Kate again.
    


    
      

    


    
      “I don’t care if her father’s Adolph Hitler.” Deborah’s voice, never soft, rang out clearly from downstairs. Cassie stood just inside the door of Diana’s room, hanging on to the doorjamb. “What’s it got to do with Cassie?”
    


    
      “We know, Deborah, but hush, can’t you?” That was Melanie, a good deal more modulated, but still audible.
    


    
      “Why don’t we just go upstairs an’ get her?” Doug said reasonably, and Chris added, “I don’t think she’s ever comin’ down.”
    


    
      “She’s probably scared to death of all of you,” Laurel scolded, sounding like a cub-scout den mother with a recalcitrant pack on her hands. “Suzan, those muffins are for her.”
    


    
      “Are you sure they’re oat bran? They taste like dirt,” Suzan said calmly.
    


    
      “You’ve got to go down sometime,” Diana said from behind Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie nodded, leaning her forehead briefly against the cool wall by the door. The one voice she hadn’t heard belonged to the one she was most worried about—Nick. She squared her shoulders, picked up her backpack, and made her legs move. Now I know how it feels to walk out to face the firing squad, she thought.
    


    
      The entire Circle—except Faye—was gathered at the foot of the stairs, gazing up expectantly. Suddenly Cassie felt more like a bride descending the staircase than a prisoner. She was glad she was wearing clean jeans and a cashmere sweater Diana had loaned her, dyed in soft swaths of blue and violet.
    


    
      “Hi, Cassie,” Chris said. “So I hear—yeeouch!” He staggered sideways from Laurel’s kick.
    


    
      “Here, Cassie,” Laurel said sweetly. “Have a muffin.”
    


    
      “Don’t,” Suzan whispered in Cassie’s ear.
    


    
      “I picked these for you,” Doug said, thrusting a handful of damp greenery at her. He peered at it doubtfully. “I think they’re daisies. They looked better before they died.”
    


    
      “Want to ride to school on my bike?” Deborah said.
    


    
      “No, she doesn’t want to ride to school on your bike. She’s going with me.” Nick, who had been sitting on the wooden deacon’s bench in the hallway, stood up.
    


    
      Cassie had been afraid to look him in the face, but now she couldn’t help it. He looked cool, unruffled as always, but in the depths of his mahogany eyes there was a warmth that was for her alone. In taking her backpack, his strong, deft fingers squeezed her hand, once.
    


    
      That was when she knew it was going to be all right.
    


    
      Cassie looked around at the Club. “You all—I don’t know what to say. Thank you.” She looked at Adam, who had made them understand. “Thank you.”
    


    
      He shrugged, and only someone who knew him well would have noticed the pain at the edge of his smile. His eyes were dark as storm clouds with some repressed emotion. “Anytime,” he said, as Nick started to steer her to the door.
    


    
      On the way, Cassie glanced back at Doug. “What happened to your face?”
    


    
      “He’s always been that ugly,” Chris assured her.
    


    
      “It was the fight,” Doug said, touching his black eye with something like pride. “But you should see the other fifty guys,” he yelled after her.
    


    
      “Are we all in trouble for fighting?” Cassie asked Nick, outside.
    


    
      “Nah—they don’t know who started it. They’d have to punish the whole school.”
    


    
      

    


    
      Which, as it turned out, the principal did. The Thanksgiving football game was canceled, and there was a good deal of ill feeling among the students. Cassie just prayed nobody found out where the ill feeling ought to be directed.
    


    
      “Can we keep things quiet until Thanksgiving vacation next week?” Diana asked at lunch. Cassie and Adam were the only ones who knew exactly why she wanted things kept quiet—so they’d have time to decide how best to use the Master Tools—but the others agreed to try. No one except Doug and Deborah was really interested in more fighting at the moment.
    


    
      “I’m afraid, though. I’m afraid he’ll come after us anyway. He could have the hall monitors pick us up for no reason,” Cassie said to Diana afterward.
    


    
      It didn’t happen. A strange peace, a sort of bizarre tranquility, engulfed New Salem High. As if everyone were waiting, but no one knew what for.
    


    
      

    


    
      “Don’t go alone,” Diana said. “Wait a minute and I’ll go with you.”
    


    
      “I know exactly where the book is,” Cassie said. “I won’t be in the house more than a minute.” She’d been meaning to lend Le Morte D’Arthur to Diana for a long time. It was one of her favorite books, and her grandmother had a beautiful copy from 1906. “I can pick up some dried sage for the stuffing while I’m at it,” she said.
    


    
      “No, don’t. Don’t do anything extra; just come back as quick as you can,” Diana said, pushing a strand of damp hair off her forehead with the back of a greasy hand. They’d been having a strenuous but rather interesting time, trying to stuff a Thanksgiving turkey.
    


    
      “Okay.” Cassie drove to Number Twelve. They were late with the turkey; the sun was low in the sky.
    


    
      Just in and out, Cassie told herself as she hurried through the door. She found the book on a shelf in the library and tucked it under her arm. She wasn’t really uneasy—the last week had been so quiet. The Circle had celebrated Suzan’s birthday undisturbed two days ago, on the twenty-fourth.
    


    
      You see, I told you, she thought to Diana as she came out of the house. Nothing to worry abou—
    


    
      She saw the car, a gray BMW, sitting beside her grandmother’s white Rabbit. In that split second, she was already starting to act, to jump back through the doorway, but she never got the chance. A rough hand clapped over her mouth and she was dragged away.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 12


    


    “Get out of here before any of them see us,” the voice said tersely. Cassie could smell the acridity of sweat.


    
      Jordan, she was thinking. The one with the gun. The one in the Pistol Club. The other one was Logan, who was on the MIT debate team, and was younger than Jordan—or was he older? Cassie never had been able to keep Portia’s brothers straight, even when Portia was telling her about them, back on Cape Cod.
    


    
      Her mind was working very calmly and clearly.
    


    
      They drove her out of New Salem, onto the mainland, keeping her squashed on the floor of the backseat the whole time. Jordan kept his feet on her and kept something cold and hard pressed against the back of her head. As if I were a dangerous criminal or something, Cassie thought. Good grief. What do they think I’m going to do, turn them into toads?
    


    
      The other pair of feet resting on her was feminine. Portia, Cassie guessed. No, Sally. Portia was too aristocratic to tromp on somebody’s legs.
    


    
      Cassie heard the thudding of the tires as they drove over the bridge to the mainland. After that there were a lot of turns, and then a long ride on a bumpy road. When they finally stopped, it was very quiet.
    


    
      They were in the middle of a forest. Birch and beech and oak, the native trees of Massachusetts, grew thickly all around. They let Cassie out of the car, and then the guys marched her into the woods. Cassie could hear the lighter footsteps of the girls following. It seemed like a long walk, farther and farther away from the road and any semblance of civilization. As dark fell, they reached a clearing.
    


    
      Somebody had been here before. Logan’s flashlight showed a fire pit, and ropes hanging from a tree. Portia and Sally—Cassie had been right, it was Sally—made a fire in the pit, while the guys tied Cassie to the tree. They used a lot more rope than Cassie thought necessary.
    


    
      And she didn’t like the look of that fire.
    


    
      “Why are you doing this?” she asked Logan as he stepped back from tying her. When she could see their faces she could tell Logan from Jordan—Jordan was the one with shark’s eyes.
    


    
      “Because you’re a witch,” Logan said briefly.
    


    
      “That’s a reason?”
    


    
      Portia stepped forward. “You lied,” she said accusingly. “About the boy on the beach, about everything. All the time, you were a witch yourself.”
    


    
      “I wasn’t then,” Cassie said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I am now.”
    


    
      “Then you admit it. Well, we’re going to do now what we should have done then.”
    


    
      A hard fist of fear clenched in Cassie’s stomach, and she looked at the fire again. Jordan was putting something in it, something long and metal.
    


    
      I’m in trouble, Cassie realized. I am in very, very bad trouble.
    


    
      She needed help. She knew that, and knew of only one way to call for it. Her only weapon was her power.
    


    
      All right, she told herself; do what you did to call to Sean. Get ready, stay calm—now.
    


    
      Adam, she tried to call to him with her mind. Adam, it’s Cassie. I’m in trouble. She wished she had the chalcedony rose to hold while she called; Adam had told her it would help make contact with him. But the chalcedony rose was Diana’s.
    


    
      Don’t think about that now. Think about Adam. You need to make Adam hear you.
    


    
      Adam, she called again, putting all her strength behind it. Strange that the ability to push with her mind, to do whatever she did to send the power lancing out, didn’t seem to deteriorate with use. Instead, it was like a muscle, getting stronger as she exercised it. Adam, she called again, keeping the message simple and clear. It’s Cassie. I need help.
    


    
      He’ll come, she told herself. He’ll find this place somehow; he’ll come if I can just stay calm and wait. It was the thought of what might happen before Adam came that chilled the blood in her veins.
    


    
      So here she was, stuck in the middle of nowhere with four witch hunters. And the silence was getting on her nerves.
    


    
      “The least you can do,” she said slowly, speaking to Logan and Sally because she didn’t think Jordan or Portia would answer, “is explain yourselves. You’ve got me out here, and the least you can do is tell me why you hate witches so much. Because I don’t understand.”
    


    
      “Are you crazy?” Logan said, as if it should be perfectly obvious. Then, as she continued to stare at him, he said simply, “Because they’re evil.”
    


    
      “Logan . . .” Cassie searched his face in the firelight. “We’re just like you. We’re more—in touch—with nature, that’s all. We study it and we celebrate it, and sometimes we can get it to do things for us. But we’re not evil. Look,” she said, as Logan turned away, “we have our faults like everybody else, but basically we try to be good.”
    


    
      “What about Faye Chamberlain?” Sally snapped, joining the conversation suddenly. “Is she good?”
    


    
      “There’s good in Faye,” Cassie said, even more slowly. “Diana said that once to me, and it’s true. Faye just has to find it. But anyway, you can’t judge all of us by one person.”
    


    
      “How about what they did to the entire school for years? You’re calling that good? They treated everybody like slaves!”
    


    
      “That was wrong, I admit it,” Cassie said. “But Diana didn’t do that—if people treated her like a princess, it wasn’t her fault. Faye was the one treating people like slaves. Some of the others went along because they didn’t think about it. And whatever they did, this isn’t the way to solve it!”
    


    
      “Mr. Brunswick is going to solve it,” said Portia briefly.
    


    
      “Mr. Brunswick is a murderer! He is not your friend, Portia. He’s the one who killed Kori Henderson, Chris and Doug’s sister. He killed her because she didn’t fit in with his plans. And he killed Mr. Fogle, the old principal, because he wanted to take his place. And,” Cassie said, “he killed Jeffrey, Sally! Yes. He did it out of spite as far as I can see—or else to drive the witches and the outsiders farther apart. He wants us to hate each other.”
    


    
      “That’s ridiculous,” Logan said. “Why would he want that?”
    


    
      “Because,” Cassie said, shutting her eyes, knowing it was probably useless, “he is a witch. The bad kind. The only completely bad one I’ve ever met. And I think he wants us to wipe you out. Or maybe he just wants to take us somewhere else and wipe out the people there. I don’t know what he wants,” she said, opening her eyes, “but whatever it is, it isn’t good. It isn’t something that’s going to make you happy.”
    


    
      “Oh, forget this crap. Let’s get started,” Jordan said.
    


    
      “No, wait, I want to get something clear.” Sally stood in front of Cassie, eye to eye. “You said Brunswick killed Jeffrey—but he couldn’t have. He wasn’t even in New Salem that night, or when the other murders were committed, either.”
    


    
      “Oh, he was here, he just wasn’t up and around,” muttered Cassie. She looked at Sally. “He didn’t need to be there. He’s a witch. He sent out power—dark energy—to do it. Or else maybe he took over somebody’s mind and made them do it.”
    


    
      Like Faye, Cassie was thinking grimly. When it came right down to it, Faye could have pushed Kori down the steps to break her neck, and could have dislodged a boulder to start a rock slide on Mr. Fogle. She could even have gotten Jeffrey down to the boiler room on some pretext and then strangled him. All it would take would be sneaking up on him from behind and then somehow getting the rope around his neck. The police doctors had said one person could do it.
    


    
      “What difference does it make, how?” Cassie asked tiredly. “He did it, that’s all that matters. And he did do it, Sally, I promise you. He killed Jeffrey.”
    


    
      Sally was staring hard into her eyes, her pugnacious face inches from Cassie’s. She shook her head and turned away.
    


    
      “I’m sorry,” Cassie said to the back of her rusty head. “I liked Jeffrey too. I know what you think, that I was trying to steal him or something. But I wasn’t. I was just—I was so excited that night at Homecoming. It was the first dance I’d evere been to when guys wanted to dance with me.”
    


    
      “Oh, I’m sure!” Sally snapped without turning around.
    


    
      “It was. It’s the truth, Sally,” Cassie said passionately. “Back in California I didn’t know any guys at all. I was just too shy. I don’t even know why they wanted to dance with me at Homecoming. Sally . . .” She gazed at the red-haired girl’s tight shoulders helplessly.
    


    
      Sally turned slowly. “I guess you don’t ever look in a mirror,” she said, but there was less animosity in her voice.
    


    
      Cassie blinked away the tears that threatened. “I do, but I don’t see anything special,” she said. “And I didn’t want to steal Jeffrey; I was just so flattered that he asked me. It was a beautiful night, and everything seemed enchanted, and then . . .” She looked from Sally to Logan, blinking again. “You don’t know how I felt when I realized he was dead. I would have done anything to catch the person who did it.”
    


    
      Logan took a step toward her, but Portia’s voice, sharp as a wasp sting, stopped him. “She’s doing it! She’s using her witch powers on you, right now. Don’t be stupid, Logan.”
    


    
      Cassie looked at her. “Portia, for God’s sake . . .”
    


    
      “Portia’s right,” Jordan said brutally. “If we listen to her, she’ll trick us. She’s been a liar from the start.” He pulled the metal thing out of the fire.
    


    
      “What is that?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      “A cattle brand.”
    


    
      Cassie thought about that, and tried to keep her fragile grip on control. Jordan stepped in front of her, holding the long rod which was red-hot at the end. That didn’t surprise Cassie. What surprised her was what he said.
    


    
      “Where are the Master Tools?” he asked.
    


    
      Cassie was dumbfounded. “What?”
    


    
      “Mr. Brunswick told us,” Portia said, her voice thin and hard. “He told us that they’re the source of your power, and that if they’re destroyed you lose it all. He wants to destroy them himself and stop you forever.”
    


    
      Cassie had the wild impulse to laugh, but she knew that would only bring more trouble. So he’d put them up to this. And he knew she’d found the Master Tools. Right now, he must be expecting her to tell Jordan to save herself. Or maybe he was around here, hoping Cassie would call on him for help.
    


    
      I won’t, Cassie thought. No matter how bad it gets, I won’t do it. I don’t want to be saved by him.
    


    
      She looked around the clearing, especially at the shadows that flickered on the edges of the firelight.
    


    
      “He wants the Master Tools, all right,” she said distinctly. “But not to destroy them. He’d use them to destroy you, and us, too, if he can’t get us to knuckle under.”
    


    
      Jordan looked unsurprised. “You’ll tell us in a while,” he said. “I expected you to lie at first.”
    


    
      Cassie’s entire body tightened as he brought the glowing brand closer to her. I am brave, she thought, trying to calm her heartbeat. I am as strong as I need to be. But when she smelled the hot metal, sheer black fright swept through her.
    


    
      “Wait! Stop right there, Jurgen and Lowdown, or whatever your names are.” It was Deborah’s voice, angry and filled with elemental savagery. The girl was standing between two trees as if she’d just materialized there this moment. With her tumbled dark hair blending into the black shadows, and her graceful, stalking posture, she might have been some forest goddess come on a mission of vengeance.
    


    
      Jordan dropped the cattle brand and grabbed his gun, pointing it directly at Deborah.
    


    
      A new voice spoke quietly from the other side of the grove. “If you move away from Cassie and put the gun down,” Adam said in low, precise tones, “we won’t have to hurt you.” He had appeared just as soundlessly and he looked just as dangerous as Deborah. Cassie thought of the costume he’d worn at Halloween, the stag antlers and autumn leaves of the horned god. Right now she wouldn’t have been surprised to see a stag beside him.
    


    
      There was another slight movement and Cassie saw Diana.
    


    
      It was as if moonlight had suddenly stepped into the grove. An unearthly aura hung about the girl who stood with fair hair cascading around her like a shining cloak. Tall and slender, she had such an air of command that she might have been the goddess Diana, with the moon and stars at her fingertips. She looked at the outsiders silently with eyes as green as jewels, and then she spoke.
    


    
      “Get away from my friend,” she said.
    


    
      For an instant Cassie thought they were going to do it on the strength of her authority alone. Jordan’s gun wavered. Then it snapped up again, pointing toward Adam, and Logan snatched a burning stick from the fire. He held it close to Cassie’s face, as Jordan had held the brand.
    


    
      “Keep back or we’ll hurt her,” he said.
    


    
      Adam let out his breath. “We warned you,” he said softly.
    


    
      Cassie was looking into Diana’s emerald eyes. She glanced at Logan’s burning stick, and then back. She could tell that Diana remembered the candle ceremony.
    


    
      Fire—so close she could feel its heat on her cheek. The flames changing shape every second, their radiance streaming endlessly upward. There was power in Fire, as Cassie had discovered when Faye had waved a piece of burning paper at her in the old science building. Power there for the taking . . .
    


    
      This time she took it.
    


    
      The stick flared up as if someone had dumped gasoline on it, and Cassie turned her face away, eyes shut against the brilliance. Logan screamed and threw the stick. Jordan’s head jerked sideways, he was distracted for an instant—
    


    
      —and that was all it took. Jordan went down as the Henderson brothers appeared from nowhere, leaping like twin golden flames. The gun fired a shot skyward, and then they were pinning him, one on each arm. Cassie saw Nick surge up from the shadows and grab Logan from behind. Logan struggled, but Adam joined Nick and the fight was over in seconds.
    


    
      By the time Cassie looked the other way, the outsider girls were taken care of. Sally was on her face, with Deborah kneeling on her back and Melanie standing over them. Portia was flattened against a tree, very still. Two feet from her, Raj was snarling, lips peeled back, hair bristling. Laurel stood just behind him, looking tall and terrible.
    


    
      “These trees,” she said to Portia, “have put up with a lot from your kind. If you try to run you’ll end up lost in the middle of them. That’s not to mention what the dog might do. If I were you, I wouldn’t move a muscle.”
    


    
      Portia didn’t.
    


    
      Diana walked over and cut Cassie’s ropes with a white-handled knife. It took some time.
    


    
      “Good job,” Suzan said from the sidelines.
    


    
      “Are you all right?” Diana asked Cassie, still with that frightening, unearthly aura about her. Cassie nodded.
    


    
      “We were already on our way when you called to Adam,” Diana said. “Laurel saw their car speeding down Crowhaven Road and Adam felt there was something wrong. He guided us to their car, but it was Raj who tracked you through the woods.”
    


    
      Cassie just nodded gratefully. She couldn’t speak.
    


    
      “Since Cassie’s all right, we won’t hurt you four,” Diana said aloud, then. “But we’re going to take this”—she picked up Jordan’s gun, holding it as if it were a poisonous snake—“and we’re going to leave you here. Your car has a few flat tires. You can walk home.”
    


    
      The four outsiders said nothing. Sally, still on the ground, was panting; Logan, with Nick’s arm aroundhis throat, was trembling-still; Portia remained frozen against the tree. But it was Jordan who held Cassie’s attention. He was staring at Diana with eyes of pure hatred, like a cornered wild dog.
    


    
      It will never stop, Cassie thought. They’ll hate us even more after this. They’ll do something else to us, and we’ll do something to them, and it will never stop.
    


    
      On impulse, she walked over to where Jordan lay sprawled on his back on the forest floor, and she held out a hand to him.
    


    
      “We don’t have to be enemies,” she said. “Can’t we just end it now?”
    


    
      Jordan spat on her.
    


    
      Cassie went still, too surprised to be upset. Nobody had ever spat at her before. She looked in shock at her outstretched hand, then wiped it on her jeans.
    


    
      What happened next she heard later from Laurel, because she was actually looking down at the time. Nick started toward Jordan instantly, but he was hindered by having to get rid of Logan, and anyway Adam was simply faster. He moved faster than the eye could follow, grabbing Jordan by the front of the jacket and hauling him up, then knocking him down again with one lightning-quick blow to the face. Behind Cassie, the bonfire shot up in orange flames ten feet high. Jordan landed on his back, both hands clapped over his nose.
    


    
      “Get up,” Adam said. The flames roared and crackled, sending a shower of sparks floating into the darkness of the woods.
    


    
      Nick was beside Adam now. His face was emotionless, utterly cool, the old Nick. “Naw, buddy, I think he’s had enough,” he drawled, taking hold of Adam’s arm.
    


    
      Jordan lifted one hand from his nose, and Cassie saw the blood. “She’s a little liar. You’ll find out,” he yowled in a thick voice, looking from Cassie to Adam.
    


    
      For a moment Cassie thought Adam was going to hit him again. Then Adam turned away, as if forgetting Jordan existed. He didn’t seem to notice Nick’s existence either. He took Cassie’s hand, the one Jordan had spat on, turned it over, and kissed it.
    


    
      Cassie thought that somebody had better do something fast.
    


    
      “We should tie them up,” Melanie said, her calm, thoughtful voice pervading the clearing. “Or three of them at least—the fourth can be untying the others while we get away.”
    


    
      “Not too tightly,” Diana said, conceding. While Jordan, Logan, and Sally were being tied up, she stuck the white-handled knife in the ground by Portia. “You can cut them free when we leave. Don’t try to follow us,” she said. Portia didn’t look as if she might follow; her eyes were showing white all around.
    


    
      Diana followed her gaze to the fire, which was still roaring more like a burning oil well than a bonfire, and spoke softly to Cassie. “Can you tone that down a little? I think they’re scared enough.”
    


    
      Cassie, who wasn’t doing it, mumbled something inarticulate, and hastily went over to check on Sally’s bonds.
    


    
      Sally glanced at her out of the sides of her eyes and spoke without moving her lips. “I was wrong about you.”
    


    
      Cassie looked at her in surprise, but said nothing, leaning over as if to examine Sally’s tied wrists.
    


    
      “You may be right about Brunswick,” Sally said, still in almost inaudible tones. “If you are, I feel sorry for you. He’s going to do something on the ninth. There’s a full moon or something—and that’s when he’s going to move. He wanted the tools before then.”
    


    
      “Thanks,” Cassie whispered and she squeezed Sally’s hand behind her back. Then she straightened up as Diana said, “Let’s go.” As they left, Cassie nudged Adam inconspicuously.
    


    
      “Are you doing the fire?” she whispered.
    


    
      “What? Oh.” The flames fell, collapsing suddenly into a normal bonfire. “I guess so,” he said.
    


    
      They walked through the woods, Laurel and Deborah leading them surely among the dark trees, Raj trotting alongside. Cassie spent the entire walk thinking about Nick.
    


    
      She got in the Armstrong car with him when they came to the road. He drove silently, one arm along the back of the seat. The other cars were in front of them, headlights shining on the lonely road as they made their way back to New Salem.
    


    
      Cassie was trying to find the right words to say. She’d never had to do anything like this before and she was afraid to do it wrong. She was afraid to hurt Nick.
    


    
      But there was no way around it. From the instant that Adam had kissed her hand she had known. Cassie could like it or hate it, but there was no way to do anything about it.
    


    
      “Nick . . .” she said, and choked up.
    


    
      “You don’t have to say anything,” he said, in his old detached, nothing-hurts-me voice. Cassie could hear the pain underneath it. Then he looked at her, and his tone softened.
    


    
      “I knew what I was doing when I got into this,” he said. “And you never pretended anything else. It’s not your fault.”
    


    
      He’d said she didn’t have to say anything—but she did. She had to try to explain to him.
    


    
      “It’s not because of Adam,” she said softly. “I mean, it’s not for him, because I know there’s no hope. I—accept that now, and I’m happy for him and Diana. But I just . . .”
    


    
      She stopped and shook her head helplessly. “This is going to sound totally stupid, but I can’t be with anybody else. Ever. I’m just going to have to . . .” She tried to think of a way to put it, but all she could come up with was a phrase out of one of her grandmother’s Victorian etiquette books she’d read one rainy afternoon.
    


    
      “I’m going to have to live a life of single blessedness,” she mumbled.
    


    
      Nick threw back his head and laughed. Real laughter. Cassie looked at him, embarrassed, but glad that at least he was smiling. His voice was more normal too, as he glanced at her sideways, taking his arm off the back of the seat.
    


    
      “Oh, you think so?” he said.
    


    
      “Well, what else am I supposed to do?”
    


    
      Nick didn’t answer, just shook his head slightly, with another little snort of laughter.
    


    
      “Cassie, I’m glad I met you,” he said. “You’re—unique. Sometimes I think you belong back in medieval times instead of now. You and Diana and him, all three. But, anyway, I’m glad.”
    


    
      Cassie felt more embarrassed, and she didn’t understand. “I’m glad I met you,” she said. “You’ve been so nice to me—you’re such a good guy.”
    


    
      He snorted again. “Most people would disagree,” he said. “But I’m not so bad. I’ll have to make sure I’m not, or I’ll still see you looking at me with those big eyes.” He started to fish a cigarette out of the pack in his pocket, then glanced at her sideways and tapped it back.
    


    
      Cassie smiled. She wished she could hold his hand, but that wouldn’t be right. She was going to have to make it alone now.
    


    
      She leaned back and looked through the windows at the lighted houses slipping by.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 13


    


    “It’s the Moon of Long Nights,” Diana said. “And it’s not just full on the ninth. There’s an eclipse.”


    
      “A total lunar eclipse,” said Melanie.
    


    
      “Is that bad for us?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      Diana considered. “Well, all witches’ powers are strongest in moonlight. And certain spells are best done at the dark of the moon, or at the full moon, or at some other phase. I’m sure that if Black John is going to move on that particular night, an eclipse must be best for whatever he’s going to do. And worst for us fighting him.”
    


    
      “Except,” Adam said, “if we know he’s going to move—and he doesn’t know we know it. He won’t realize we’re prepared.”
    


    
      There were thoughtful nods around the Circle. It was the day after Thanksgiving and everyone who had come to rescue Cassie the day before was gathered at Adam’s house. Cassie had told them what had happened in the clearing before they came—except about Jordan asking for the Master Tools. This she’d whispered to Adam and Diana in front of Diana’s house last night. Now she looked at the two of them with a question in her eyes.
    


    
      Adam and Diana both regarded the group unhappily. “Right,” Adam said. “I guess we’d better tell them. Since he knows, it doesn’t really matter, does it?”
    


    
      “Faye must have found out somehow,” Diana said, looking more unhappy than ever. “She went to Black John—”
    


    
      “No,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Diana looked at her, surprised. “But—”
    


    
      “Not Faye,” Cassie said, grimly and with absolute certainty. “Sean.”
    


    
      Adam cursed softly. Diana stared at him, then at Cassie. Then she whispered, “Oh, my God.”
    


    
      “What about Sean? What did he do?” Deborah demanded. Nick was very alert, his narrow eyes fixed on Cassie.
    


    
      After a glance at Diana—who nodded and leaned her head on one hand—Cassie said simply to Deborah, “He told Black John that Adam and Diana and I had found the Master Tools.”
    


    
      “You found—you mean you guys—you mean you really—?” Deborah was sputtering. The others looked speechless with amazement.
    


    
      “Cassie led us to them,” Adam said. “They were in the fireplace at Number Twelve. On the way back we ran into Sean, who said he’d seen a light. But you think . . . ?” He looked at Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie took a deep breath. “I think Black John has been influencing him all along. I think he was the one who stole the hematite from my room. I figured it out last night, when I was trying to get to sleep. I started thinking about who could have told Black John—and I kept getting this flash of Sean the first time I saw him. He was wearing a belt with his name carved on some shiny stone. I used to see him wear it all the time, but now that it’s cold and everybody’s wearing sweaters, I haven’t noticed it. But I’ll bet he’s been wearing it underneath, and I’ll bet he was wearing it that night he came out in his pajama top. And I’ll bet that shiny stone is—”
    


    
      “Hematite,” half a dozen bleak voices chorused, and everyone looked at Melanie.
    


    
      “Hematite or lodestone,” Melanie confirmed. “Yes, it is; I’ve seen that belt too. How incredibly stupid of us. It never even occurred to me.”
    


    
      Nick leaned forward. “So you think Faye wasn’t the one who told Black John we were wearing amethysts as protection? You think Sean did that?”
    


    
      Cassie looked at the hard line of his mouth. “It wasn’t his fault, Nick. If Black John got into his mind—well, I know how I felt when he was trying to get into my mind. Sean wouldn’t have been able to resist. In fact, we saw that he couldn’t resist, at the assembly when he volunteered to be a hall monitor. I had to yell at him to break the trance.”
    


    
      “Sean . . . God!” Laurel said, settling back. “It’s just too awful.”
    


    
      “I’m afraid it’s worse,” Cassie said. She stared down at Mrs. Franklin’s coffee table, pressing one hand flat against it. She didn’t know how to say this next. “You guys, I think . . . I think Black John used Sean to commit the murders.”
    


    
      There was a deafening silence. Even Diana looked too horrified to support Cassie. But Adam looked into her eyes and then slowly, shutting his own eyes, nodded.
    


    
      “Yes,” he said.
    


    
      “Oh, no,” said Suzan.
    


    
      “I think”—Cassie swallowed—“that he could have written a note to Kori the night before, asking her to meet him in front of school. She wouldn’t have suspected him; she’d have just thought it was Circle business. He could have come up behind her, and—”
    


    
      “I’ll kill him!” Doug shouted, jumping up. Nick and Deborah grabbed him, but by then Chris was shouting too, lunging for the door. Adam and Melanie wrestled him to the ground.
    


    
      “It wasn’t him; it wasn’t Sean,” Cassie shouted. “Listen to me, you guys! It was Black John; he’s the one who killed Kori. If I’m right, Sean probably doesn’t even remember it! He was just a—a container for the dark energy to use.”
    


    
      “God,” Laurel said. “God—remember the skull ceremony in Diana’s garage? The time the second bunch of dark energy was released? Sean and Faye started fighting, the candle went out, and the dark energy escaped. Sean said Faye started it, and we all believed him. But Faye said Sean was trying to break the circle. What if she was right?”
    


    
      “I’ll bet she was right,” Cassie said. “Black John’s been with us all the time. Whatever Sean saw, he saw. And when enough dark energy was released from the skull—which Black John arranged to happen whenever he could—then it worked with Sean to commit the murders.”
    


    
      “It would have been easy to get Mr. Fogle over to Devil’s Cove, too,” Suzan said. “Sean could have pretended he had something bad to tell about somebody else in the Club. I used to do that all the time; tell the principal things about—” She glanced at Diana. “Well—that was in the old days. Anyway, Sean could have asked Fogle to meet him under the rocks and then—foom.” She made a pushing gesture. “Good-bye, Mr. Fogle.”
    


    
      “Can we let you up now?” Adam asked Chris, and “Can we trust you to act sensible?” Deborah asked Doug.
    


    
      There were incoherent snarls from the Henderson brothers, and when they were released they sat up with flushed faces and blue-green eyes as bright as gas flames.
    


    
      “We’re gonna get that bastard,” Doug said quietly.
    


    
      “If it’s the last thing we do,” said Chris, equally quiet. Cassie hoped they meant Black John.
    


    
      “But what about Jeffrey?” Diana asked Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie shrugged. “I don’t know how Sean could have gotten him down to the boiler room—”
    


    
      “By saying you were down there, maybe,” Laurel said.
    


    
      “—but if he did, he could have just come up behind him and strangled him with the rope—no, Sean’s too short. Oh, I don’t know how he could have done it—”
    


    
      “By getting Lovejoy to sit down or lean over,” Nick said, his voice crisp and low. “That’s what I’d have done, anyway, if I were trying to strangle somebody that much taller. And look, if Sean had that dark energy inside him somehow, he could have had outrageous strength. He must have had, to be able to put the noose around Lovejoy’s neck and haul him up over that pipe afterward.”
    


    
      Cassie felt sick. “It’s true—I didn’t see either Sean or Jeffrey at the dance for a while before the murder. Then all of a sudden Sean appeared on the dance floor, coming toward me. So I ran to the boiler room . . . and found Jeffrey.”
    


    
      “I think we need to talk to Sean,” said Diana.
    


    
      “No,” Adam said, with surprising vehemence. “That’s just what we shouldn’t do. If we talk to him now, Black John will realize we know. But if we don’t say anything, if we play along with Sean and pretend we don’t know, we can feed him disinformation. Tell him things that aren’t true, for him to pass along to Black John.”
    


    
      “Like tell him we don’t know when Black John is going to move,” Deborah said, her dark eyes beginning to snap. “Tell him we’re terrified of Black John—we don’t know how to use the Master Tools—we’re unprepared . . .”
    


    
      “Or that we’re all fighting among ourselves,” suggested Laurel. “We can’t agree on anything. We’re deadlocked.”
    


    
      “Right! And then that night we’ll actually be ready for him. When’s the eclipse, Melanie?” Adam said.
    


    
      “Around six forty in the evening. That’s what I’d say we have to look out for. The moon in shadow.”
    


    
      “The moon in shadow,” Cassie repeated softly. “I think I can understand why he would choose that time.” He’s a shadow himself, she thought.
    


    
      “And until then all we have to do is pretend to be completely disorganized, terrified, and argumentative,” said Melanie.
    


    
      “Shouldn’t be too hard,” Suzan said, raising an eyebrow.
    


    
      “There’s somebody I think we should talk to,” Cassie said, “without giving away any of our secrets. I think one of us should talk to Faye.”
    


    
      “And I think you’re elected,” Nick said. “I can’t think of anybody better for the job.” He winked at Cassie, but it was a grim wink.
    


    
      

    


    
      “We need you.”
    


    
      “I’m sure,” Faye said lazily, examining herself in the mirror. She was trying her hair in different ways: twisted back, on top of her head, at the nape of her neck. Cassie hadn’t been in Faye’s bedroom since the night Faye had set a ring of red stones around the crystal skull and released the dark energy that had eventually killed Jeffrey. The room was as opulent and luxurious as ever: the wallpaper patterned with lush jungle orchids, the bed piled with cushions, the stereo system packed with expensive extras. Faye’s vampire kittens once again twined sinuously around Cassie’s ankles.
    


    
      But there was a different atmosphere here than before. The red candles were gone from the dresser tops; in their place were stacks of paperwork. On the bedspread along with the cordless phone was a beeper. An appointment book was sitting in front of the mirror, and the clothes strewn carelessly about were of the sultry office-girl kind Faye had taken to wearing.
    


    
      The room felt—pressured. Type-A lifestyle. More like Portia than Faye.
    


    
      “I suppose you know that Portia Bainbridge and Sally had me kidnapped two days ago,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Faye shot her an amused glance in the mirror. “And I’m sure you know you only had to open your pretty little mouth and yell, and Daddy would have been right there to help.”
    


    
      Cassie tried not to look as sick as that made her feel. “I don’t want his help,” she said, swallowing.
    


    
      Faye shrugged. “Maybe later.”
    


    
      “No, Faye. Not later. I don’t ever want to see him again. But if you know about me being kidnapped, you must know what they were after. We’ve found the Master Tools.” Cassie looked at the strange opposite-Faye image in the mirror, and then turned to look the real Faye in the eyes. “They belong to you,” she said distinctly. “You’re leader of the coven. But the coven is going to fight . . . Black John.”
    


    
      “You can’t even say it, can you? It’s not so hard. Daddy. Father. Pops. Whatever you want to call him, I’m sure he won’t mind—”
    


    
      “Will you listen to me, Faye!” Cassie almost shouted. “You’re sitting here being fatuous—”
    


    
      “And she knows big words, too!”
    


    
      “—while something serious is going on! Something deadly serious. He is going to kill people. That’s all he is, Faye, hatred and the desire to kill. I know it; I can feel it in him. And he’s taking you for a ride.”
    


    
      Faye’s golden eyes narrowed. She looked less amused.
    


    
      “I’ve known you for a while now, Faye, and there’ve been plenty of times when I’ve hated you. But I never thought I’d see you become somebody’s stenographer. You used to make up your own mind about things and you didn’t kiss up to anybody. Do you remember how you once asked me if I wanted my epitaph to be ‘Here lies Cassie. She was . . . nice’? Well, do you want yours to be ‘Here lies Faye. She was a good secretary’?”
    


    
      One of Faye’s hands, with its long fingernails—mauve these days, instead of scarlet—was clenched on the dresser. Her jaw was set, and she was staring hard into her own golden eyes in the mirror.
    


    
      Cassie’s pulse quickened. “When I looked at you I used to see a lion—a sort of black and gold lion. Now I see”—she glanced down at her feet—“a kitten. Some rich guy’s kitten.”
    


    
      She waited tensely. Maybe . . . just maybe . . . Maybe the bond forged during the candle ceremony would be strong enough, maybe Faye had enough pride, enough independence . . .
    


    
      Faye’s eyes met hers in the mirror. Then Faye shook her head. Her face was closed, her mouth tight.
    


    
      “I think you know the way out,” she said.
    


    
      The kittens tangled around Cassie’s feet as she turned, and she felt the razor-sharp nick of claws.
    


    
      No, she told them with her mind, and she felt the kittens freeze, ears back. She picked them up, one in each hand, and tossed them onto Faye’s bed.
    


    
      Then she left.
    


    
      

    


    
      “We have to give her until the ninth,” Diana said. “Maybe she’ll change her mind.”
    


    
      “‘Maybe later,’” Cassie quoted, but there wasn’t much hope in her voice.
    


    
      “We’ll wait until the ninth for Sean, too,” Adam said.
    


    
      

    


    
      They made it through the next seven school days without trouble—except among themselves. At New Salem High, the members of the Club only spoke to each other in public to argue. Laurel’s birthday on the first and Sean’s birthday on the third of December went uncelebrated, because, according to a distraught Diana, none of them could get along long enough to plan a party. Cassie saw the looks and heard the whispers and knew that the plan was working. She concentrated on being as much like the old Cassie as possible—shy, tongue-tied, easily frightened or embarrassed. The role was uncomfortable, like some old skin she’d outgrown, and she itched to get rid of it. But for the time they were fooling Sean. They were even fooling Faye.
    


    
      “I hear you and Nick have broken up,” Faye said in the hall one day. The hooded golden eyes were warm and pleased.
    


    
      Cassie flushed, looking away.
    


    
      “And the Club isn’t much of a club without me, from what I see these days,” Faye went on, practically purring.
    


    
      Cassie squirmed.
    


    
      “I may join you sometime—maybe for the next full-moon celebration. If you’re having one, that is.”
    


    
      Cassie shrugged.
    


    
      Faye looked smug. “We could have a wicked time,” she said. “Think about it.”
    


    
      As Faye walked away Cassie saw Sally Waltman at her post as hall monitor. She edged up as inconspicuously as possible.
    


    
      “We’re ready for the ninth, like you told us,” Cassie said softly. “But can you do one more thing for us?”
    


    
      Sally looked uneasy. “He’s got everybody watching everybody. Nobody’s safe—”
    


    
      “I know, but when the ninth comes, will you tell us if he does anything unusual? If it looks like he’s moving? Please, Sally. Everything I told you about him is true.”
    


    
      “All right,” Sally said, casting a hunted glance around. “Now just go, will you? I’ll try to get a message to you if I hear anything.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded and hurried away.
    


    
      

    


    
      The ninth dawned gray and windy, the sort of day that normally made Cassie want to curl up in front of a fire. Instead, she put on extra-warm clothes: a thick sweater, gloves, a parka. She had no idea what they might be facing today, but she wanted to be dressed for action. In her backpack, along with her school notebooks, she put her Book of Shadows.
    


    
      She was walking out of French class when Sally intercepted her.
    


    
      “Come with me, please,” the rusty-haired girl said in crisp hall-monitor accents, and Cassie followed her into the empty nurse’s office next door. Sally immediately dropped the officious tone.
    


    
      “If I get caught with you, it’s all over,” she said rapidly in a harsh whisper, her eyes on the frosted-glass window in the door. “But here it is: I just overheard Brunswick talking with your friend Faye. Maybe you’ll understand what it was about, because I sure don’t. They were discussing something about arranging an accident on the bridge—it sounded like they were taking an empty school bus over there, and a car, or maybe it was a couple of cars. He said ‘They only have to burn for an hour or so; by then the water will have risen far enough.’ Does that mean anything to you?”
    


    
      “An accident would block the bridge to the mainland,” Cassie said slowly.
    


    
      “Sure, but why?” Sally asked impatiently.
    


    
      “I don’t know. I’m going to find out. Sally, if I need to see you again, will you be in the cafeteria at lunch?”
    


    
      “Yes, but you can’t talk to me there. Portia’s been looking at me strangely ever since that night in the clearing—I think she’s suspicious. Her brothers went away mad, and she didn’t believe a word you said about Brunswick. If she catches me with you, I’m dead.”
    


    
      “You may be dead if I don’t talk with you,” Cassie said. “Go on, get out of here, I’ll leave in a minute.”
    


    
      Cassie reached the old science building at a run. Waiting on the second floor was the rest of the Club—minus Faye and Sean, who hadn’t been informed of the meeting. The plan had been to nab Sean right after lunch, even if they hadn’t learned anything about Black John’s plans by then.
    


    
      “But we do know something,” Cassie said breathlessly, sitting down on a crate. “Listen.” She told them what Sally had said.
    


    
      “Well, that explains it,” Deborah put in when Cassie finished. “I just saw him and Faye walk out of the building, and the secretary said they’d be gone all afternoon. So they’re going out to wreck a school bus. Cool.”
    


    
      “But why?” Cassie said. “I mean, it looks like he wants to block the bridge, but what’s the point?”
    


    
      It was Adam who answered. He’d been sitting by Doug, with one of the earphones from Doug’s Walkman pressed to his ear.
    


    
      “The point,” he said, “is to keep everybody on the island. There’s just been an update on the news—anybody remember that hurricane they were talking about the last couple days? The one that they were afraid was going to hit Florida, but then it turned north while it was still out in the Atlantic?”
    


    
      There was head-shaking around the group—most of them hadn’t been too interested in the news lately—but Melanie said, “I thought they downgraded that to a tropical storm.”
    


    
      “Yeah, they figured it was just going to dissipate out in the ocean. Look, I know a little about hurricanes. This one isn’t supposed to be a threat, because they’re assuming it’s going to turn northeast at Cape Hatteras. That’s what hurricanes usually do when they hit the low-pressure trough around there. But we all know what happens when they don’t.” He looked around the group grimly, and this time there were nods from everyone but Cassie.
    


    
      “When they don’t turn at Cape Hatteras, they come barreling straight up here,” Adam said to her, then. “Like the one in 1938, and the one a few years ago . . . and the one in 1976.”
    


    
      The silence was absolute. Cassie glanced from side to side at the faces in the dim room.
    


    
      “God,” she whispered, feeling dizzy.
    


    
      “Yes,” said Adam. “Winds a hundred and fifty miles an hour, and walls of water, forty feet high. Now, they’re still saying this storm is going to turn—they just mentioned on the radio that it’s supposed to stay well off the Atlantic seaboard. But”—he looked around again, deliberately—“anybody want to take bets?”
    


    
      Laurel jumped up. “We’ve got to stop Black John. If that bridge is blocked, everybody on the island is in danger.”
    


    
      “Too late,” Deborah said briefly. “He’s already gone. Remember? I saw him leave ten minutes ago.”
    


    
      “And everybody’s not just in danger, everybody’s dead,” Melanie said. “That storm a couple years ago just nicked New Salem, but this one could wipe us out.”
    


    
      Cassie looked at Adam. “How fast is it coming?”
    


    
      “I don’t know. Could be fifty miles an hour, could be seventy. If it doesn’t turn at Cape Hatteras, they’ll issue a hurricane warning—but it’ll be too late by then, especially if the bridge is blocked. It could get to us in maybe seven, eight hours. More or less.”
    


    
      “Around the time of the eclipse?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      “Maybe. Maybe a little later.”
    


    
      “But before it hits us, it’ll hit Cape Cod and Boston,” Diana whispered. “It will kill people there.” She looked stunned and dazed at the idea.
    


    
      “Then there’s only one thing to do,” Cassie said. “We’ve got to stop it before it hits land at all. We’ve got to make it dissipate, or turn back out to the ocean, or whatever. Or we’ve got to make him do it. And before that we’ve got to warn people on our own—tell them to do whatever you do in a hurricane—”
    


    
      “Evacuate,” Adam said dryly, “which may not be possible, even in boats. Listen to that wind.” He paused and Cassie heard not only the wind but a pattering on the boarded-up windows. Rain.
    


    
      “If they can’t get out, they’ll have to dig in,” Chris said. “Anybody up for a hurricane party?”
    


    
      “It’s not funny,” Nick said sharply, and Cassie said, “All right, then—tell people to do that. Do whatever they can. And we’d better get back to Crowhaven Road—”
    


    
      “With Sean,” Adam cut in swiftly. “I’ll get him and meet everybody at my house. Let’s do it, people.”
    


    
      They left their uneaten lunches—except Suzan, who snagged hers and ran after the others—and headed for the school.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 14


    


    “So you have to go now,” Cassie said, trying to get her breath, speaking not only to Sally but to everyone in the cafeteria. “Forget school, forget everything. Leave. Get out if you can, and if you can’t—well, do whatever you can to protect yourselves.” She stopped. “Look, it’s true. Sally, tell them.”


    
      The rusty-haired girl had been staring at Cassie, eyes wary, poised on her chair as if to bolt from this social pariah. Now she stared at Cassie another moment, then nodded once, as if to herself. Taking a deep breath, she stood.
    


    
      “Okay, you heard it,” she said in clear, strident tones that carried through the room. “We’re going to have a hurricane. Everybody tell somebody, and tell them to tell somebody else. Come on, get moving.”
    


    
      A boy stood up. “I saw on TV last night that the storm isn’t coming anywhere near us. How does she know—”
    


    
      “She’s a witch, isn’t she?” Sally yelled back in her raucous voice. “You telling me witches don’t know these things? They know more about nature than you ever will! Now come on!”
    


    
      “Sally, have you lost your mind?” The thin angry voice came from the door of the back room, where Portia was standing in front of a group of students with badges, her face chalky with fury. “You’re a hall monitor—”
    


    
      “Not anymore! I said move, you guys!”
    


    
      “This is completely against regulations! I’m going to tell Mr. Brunswick—”
    


    
      “You do that, cupcake,” Sally shouted back. “If you can find him! Now for the last time, people, get moving! Who are you going to listen to, her or me?”
    


    
      The hall monitors behind Portia hesitated for an instant, then, as a group, they surged forward to obey Sally. Portia stumbled back as they pushed around her, leaving her the sole inhabitant of the room. Cassie’s last glimpse of her showed her standing there, rigid, furious, and utterly alone.
    


    
      Sally began to shout more instrutions to the cafeteria workers, and Cassie turned to go. But as Cassie reached the door, each of the girls paused a moment, and looked back at the other across the room.
    


    
      “You going to be okay?” Sally said. Cassie knew the “you” didn’t just mean Cassie. It meant the whole Circle.
    


    
      “Yes.”
    


    
      “Okay. Good luck.”
    


    
      “You too. Good-bye, Sally.”
    


    
      It wasn’t much of a brilliant cultural exchange, Cassie thought, running toward the parking lot to meet Diana. But it was a truce, witch with outsider. More than a truce.
    


    
      And now, she thought, I’ve got to put them out of my mind—all the outsiders. Sally will take care of her people; we have to take care of ours.
    


    
      It was raining hard now, and it seemed to get worse as she and Diana drove toward Crowhaven Road. Gusts of wind swayed Diana’s car as they pulled into Adam’s driveway.
    


    
      Right behind them, Adam’s jeep was pulling in. “They’ve got Sean,” Cassie said, twisting to look. She and Diana hurried to help.
    


    
      Nick and Doug were holding the smaller boy in the backseat. They marched him to the door the way Portia’s brothers had marched Cassie. It seemed a little incongruous; Sean was so small—but then Cassie looked into those shiny, darting black eyes.
    


    
      “You’d better get the hematite off him quick,” she said.
    


    
      Nick pulled Sean’s sweater up—and there it was, the engraved belt Cassie had seen that first week of school. Adam unbuckled it and threw it on the floor, where it lay like a dead snake. “Where’s the other piece?” he asked Sean roughly.
    


    
      Sean just fought to get free, panting, his eyes wild. It took all three of the guys to hold him, and if Chris, Deborah, and Laurel hadn’t arrived at that moment, he might actually have gotten away. Working together, the boys and Deborah managed to strip off his sweater and shirt. Underneath, where the other members of the Circle had been wearing amethysts, Sean was wearing a small leather pouch. Adam shook it gingerly and Cassie’s piece of hematite fell out.
    


    
      “Thief!” Deborah said, shaking a fist in Sean’s face. Sean stared at her blankly, still panting, terrified.
    


    
      “He probably didn’t even know he had it,” Melanie intervened. “He’s been under Black John’s influence from the beginning. Somebody take that hematite out and bury it. Laurel, is the herbal bath ready?”
    


    
      “Ready!” came Laurel’s shout from the downstairs bathroom, over the sound of running water. “Get him in here.”
    


    
      The Circle had been planning this purification ritual ever since they’d found out about Sean, and everyone knew his or her part. The boys dragged Sean into the bathroom while Laurel stood just outside the door. “I don’t care if his clothes are off or on,” Cassie heard her calling. “Just get him in the tub.”
    


    
      Deborah scooped up the hematite in a dustpan and went to bury it, and Diana rapidly completed an herbal charm she took from her backpack. She charged the canvas pouch of herbs with Earth, Water, Air, and Fire by sprinkling salt on it, flicking water from a glass on it, breathing on it, and passing it over a lit candle which had been sitting ready on the coffee table.
    


    
      “Okay, it’s done,” she said. “Melanie, what about you?”
    


    
      Melanie looked up from laying a ring of white stones on the floor. “I’m done too. By the time we’re finished with Sean, he’ll be so pure we won’t know him anymore.”
    


    
      Cassie wanted to look something up in her Book of Shadows, but there was another priority first.
    


    
      “We have to warn the parents around here,” she said, “the ones who’re at home, who don’t work. Is somebody doing that?”
    


    
      “I’ll go to my house,” Chris said. “Both of my parents are home.”
    


    
      “My mom works,” Deborah said.
    


    
      “That just leaves Faye’s mom,” said Diana.
    


    
      “I’ll go tell her,” Suzan offered, surprising Cassie. “She knows me, she might take it best from me.”
    


    
      “And the crones,” Cassie said. “I mean,” she amended quickly, “Adam’s grandmother and Granny Quincey and Aunt Constance.”
    


    
      “They’re at my house; they came over this morning,” Melanie said. “Something to do with your mom, I think, Cassie. But I can’t leave this circle.”
    


    
      “I’ll go,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Diana flashed a smile at her. “I think crones is a good name for them,” she said. “It’s what they are, and I think Granny Quincey, anyway, would be proud to be crone to our coven.”
    


    
      So would my grandma, I bet, Cassie thought, and she plunged outside again.
    


    
      There was a strange smell out here, a smell like low tide, like crawling and decaying things. Cassie ran to the edge of the cliff, taking the back route along the bluff to Melanie’s house, and she saw that the ocean was dark and wild. The water was neither blue nor green nor gray, but a sludgy, oily color that seemed to be a mixture of all three. Specks of foam were flying on the wind, and there was white froth everywhere.
    


    
      Above, the clouds took on fantastic shapes, boiling and changing as if molded by unseen hands. The rain drove into Cassie’s face. It was a savage and awe-inspiring scene.
    


    
      No one answered her knock at the door of Number Four. Cassie wasn’t sure anybody inside could hear it over the wind and rain. “Aunt Constance?” she shouted, opening the door and peering inside. “Hello?”
    


    
      She started toward the room that had been given to her mother, and then stopped, turned back guiltily, and wiped her sandy, muddy Reeboks on the mat. Even so, she dripped water on the spotless, mirror-polished hardwood floor as she hurried to the bedroom. The door was barely ajar, and a strange brightness flickered inside.
    


    
      “Hello? . . . Oh, my God!” Cassie poked her head around the door and froze. The room was lit entirely by dozens of white candles. Around the bed were three figures, three women whose appearance was so strange and fantastic that for a moment Cassie didn’t recognize them.
    


    
      One was tall and thin, another was short and plump, and the third was tiny and doll-like. They all had long hair: the tall one’s was black and thick, longer than Diana’s, the plump one’s was silvery-gray and untidy, waving down past her shoulders, and the tiny one’s was gauzy and white like floating wisps of seafoam. And they were naked.
    


    
      Cassie’s eyes were popping. “Great-aunt Constance?” she gasped to the one with long black hair.
    


    
      “Who did you expect?” Melanie’s aunt said sharply, her meticulously tweezed eyebrows drawing together. “Lady Godiva? Now go away, child, we’re busy.”
    


    
      “Don’t be unkind to her,” said the plump woman, whom Cassie was now able to identify as Adam’s grandmother. She smiled at Cassie, entirely unself-conscious.
    


    
      “We’re trying something to help your mother, dear,” the tiny figure, Laurel’s Granny Quincey, added. “It’s a sky-clad ritual, you see; that’s why we’re naked. Constance had her doubts, but we convinced her.”
    


    
      “And we need to get on with it,” Great-aunt Constance said, gesturing with the wooden cup she was holding. Granny Quincey was holding a bunch of herbs, and Adam’s grandmother, a silver bell. Cassie looked at the bed, where her mother lay as motionless as ever. Something about the light in the room made that sleeping face look different, just as it made the three women look different.
    


    
      “But there’s a hurricane coming,” Cassie said. “That’s why I’m here; I came to warn you.”
    


    
      The women exchanged glances. “Well, if there is, there’s no help for it,” Adam’s grandmother sighed.
    


    
      “But—”
    


    
      “Your mother can’t be moved, dear,” Granny Quincey said firmly. “So you go along and do what you have to, and we’ll try to protect her here.”
    


    
      “We’re going to fight Black John,” Cassie said. The simple statement seemed to hang in the air after she’d said it, and the three old women looked at each other again.
    


    
      Great-aunt Constance opened her mouth, frowning, but Granny Quincey interrupted her. “There’s no one else to do it, Constance. They have to fight.”
    


    
      “Then be careful. You tell Melanie—and all of them—to be careful,” Aunt Constance said.
    


    
      “And you stick together. As long as you stick together you’ll have a chance,” said Adam’s grandmother.
    


    
      And that was that. The women turned back to the bed. Cassie stood for one more moment looking at the candles—so white, with their flames even whiter, a golden white like Diana’s hair—and at the myriad ghostly shadows on the ceiling and walls. Then she left. As she quietly shut the door, all the candle flames danced wildly, and she had a last glimpse of the three women in the room, arms raised, beginning a kind of dance too. The silver bell chimed softly.
    


    
      She hadn’t noticed the wind inside the room, but now she did. Everything outside that door seemed colder and noisier, and the dim light coming in through the windows looked gray and wintry. Cassie had an impulse to go back into the golden room and hide there, but she knew she couldn’t.
    


    
      She walked back to Adam’s house, Number Nine, with the wind pushing her all the way.
    


    
      She was the last one back. The Circle was in Adam’s living room, sitting around Sean, who was sitting within the circle of quartz crystals. Sean’s face was very pink and scrubbed-looking, his hair was wet and spiky, and he was wearing clothes too big for him. Adam’s, Cassie guessed. Around his neck was the canvas pouch full of herbs Diana had prepared. He looked dazed and terrified, but he didn’t seem to be trying to get away.
    


    
      “Were they there? Did you find them?” Diana asked Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie nodded. She didn’t quite want to tell Diana how she had found them. She didn’t know how Melanie and Adam and Laurel would feel about their elderly relatives dancing naked around a sickroom. They might think there was something wrong with it; they might not understand about the golden light.
    


    
      “They said they’d stay where they were,” she said. “Granny Quincey said my mom couldn’t be moved, and that they were trying to help her. They said we should be careful, and Adam’s grandmother told us to stick together.”
    


    
      “Good advice,” Adam said, looking at Sean. “And that’s just about the point we’ve gotten to, here. Are we going to stick together or not?”
    


    
      “We tried asking him about the murders,” Laurel informed Cassie in a low voice, “but he doesn’t remember anything—doesn’t know what we’re talking about. We had to convince him that it wasn’t a joke. He believes us now, but he’s scared to death.”
    


    
      “So here’s the choice, Sean,” Adam was saying. “You can stand with us, or you can spend the rest of the day locked in the cellar where you can’t make trouble.”
    


    
      “Or,” Diana said softly, “you can go to him, to Black John. It’s his right,” she added quickly, as some of the others began to protest. “He has to make the decision.”
    


    
      Sean’s frightened eyes roved all around the room. Cassie felt sorry for him, sitting surrounded, with everyone looking at him. When he spoke, his voice was squeaky but definitive. “I’ll stand with you guys.”
    


    
      “Good boy,” Laurel said approvingly, and Deborah thumped him on the back so hard he nearly fell over. The Hendersons said nothing, simply looked at him out of their strange blue-green eyes, and Cassie had the feeling they might never forgive him for what had happened to Kori, even if it hadn’t been his fault. But at least for now, the Circle stood together.
    


    
      Except . . .
    


    
      Cassie looked at Adam, and they both looked at Diana. Diana nodded.
    


    
      “Now’s the time,” she said. “This is Faye’s last chance—let’s hope she takes it.”
    


    
      Cassie didn’t have much hope, but she picked up the cordless phone lying on a pile of unfolded laundry on the couch. “What’s her beeper number?”
    


    
      Diana unfolded a scrap of paper and read it off. “After it rings, press pound and then dial Adam’s number,” she instructed.
    


    
      Cassie did and turned off the phone. She waited. Nothing happened.
    


    
      “We should give her a while to get to a phone,” Diana said.
    


    
      They all waited. Rain beat at the windows, and the wind howled in the chimney.
    


    
      “Isn’t there anything we should do? Like—I don’t know, nail boards over the windows or something?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      “Normally, yeah. We’d put up storm shutters, wash everything down, all that stuff,” Adam said. “But if this one hits us, I think we’re history, so there’s not much point.”
    


    
      They waited.
    


    
      “Try her again,” Diana said, and Cassie did.
    


    
      “Her mom hadn’t seen her since this morning,” Suzan said. “I wonder where she and Black John are?”
    


    
      Cassie wondered too. Wherever they were, Faye wasn’t answering her beeper.
    


    
      “I think,” Cassie said at last, “that we’re out one coven leader. And—well, I wanted to look this up in my Book of Shadows first, but Melanie, doesn’t it say somewhere that in an emergency you can elect a new leader?”
    


    
      Melanie smiled faintly, then nodded, as if she knew what Cassie had in mind. “In a crisis,” the said. “If the remaining coven all agrees, a new leader can be elected.”
    


    
      There was a shifting around the Circle, people straightening up and looking interested. “Oh,” said Laurel, “that’s a good idea.”
    


    
      “Especially since we’ve got the Master Tools,” Adam said.
    


    
      “Let’s do it,” said Deborah.
    


    
      Cassie was excited. She’d taken an oath while watching Faye draw that circle at the crossroads, and now she was going to see her oath fulfilled. She’d promised that Faye wouldn’t be leader forever, and in a few minutes Faye wouldn’t be.
    


    
      She opened her mouth joyfully to say, “I nominate Diana,” but before she could speak she heard Diana’s voice.
    


    
      “I nominate Cassie,” Diana said clearly.
    


    
      Cassie simply stared at her, amazed. When she got her breath back she said, “You’re joking.”
    


    
      “No,” Diana said. Then she turned, speaking to the rest of the Circle, speaking formally. “Cassie,” she said, “has shown the most power of any of us, including Faye. She can call on the elements—we’ve seen her call on Fire. She can communicate over long distances. She’s had true dreams, and she was the one who led us to the Master Tools. Her grandmother told her that her family has always had the clearest sight and the most power. And she’s strong, stronger than I am for this kind of fight. I nominate Cassie.”
    


    
      Cassie was stunned, but the others were nodding.
    


    
      “She’s pretty tough,” Deborah said, “even if she doesn’t look like it.”
    


    
      “She got that dog off me,” said Chris, sticking out his foot and examining it.
    


    
      “She’s smart, too,” said Laurel proudly. Aside from Diana, Laurel had been Cassie’s first friend in the Circle. “She thinks of things most people wouldn’t think of.”
    


    
      “She has ideas,” Suzan agreed, nodding her strawberry-blond head sagely.
    


    
      “I like her,” Sean ventured hesitantly, from his place in the ring of white stones. “She’s nice to me.”
    


    
      “She’s a natural,” Doug said, grinning his mild grin.
    


    
      Nick just said, “Yes.”
    


    
      Cassie realized they were serious. “I’m also Black John’s . . .” She stopped and tried again. “The fact that Black John is my . . .” She still couldn’t say the word.
    


    
      “I think that may actually work for us,” Melanie said, looking at Cassie with thoughtful gray eyes. “If he doesn’t really want to hurt you it might handicap him—a little.”
    


    
      Everyone was still nodding. Cassie swallowed and gazed around the Circle. It didn’t seem to have occurred to anyone that she might must be too scared to do it, to lead the fight against Black John. In her own heart, she knew she didn’t want to face him again—that she wasn’t ready. She didn’t know if she’d ever be ready.
    


    
      But they were all looking at her: Diana with earnest faith; Deborah and the Hendersons with innocent confidence. Even Nick and Melanie were nodding, urging her.
    


    
      Cassie looked at Adam.
    


    
      His blue-gray eyes were something like the ocean outside—murky and full of turmoil. “You can do it,” he said tersely, answering her unspoken question. “And I think it’s best for the coven. I don’t know if it’s best for you.”
    


    
      Cassie let out her breath.
    


    
      They believed in her. She couldn’t let them down.
    


    
      “If everybody agrees,” she said, scarcely knowing her own voice.
    


    
      “We’ll do it the easy way,” Melanie said. “All in favor of Cassie as leader, raise your hand.”
    


    
      Every hand was raised.
    


    
      Diana jumped up. “I’ll get the things,” she said. She and Adam headed for the cellar and returned a few minutes later with the brass and leather document box. Everyone leaned forward to look as she opened it, and there was a soft hiss of amazement around the Circle.
    


    
      “They’re beautiful,” Suzan said, touching the silver diadem with one perfectly manicured nail.
    


    
      “Yes,” said Diana, unzipping her backpack. “Here, Cassie, put this on.” It was the white shift Diana wore at meetings.
    


    
      Cassie felt heat stealing into her face. She couldn’t wear that. She would look . . .
    


    
      “Don’t worry, you won’t be cold,” Diana said, and smiled.
    


    
      “But—you’re taller than me. It’ll be too long—”
    


    
      “I hemmed it,” Diana said. And then, in the silence that followed, she said gently, “Take it, Cassie.”
    


    
      Slowly, Cassie took it. She went into the bathroom, still slightly steamy now, where the boys had washed Sean, and she put on the raw-silk shift. It fit perfectly.
    


    
      Diana had this planned, she realized.
    


    
      She was embarrassed to walk back out, but she told herself this was no time to be worried about how much skin she was showing. Chris and Doug whistled as she rejoined the group.
    


    
      “Shut up, this is serious,” Laurel said.
    


    
      “She might as well stand here, in the circle of white stones,” Melanie said. “Get out, Sean.”
    


    
      Sean, looking relieved, stepped out. Cassie stepped in.
    


    
      Silence fell.
    


    
      “I adjure thee to work for the good of the Circle, to harm none, to be faithful to all. By Water, by Fire, by Earth, and by Air, lead us peacefully and with good will,” Diana said. Cassie realized she was getting the part of the ceremony that Faye had missed when Faye had become leader.
    


    
      “Look—this is only temporary, isn’t it—?” she began.
    


    
      “Sh,” said Laurel, kneeling. Cassie felt something soft being fastened just above her right knee. She looked down to see Laurel buckling the green leather garter.
    


    
      Coolness encircled Cassie’s upper arm, and she turned to see Melanie clasping the silver bracelet there. It was surprisingly heavy; Cassie knew she’d feel the weight whenever she moved that arm.
    


    
      “Look at me,” Diana said. Cassie did. Between her two hands Diana was holding the diadem of delicate twisted silver, with the crescent moon on top. Cassie felt it settle into her hair, lightly but firmly. And then, all over her body, from the silver of the garter buckles, to the silver of the bracelet, to the circlet touching her forehead, Cassie felt a rush of tingling warmth. An—aliveness.
    


    
      These are the real tools; not just symbols, she thought. They have power of their own.
    


    
      In that moment, she knew she could direct their power. It was part of her, suffusing her with strength. She was a witch, from a line of powerful witches, and she was leader of this Circle.
    


    
      “All right,” she said, stepping out of the ring of stones and going over to take her Book of Shadows from her backpack. She was no longer worried about how she looked; she knew she looked good. That didn’t matter. They had a little time ahead of them, and she wanted to use it to their advantage.
    


    
      “All right, look; while we’re waiting I think we should go through our Books of Shadows—my grandmother told me to study mine, and it’s better than doing nothing,” she said. “We can take turns reading out loud until it gets dark—he won’t move until then.”
    


    
      “Are you sure?” Melanie said.
    


    
      “Yes.” Cassie didn’t know how she knew, but she knew. Her grandmother had called it the Sight, but to Cassie it was more like a voice—an inner voice, a voice at her core. By now, she knew enough to listen to it.
    


    
      Nobody argued. Those who had them reached for Books of Shadows. Outside, the wind wailed dismally.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 15


    


    Around four o’clock the power went off. The house got colder. They lit candles and went on reading.


    
      “‘For Protection Against Fire and Water,’” Cassie read. But Melanie said the spell which came after wasn’t powerful enough to protect against a hurricane, and Cassie knew she was right.
    


    
      “Here, this is ‘To Cast Out Fear and Malignant Emotions,’” Diana read from her own book. “‘Sun by day/ and moon by night/ let all dark thoughts/ be put to flight.’ Nice thought.”
    


    
      They went on reading. A Charm to Cure a Sickly Child. An Amulet for Power. Three Spells to Bind a Lover. To Raise a Storm—that, they didn’t need, Cassie thought wryly. She read again about crystals: how the larger a crystal was, the more energy it could store and focus. The spell To Turn Aside Evil, she read aloud, although she didn’t understand it.
    


    
      “‘Invoke the power which is yours alone, calling upon the elements or those features of the natural world which lie closest to your heart. These powers have you over all that is evil: powers of sun and moon and stars, and of everything belonging to the earth.’”
    


    
      She read it again, puzzling. “I still don’t get it.”
    


    
      “I think it means that as witches we can call on nature, on the things that are good, to fight evil,” Melanie said.
    


    
      “Yes, but how do we call on them?” Cassie said. “And what do they do when we do it?”
    


    
      Melanie didn’t know.
    


    
      It got dark. The gray light from the windows got dimmer and dimmer and finally faded altogether. Wind banged the shutters and rattled the glass in the windows. The rain kept coming steadily in the blackness.
    


    
      “What do you think he’ll do?” asked Suzan.
    


    
      “Something unfriendly,” said Laurel.
    


    
      Cassie was proud of them. They were scared; she knew them well enough to know that fear was what was behind Deborah’s restless pacing and Melanie’s stillness, but none of them were running away or backing down. Doug cracked bad jokes, and Chris made paper airplanes. Nick sat tense and silent, and Adam kept Doug’s headphones on, listening to the news on the radio.
    


    
      At six o’clock the storm stopped.
    


    
      Cassie’s ears, used to the drumming of rain and the clattering and banging and howling of wind, felt suddenly empty. She looked and saw the others were all sitting alert.
    


    
      “It can’t be over,” Suzan said. “Unless it missed us?”
    


    
      “It’s still out in the Atlantic,” Adam said. “They think it should hit land in about an hour. This is just the calm before the storm.”
    


    
      “Cassie?” said Diana.
    


    
      “I think he’s making his move,” Cassie said, trying to sound calm. And then every muscle in her body tightened.
    


    
      Cassandra.
    


    
      It was his voice in her mind. She looked at the others and saw they’d heard it too.
    


    
      Bring your coven to the end of Crowhaven Road. To Number Thirteen, Cassandra. I’m waiting for you.
    


    
      Cassie’s fingers clenched on a piece of unfolded laundry lying nearby. She tried to concentrate on the power of the Master Tools, on the warmth where they touched her. Then she pushed with her mind, forming words.
    


    
      We’re coming. Say hello to Faye.
    


    
      She let out her breath. Doug grinned at her. “Pretty good,” he said.
    


    
      It was sheer bravado, and they all knew it, but it made Cassie feel better. She inconspicuously wiped her wet palms on the laundry and stood up. “Let’s go,” she said.
    


    
      Diana had been right; wearing the symbols of the coven leader and the white shift, she didn’t feel cold. Outside, the sky was clear and the earth was silent except for the sound of the waves. Yes, the calm before the storm, Cassie thought. It was a very uneasy calm, ready to erupt into violence again at any moment.
    


    
      Melanie said, “Look at the moon.”
    


    
      Cassie’s stomach lurched.
    


    
      It looked like a crescent moon, a silver disk with a bite out of it. But Cassie sensed the wrongness there. It wasn’t a crescent moon; it was a full moon being invaded, overshadowed. She was watching darkness fall on a bright world.
    


    
      She thought she could actually see the shadow moving, covering more of the white surface.
    


    
      “Come on,” she said.
    


    
      They walked up the wet street, making for the headland. They passed Suzan’s house with its Grecian pillars, a gray bulk against the moonlight. They passed Sean’s house, just as dark. Water gurgled down the sides of the road in little rivers. They passed Cassie’s house.
    


    
      They reached the vacant lot at Number Thirteen.
    


    
      It looked just the way it had when they had celebrated Halloween here by making a bonfire and calling up Black John’s spirit. Empty, deserted. Barren. There was nobody here.
    


    
      “Is it a trick?” Nick asked sharply. Cassie shook her head uncertainly. The little voice inside wasn’t telling her anything. She looked eastward at the moon, and felt another shock.
    


    
      It was visibly smaller, the crescent very thin now. The shadow was not black or gray, but a dull copper-brown color.
    


    
      “Ten minutes until totality,” Melanie said.
    


    
      “About half an hour until the hurricane reaches land,” said Adam.
    


    
      A fresh wind blew around them. Cassie’s feet, in the thin white shoes Diana had brought for her, were damp.
    


    
      They stood uncertainly. Cassie listened to the waves crashing at the base of the cliff. Her senses were alert, searching, but nothing seemed to be happening. Minutes dragged by and her nerves stretched more and more taut.
    


    
      “Look,” Diana whispered.
    


    
      Cassie looked at the moon again.
    


    
      The dull brownish shadow was swallowing up the last fingernail-thin edge of brightness. Cassie watched it go, like a candle winking out. Then she gasped.
    


    
      The sound was involuntary and she was ashamed of it, but everyone else was gasping too. Because the moon hadn’t just gone dark, like a new moon, and it wasn’t even the coppery-brown color. As it was covered by shadow it turned red, a deep and ominous red, like old blood. High in the sky, perfectly visible, it glowed like a coal with unnatural light.
    


    
      Then someone choked and Sean made a squealing noise.
    


    
      Cassie turned quickly, in time to see it happening. On the empty lot before them, something was appearing. A rectangular bulk was taking shape, and as Cassie watched, it became more and more solid. She could see a steeply pitched roof, flat clapboard walls, small windows irregularly placed. A door made of heavy planks. It looked like the old wing of her grandmother’s house, the original dwelling from 1693.
    


    
      It shone with a dull light, like the blood-red moon.
    


    
      “Is it real?” Deborah whispered.
    


    
      Cassie had to wait a moment to get the breath to speak. “It’s real now,” she said. “Right now, for a few minutes, it’s real.”
    


    
      “It’s horrible,” Laurel whispered.
    


    
      Cassie knew what she was feeling, what the whole coven was feeling. The house was evil, in the same way that the skull was evil. It looked twisted, askew, like something out of a nightmare. And it gripped all of them with an instinctual terror. Cassie could hear Chris and Doug breathing hard.
    


    
      “Don’t go near it,” Nick said tightly. “Everybody stay back until he comes out.”
    


    
      “Don’t worry,” Deborah assured him. “Nobody’s going near that.”
    


    
      Cassie knew better.
    


    
      The inner voice, silent just a few moments ago, was telling her clearly now what she had to do. What it wasn’t telling her was how to get up the courage to do it.
    


    
      She looked behind her, at the rest of them standing there. The Club. The Circle. Her friends.
    


    
      Ever since her initiation, Cassie had been so happy to be a part of this group. She’d relied on different members of it at different times, crying on Diana and clinging to Nick and Adam when she needed them. But now there was something she had to do, and not even Nick or Adam could help her with it. Not even Diana could go with her.
    


    
      “I have to go alone,” she said.
    


    
      She figured out that she’d said it aloud when she saw them all staring at her. The next instant they were all protesting.
    


    
      “Don’t be crazy, Cassie. That’s his territory; you can’t go in there,” Deborah said.
    


    
      “Anything could happen. Let him come out,” Nick told her.
    


    
      “It’s too dangerous. We won’t let you go by yourself,” Adam said flatly.
    


    
      Cassie looked at him reproachfully, because he was the one who’d said that being coven leader might not be good for her; and he was right, so he was the one who should understand now. Of course this was dangerous, but she had to do it. Black John—John Blake—Jack Brunswick, whatever you wanted to call him—had summoned her here, and he was waiting for her inside. And Cassie had to go.
    


    
      “If you didn’t want to listen to me you shouldn’t have elected me leader,” she said. “But I’m telling you now, that’s what he wants. He isn’t coming out. He wants me to go in.”
    


    
      “But you don’t have to,” Chris said, almost pleading.
    


    
      Of them all, only Diana was silent. She stood, mouth trembling, tears hanging on her lashes. It was to her that Cassie spoke.
    


    
      “Yes, I do,” she said.
    


    
      And Diana, who understood about being a leader, nodded.
    


    
      Cassie turned away before she could see Diana cry. “You stay here,” she said to all of them, “until I come out. I’ll be all right; I’ve got the Master Tools, remember?”
    


    
      Then she started walking toward the house.
    


    
      The nails in the heavy timber door were set in a pattern of swirls and diamonds. They seemed to glow redder than the wood around them. Cassie touched the iron door-handle hesitantly, but it was cool and solid to her fingers. The door swung open before her and she went inside.
    


    
      Everything here was slightly misty, like a red hologram, but it felt real enough. The kitchen was much like her grandmother’s kitchen and it was empty. The parlor next door was the same. A flight of narrow, winding stairs rose from the back corner of the parlor.
    


    
      Cassie climbed the steps, noting with a strange amusement the incongruity of the tin lantern hanging on the wall. It was giving off a cold, eerie red light, barely brighter than the house itself. The stairs were steep and her heart was pounding when she reached the top.
    


    
      The first small bedroom was empty. So was the second. That left only the large room over the kitchen.
    


    
      Cassie walked toward it without faltering. On the threshold she saw that the red glow in here was brighter, like the surface of the shadowed moon.
    


    
      She went in.
    


    
      He was inside, standing so tall that his head almost touched the uneven ceiling. He was giving off a light of pure evil. His face was triumphant and cruel, and inside, Cassie thought she could see the outlines of the skull.
    


    
      Cassie stopped and looked at him.
    


    
      “Father,” she said, “I’ve come.”
    


    
      “With your coven,” Black John said. “I’m proud of you.” He extended a hand to her, which she ignored.
    


    
      “You brought them here very nicely,” he went on. “I’m glad they had the sense to acclaim you as leader.”
    


    
      “It’s only temporary,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Black John smiled. His eyes were on the Master Tools. “You wear them well,” he said.
    


    
      Cassie felt a slow writhe of panic in her stomach. Everything was going according to his plan, she could see that. She was here, with the tools he’d wanted for so long, on his territory, in his house. And she was afraid of him.
    


    
      “There’s no need to be frightened, Cassandra,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt you. We don’t need to quarrel. We have the same purpose: to unify the coven.”
    


    
      “We don’t have the same purpose.”
    


    
      “You are my daughter.”
    


    
      “I’m no part of you!” Cassie cried. He was playing on her emotions, looking for her weaknesses. And every minute the hurricane was getting closer to land. Cassie sought desperately for a distraction, and she glimpsed something behind the tall man.
    


    
      “Faye,” she said. “I didn’t see you there, standing in his shadow.”
    


    
      Faye stepped forward indignantly. She was wearing the black silk shift, like a negative image of Cassie’s, and her own diadem, bracelet, and garter. She lifted her head proudly and gazed at Cassie with smoldering golden eyes.
    


    
      “My two queens,” Black John said fondly. “Dark and bright. Together, you will rule the coven—”
    


    
      “And you’ll rule us?” Cassie asked sharply.
    


    
      Black John smiled again. “It’s a wise woman who knows when to be ruled by a man.”
    


    
      Faye wasn’t smiling. Cassie looked at her sideways.
    


    
      Black John didn’t appear to notice. “Do you want me to stop the hurricane?” he asked Cassie.
    


    
      “Yes. Of course.” This was what she’d come for, to hear his terms. And to try and find his weak point. Cassie waited.
    


    
      “Then all you have to do is swear an oath. A blood oath, Cassandra; you’re familiar with those.” He held a hand out to Faye without looking at her. Faye stared at the hand for an instant, then reached down to pull a dagger out of her garter. The black-handled knife used for casting circles on the ground. Black John held it up, then he cut his own palm. Blood welled out sluggishly, dark red.
    


    
      Like Adam, Cassie thought wildly, her heart accelerating. Like the oath Adam and I swore.
    


    
      The tall man held the dagger toward Cassie. When she made no move to step forward and take it, he held it toward Faye. “Give it to her,” he said.
    


    
      Faye took the dagger and handed it to Cassie, handle first. Slowly, Cassie’s fingers grasped it. Faye moved back to Black John’s side.
    


    
      “It’s just a little blood, Cassandra. Swear obedience to me and I’ll release the hurricane, let it turn harmlessly back out to sea. Then you and I can begin our reign together.”
    


    
      The dagger was actually trembling in Cassie’s hand. There was no way to steady her pulse now. She knew what she was going to do, but she needed time to get her nerve up.
    


    
      “How did you kill Jeffrey?” she said. “And why?”
    


    
      The tall man looked momentarily taken aback, then he recovered. “By getting him to sit down for a moment; and to cause dissent between our kind and the outsiders,” he said. He smiled. “Besides, I didn’t like his attention to my daughter. He wasn’t one of us, Cassandra.”
    


    
      Cassie wished Portia could see her “Mr. Brunswick” now. “Why did you use Sean?” she asked.
    


    
      “Because he was weak, and he already wore a stone that I could influence,” he said. “Why all these questions? Don’t you realize—”
    


    
      He broke off then and moved lightning fast. While he was in the middle of speaking, Cassie had thrown the dagger at him. She’d never thrown a knife before, but some ancestor who’d worn the Master Tools must have, because the bracelet seemed to guide her right arm, and the dagger flashed end over end straight toward Black John’s heart. But the tall man was simply too quick. He caught the dagger in midair—by the blade—and stood holding it, looking at Cassie.
    


    
      “That was unworthy of you, Cassandra,” he said. “And hardly any way to behave to your father. Now I’m angry with you.”
    


    
      He didn’t sound angry; his voice was cold as death and poisonous. Cassie had thought she’d been afraid before, but that had been nothing. Now she was truly afraid. Her knees were weak and the pounding of her heart shook her whole body.
    


    
      Black John tossed the dagger back and it stuck in the floor in front of Cassie, quivering. “The hurricane is about to reach land,” he said. “You don’t have a choice; you’ve never had a choice. Take the oath, Cassandra. Do it!”
    


    
      I’m frightened, Cassie thought. Please, I’m so frightened . . . She was wearing the Master Tools, but she had no idea how to use them.
    


    
      “I am your father. Do as I tell you.”
    


    
      If only I knew how to use them . . .
    


    
      “You have no power to defy me!”
    


    
      “Yes, I do,” Cassie whispered. In her mind, a door opened, a silver light dawned. Like the moon coming out of a shadow, it illuminated everything. She understood the spell to turn aside evil now. Invoke the power which is yours alone . . . these powers have you over all that is evil . . .
    


    
      Suddenly, she felt as if a long line of witches were standing behind her. She was only the last, only one of them, and all their knowledge was hers. Their knowledge and their power. Words rose to her lips.
    


    
      “Power of moon have I over thee,” she said shakily.
    


    
      Black John stared at her, seeming to recoil.
    


    
      “Power of moon have I over thee,” Cassie repeated, more strongly. “Power of sun have I over thee.”
    


    
      Black John stepped back.
    


    
      Cassie stepped forward, searching for the next words in her mind. But she didn’t say them. A voice said them for her, a voice behind her.
    


    
      “Power of stars have I over thee. Power of planets have I over thee.”
    


    
      It was Diana, her fair hair stirred as if in a light wind. She came to stand behind Cassie, tall and proud and slender, like a silver sword. Cassie’s heart swelled; she had never been more glad to have anybody disregard her instructions in her life.
    


    
      “Power of tides have I over thee. Power of rain have I over thee,” said Adam. He was right beside Diana, his hair shining like firelight, like rubies, in the red glow.
    


    
      Deborah was behind him, her dark hair tumbling around a small face fierce with concentration. “Power of wind have I over thee,” she said.
    


    
      Nick joined her, his eyes cold and angry. “Power of ice have I over thee.”
    


    
      And Laurel. “Power of leaf have I over thee. Power of root have I over thee.”
    


    
      And Melanie. “Power of rock have I over thee.”
    


    
      They were all here, all joining Cassie, adding their voices to hers. And Black John was cowering before them.
    


    
      “Power of thunder have I over thee,” Doug told him, and, “Power of lightning have I over thee,” shouted Chris.
    


    
      “Power of dew have I over thee,” Suzan said, and pushed a small figure in front of her. It was Sean, and he was shaking, seemingly terrified to come face to face with the man who had controlled his mind. But his voice rose in a shriek.
    


    
      “Power of blood have I over thee!”
    


    
      Black John was against the red wall of the house now, and he looked shrunken. His features had lost definition, and the red glow had died, leaving him black in reality.
    


    
      But there were only eleven in Cassie’s coven; the Circle wasn’t complete. And only a full Circle could stand against this man.
    


    
      As Sean’s yell died, Black John straightened. He took a step toward them, and Cassie’s breath caught.
    


    
      “Power of fire have I over thee!” a husky voice cried, and he fell back. In astonishment, Cassie looked at Faye. The tall girl seemed to have gained height as Black John had lost it, and she looked every inch a barbarian queen as the stood glaring at him. Then she moved to stand beside Cassie. “Power of darkness have I over thee,” she said, each word a stabbing knife. “Power of night have I over thee!”
    


    
      Now, thought Cassie. He was weak, wounded, and they were united. Now, if ever, was the time to defeat him.
    


    
      But neither Fire nor Water had done it before. Black John had been defeated twice, had died twice, but always he’d come back. If they were going to get rid of him permanently they had to do more than destroy his body. They had to destroy the source of his power—the crystal skull.
    


    
      If we only had a larger crystal, Cassie thought. But there was no larger crystal. She thought desperately of the protruding outcrops of granite in New Salem . . . but they weren’t crystal, they wouldn’t hold and focus energy. Besides, she didn’t just need a big crystal, she needed an enormous one. One so huge—so huge . . .
    


    
      I like to think of crystals as a beach, she heard Melanie’s laughing voice say in her mind. A crystal is just fossilized water and sand . . .
    


    
      Along with the words came a picture. A glimpse of Cassie’s own hand that first day on the beach at Cape Cod. “Look down,” Portia had hissed, seeing Adam coming, and so Cassie had looked down, ashamed, staring at her own fingers trailing in the sand. In the sand that glittered with tiny flecks of garnet, with green and gold and brown and black crystals. A beach. A beach.
    


    
      “With me!” Cassie shouted. “All of you think with me—give me your power! Now!”
    


    
      She pictured it clearly, the long beach stretching parallel to Crowhaven Road. More than a mile of it, of crystal piled on crystal. She sent her thoughts racing toward it, gathering the power of the coven behind her. She focused on it, through it, looking now at Black John—at the crystal skull with its grinning teeth and its hollow eyes. And then she pushed with her mind.
    


    
      She felt it go out of her, like a rush of heat, like a solar flare with the energy of the entire Circle driving it. It poured through her into the beach, and from the beach into Black John, focused and intensified, with all the power of Earth and Water combined. And this time when the skull exploded it was in a shattering rain of crystal like the blasted amethyst pendant.
    


    
      There was a scream that Cassie would never forget. Then the floor of the house at Number Thirteen disappeared from under her feet.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 16


    


    “Are you okay?” Cassie asked Suzan, whom she happened to be lying on. “Is everybody okay?”


    
      The Circle was lying scattered over the vacant lot as if some giant hand had dropped them. But everyone was moving.
    


    
      “I think my arm’s broken,” Deborah said, rather calmly. Laurel crawled over to her to look at it.
    


    
      Cassie stared around the lot. The house was gone. Number Thirteen was a barren piece of land again. And the light was changing.
    


    
      “Look,” Melanie said, her face turned up. This time there was joy and reverence in her voice.
    


    
      The moon was showing silver again, just a thin crescent, but now the crescent was growing. The blood color was gone.
    


    
      “We did it,” Doug said, his blond hair disheveled more wildly than Cassie had ever been it. He grinned. “Hey! We did it!”
    


    
      “Cassie did it,” Nick said.
    


    
      “Is he really gone?” Suzan asked sharply. “Gone for good this time?”
    


    
      Cassie looked around again, sensing nothing but brisk air and the endlessly moving sea. The earth was quiet. There was no light but moon and stars.
    


    
      “I think he is,” she whispered. “I think we won.” Then she turned quickly to Adam. “What about the hurricane?”
    


    
      He was fumbling at his belt with the radio. “I hope it’s not broken,” he said, and put the headphones on, listening.
    


    
      Limping and crawling, they all gathered around him, and waited.
    


    
      He kept listening, shaking his head, flicking the channels. His face was tense. Cassie saw Diana beside her, and reached out to take her hand. They sat together, hanging on. Then Adam sat straight suddenly.
    


    
      “Gale force winds on Cape Cod . . . storm moving northeast . . . northeast! It’s turned! It’s heading out to sea!”
    


    
      The Henderson brothers cheered, but Melanie hushed them. Adam was talking again.
    


    
      “High tides . . . flooding . . . but it’s okay, nobody’s hurt. Property damage, that’s all. We did it! We really did it!”
    


    
      “Cassie did it—” Nick was beginning again, irritably, but Adam had leaped up and grabbed Cassie and was whirling her in the air. Cassie shrieked and kept shrieking as he swooped her around. She hadn’t seen Adam this happy since . . . well, she couldn’t remember when she’d seen Adam this happy. Since the beach on Cape Cod, she guessed, when he’d flashed that daredevil smile at her. She’d forgotten, in their months of trouble, that grimness wasn’t Adam’s natural state.
    


    
      Like Herne, she thought, when she was deposited, breathless and flushed, back on her feet. The horned god of the forest was a god of joyful celebration. Chris and Doug were trying to dance with her now, both together. Adam was waltzing Diana. Cassie collapsed, laughing, just as something large and furry hit her and rolled her over.
    


    
      “Raj!” Adam said. “I told you to stay at home!”
    


    
      “He’s about as obedient as all of you,” Cassie gasped, hugging the German shepherd as his wet tongue lapped her face. “But I’m glad you came. All you guys, not the dog,” she said, looking around at them.
    


    
      “We couldn’t just leave you in there,” Sean said.
    


    
      Doug snickered, but he slapped the smaller boy on the back. “’Course not, tiger,” he said, and rolled his eyes at Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie was looking at Faye, who had been sitting a little apart from everyone else, the way Nick used to do. “I’m glad you came to join us too,” she said.
    


    
      Faye didn’t look anything at all like a stenographer. Her mane of pitch-black hair was loose over her shoulders, and the black shift exposed more pale honey-colored skin than it covered. She looked a little bit like a panther and a lot like a jungle queen.
    


    
      Her heavy-lidded golden eyes met Cassie’s directly, and a small smile tugged at the corners of her lips.
    


    
      Then she looked down. “I can do my nails red again, anyway,” she said lazily.
    


    
      Cassie turned away, hiding a smile of her own. That was probably as much acknowledgment from Faye as she was ever going to get.
    


    
      “If you guys are all finished yelling and dancing,” Laurel said, in a carefully patient voice, “can we go home now? Because Deborah’s arm is broken.”
    


    
      Cassie jumped up guiltily. “Why didn’t you say so?”
    


    
      “Aw, it’s nothing,” Deborah said. But she let Nick and Laurel help her up.
    


    
      As they walked back, Cassie was struck by another thought. Her mother. Black John was dead, the hurricane was detoured, but what about her mother?
    


    
      “Can we take Deborah to the crones?” she asked Diana.
    


    
      “That’s the best place, anyway,” Diana said. “They know the most about healing.” She looked at Cassie with understanding in her green eyes, then she took Cassie’s hand and squeezed it.
    


    
      I’ve got to prepare myself, Cassie thought as they approached Number Four. I’ve got to be ready. She could be dead. She could be just the same as when I left there . . . lying on that bed. She could stay that way forever.
    


    
      Whatever happens, I kept my promise. I stopped Black John. He won’t ever hurt her again.
    


    
      Cassie glanced up at the moon before stepping up to Melanie’s house. It was a thick crescent now, a fat happy moon. She took it as a good omen.
    


    
      Inside, candles flickered. Cassie wondered for one wild instant if the three old ladies were still dancing around sky-clad, and then she saw the parlor. Great-aunt Constance was sitting as stiff as a ramrod on the rounded seat of a chair, immaculately dressed and looking very proper as she served tea by candlelight to her three guests.
    


    
      To her three guests . . .
    


    
      “Mom!” cried Cassie, and she ran forward, knocking over one of Great-aunt Constance’s fragile chairs as she went. The next minute she was holding her mother, hugging her wildly on Aunt Constance’s couch. And her mother was hugging back.
    


    
      “Good heavens, Cassie,” her mother said a few minutes later, pulling away slightly to look at her. “The way you’re dressed . . .”
    


    
      Cassie felt for the diadem, which had fallen askew. She settled it on her head and looked into her mother’s eyes. She was so happy to see those eyes looking back at her, and seeing, that she forgot to answer.
    


    
      Deborah’s voice came from the hallway, tired but proud. “She’s our leader,” she said. Then: “Anybody got an aspirin?”
    


    
      

    


    
      “Well, obviously it isn’t just temporary,” Laurel said, looking nettled. “I mean, we elected you.”
    


    
      “And you came through,” Deborah said, taking a large bite out of an apple with the hand that wasn’t in a cast.
    


    
      It was the next day. There was no school, because of minor storm damage and the disappearance of the principal. The Circle was enjoying the unseasonably mild weather by having a picnic in Diana’s backyard.
    


    
      “But we’ve got two leaders now,” said Chris. “Or is Faye unelected?”
    


    
      “Hardly,” Faye said, with a withering glance.
    


    
      Melanie shifted thoughtfully, her gray eyes considering. “Well, other covens have had more than one leader. The original coven did; remember, Black John was only one of the leaders. You could share with Faye, Cassie.”
    


    
      Cassie shook her head. “Not without Diana.”
    


    
      “Huh?” said Doug.
    


    
      Nick directed an amused glance at her. “Diana might not want the honor,” he said.
    


    
      “I don’t care,” Cassie said, before Diana could say anything. “I won’t be leader without Diana. I’ll quit. I’ll go back to California.”
    


    
      “Look, you can’t all be leaders,” Deborah began.
    


    
      “Why not?” Melanie asked, sitting up. “Actually, it’s a good idea. You could be a triumvirate. You know, like in Roman times; they had three rulers.”
    


    
      “Diana might not want to,” Nick repeated, with rising inflection. But Cassie got up and went over to her anxiously.
    


    
      “You will, won’t you?” she said. “For me?”
    


    
      Diana looked at her, then at the rest of the Club.
    


    
      “Yeah, go on,” Doug said expansively.
    


    
      “Three’s a good number,” Laurel added, smiling impishly.
    


    
      Faye sighed heavily. “Oh, why not?” she grumbled, looking in the other direction.
    


    
      Diana looked at Cassie. “All right,” she said.
    


    
      Cassie hugged her.
    


    
      Diana pushed a strand of fair hair back. “Now I’ve got something for you to do,” she said. “As a leader, you’re not a junior member of the coven anymore, Cassie, but nobody else can do this. Will you please go and dig up that box I gave you on the night of Hecate?”
    


    
      “The trust festival box? Is this the time to unbury it?”
    


    
      “Yes,” Diana said. “It is.” She was looking at Melanie and Melanie was nodding at her, obviously sharing some secret.
    


    
      Cassie looked at both of them, puzzled, but then she went down the road to get the box, accompanied only by Raj, who trotted along behind her. It was wonderful to be alone, and to know that nothing was out to get her. She dug in the sand near the big rock where she’d buried it that night, and pulled the damp box out. The sea flashed and sparkled at her.
    


    
      She brought it back to Diana’s house, breathless from the walk, and presented it to Diana.
    


    
      “What’s in there? More Master Tools?” Doug said.
    


    
      “It’s probably some girl thing,” said Chris.
    


    
      Diana bent over the box, an odd expression on her face. “You didn’t open it,” she said to Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie shook her head.
    


    
      “Well, I know you didn’t,” Diana said. “I knew you wouldn’t. But I wanted you to know. Anyway, it’s yours; and what’s inside it, too. It’s a present.” She blew drying sand off the box and handed it back to Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie looked at her doubtfully, then shook the box. It rattled lightly, as if there were something small inside. She glanced at Diana again. Then, hesitantly, with an almost scared feeling, she opened it.
    


    
      Inside, there was only one object. A little oval of rock, pale blue swirled with gray, embedded all over with tiny crystals which sparkled in the sunlight.
    


    
      The chalcedony rose.
    


    
      Every muscle frozen but her eyes, Cassie looked at Diana. She didn’t know what to do or say. She didn’t understand. But her heart was beating violently.
    


    
      “It’s yours,” Diana said again, and then, as Cassie just crouched there, immobile, she looked at Melanie. “Maybe you’d better explain.”
    


    
      Melanie cleared her throat. “Well,” she said, and looked over at Adam, who was sitting as still as Cassie. He hadn’t said much all morning, and now he was staring at Diana wordlessly, riveted.
    


    
      “Well,” Melanie said again. Adam still wouldn’t look at her, so she went on anyway. “It was when Adam was telling us about how he met you,” she said to Cassie. “He described a connection—what you called a silver cord. You remember that?”
    


    
      “Yes,” said Cassie, not moving otherwise. She was looking at Diana now too, searching Diana’s face. Diana looked back serenely.
    


    
      “Well, the silver cord is something real, something in the old legends. The people it connects are soul mates—you know, meant to be together. So when Diana and I heard about it, we knew that’s what you and Adam are,” Melanie finished, sounding glad to be done explaining to people who wouldn’t look at her.
    


    
      “That was why I was surprised about Nick, you see,” Diana said to Cassie, gently. “Because I knew you could only love Adam. And I was going to tell you at the very beginning, but then you were asking me to give you another chance, to let you prove you could be faithful . . . and I thought that was a good idea. Not for me, but for you. So you’d know, Cassie, how strong you are. Do you see?”
    


    
      Cassie nodded mutely. “But—Diana—” she whispered.
    


    
      Diana blinked, her emerald eyes misting over. “Now you’re going to make me cry,” she said. “Cassie, with all the unselfishness that’s been going on around here, do you think I’m not going to do my part? You two have been waiting for months because of me. Now you don’t have to wait anymore.”
    


    
      “There’s nothing anybody can do about it,” Melanie put in, sympathetically but pragmatically. “You and Adam are linked, and that’s it. There isn’t anyone else for either of you, so you’re stuck together for this lifetime. Maybe for a lot of lifetimes.”
    


    
      Cassie, still frozen, shifted her eyes to Adam.
    


    
      He was looking at Diana. “Diana, I can’t just . . . I mean, I’ll always—”
    


    
      “I’ll always love you, too,” Diana said steadily. “You’ll always be special to me, Adam. But it’s Cassie you’re in love with.”
    


    
      “Yes,” Adam whispered.
    


    
      Cassie looked down at the rough little stone in her palm. It was sparkling crazily and she felt very dizzy.
    


    
      “Go on, go over to him,” Diana said, pushing her gently.
    


    
      But Cassie couldn’t, so he came to her. He looked a bit dazed, but his eyes were as blue as the ocean in sunlight, and the way he smiled at her made her blush.
    


    
      “Go on, kiss her,” Chris said. Laurel smacked him. The rest of the Circle looked on with great interest.
    


    
      Adam glared at them and kissed Cassie formally on the cheek. Then, under cover of the groans, he whispered “Later,” to her in a way that made her pleasantly nervous.
    


    
      Can I handle Herne? she wondered, looking up at his hair that was so many colors: dark like garnet and bright like holly berries, threaded with gold in the sunshine. I guess I’m going to have to, she thought. For a lifetime, Melanie had said; maybe a lot of lifetimes.
    


    
      For some reason that made her look at Faye and Diana.
    


    
      She didn’t know why, and then she had a flash of memory. Sunlight. Golden sunlight, the smell of jasmine and lavender, a laughing voice singing. Kate. Kate’s hair had been the impossible fair color of Diana’s. But, Cassie realized now, Kate’s laughing, teasing eyes had been Faye’s.
    


    
      An ancestress of both of them, Cassie thought. After all, they’re cousins; they’ve got most of their ancestors in common.
    


    
      But something deep inside her seemed to smile, and she wondered. Was Melanie right; was it possible to have more than one life? Could a soul keep coming back to Earth? And if so, could a soul ever—split?
    


    
      “I think,” she said suddenly to Diana, “that you and Faye are going to have to learn to get along. I think you two . . . need each other.”
    


    
      “Of course,” Diana said, as if it were something everybody knew. “But why?”
    


    
      It was probably a crazy theory. Cassie wouldn’t tell her about it, or at least not right now. Maybe tomorrow.
    


    
      “I’m going to do a picture, I believe,” Diana was saying thoughtfully, “to add to my collection. What do you think of the Muse, with the moon and stars around her, looking inspired?”
    


    
      “I think it’s a good idea,” Cassie said unsteadily.
    


    
      “What we really have to talk about,” said Melanie, “is what we’re going to do with the Master Tools now. We have power; the coven has power, and we need to decide what to do with it.”
    


    
      “Naw, what we need to do is party,” Doug said. “To make up for all the birthdays that we missed. Chris and me didn’t get a real party, and neither did Sean or Laurel . . .”
    


    
      “Environmentalism,” Laurel was saying firmly to Melanie. “That should be our first cause.”
    


    
      “I didn’t get a party either,” Suzan pointed out, delicately peeling the wrapper off a Twinkle.
    


    
      Faye examined her nails, jewel-red, in the sunlight. “I know some people I want to hex,” she said.
    


    
      Cassie looked at them all, her coven, laughing and arguing and debating with each other. She looked at Nick, who was leaning back, looking amused, and he caught her eye and winked.
    


    
      Then she looked at Diana, whose clear green eyes shone at her for a moment. Then, “Yes, environmentalism is good,” Diana said, turning to Laurel. “But we have to think about how to improve relations with the outsiders, too . . .”
    


    
      Cassie looked at Adam and found him looking at her. He took her hand, closing it in his own, both of them holding the chalcedony rose.
    


    
      Cassie looked down at their intertwined fingers, and it seemed that she could see the silver cord again, wrapping around their two hands, connecting them. But not just them. Filaments of the cord seemed to web out and touch the others of the group, linking them together with silver light. They were all connected, all part of one another, and the light shone around them to touch the earth and sky and sea.
    


    
      Sky and sea, keep harm from me. Earth and fire, bring my desire.
    


    
      They had. And they would in the future. With her inner vision, Cassie saw that the Circle was part of something bigger, like a spiral that went on and on forever, encompassing everything, touching the stars.
    


    
      “I love you,” Adam whispered.
    


    
      From the center of the Circle, Cassie smiled.
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    Chapter 1


    
      
    

  


  
    Adam’s car windows were foggy with the heat of their breath. It was a balmy night at dusk, and the air was scented with early signs of spring—a perfect night to roll down the windows and enjoy the breeze while they kissed. But Cassie insisted the windows stay closed, for privacy. Besides, she liked the feeling of being cocooned in such close quarters with Adam, insulated from the outside world by the steamy glass. They were going to be late for their meeting, but inside this cloud, she didn’t care.


    
      “We should go in,” she said halfheartedly.
    


    
      “Just five more minutes. It’s not like they can start without you.”
    


    
      Right, Cassie thought, because I’m a leader. All the more reason not to be late because I’m making out with my boyfriend.
    


    
      Boyfriend. The notion still made her giddy, even after all these weeks. She watched the way the setting sun brought out the multicolored highlights in Adam’s tangled hair—shades of burgundy and orange—and the crystalline sparkle in his blue eyes.
    


    
      He leaned in and softly kissed that spot on the side of Cassie’s neck just below her ear. “Fine,” she said. “Three more minutes.”
    


    
      Their first kiss as a couple had changed everything for Cassie. It meant something. Adam’s lips on hers felt deliberate and momentous, like an agreement, and Cassie’s whole body became aware of that fact. This was love, she’d realized.
    


    
      Cassie assumed the sensation would lessen as the days passed, that their kissing would become routine and habitual, but it hadn’t. If anything, its intensity increased over time. Parked now just outside the old lighthouse on Shore Road, Cassie knew they had to stop kissing, but she couldn’t. And neither could Adam. The quickening of his breath and the pressing urgency of his grip on her hips made that obvious.
    


    
      But it wouldn’t look good to walk in late to her first meeting as a Circle leader. “We really have to go in,” she said, pulling away and placing her hand up against Adam’s chest to hold him still.
    


    
      He took a deep breath and exhaled through his mouth, trying to cool himself down. “I know.”
    


    
      Reluctantly, he let Cassie disentangle from his embrace and make herself more presentable. After a few more deep breaths and a swift patting down of his wild hair, he followed her inside.
    


    
      

    


    
      Walking across the long-grassed meadow that led to the old lighthouse, Cassie couldn’t help but be struck by its worn, rustic beauty. Melanie had told them it dated back to the late 1700s, and its age was evident in its dilapidated appearance. The tower itself was constructed of grayed stone and brick reaching almost ninety feet high, but at its base was a small, crumbling wooden house—the lightkeeper’s cottage. It had been built for the lightkeeper’s wife and children, so they could be close to him while he saw to his duties upstairs. According to Melanie, the cottage was passed down through several generations until the lighthouse was finally decommissioned in the early 1900s. Since then, there had been talk of converting it into a museum, but it had remained abandoned for decades.
    


    
      Adam smiled at her, and her breath caught in her throat. She unlatched the cottage door and stepped inside, Adam just behind her. With an almost audible whoosh, the Circle’s focus shifted to her grand, belated entrance.
    


    
      It was immediately obvious that they’d kept the group waiting for too long, and that the group knew exactly what she and Adam had been doing. Cassie examined all of their faces, absorbing their different reactions and silent accusations.
    


    
      Melanie’s usually cool eyes contained a heated impatience, and Laurel shyly giggled. Deborah, sitting on the edge of the wooden bench in the corner, appeared ready to make a snide comment, but before she had the chance, Chris and Doug Henderson, who’d been playing catch with a tennis ball by the window, said in unison, “Well, it’s about frigging time.”
    


    
      Nick, sitting on the floor with his back against the wall, looked at Cassie with a subtle pain in his eyes that forced her to turn away.
    


    
      “Adam,” Faye said, in her lazy, husky voice, “your lip gloss is smudged.”
    


    
      The room broke out with uncontrollable laughter, and Adam’s face reddened. Diana stared straight down at the floor, humiliated for them, or perhaps for herself. She’d been gracious about Adam being with Cassie now, but there was only so much a girl could take.
    


    
      “We call this meeting to order,” Diana said, regaining her poise. “Everyone, please be seated.”
    


    
      Diana spoke as if the laughter had died down, but it was still loud and raucous. “The first order of business,” she continued, “is what we’re going to do with the Master Tools.”
    


    
      That quieted the group. The Master Tools—the diadem, the silver bracelet, and the leather garter—had belonged to Black John’s original coven. They’d been hidden for hundreds of years until Cassie figured out they were concealed within the fireplace in her grandmother’s kitchen. The Circle had used the Tools to defeat Black John, but they’d put off making any decisions regarding them since. Tonight, the time had come to determine their fate.
    


    
      “That’s right,” Cassie said, joining Diana in the center of the room. “We have real power now. And we need to—”
    


    
      What? What did they need to do? Cassie turned to Diana. Her green eyes and shining hair were radiant, even in the ghostly lantern light of the old cottage. If anyone knew what the Circle should do next, it was Diana.
    


    
      “I think we should destroy the power of the Master Tools somehow,” Diana said in her clear, musical voice. “So no one can use them.”
    


    
      For a moment, nobody spoke. They were all too shocked by this suggestion. Then Faye broke the silence. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said. “You and Adam have spent half your lives trying to find the Master Tools.”
    


    
      “I know,” Diana said. “But after all we’ve been through, and now that we’ve defeated Black John, I feel like that much power can’t be good for us, or for anyone.”
    


    
      Cassie was as surprised as Faye. These words didn’t sound like Diana at all, or at least not like the Diana that Cassie had known.
    


    
      Adam appeared taken aback as well, but he kept quiet. Leaders spoke first. Those were the rules.
    


    
      Cassie felt the attention of the group settle upon her. They were a triumvirate now, which meant her power was equal to both Diana’s and Faye’s. She wanted to use her authority well, to state her opinion openly and intelligently, but she didn’t want to go against Diana.
    


    
      “What made you change your mind?” she said.
    


    
      Diana crossed her thin arms over her chest. “People change their minds all the time, Cassie.”
    


    
      “Well,” Faye said, focusing on Diana with her honey-colored eyes, “I disagree entirely. It would be a waste to not use the Tools. At the very least, we should experiment with them.” Her mouth formed a cruel smile. “Don’t you agree, Cassie?”
    


    
      “Um,” she said. It was weird. Cassie kind of agreed with Faye on this one, which may have been the first time she ever agreed with Faye on anything. She didn’t want to side with Faye over Diana, but how could they just destroy the Tools? What if Black John came back? These were their only means of self-defense. She wished Diana had discussed this with her before now.
    


    
      “We can talk to Constance for help getting rid of them,” Diana offered. “If that’s what we decide to do.”
    


    
      Melanie’s great-aunt Constance had been helping the Circle with their magic. Since she’d tapped into her powers to nurse Cassie’s mother back to health last winter, she’d become more willing to share her knowledge of the old ways.
    


    
      “Constance probably knows a spell we can use,” Diana said. “And with Black John gone for good, I bet she’ll agree it’s time to put the Tools to rest.”
    


    
      Cassie could see Diana felt strongly about this. As did Faye—that familiar fiery anger had snuck its way into her sharp features.
    


    
      “We should take a vote,” a strong voice called out. It belonged to Nick, who rarely spoke at Circle meetings. Hearing him express an opinion on this caught Cassie off guard.
    


    
      “Nick’s right,” Melanie said. “We should all have equal say in a decision so important.”
    


    
      Diana nodded. “I’m fine with that.”
    


    
      Faye dramatically swept her red nails at the group. “Vote then,” she said, with the confidence of someone who’d already won.
    


    
      Melanie stood and stepped to the center of the room. She always called out Circle votes, Cassie noticed. “All those in favor of destroying the Master Tools,” she said, “raise your hands.”
    


    
      Diana’s hand went up first, followed by Melanie’s own, then Laurel’s. After a second long pause, Nick raised his, and then finally Adam.
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t believe it. Adam had voted with Diana, even though she knew he’d rather experiment with the Tools.
    


    
      “All those in favor of keeping the Tools,” Melanie said, “raise your—”
    


    
      “Wait,” Cassie called out. She’d gotten distracted and lost the chance to choose Diana’s side.
    


    
      Faye laughed. “You snooze, you lose, Cassie. And a vote against Diana is a vote for me.”
    


    
      “Wrong,” Cassie said, surprising herself as she said it. “It’s a vote for me.”
    


    
      She paused to look at Adam and saw he was smiling proudly.
    


    
      “I propose a third option,” she said. “We keep the Tools, in case we need them. We don’t destroy their power, but we also don’t experiment with them.”
    


    
      “In that case,” Faye said, “I’d be happy to keep the Tools safe until we need them.”
    


    
      “Not a chance,” Adam said.
    


    
      Cassie raised her hand. “I wasn’t finished.” She eyed Faye and then Diana. “I propose that each leader hide one of the three relics, so they can only be used if the whole group knows about it.”
    


    
      Everyone got quiet then, as they mulled over this new possibility in their minds.
    


    
      It was a good idea, and Cassie knew it. What she didn’t know was how she’d come up with it right there on the spot like that. When she took control of the floor, she hadn’t had the slightest idea what she was going to say.
    


    
      Diana spoke first. “That does seem like a fair compromise,” she said. “Melanie, I call for a revote.”
    


    
      “I second the call for a revote,” Nick said gallantly.
    


    
      Melanie raised her eyebrows. “Okay then. All those in favor of... Cassie’s idea, raise your hands.”
    


    
      All hands went up, except for Deborah’s, Suzan’s, and Faye’s.
    


    
      “It’s decided then,” Melanie said.
    


    
      Faye stood perfectly still. She didn’t move a muscle, but a dark shadow fell over her face.
    


    
      Suzan bounced out of her chair. “Oh, well,” she said. “I guess that’s that. I’m starving. Can we go eat now?”
    


    
      “Yeah, let’s go get tacos,” Sean said.
    


    
      One by one, everyone stood up and began gathering their things, talking about meeting at Melanie’s great-aunt Constance’s later to practice their invocations. Diana snuffed out the candles and turned down the lanterns. All the while, Faye remained motionless.
    


    
      “You,” she said.
    


    
      Instinctively, Cassie took a step back even though Faye was across the room.
    


    
      “Don’t be too proud of yourself.” She sauntered over to Cassie and leaned in close. Cassie could smell her heady perfume, and it made her dizzy. “You may have won the battle,” Faye said. “But... well, you know.”
    


    
      Cassie drew away from Faye’s reach. Her fear still got the best of her every time Faye threatened her. Whether or not Faye was actually stronger was beside the point. She had the singleness of mind of a sociopath and a complete lack of conscience. Faye couldn’t be reasoned with, and that was what made her dangerous.
    


    
      “We’re on the same side,” Cassie said weakly. “We want the same thing.”
    


    
      Faye narrowed her honey-colored eyes. “Not really,” she said. “Not yet, anyway.”
    


    
      It sounded like a threat, and Cassie knew Faye never made an empty threat.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 2


    
      
    

  


  
    Cassie and Adam barely said a word the whole drive back to Cassie’s house. She was still shaken up by Faye’s words, and Adam, sensing that, just quietly held her hand while he drove.


    
      She clicked on the radio for a pleasant distraction and fiddled with its dial till she found a song she liked. She couldn’t remember the song’s title, but it triggered a feeling of nostalgia in her heart, a memory of a time when her life was much simpler than it was now. She had been in New Salem less than a year, but it felt like forever and a day.
    


    
      Instead of watching the spring night drift by her window, Cassie closed her eyes. She let the music wash over her and tried to remember what it felt like to be not a witch but just a girl.
    


    
      Then she opened her eyes for a little peek at Adam. He was beautiful. In the pale moonlight, his hair appeared auburn and his eyes darkened to a deep navy that matched the night sky. How was it possible that this boy was in love with her, and only her? The Cassie from last year would never have believed it.
    


    
      She glanced at her own reflection in the car’s side-view mirror. She didn’t even look like the self she knew in California. Back then, she’d always felt so average. Average height, average build, ordinary brown hair. But now Cassie noticed her own multicolored highlights, and how big and round her grayish blue eyes were. And most importantly, she recognized how she’d matured into her power. She was confident now in a way she never could have imagined.
    


    
      When they pulled up to Number Twelve, the last house on the bluff, Cassie remembered the first time she’d seen it, how frightening and old it appeared to her with its sloping roof and weathered gray clapboard siding. Was it a good thing that she’d grown so used to it, and to all the old houses on Crowhaven Road? Everything that had struck her as odd and a little creepy before had become normal to her—it had become her life.
    


    
      Adam cut the engine and turned to Cassie with eager eyes.
    


    
      “Just ignore her,” he said.
    


    
      “Who?”
    


    
      “Faye. What she said about you winning the battle but her winning the war—you can’t let that get to you. She’s always saying that about everything. If there were a Faye doll, when you pulled its string that’s what it would say...” He made his voice husky like Faye’s. “Win the battle, lose the war.”
    


    
      Cassie had to laugh at this.
    


    
      Adam took her hands into his, obviously pleased he’d gotten her to smile. “You came up with a great solution for the Master Tools,” he said. “How did you think of it?”
    


    
      “I don’t know. It was weird,” Cassie said. “It just came to me out of nowhere.”
    


    
      “Not out of nowhere,” Adam said. “From here.” He pointed to her heart. “And here,” he said, pointing to her head. “That’s why we voted you leader. When are you going to get used to it, Cassie? You’re special.”
    


    
      At that moment, Cassie was so grateful to have Adam at her side. Sure, he’d voted with Diana earlier, but when Cassie spoke up, he supported her, and that’s what mattered. She leaned in for a kiss from his full red lips.
    


    
      Kissing him never got old. But he interpreted this one sweet kiss good-bye as an invitation for another make-out session. He hurriedly undid his seat belt and tossed it aside.
    


    
      “No,” Cassie said. “Not again.”
    


    
      Adam raised his eyebrows like a sad puppy.
    


    
      “The light’s on in the dining room.” Cassie tousled his hair and then pushed him away. “Which means my mom is probably watching us right now.”
    


    
      Adam grabbed for her playfully with a look of mischief in his eyes. “One day, my love, you will care less about what people think.”
    


    
      She gave him one last kiss on his smooth cheek and ran for the house before she changed her mind.
    


    
      

    


    
      Once inside, Cassie found her mother seated at the large mahogany dining room table. There was a soothing warmth to the dimly lit room. For once, Cassie appreciated her grandfather’s ancient electrical work, shoddy as it was. The golden maize-colored walls would have appeared yellow under the unforgiving brightness of modern lighting.
    


    
      Her mother’s dark head of hair shot up, and she smiled wide with surprise. Apparently she hadn’t been watching them in the car at all, thank goodness.
    


    
      “Cassie, I didn’t expect you home so early,” her mom said. “Care to help?”
    


    
      Cassie surveyed the scattered piles of colored tissue paper strewn across the vast table. “What is all this?”
    


    
      Her mother raised up both hands like she was in over her head. “Daffodils and cranes. Decorations for the spring festival. I volunteered, but I have no idea why. Now I’m drowning in tissue paper.”
    


    
      After seeing her mother sick in bed for so long, night after night, watching Melanie’s great-aunt Constance feed her healing herbs and rub her down with medicinal poultices, it was a pleasure to find her mother so worked up over such an inconsequential task. And it was good to see her getting involved in a community event, too. Cassie wanted her mom to feel at home here in New Salem and to have friends, especially now that Grandma wasn’t around.
    


    
      “Where do I begin?” Cassie asked as she joined her mother at the regal table. She gathered stacks of yellow and green tissue paper, figuring the daffodils were easier to make than the cranes. As she began folding and fluffing the fine paper into petals, she thought to herself: There’s probably a magic way to get this done much faster. But she was so happy and relieved to have her mom back to her old self that she didn’t mind if it took all night.
    


    
      “So,” her mother said, focusing her eyes fully on Cassie at last. “How’s Adam?”
    


    
      Cassie felt her cheeks get warm. “He’s good.”
    


    
      “And your friends?”
    


    
      “They’re good, too.”
    


    
      Her mom dropped the silver crane she’d been struggling with and studied Cassie’s face.
    


    
      “You know, I’m really proud of you,” she said. “You recovered so quickly from...” She paused.
    


    
      “From all the drama?”
    


    
      “The drama, yes, I guess you could call it that.” Her mother tried to smile.
    


    
      Cassie hesitated for only a moment, but it was enough to catch her mother’s attention. “Something’s wrong,” she said. “What is it?”
    


    
      Anxiety flooded Cassie’s stomach. She was enjoying this bonding time and didn’t want to ruin it. But her mother seemed genuinely open to talking tonight. For the first time in Cassie’s life, it seemed like all the secrets between them were finally out in the open, and their relationship had a clean slate. A new beginning, Cassie thought. That’s what they were celebrating, right? That’s what all these dumb paper cranes and daffodils were for, after all.
    


    
      Cassie took a deep breath and looked carefully into her mother’s eyes. “I’ve been wondering about my dad,” she said.
    


    
      Her mother immediately stiffened. Cassie noticed her jaw tighten, and then she took a long sip of her tea. The cup shook almost imperceptibly in her hand. Cassie was instantly sorry she’d said it. But when her mother set her cup of tea back down, she seemed to have recovered from the shock of the question. Or at least, she was trying to appear as though she’d recovered from it.
    


    
      When she finally spoke, the words came out stilted, but patient and kind. “I’m happy to tell you anything you want to know,” she said. “All you have to do is ask.”
    


    
      Relief settled into Cassie’s shoulders. It occurred to her how long she’d been keeping her worries and questions tightly wound up within her body. She pushed herself to continue talking.
    


    
      “I know he—I mean, Black John—was evil,” Cassie said. “But he’s a part of me. And it’s a part I feel I need to understand. Is there anything you can tell me about him?”
    


    
      There. She said it. It was out in the open.
    


    
      Her mother focused hard on the paper crane in her hands. “You’re absolutely right,” she said, but she didn’t answer the question, and she didn’t look at Cassie when she said it.
    


    
      Cassie watched her mother in careful silence. She honed in much too closely on the silver crane she was holding, folding and refolding it several times.
    


    
      “The problem is that they make this paper much too thin and flimsy,” she said. “It falls apart the second you touch it.”
    


    
      Right before Cassie’s eyes, her mother had completely checked out of their conversation. But Cassie was determined to not give up that easily, and after a few minutes of heavy staring on Cassie’s part, her mother stopped ignoring her and briefly looked up.
    


    
      “Is there something you want to ask me right now?” she asked, with a feigned nonchalance.
    


    
      The look in her mother’s eyes revealed a fear Cassie hadn’t seen in her since she’d fallen ill. Her face turned pale and ghostlike, like she’d aged twenty years in those five seconds of silence. And, Cassie noticed, the silver tissue paper she held in her hand wrinkled and cracked beneath the crushing tension of her fingers, like she was squeezing it for dear life.
    


    
      It was all too much for Cassie to handle. Her mother had just started feeling better. She’d just started to participate in life again. Cassie couldn’t afford to wreck all that with her selfish questions. Her mother was fragile, far more fragile than Cassie ever would be.
    


    
      “Never mind,” Cassie said. “We can talk about all that another time. We have a lot to get done here.”
    


    
      It had always been this way. Cassie was always the one who had to be the adult in their relationship, the one to keep her questions to herself because her mother couldn’t bear the answers—or the truth. She was a fool to think it could be any different.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 3


    
      
    

  


  
    “Spring is in the air,” Melanie said to Cassie and Laurel, closing her gray eyes momentarily and taking a deep breath in. “You can almost smell it, can’t you?”


    
      Cassie slammed her locker shut and inhaled, but all she could smell was the same school hallway scent of sweat, paper, and ammonia.
    


    
      “It was a rough winter,” Laurel said. “I think that has something to do with it.” She had adorned herself appropriately this morning in a floral-print dress. “The spring equinox festival is going to be huge this year.”
    


    
      There was a bustling excitement to their surroundings—voices seemed louder, footsteps quicker, everyone appeared more lively and animated—everyone had spring fever. Then Cassie remembered that the new principal was being announced at this morning’s assembly. Maybe that was the source of all the new energy in the air? She was eager to meet the man who would be in charge of their school, especially after their last principal turned out to be Black John in disguise. But Melanie and Laurel were probably right—it was this weekend’s spring festival that had everyone keyed up. Their schoolmates were all planning their outfits and debating over who’d be a worthy date. Nobody cared who the new principal was.
    


    
      “It’s a good sign,” Melanie said. “A celebration of new beginnings is just what this town needs.”
    


    
      Cassie wanted to be as excited as everyone about the coming spring, but her heart felt heavy in her chest. Her disastrous attempt to talk to her mother the previous night was still weighing on her.
    


    
      Just then Chris and Doug Henderson swept by on Rollerblades, laughing as they tore through the crowded hallway. Their forward momentum blew their disheveled blond hair back from their identical blue-green eyes. They slowed down only to hand out star-shaped flowers to whichever pretty girls they passed. Suzan, carrying a wicker basket full of the flowers, jogged behind them to keep them supplied.
    


    
      “What the heck was that?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      “Chionodoxa luciliae,” Laurel said.
    


    
      Melanie gave Laurel a shove. “In English.”
    


    
      “Sorry.” Laurel smiled. “Those blue flowers. They’re called glory-of-the-snow. They’re one of the first signs of spring.”
    


    
      It occurred to Cassie then that even the Henderson twins, who’d lost their sister, Kori, just last fall, were embracing the new season. She could try a little harder to have a more positive outlook. “I think I’ve seen those flowers,” she said. “They’re in the rock garden behind the gymnasium.”
    


    
      “Not anymore they’re not,” Sean said, laughing loudly. He walked toward them with a bouquet of the blue flowers in his skinny outstretched hand and hesitantly offered them to Cassie.
    


    
      “Thanks, Sean,” Cassie said, but before she could accept the bouquet, Faye stepped in and swiped it from Sean’s hand. She sniffed at the buds and then shoved them back onto Sean’s chest. “Run along to the assembly and find some other pathetic girl to give those to,” she said. Then she turned to Cassie. “I need a word with you.”
    


    
      Faye was wearing all black, as she often did, but her outfit today was tighter and more revealing than usual. Cassie gave a nod to Melanie and Laurel. “It’s okay,” she said. “Go ahead to the auditorium. I’ll see you there.”
    


    
      She’d promised herself she would show no fear to Faye, no matter what. She couldn’t allow herself to be afraid to be alone with her, especially at school, where it was safe to assume she’d be protected from any abuse Faye could inflict upon her.
    


    
      Faye, of course, wasted no time making her point. “I know you’re new to this whole leader thing,” she told Cassie. “But even you should recognize you won’t be able to play fair for long.”
    


    
      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
    


    
      Faye scoffed, like it was beneath her to have to explain herself. “Don’t play innocent with me, Cassie. It doesn’t work.”
    


    
      Cassie glanced up and down the empty hallway and put her hands on her hips. “If you actually have something to say to me, Faye, then say it. But if you’re just trying to intimidate me, you’re not succeeding.”
    


    
      “Liar.” Faye reached out to lightly brush aside the few strands of hair that had fallen in front of Cassie’s eyes, and Cassie jumped back.
    


    
      Faye smiled. “Here’s what I have to say. Power always creates enemies. It divides people into two types, good and bad. If you really want to be a leader of this Circle, then you need to pick a side.”
    


    
      Cassie remembered Diana once saying that power was only power—it wasn’t good or bad. Only the way we use it is good or bad, she’d said. But even Diana had changed her opinion about this.
    


    
      “I’ve already chosen a side,” Cassie said.
    


    
      The star ruby around Faye’s neck glistened. It was the same color as her lipstick. “No, you haven’t,” she said. “There’s something in you that proves you’re daddy’s little girl. You can feel it inside you. A darkness. I know you can.”
    


    
      Cassie hugged her books tighter to her chest. “You don’t know anything.”
    


    
      “Isn’t it exhausting trying so hard to emulate Diana when really you’re just like me?”
    


    
      “No. Because I’m nothing like you.”
    


    
      Faye let out a deep, throaty laugh and took a step back. She’d accomplished what she’d intended. Cassie was significantly rattled.
    


    
      “Better hurry up,” she said. “You don’t want to be late to the assembly.” She pulled a tube of lipstick from her bag and applied another slash of dark pigment to her lips. “Want some?” She held the bloodred tube out to Cassie. “I think it’s your color.”
    


    
      In a flash of anger Cassie thought to swat the lipstick right out of Faye’s hand. But that would be giving her exactly what she wanted. She was trying to push Cassie into giving in to her lowest impulses, to be as brash and reckless as she was.
    


    
      But Cassie wouldn’t do it. She wouldn’t give Faye that satisfaction. Instead, she turned her back on her, and when she did, she caught sight of someone she hadn’t seen before. A boy. Faye noticed him, too.
    


    
      Together, they watched him walk up the hallway. He was tall and muscular with light brown hair, and he must have just finished working out, because he was wearing warm-ups and sneakers. He carried a gym bag in one hand and a lacrosse stick in the other.
    


    
      “That boy is gorgeous.” Faye capped her lipstick and stuffed it into her purse. “You know how I love those sweaty jocks.”
    


    
      Cassie rolled her eyes.
    


    
      Faye immediately approached the boy to stake her claim. “Are you lost?” she called out to him. “I can help you find your way.”
    


    
      His head shot up when he realized he was being spoken to. Cassie saw that his eyes were green like emeralds, as beautiful as Diana’s.
    


    
      “No, thank you,” he said, in a voice both rugged and cocky. “I know where I’m heading.”
    


    
      “To that boring assembly?” Faye wasn’t about to give up that easy. “In that case, I can help you lose your way.”
    


    
      That got a smile out of him, but he directed it at Cassie. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Max.”
    


    
      “This is Faye,” Cassie said, returning Max’s grin. “She’s glad to meet you.”
    


    
      Max dropped his gym bag onto the floor and shook Faye’s hand in a way that made it obvious he was used to girls fawning over him.
    


    
      “Cassie,” Faye said, still holding Max’s thick hand in hers. “Won’t Adam be waiting for you at the assembly? You should probably get going.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded. “She’s right. I should.”
    


    
      As Cassie turned away, she heard Max call after her, “See you in there.”
    


    
      

    


    
      Cassie made it into the auditorium just in time for the welcoming ceremony. She was relieved to find Adam waving her over to where he was seated in the last row. The auditorium was more crowded than she had ever seen it. Groups of students were crammed in the back and up each exit row. The humming excitement Cassie picked up on in the hallway had carried over here, where it heightened like rough water constrained by a dam. But once Mr. Humphries tapped on the microphone to quiet the crowd and make some announcements, that restless energy died down to a low-level boredom. Assemblies were always fun until the assembly part.
    


    
      Cassie let her eyes roam over the crowd. She found Diana all the way up front, seated with her AP English class. Melanie and Laurel had joined Suzan, Sean, and the Henderson brothers in the center rows about midway from the stage. And Deborah and Nick were just a few rows behind them. Cassie noticed that none of them looked concerned. They appeared as bored and apathetic as the rest of the school. Was she the only one still reeling from the last assembly they had to welcome a principal? Were they all just faking it, trying to put their best faces forward? Or was everyone really that much better at moving on than Cassie?
    


    
      Sally Waltman and Portia Bainbridge were sitting in their cluster of cheerleaders. Sally’s rust-colored hair stood out from the rest of her mostly blonde friends, so she was easy to spot in their crowd. She was laughing at something Portia was saying, probably making fun of someone, like she always did. The Circle had come to an uneasy truce with Portia and her brothers, but Cassie still didn’t like her.
    


    
      “You okay?” Adam asked when Cassie settled into her seat. “You’ve got that I-just-had-a-Faye-encounter look.”
    


    
      “I’m fine. Faye was getting up in my face, but then a hot boy walked by, and she forgot all about me.”
    


    
      “That’s our Faye.” Adam took Cassie’s hand in his and squeezed it. “Who was the boy?”
    


    
      “I don’t know, someone new. His name was Max.”
    


    
      Cassie searched the auditorium for Faye and found her standing in the corner talking to Max—talking at him was more like it. He leaned with both hands on his lacrosse stick, like he might fall over from boredom if it weren’t holding him up.
    


    
      Cassie shifted her attention to the man she assumed was the new principal waiting off to the side. He wore a finely cut dark suit and had salt-and-pepper hair. He was tall, with broad shoulders, and kept his hands clasped behind his back. He was handsome, the way Mr. Brunswick had been handsome.
    


    
      Weak applause welcomed him to the stage. “Thank you,” he said, as he adjusted the microphone. “I’m Mr. Boylan, and it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
    


    
      His voice was deeper than Cassie had expected it to be. His outer appearance was dapper and elegant, but he had the voice of a lumberjack—it had a toughness to it, a grit, and the slightest hint of an accent she couldn’t place.
    


    
      A shiver ran down her spine.
    


    
      No, Cassie thought to herself. You’re being paranoid. Just because Mr. Brunswick turned out to be evil doesn’t mean Mr. Boylan will. She figured she must have been suffering from some kind of post-traumatic stress, the way soldiers returned from wars startled at every harmless loud sound they heard.
    


    
      But as Mr. Boylan continued speaking, every muscle in Cassie’s body tightened in defense. She glanced at Adam to see if he sensed anything off about the principal, too, but he was calmly watching the stage with no expression of alarm.
    


    
      “Thank you all for your gracious welcome,” Mr. Boylan said. “I hope you’ll do the same for my son, who will also be a student here.” He pointed to the far corner, where Max was still leaning on his lacrosse stick, staring straight ahead.
    


    
      Adam and Cassie looked at each other simultaneously. Neither of them had to say it.
    


    
      Of course. Faye’s new crush was the principal’s son.
    


    
      Faye was smirking behind him, watching the back of his head as if she could burn a hole through it with her desire. When she caught Cassie watching, she puckered her lips into a kiss and blew it Cassie’s way. Then she stuck out her tongue, pretending she might lick the back of Max’s neck.
    


    
      “This can’t be good,” Cassie said.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 4


    
      
    

  


  
    As she walked home from school that afternoon, Cassie finally had a moment to herself to think. Diana and some of the others were going into town to shop for spring festival outfits. You need a spring dress for the spring festival, Suzan had insisted when Cassie said she was feeling too tired to shop. But Diana interjected on Cassie’s behalf, saying if she was tired it was best to rest.


    
      Did that mean Diana didn’t really want her there? Cassie wished she was feeling more confident about her friendship with Diana, but it seemed out of sorts, just like everything right now.
    


    
      Cassie decided to walk the longer, more scenic route home along Cherry Hill Road, where rows of Kwanzan and dwarf bing cherry trees would be on the brink of blooming. It was a blustery March day, and the sound of the wind in the trees was her favorite. She stopped walking for a moment to look up at their leaves, to watch them shake and dance overhead until she was dizzy.
    


    
      “This is my turf,” a voice behind her said.
    


    
      She glanced around and saw a black leather jacket and black jeans.
    


    
      “Nick,” she said. “I walked this way to be alone, so maybe you’re on my turf.” She was trying to sound playfully sarcastic. Then she immediately ruined it by adding, “But it’s really nice to run into you.”
    


    
      She noticed him shift uncomfortably at the sappy comment, but more of the same started sputtering from her mouth. “It’s just... we’ve hardly gotten to talk lately,” she said. “And we never hang out anymore.”
    


    
      Nick’s face appeared cold. No smile, not even a hint of one. He obviously didn’t feel the same way. He looked away and patted his jacket pocket for his cigarettes. Then he remembered he’d quit, so he stopped patting and stood still.
    


    
      “I miss you, Nick,” Cassie heard herself say. And she immediately wished it hadn’t come out sounding so needy and pathetic.
    


    
      Nick had been this way—aloof and closed off—since Cassie and Adam got together. The rational part of her brain knew he was only shutting her out because he’d been hurt, but the other part of her brain, the irrational part, didn’t care at all about that and just wanted him back in her life.
    


    
      She touched the soft leather of his jacket and asked, as innocently as she could, “Don’t you miss me at all?”
    


    
      A pang of agony shot across his face, like she’d stabbed him in the stomach with a sharp knife.
    


    
      “Cassie,” he said.
    


    
      He was about to say something important. She could tell by the gentle tone of his voice and the way he was struggling to find the right words. It was so difficult for him to express his emotions that to watch him working so hard at it now made Cassie’s heart melt a little. This was the tender side of Nick not many people had access to.
    


    
      “Cassie, listen,” he said.
    


    
      But just then Adam drove up, honking his horn. “Hey, you two,” he called out. “Want a ride?”
    


    
      Shoot. What terrible timing. She and Nick were finally getting somewhere.
    


    
      But the moment was lost. Nick’s face, which had opened itself up briefly, closed again, tighter and more secure than a vault.
    


    
      “Do you want a ride home?” Cassie feebly asked him.
    


    
      The sight of her with Adam was the last thing Nick needed, and Cassie knew it. “I’ll pass,” he said, with the coldest voice he could muster. “But you’d better go,” he added, when he noticed Cassie’s hesitation. “Your chariot awaits.”
    


    
      Cassie was torn. For a split second she imagined their alternate future, the one where Adam didn’t pull up, where she and Nick talked the whole long walk home beneath a canopy of trees. She didn’t want to let this possibility go. But she knew not to push Nick too far. After all, her loyalties were to Adam, and they always would be.
    


    
      Nick started shuffling away in the opposite direction of home. Cassie rushed to catch up with him and whispered into his ear. “You may have earned the right to wallow a bit,” she said. “But I’m not going to let you go that easily.”
    


    
      Then she jogged back to Adam’s car, opened the door, and climbed inside.
    


    
      

    


    
      The interior of Adam’s car always smelled the same. It was the sweet musk of autumn leaves and gasoline, oiled leather and rubber, and it never failed to make Cassie feel a charge.
    


    
      Adam looked her over, analyzing every inch of her face with his piercing blue eyes. “I thought you were going out dress shopping with the girls.”
    


    
      “I didn’t feel like it.”
    


    
      He rested his warm hand on her knee. “Cassie, are you sure everything’s okay?”
    


    
      She gazed out the window and didn’t answer.
    


    
      “Was Nick giving you a hard time back there?”
    


    
      “What? No, of course not. If anything, I was giving him a hard time, trying to get him to be my friend again.”
    


    
      Adam returned his hand to the steering wheel and gripped it so tightly, his knuckles whitened. “He needs time.”
    


    
      “I know.”
    


    
      Cassie watched the more ordinary streets of New Salem give way to Crowhaven Road and decided to change the subject.
    


    
      “Did you get a weird feeling from the new principal today?” she asked.
    


    
      “No, why? Did you?”
    


    
      “Kind of, but I’m not sure,” Cassie said honestly. “I think I want to ask Constance about it. Maybe she knows a spell or something that can show us his true nature.”
    


    
      Adam tried to suppress a smile. “I think you’re being a little paranoid, Cassie. Rightfully so, after all we’ve been through. But honestly, the only thing I found freaky about the principal is that Faye is into his son.”
    


    
      “I know, you’re probably right.” Cassie returned her gaze out the window. She noticed a black sedan behind theirs and strained to see if it was one of their friends. Not too many cars had a reason to turn onto Crowhaven Road.
    


    
      “Cassie,” Adam said. “Listen to me. Black John isn’t haunting us anymore. He’s gone. We won.”
    


    
      In spite of all of Adam’s sensitivity, it bothered Cassie that he still glossed over the fact that Black John, though evil, was her father. Whenever Adam mentioned him, it was always, He’s gone, gone forever—which of course was a good thing, but Adam could at least acknowledge that his death was confusing for her.
    


    
      “I think I’d still like to go see Constance,” she said. “Will you drop me off there, please?”
    


    
      Adam got quiet then, which meant he had the sense to know he’d said something to upset Cassie.
    


    
      They were just about at Constance’s house now, so he let up on the accelerator and slowed to a stop. Cassie noticed the black car behind them also stopped. It then made a sharp U-turn and headed back to the main road. Weird, she thought.
    


    
      

    


    
      At first no one answered her knock, but then Cassie saw Constance’s gray head of hair appear in the front window. She waved her birdlike hand at Cassie and then opened the door.
    


    
      “Are you here to see Melanie?” she asked. “She’s not home from school yet.”
    


    
      “Actually, Aunt Constance, I came to talk to you.”
    


    
      “Uh-oh. What’s wrong?” She led Cassie across the spotless hardwood floor to the parlor, where she’d been having tea.
    


    
      Cassie had grown quite comfortable in this house since her mother had stayed there when she was ill. It was similar to Cassie’s own home, but in much better shape. The walls were freshly painted, the silver was polished to a shine, and there wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere. The parlor smelled like the oil soap used to clean wood.
    


    
      Constance refilled her willow-patterned teacup and poured a cup for Cassie. Then she sat back in her large rocking chair. “What’s on your mind?” she asked.
    


    
      “Nothing, really,” Cassie said. “I guess I just came to ask your advice.”
    


    
      “About what?” Constance was thin and regal, but she looked almost childlike, rocking back and forth in her chair.
    


    
      “I’ve been feeling kind of uneasy lately,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Constance stopped the rocking and rested her feet flat on the floor. “You’ll have to be more specific if advice is what you want, dear.”
    


    
      “Believe it or not, I’m really trying.” Cassie set her teacup down. “I guess part of it is that I know I should be happy. The Circle defeated Black John, and my mother is well again. And I have Adam, who loves me very much.”
    


    
      “But?”
    


    
      “But I can’t seem to relax.” Cassie leaned in close to Constance and began speaking more softly. “Like today, when our new principal was introduced. I started to feel all shaky, right there at the assembly. I know it wasn’t about him, but how do I know, or how can I tell.... Oh, I don’t know.”
    


    
      “How can you tell the difference between instinct and anxiety?” Constance smiled.
    


    
      Cassie nodded.
    


    
      “There’s only one way,” Constance said. “Years of practice. That’s one of the biggest challenges of having the sight.”
    


    
      She leaned back in her chair and appeared lost in her own thoughts for a moment. Then her thin red lips formed a smile.
    


    
      “Your grandmother was the same way,” she said. “What you call nervous. If you only knew how many times she woke me up from a sound sleep, crying about a bad omen that turned out to be indigestion.”
    


    
      Constance started laughing so hard, tears formed in the corners of her eyes. She reached for a tissue and patted them away before she went on. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to make light of it. But it’ll get easier with time, Cassie, you can be sure of that.”
    


    
      “So what you’re saying is there’s no magic way to know for sure who’s good and who’s evil, no spell to test the principal’s true nature?”
    


    
      Constance resisted the urge to start laughing again. “Honey, if only that spell did exist, it would have been the first one I showed you.” She looked at Cassie lovingly. “Unfortunately, there’s no shortcut to peace of mind.”
    


    
      When Cassie made no reply, wrinkled lines appeared between Constance’s eyebrows. “Practice your daily meditations and your invocations,” she said. “Cultivate tranquility as best you can.”
    


    
      It was simple advice, but Cassie left Constance’s house feeling just a little bit lighter.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 5


    
      
    

  


  
    When Cassie arrived at Old Town Hall, the sun was shining down on the carnival as booths and tables were being set up for the evening’s festivities. She searched for her mom among the volunteers so she could help her put up the decorations they’d finally finished making late last night.


    
      Old Town Hall was one of the earliest municipal buildings in New Salem. When it had been in use, it housed all the town’s federal offices. The surrounding area was designed to be an outdoor market, but these days it was mostly used as a public art space and, of course, to host yearly spring and fall festivals.
    


    
      “Hey, Cassie.” Laurel appeared carrying a tray of tulip bulbs that was nearly twice her size. She dropped it onto a nearby table and waved a few sweaty strands of hair away from her pixielike face. “Are you psyched for tonight’s festival?”
    


    
      “Sure,” Cassie said unconvincingly.
    


    
      “Well, you should be,” Laurel said. “The spring equinox is important to us as witches.” She looked to her left and then to her right to be sure nobody had heard her. And then, as Cassie expected, she launched into a history lesson. History and botany lessons were pretty much mandatory when talking to Laurel. You either loved her for it or you had the urge to tape her mouth shut, but for now Cassie humored her.
    


    
      “Like many traditions in New Salem, the origin of the spring festival has roots in paganism,” Laurel said. “This festival used to be called Ostara’s Festival, and it was a holiday to celebrate the Goddess waking from her winter slumber. It was a time when our ancestors honored the balance of all things, the physical with the spiritual. The old books said it was a time to plant seeds in the garden, as well as a time to plant the seeds of desired manifestation.”
    


    
      “But what does that mean?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      “It means it’s a time to start new projects and put new plans into action.” Laurel picked up her tray with a grunt and began to walk away. “It’s something to get excited about,” she said over her shoulder.
    


    
      Cassie let her eyes wander around the square. In every booth was a local merchant offering samples of food or drink, or the chance to bid on some item up for auction. Local bands were setting up their equipment on a ramshackle stage. The whole event had simply become a backdrop for the kickoff of the tourist season. But still, Cassie thought she should embrace it. It was a celebration of sorts, like Laurel said.
    


    
      Cassie found her mother on the far side of the square, stapling paper daffodils along a wooden baseboard. Across from her, Cassie saw Melanie and Constance setting up their jewelry booth. Melanie’s smooth cap of chestnut hair was pulled neatly back, while Constance’s gray mane feathered madly in the wind. They were quite a pair; Melanie was tall and beautiful and prepossessing, and Constance was shrunken and slumped over, bossily calling out commands with her wrinkled pointer finger. But the love and compassion between them was palpable, and the jewelry they designed was a physical product of that love. Melanie had told Cassie that the local townspeople didn’t have a real understanding of crystals, but that didn’t matter. Their jewelry made for pretty conversation pieces, and Aunt Constance really appreciated the extra cash.
    


    
      Cassie waved to Melanie from afar and then spotted Diana. She was wearing all white, and the way the sun was striking her blonde hair, it appeared almost white, too. My God, Cassie thought, Diana is literally shimmering like an angel. And appropriately, she was helping with the charity raffle this year. In fact, she’d organized it. Sometimes Cassie wondered if there was anything Diana couldn’t do.
    


    
      Cassie gave her mom a signal to let her know she’d be right there and then headed over to the raffle table to say hello to Diana. She’d felt so distant from Diana lately, she thought stopping by would be a nice gesture. Maybe even a first step in clearing the air between them.
    


    
      Cassie understood the distance was because she spent most of her free time with Adam these days. How could that not make things weird, when not so long ago it used to be Diana who spent all her time with Adam?
    


    
      But in spite of all that, when Diana noticed Cassie coming her way now, she couldn’t have offered her a more heartfelt greeting. She dropped her clipboard onto the table and jogged across the square to meet Cassie halfway.
    


    
      “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said. “Your mother’s decorations look fantastic.”
    


    
      “Thanks,” Cassie said, and then hesitated. She hadn’t known she was going to do this, but in the moment it felt right. “Can we talk?” she asked.
    


    
      Without waiting for an answer, she took Diana’s hand tightly in her own and led her to the side of the square, where there was a long stone bench they could sit on without the risk of anyone overhearing their conversation. “There’s something I have to tell you,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Diana’s green eyes narrowed with concern, but she sat down, as instructed. Cassie sat across from her, anxiously rubbing her fingers along the bench’s stone surface.
    


    
      “I’ve been feeling so bad,” she said. “For all the awkwardness.”
    


    
      Diana smiled wide. “Kind of like right now?”
    


    
      “Yeah.” Cassie felt herself blush. “I guess I am being kind of awkward right now. It’s just that I know how close you and Adam were, and the sacrifice you made, and—”
    


    
      Diana cut Cassie off mid-sentence. “Cassie, I know. I really do. And it has been hard at times, but I think we’ve all grown used to it a lot faster than you have.”
    


    
      She put her hands on Cassie’s shoulders and gave her a little shake. “There are no hard feelings. Honestly. It’s you who’s making it hard, for yourself.”
    


    
      Cassie’s eyes filled with tears, and she realized Diana was right. She had been making things unnecessarily difficult. This was supposed to be a new beginning. Everywhere around her, people were embracing change while she clung on to old hurts and past fears.
    


    
      “Does this mean we can hang out more?” she asked.
    


    
      “I sure hope so!” Diana brought her in for a hug, and when Cassie closed her eyes, everything felt just right. A new beginning, she thought to herself again. Now she really would be able to enjoy the festival.
    


    
      Together she and Diana walked through the square, arm in arm, back to the raffle table. Cassie didn’t want their renewed closeness to end, but she had work to do.
    


    
      “I’d better go help my mom,” she said, and was about to walk away when a girl approached her. The girl had long waves of bright red hair and wore high black boots that caught on the hem of her slip dress.
    


    
      “Excuse me,” she said. “I’m looking for the bed-and-breakfast that’s supposed to be right around here.” She was about the same height and build as Cassie, and her eyes were a very dark brown, almost black.
    


    
      Diana pointed west. “It’s about a two-minute walk that way.”
    


    
      The girl gripped the handle of her overstuffed suitcase and stood gawking at them, as if she were hoping for more. “I’m Scarlett,” she said, offering her free hand to Diana.
    


    
      Diana introduced herself and Cassie, and then asked, “Are you visiting from out of town?”
    


    
      “Not visiting. I just moved here.” Scarlett bit at her fingernail, which was covered in chipped black nail polish. “I’m only staying at the B and B for now, if I ever find it.”
    


    
      Diana raised her eyebrows. “Moving to a new town with only one suitcase, that’s very impressive.”
    


    
      Scarlett laughed uncomfortably like she wasn’t sure if Diana was playfully teasing or rudely making fun of her. Cassie wasn’t entirely sure either. She knew Diana well enough to sense that she had her guard up around this stranger.
    


    
      “Will you be going to New Salem High?” Diana asked.
    


    
      Scarlett shook her head. “I graduated early. I’m working on the docks for the summer.”
    


    
      “I see,” Diana said, in a tone dripping with judgment.
    


    
      Diana got like this around Outsiders sometimes. Cassie knew she didn’t mean to be impolite; in fact, she probably wasn’t even aware of it. It was an unconscious self-righteousness that came from always knowing she was special. But Cassie knew what growing up average was like, and she’d once been the new girl in town. She sympathized with how awful and alienated Scarlett probably felt right now.
    


    
      “Well, thank you for the directions,” Scarlett said. “It was nice meeting you.”
    


    
      “Wait.” Cassie had the sudden urge to remedy Diana’s inhospitable welcome. “You should come to the festival tonight. It’s right here; you can’t miss it.”
    


    
      Scarlett giggled in a way that made her sound like a little girl, and Cassie couldn’t help but join in. There was something refreshing about her. “We just met, and already you’re taking a shot at my poor sense of direction?” Then her face warmed. “I’d love to come, thank you.”
    


    
      “Great,” Cassie said. “Then we’ll see you later.”
    


    
      Cassie watched Scarlett walk away, and Diana picked up her clipboard from the table. “That was neighborly of you,” she said.
    


    
      “What do you mean?”
    


    
      “You know.” Diana scrutinized her list of things to do, flipping through its many pages. “Considerate, gregarious.”
    


    
      “I know what neighborly means, but what do you mean?”
    


    
      Diana set the clipboard down and rolled her pen back and forth in her fingers while analyzing Cassie’s expression. “You saw something in her, didn’t you? What was it?”
    


    
      Cassie should have known there was never getting anything past Diana. It was true, she had seen something in Scarlett, but she wasn’t sure what.
    


    
      Cassie felt a tingle travel up her spine and down her arms, all the way to her fingers. It was an excitement she couldn’t place. “I’m really not sure. But I think it was something good.”
    


    
      “Well, that’s pleasant news for a change,” Diana said.
    


    
      “Tell me about it.”
    


    
      “Maybe it was her hair dye drawing you in.”
    


    
      “Be nice,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “I’m not being mean,” Diana said naughtily. “It made me want to drink a glass of wild cherry Kool-Aid. I love that stuff.” Then the two of them broke into loud, uninhibited laughter, the way they used to.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 6


    
      
    

  


  
    The moon overhead was a bright white waxing crescent, and the sky was clear. Cassie and Adam were standing by the maypole hand in hand, and she felt radiant in the yellow camisole dress her friends picked out for her. She’d found it in the dining room early that morning. Suzan had dropped it off with a note written in her loopy script: This dress screamed your name!


    
      Suzan had also bought ties for all the guys, and they looked good, but the girls outshone them in their dresses. Melanie was in green chiffon and Laurel in carnation-pink voile. Suzan, always voluptuous, had chosen a copper-colored tank dress for herself that was pushing the boundary of indecent exposure. Diana wore an understated ivory silk tunic.
    


    
      Deborah, who rarely wore dresses, was decked out in her own way. She had on tight white jeans, a white T-shirt, and a purple leather jacket. “Have you seen Faye?” she asked Cassie and Adam.
    


    
      Adam shrugged his shoulders, but Sean responded, “She’s out on the lookout for Max.”
    


    
      Deborah scoffed. “She hasn’t given up on him yet? He’s been evading her all week.”
    


    
      Sean shook his head. “Not a chance,” he said. “Faye never backs down that easily.”
    


    
      “What about Nick?” Cassie asked. “Have you seen him?”
    


    
      Deborah’s face hardened at the question. When it came to Cassie, she was extremely protective of her cousin. “I don’t think he’s coming.”
    


    
      “Why not?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      “Because he’s not.” Deborah tried to stare Cassie down, but Cassie brushed it off. Deborah thought she was doing the right thing, guarding Nick from getting hurt any more than he already had, but she didn’t understand that Cassie’s intentions were good. After clearing the air with Diana, she’d felt so much better. She hoped to do the same with Nick tonight.
    


    
      Diana frowned at Deborah in a way that revealed she sympathized with Cassie’s predicament. “Nick may show,” she said. “If he’s anything, he’s unpredictable.”
    


    
      There was a moment of silence as Cassie let her eyes wander up the maypole. She admired the multicolored garlands and ribbons streaming down from its apex. Then Diana said, “Hey, Cassie, isn’t that Scarlett?”
    


    
      Scarlett had spotted them and was making her way through the crowd in their direction. She was wearing a cornflower-blue baby-doll dress, and her long red hair was stuffed beneath a brown felt bowler hat. She waved when her eyes locked with Cassie’s, and then she picked up her pace to a trot.
    


    
      “Who is that?” Adam asked.
    


    
      Cassie noticed a shard of fascinated curiosity in Adam’s voice.
    


    
      “Ooh, I love that hat,” Suzan said.
    


    
      Deborah nodded. She always appreciated a girl stylish enough to successfully pull off wearing an article of men’s clothing. “Those boots are killer, too,” she said.
    


    
      Scarlett was all smiles and confidence as Cassie introduced her to the rest of the group. Her dark eyes passed over each of them individually, and she greeted everyone with the affection of an old friend.
    


    
      It wasn’t just Scarlett’s fashion sense that was captivating, Cassie noted. It was her nature; she was immediately comfortable with everyone she met. And she was pretty. Sean’s tongue was practically hanging out of his mouth when he shook her hand.
    


    
      Scarlett extracted herself from Sean’s grasp with a chuckle and turned to Diana.
    


    
      “Good to see you again,” she said.
    


    
      “Yes,” Diana answered, in a way that made Cassie cringe. But Scarlett flashed a white smile that showed she refused to take Diana’s indifference to heart.
    


    
      “The egg toss is starting,” Sean said excitedly, trying to regain Scarlett’s attention. “We should go cheer on Chris and Doug. The grand prize is a five-hundred-dollar gift certificate to Pete’s Candy Store, and they’re determined to win it.”
    


    
      Scarlett scanned the many booths and food trucks. “Actually,” she said, “I’m famished. And I’m dying for one of those chorizo skewers.”
    


    
      “I’ll come with you,” Cassie said. She was anxious to learn more about Scarlett and, come to think of it, she was pretty hungry herself.
    


    
      The group split up then, everyone heading over to the egg-toss lawn, except for Adam and Diana, who were on their way to visit Melanie and Constance at their jewelry booth.
    


    
      Cassie and Scarlett each bought a skewer and struggled to not talk with their mouths full as they walked the festival’s perimeter. “So you’re staying at the B and B?” Cassie asked as innocently as possible.
    


    
      Scarlett nodded, chewed, and swallowed.
    


    
      “Where are your parents?”
    


    
      “My mom passed away,” Scarlett said abruptly, like she wanted to get that information out of the way as fast as possible.
    


    
      “Oh, I’m sorry.”
    


    
      “She grew up here,” Scarlett continued. “That’s why I wanted to come to New Salem, to kind of reconnect with her, and my past.” She looked away then, perhaps afraid she was oversharing.
    


    
      Cassie searched her mind for the right thing to say. “I think that’s great. I mean, I think that’s a really brave thing to do. Even if it’s painful.”
    


    
      Scarlett nodded. “I guess I’m just looking for a new start.”
    


    
      “I know what you mean,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “So tell me something about you.”
    


    
      Cassie’s mind raced. She wanted to change the subject to something less heavy, but it occurred to her that every good and exciting thing she wanted to tell also involved the Circle, so she was left speechless. For the first time since she moved to New Salem, she understood why being friends with an Outsider could be such a challenge.
    


    
      “Well,” Cassie said, “that’s my mother over there selling raffle tickets.” But when she pointed her mother out, she also caught sight of Adam and Diana off in the corner, sharing a vanilla ice-cream cone. They were laughing because Adam had gotten ice cream on his nose and chin, and the more he tried to wipe it away, the more ice cream he smeared around.
    


    
      Cassie felt her stomach drop. But why? It was only an ice-cream cone. A shared snack between friends was nothing to get upset over. She would just join them. She led Scarlett their way and then noticed Faye approaching from the opposite direction.
    


    
      Faye was wearing a sheer black dress that fit her like a corset. A few paces behind her was Max, who, even in his casual polo shirt, still looked like he’d just stepped out of an Abercrombie catalog.
    


    
      Adam and Diana stopped laughing and regained control of their ice-cream situation once they noticed Cassie and the others heading their way.
    


    
      Faye introduced Max and then sized up Scarlett. “Who are you?” she asked.
    


    
      “This is Scarlett,” Cassie said. “She’s new to town, just like you, Max.”
    


    
      Max gave a nod to Scarlett, but his focus was clearly on Diana. “I saw you at the assembly on Friday,” he said. “You were the only one paying attention to my dad’s boring speech.”
    


    
      Diana appeared flustered. “You saw me?” she said, and then added, “It wasn’t boring.”
    


    
      “No? Are you sure?” Max stared at her roguishly until she cracked.
    


    
      “Okay, maybe just a little.”
    


    
      “Thank you for your honesty.” Max reached for Diana’s hand and squeezed it between his thick fingers. “Now we can be friends.”
    


    
      Diana blushed, and Cassie noticed Adam shift uncomfortably.
    


    
      “My dad’s here somewhere,” Max said, still addressing only Diana. “If you find him, you should let him know what a great orator you think he is.”
    


    
      Faye was clenching her jaw so tightly, Cassie feared her head might explode.
    


    
      “I’ll do that,” Diana said. “But if you’ll excuse me for right now, we were about to go cheer for our friends.” She gestured toward the egg-toss competition.
    


    
      Max looked a little disappointed. “Yeah, I should go find my dad,” he said.
    


    
      Faye made a move to follow him, but he stopped her. “I’ll see you later,” he said, and then disappeared into the crowd.
    


    
      Adam, who’d been deathly silent till now, had a look of disgust on his face. “Well, that was weird.”
    


    
      “Adam,” Diana scolded. “He was just trying to fit in. That’s what people do when they’re new. They’ll do anything to impress you.”
    


    
      Scarlett looked down, assuming that was a knock at her. Cassie opened her mouth to say something, but before any words came out, Faye stormed off.
    


    
      “Max wasn’t working so hard to impress her,” Adam said.
    


    
      “Faye’s been sexually harassing him since the moment he got here,” Diana said, raising her voice. “He doesn’t have to try for her.”
    


    
      Cassie wished Scarlett wasn’t witnessing this strange moment of tension. It was actually embarrassing, how petty her friends must have appeared.
    


    
      “Let’s go,” she said to Scarlett. “They’ll catch up.”
    


    
      Together they crossed the square. “Diana and Adam aren’t usually like that,” Cassie said. “You just happened to catch them in a weird moment.”
    


    
      “I get it.” Scarlett smiled. “Couples get jealous; they fight.”
    


    
      Suddenly Cassie felt sick again. “Adam’s my boyfriend,” she said quietly. “Not Diana’s.”
    


    
      “Oh.” Scarlett bit her lip. “That was stupid of me, I didn’t realize—”
    


    
      “No, it’s fine. I can see why you’d think that. It’s kind of complicated.”
    


    
      When they found the rest of the group clustered at one end of the cheering section, Cassie was relieved for the chance to change the subject. The competition was down to Chris and Doug, and a brother-sister team who couldn’t be a day over eleven years old.
    


    
      “They really like candy,” Cassie said to Scarlett, as if that were a reasonable explanation.
    


    
      “I can respect that,” Scarlett said. “I really like candy, too. I once ate so many Skittles, I sneezed rainbows for three days.”
    


    
      It was a dumb joke, but Cassie recognized it for what it was. Scarlett was trying to lighten things up, to comfort her, and she appreciated that. Outsider or not, she liked this girl.
    


    
      Just then, a scream for help came from the north side of the square, and everyone’s attention shifted. All eyes searched for the source of the bloodcurdling sound, but the group recognized it immediately as Melanie’s voice. They dashed toward the jewelry booth. Even Chris and Doug let their eggs fall to run and help.
    


    
      When Cassie reached the booth, she pushed through the crowd to find Melanie’s great-aunt Constance sprawled out on the ground. Melanie was crying out for someone to call an ambulance. A few townspeople with medical training kneeled over Constance, taking her vital signs, ordering everyone to stay back and give her some air. One of them had a hold on Melanie, who was thrashing and swinging at him before Diana and Laurel caught her by the arms and pulled her off to the side.
    


    
      A woman who’d been about to purchase a necklace from Constance said, “She was fine one second, and then she got this panicked look on her face and just collapsed.”
    


    
      Adam eyed the crowd for anyone suspicious. Cassie searched the mass of strangers’ faces for her mother but couldn’t find her. Maybe she’d gone for help. Or maybe the sight of Constance dropping to the ground was too much for her. In moments of crisis her mother tended to break down rather than rise up. It wouldn’t have surprised Cassie if she’d gone running home.
    


    
      The paramedics arrived, and Cassie had to look away while they performed CPR on Constance’s unresponsive body. The group embraced Melanie while Adam hugged Cassie close. She buried her head in his shoulder.
    


    
      It was impossible to know how much time passed while the paramedics worked on Constance. Cassie kept thinking it had to be a joke. Ha ha, got you, Cassie imagined Constance saying from her spot on the ground. Constance was always trying to remind them of the fragility of life and the delicate balance of all things. Maybe this was just one more lesson. But then the paramedics stopped their pushing and pulling and pumping and gasping. There were no more mouthfuls of air to be given or received, and there was no more hope. The paramedic in charge stood up and brought their efforts to the ultimate conclusion. He declared Aunt Constance dead. Expired was the word he used, which struck Cassie as unbelievably harsh.
    


    
      “Probably a brain aneurysm,” he told his deputy, and then he expressed his condolences to Melanie. “We did everything we could, miss,” he said.
    


    
      Cassie had never seen Melanie lose it the way she did at that moment. She’d always kept herself together in the face of any hardship—especially in public. But this was just too much. She fell to her knees and wailed. So much for new beginnings, Cassie thought.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 7


    
      
    

  


  
    “Everyone around us dies,” Cassie said. “No matter what.”


    
      The scene kept playing over and over in her mind—the sound of Melanie screaming and the sight of Constance on the ground. She couldn’t stop shaking. Even with all the lanterns and flickering candles surrounding her, she felt cold in the lighthouse.
    


    
      Laurel wanted to perform a strength-giving ceremony to help Melanie through the next few days. They’d gathered the necessary herbs and crystals, but once they were about to begin, the group found they were hardly capable of doing anything in an organized fashion. Everyone was lost in their own fog, traumatized.
    


    
      Adam draped a blanket over Cassie’s shoulders, but that, too, felt chilly and damp on her body. She couldn’t stop shivering.
    


    
      “She needs something to help her calm down,” Adam said, and Diana quickly rummaged through the top drawer of the large pewter dresser they’d stocked with herbs and medicinal roots.
    


    
      She retrieved a tiny glass bottle and eyedropper. “This is a valerian-root tincture,” she said, holding the dropper up to Cassie’s mouth. “It’ll help ease your nerves. We should all take some.”
    


    
      Faye yanked Cassie away before the drops reached her tongue. “Don’t try to sedate her from the truth, Diana.” She slid her arm around Cassie’s waist. “What Cassie said is correct. Everyone around us does die. And she’s right to be losing her mind a little over it.” Faye passed her eyes over each member of the group until settling on Diana. “But I wonder if that has to be the case anymore.”
    


    
      Diana placed the tincture down on the table. “What are you saying?”
    


    
      “I think you know.” Faye moved to the center of the room. “We have the Master Tools now. The most powerful tools a witch could have. We might be able to bring Constance back.”
    


    
      Diana was silent, but Laurel shot up from her seat. “Faye’s right. Constance was teaching us so much about our powers, and that was just the beginning of our training. We need her.”
    


    
      Deborah nodded. “A witch as powerful as she was should be easy to bring back.”
    


    
      Diana’s already pale face seemed to whiten further. “I don’t know,” she said. “I want to save Constance, but unleashing that kind of dark magic could be dangerous. We don’t know what the repercussions will be.”
    


    
      “Have you all gone completely crazy?” Cassie asked. “You actually believe we can raise the dead?”
    


    
      “Actually,” Adam said, “it’s not that farfetched. I know this is still all new to you, Cassie, but necromancy has been used since the third century.”
    


    
      “There’s an actual term for it?” Cassie could hardly believe it.
    


    
      “It derives from the Greek,” Laurel said. “From nekos, meaning dead, and manteia, which means divination.”
    


    
      Cassie looked to Diana for confirmation, and she nodded. “But for the Greeks, necromancy signified the descent into Hades,” Diana said. “It was used as a way to consult the dead. It wasn’t intended to actually raise the dead back into the mortal sphere.”
    


    
      “But,” Adam interjected, “we know for a fact that it was used that way by our own ancestors. In fact, Diana, don’t you—”
    


    
      Diana’s green eyes flared to shut Adam up. But Faye, always vigilant, picked up on it. “Diana, don’t you what?”
    


    
      Diana rested both her slender hands on the Pembroke table in front of her. To keep from falling over, Cassie imagined. Then she spoke warily. “There’s a resuscitation spell in my Book of Shadows,” she said. “Adam and I discovered it a few years ago.”
    


    
      Faye released a moan of pure satisfaction. “I knew it.”
    


    
      “Let’s do it,” Deborah said. “We have the power, and we have the spell.”
    


    
      Suzan agreed. “We have to at least try.”
    


    
      Adam was quiet, but Cassie perceived a quivering excitement beneath his noncommittal expression. He wanted this—to test the limits of his power. It was the side of Adam that Cassie often forgot was there. Behind his relentlessly responsible facade, he was an adventurer at heart.
    


    
      Diana, still looking weary, said, “I suppose it is worth a try. As long as we’re extremely careful. But we should put it to a vote.”
    


    
      Laurel joined Faye at the center of the room. “I’ll do the honors in Melanie’s absence,” she said. “All those in favor of saving Constance, raise your hand.”
    


    
      Everyone’s hand went up except Cassie’s. Laurel looked at her, surprised the vote wasn’t unanimous.
    


    
      “I want to,” Cassie said. “Of course I want to. I’m just... scared.”
    


    
      “We can’t do this spell without a full Circle,” Diana said. “It’s all or nothing.”
    


    
      Laurel’s voice took on a pleading tone. “This is Melanie’s family we’re talking about. Her only family.”
    


    
      But Diana was firm. “We can’t force Cassie to perform a spell of this magnitude against her will.”
    


    
      Cassie felt the room’s attention rotate to her. “I’ll do it,” she called out before anyone else could say anything. “Nobody’s forcing me. Constance was family to all of us, and I want to do it.”
    


    
      Faye clapped her hands together and immediately began giving orders. “We have to work fast,” she said. “And we need the Tools. I’ll go get the garter.”
    


    
      She pointed to Cassie and Diana. “You two go dig up the bracelet and diadem from wherever you hid them. And Diana, don’t forget your Book of Shadows. The rest of you, go get Melanie.” She paused. “And the body.”
    


    
      “The body?” Sean asked, aghast. “You mean we have to bring it here?”
    


    
      Faye gave him a shove. “Where else do you suggest we revive it? Now go!”
    


    
      Cassie went to where Diana was seated at the table while the others sprang into action.
    


    
      “The diadem’s hidden in my room,” Diana said solemnly. “Should we go together?”
    


    
      Cassie nodded. “So it seems Faye’s getting her way after all. She wanted to use the Tools, and now we are.”
    


    
      Diana reached for her bag. “You can still back out if you’re not comfortable with this.”
    


    
      “Are you comfortable with it?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      “I want Constance to be alive,” Diana said. “And once we’re done with the spell, we’ll put each relic right back in its hiding place.”
    


    
      “But you said there could be repercussions.”
    


    
      Diana remained still for a moment and then spoke with care. “All magic has repercussions, Cassie. Power always comes with consequences.”
    


    
      Then she turned away as if the statement was nothing and fished through her bag for her keys. “Let’s go get the Tools. I’ll drive.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 8


    
      
    

  


  
    The kitchen was shadowy and quiet when Cassie stepped inside. Her mother wasn’t home, and she was glad. She didn’t want to have to explain why she was hauling bricks out of the fireplace. Just up the block, Diana was retrieving the tiara and whatever other materials they’d need to complete the resuscitation spell. And a little farther down Crowhaven Road, the rest of the group was somehow going to convince Melanie to allow them to bring her great-aunt’s body to the lighthouse. Before this year, Cassie had never even seen a real dead body, and now she was going to put her hands over one and try to bring it back to life.


    
      The fireplace wasn’t such a creative hiding spot for the bracelet, Cassie knew, but it had worked successfully for so many years, why try to think up someplace different? Deep inside its gaping stone mouth, she found the silver document box just as she’d left it. And when she removed its ancient lid, the bracelet glistened inside, as if it were celebrating the sudden, surprising light.
    


    
      Cassie allowed herself to admire the bracelet’s beauty for only a second. She ran her fingers over the intricate design on its rich silver surface and felt its weight in her hands. But then Diana called to her from outside.
    


    
      “Be right there!” she yelled, and ran upstairs to quickly change into her ceremonial white shift.
    


    
      Once she was dressed and ready, she found Diana waiting for her on the front porch swing with a large cotton sack at her side. She’d also changed into her ceremonial shift, but there was a composure to Diana’s appearance that Cassie could only aspire to. Even under all this stress, Diana remained in control.
    


    
      Cassie reached for her hand, hoping some of the strength would rub off Diana’s skin onto hers. And somehow it did. A few moments of holding Diana close calmed her.
    


    
      “We’re doing the right thing,” Diana said. “We need Constance.”
    


    
      Cassie remembered what a refuge Constance had been since she lost her grandmother. And all the afternoons she’d spent in her parlor, learning new spells and studying ancient rituals. Constance was the only connection to the old ways the Circle had.
    


    
      “I know we are,” Cassie said in her most courageous voice. “I’m ready to go.”
    


    
      

    


    
      “Okay, everyone, let’s get started.” Diana emptied the cotton sack onto the table when they arrived at the lighthouse and immediately began reading directions from her Book of Shadows.
    


    
      It didn’t surprise Cassie how everyone automatically turned to Diana in moments like this—moments when it really mattered. She would always be the most natural leader among them, no matter what.
    


    
      “The body should be entirely covered in white cloth of two layers,” Diana read aloud to Adam. “With head and face veiled in tulle.” She gestured to a pile of fine white netting on the table.
    


    
      Adam nodded. “I’ll take care of it,” he said.
    


    
      Nick, Chris, and Doug pushed all the furniture to the room’s perimeter. Melanie kneeled in the center beside the covered body. Cassie helped Deborah drape the windows with purple linens.
    


    
      Diana approached Faye carrying two golden censers. “We have to fumigate the chamber with sage and frankincense,” she said.
    


    
      Faye had changed into her ceremonial black shift, and she was already wearing the green leather garter with its seven silver buckles. She accepted the censers from Diana and then called Sean over to tend to the chore. “Where’s the diadem?” she asked.
    


    
      Diana nodded over to Melanie, sitting solemnly with the diadem on her head. “She’s the one who gets to wear the Tools tonight,” Diana said. “She’s doing the conjuring. The rest of us are her support.”
    


    
      Even Faye couldn’t disagree that Melanie should be the one leading this spell, but she still tore the garter from her leg with fury before walking it over to Melanie. Cassie followed close behind her, removing the bracelet from her wrist on her way.
    


    
      In a few minutes, the room had been properly prepared, and Diana called for the ritual to begin.
    


    
      “Faye and Cassie, will you do the honors of casting the circle according to my instructions? Forgive me if I go slowly—this text is really hard to read—but I’ll do my best. Is everyone ready?”
    


    
      Cassie looked around the dimly lit room. She wasn’t the only one who seemed nervous, but nobody was about to back out now. Melanie appeared to be in a cloudy-eyed daze, but she looked more beautiful wearing the Master Tools than Cassie had ever seen her.
    


    
      Diana cleared her throat and began reading aloud. “A magic circle is to be formed upon the ground with an ink of soot and port wine. A second circle is formed half a foot within the first.”
    


    
      Together Cassie and Faye formed the circles around Melanie and Constance, using the chalice of ink Diana had prepared.
    


    
      “And within there,” Diana continued, “cast a triangle, the center of which will serve as the resting place of the deceased and primary conjurer.”
    


    
      Cassie and Faye formed the triangle within the circles, outlining Melanie and Constance.
    


    
      “Everyone get inside,” Diana said. “And then I’ll close the outer circle with the four layers of protection.”
    


    
      Quickly the group arranged itself, kneeling upon the outer circle’s perimeter as Diana called on the elements.
    


    
      “Powers of Air, protect us,” Diana called out. “Powers of Fire, protect us.”
    


    
      Cassie closed her eyes and listened.
    


    
      “Powers of Water, protect us.” Diana enunciated each syllable with precision. “And finally,” she said, “I call on the powers of Earth to protect us.”
    


    
      Diana then joined the circle beside Cassie and continued reading from her Book of Shadows. “To commence, the conjurer must light a black candle and cast it over the body seven times thereon, calling the name of the spirit to be raised.”
    


    
      All eyes turned to Melanie now. Cassie wondered if she had the strength to do it. But the Tools glistened, and Melanie’s posture straightened as she lit the candle and passed it over the white sheet, calling out, “Great-Aunt Constance, Constance Burke, hear us.”
    


    
      Diana continued, “Then from a golden chalice of dried amaranth flowers, sprinkle the body and its surrounding area.”
    


    
      While Melanie did the sprinkling, Diana said, “Melanie, repeat after me: Thou who art mourned, see now the nature of this mourning.”
    


    
      And Melanie repeated, “Thou who art mourned, see now the nature of this mourning.”
    


    
      Cassie felt her eyes fill with tears as Diana chanted:
    


    This is the spell that we intone


    Flesh to flesh and bone to bone


    Sinew to sinew and vein to vein


    Constance shall be whole again


    
      
    


    
      They all concentrated hard, harnessing their powers together as one. Cassie could sense an energy rising up from the center triangle, webbing out to each member of the group, linking them all together in a maze of light.
    


    
      Diana read aloud, “After a moment of silence and concentration, uncover the face of the deceased. Then call to the spirit again, affectionately. Say ‘Welcome.’”
    


    
      With quivering hands, Melanie gently unveiled Constance’s face. “Great-Aunt Constance,” she said. “Welcome.”
    


    
      “The body will stir,” Diana read. “The eyes will open, and then the desired awakening.”
    


    
      The room crackled with energy. Cassie could feel it zipping and twisting around her in spirals, but she wasn’t afraid of it anymore. The air around them warmed, and Cassie could see the life flickering back into Constance’s face slowly, like the rising sun.
    


    
      Then a shape began to form. Cassie noticed it faintly at first in the glow on Constance’s forehead, but then it grew bigger and brighter until it stood out like an iridescent bruise. It was most definitely a symbol, a primal-looking mark resembling two crooked U-shapes within a hexagon. Then everything went dark. The light that had come to Constance’s face, the symbol, the candles illuminating the room—all of it disappeared, as if a heavy blanket were dropped from the ceiling, snuffing the room to death.
    


    
      Diana lit her lantern and held it up to Melanie’s grief-stricken face. Her great-aunt Constance was still dead. And now she had to experience her death all over again.
    


    
      “The spell didn’t work,” Laurel said.
    


    
      “But it was working.” Diana’s eyes franticly searched the group. “Didn’t you all feel it?”
    


    
      “Yes, of course,” Adam said. “I don’t understand what went wrong.”
    


    
      Faye was silent but looked just as confused as the others.
    


    
      Adam spoke out again. “Is there anything more to the spell, Diana? Does it say anything else in your book?”
    


    
      Diana squinted at the bottom of the page she’d been reading, then turned to the next page, and then turned it back again.
    


    
      “It’s nearly illegible,” she said. “But there’s a scrawled line here at the bottom edge.” She held her lantern close to the book’s tiny wording.
    


    
      “It says, ‘Should nothing result, and this witch hath been true...’ and then it stops. Whatever it said next got smudged out.”
    


    
      “Smudged out?” Faye grabbed the book from Diana’s hands to have a look for herself. “How could something so important be smudged out?”
    


    
      “It’s a three-hundred-year-old book,” Adam said in Diana’s defense. “It’s not that hard to believe.”
    


    
      Cassie wondered if she was the only one who saw the symbol appear on Constance’s forehead. Or had she imagined it? Over the echoes of Melanie’s sobs, she knew it wasn’t the right time to ask. Constance was lost to them forever.
    


    
      

    


    
      It was late by the time Cassie got back home, but her mother was awake, lying on the sofa in her nightgown. She sat upright as soon as Cassie stepped in from outside. “Are you all right?” she asked.
    


    
      “Yes,” Cassie assured her, closing and locking the door behind her.
    


    
      “How’s Melanie?”
    


    
      “She’s been better.” Cassie pulled her jacket tightly closed, not wanting her mother to see she was wearing the white shift.
    


    
      “And Constance?”
    


    
      Cassie hesitated. She realized her mother was eyeing the Master bracelet on Cassie’s left wrist. “You know then,” Cassie said. “About the resuscitation spell.”
    


    
      Her mom nodded and gestured for Cassie to join her on the sofa. “I just figured,” she said. “Did it work?”
    


    
      At first Cassie simply shook her head and took off her coat. But she wanted to be able to tell her mom everything, even about the symbol she saw illuminating Constance’s forehead. And for once she did, without holding anything back for her mother’s benefit.
    


    
      Her mother surprised her by listening, really listening this time. She didn’t change the subject or become so overwhelmed with fear that Cassie had to worry about her more than herself.
    


    
      Until she mentioned the symbol she saw appear on Constance’s forehead.
    


    
      “The symbol,” Cassie said, “looked like something primal. Like two bent U-shapes inside a hexagon.” Cassie noticed the alarmed look that flashed across her mother’s face. “What is it?”
    


    
      Her mother shook her head. “Not two U-shapes,” she said. “One. A W.”
    


    
      Cassie didn’t understand what she was hearing.
    


    
      “W, as in Witch,” her mother said.
    


    
      Cassie was breathless. Her mother closed her eyes for a moment and when she reopened them they looked as grim as two black coals.
    


    
      “I know what went wrong with the spell,” she said. “There’s a way a witch can be killed that can never be reversed. But there’s only one kind of person who can do it.”
    


    
      “Who?” Cassie asked. “What kind of person?”
    


    
      “A witch hunter,” her mother said.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 9


    
      
    

  


  
    Witch hunters go back as far as witches. Just as Cassie was descended from a long line of powerful ancestors, the witch hunters, too, had their lineage. That’s what Cassie’s mom told her as they walked down Crowhaven Road toward Melanie’s house.


    
      They walked side by side, her mother carrying a casserole dish and Cassie holding a few soothing herbs from the garden. Cassie felt her hair lifted by the salty wind coming off the ocean, and she watched the trees fill with that same wind. The birds nesting within the trees began to sing and a strange sort of calm came over her.
    


    
      “The symbol you saw on Constance’s forehead was an ancient mark only a true hunter could make,” her mother said. “Something must have brought them to New Salem.”
    


    
      Cassie noticed the tiny crocus buds just beginning to poke their heads up from the ground alongside the sidewalk. Spring is still on its way, she thought, even as we’re being hunted and killed. “I wish whatever brought them to New Salem would leave,” she said.
    


    
      Melanie’s house was so crowded when they arrived that they could barely get through the door. It appeared that everyone who’d been at the spring festival and seen Constance collapse had come now to pay their respects to the old woman. The first familiar face Cassie saw belonged to Sally Waltman. What was she doing here? Had she come with Portia? Were Portia’s brothers, Jordan and Logan, here, too?
    


    
      A million worst-case scenarios raced through Cassie’s mind. Were they hoping to turn Constance’s wake into a celebration? Jordan and Logan were longtime enemies of the Circle, and Cassie wouldn’t put it past them to gloat publicly over the death of a witch. But when Sally met Cassie’s eyes and approached her with an outstretched hand, she recognized that Sally had come alone, with only good intentions.
    


    
      “I’m so sorry for your loss, and for Melanie’s loss,” she said. She looked a little nervous to be there. She fidgeted with her dress and played with her rust-colored hair.
    


    
      “Thank you,” Cassie said hesitantly.
    


    
      Sally continued, speaking almost directly to Cassie’s hesitation. “I know I don’t belong here,” she said, “and that your friends don’t even like me, but Constance always greeted me warmly when I’d see her in town, and she was a nice lady, and I guess I just wanted to stop by to pay my respects.”
    


    
      Sally took a breath and Cassie gently patted her on the back. It was true, the Circle didn’t like Sally very much, and she and Cassie would probably never really be friends, but since last fall when they’d overlooked their differences and worked together to get through Black John’s hurricane, they’d had an understanding. Sally was the closest thing the group had to an Outsider ally, and that was nothing to take lightly.
    


    
      “It was good of you to come,” Cassie said. “Really. This was a nice gesture, and I know Melanie appreciates it.”
    


    
      That seemed to put Sally at ease. Her small, wiry body relaxed.
    


    
      “Speaking of Melanie,” Cassie’s mother said. “We should probably go find her.”
    


    
      “Of course,” Sally said, and Cassie and her mother elbowed through the crowd as politely as they could until they located Melanie.
    


    
      The group had Melanie surrounded like an army of black-clad secret-service agents. Most days Cassie forgot how intimidating the Circle could appear to others, and how superior they looked compared to average kids their age. It wasn’t only their genetics that set them apart; it was also their attitude. But, Cassie wondered, don’t they ever grow weary of striving to appear so infinitely strong to the outside world? Sometimes vulnerability was appropriate, and this was one of those times.
    


    
      Cassie locked eyes with Adam and dreamed for a moment that they could run away together, far away from all this. He didn’t even know yet how bad all this actually was. None of the Circle did. How would they react when she told them everything she’d learned from her mother about witch hunters?
    


    
      Cassie went to Adam first, just to breathe in his scent and feel his strong arms around her body. Then she offered her condolences and the soothing herbs to Melanie.
    


    
      Diana tapped Cassie on the shoulder and pulled her in for a tight squeeze. Hugging Diana was like hugging daylight, and she was about as constant. Tall, magisterial Diana could always be relied upon. “How are you doing?” she whispered into Cassie’s ear.
    


    
      But before Cassie had the chance to answer, Diana got distracted. Her attention turned to someone else who’d just walked in. “Scarlett’s here,” she said.
    


    
      It was a surprise to see Scarlett making her way through the crowd, dressed conservatively in all black with her wild hair tamed into a neat ponytail.
    


    
      As she meandered through the crowd, Cassie noticed people stepping aside to let her pass. How weird, Cassie thought, but then it occurred to her the reason why: All these strangers must have thought Scarlett was one of the group. She assumed the air of belonging right there with Melanie and the rest of the Circle, and so people believed she did.
    


    
      But when she finally reached Cassie and the others, some of that confidence fell away. “I know I don’t really know any of you,” she said, looking down. “But I wanted to say I was sorry.”
    


    
      Diana scanned Scarlett up and down with her sharp green eyes and then said in a slightly artificial tone of voice, “It was nice of you to come.”
    


    
      “Yes, thank you,” Melanie said.
    


    
      Like Sally, Scarlett didn’t have to be there, but she’d gone out of her way to show her support to Melanie and the group. Maybe, Cassie thought, if any good could come from this crisis, it would be the start to better relations with Outsiders.
    


    
      Adam stepped in to make small talk with Scarlett, giving Cassie the chance to grab Diana and lead her to a quiet corner. “Gather the others,” Cassie said quietly. “Melanie, too. I know why the resuscitation spell didn’t work.”
    


    
      Diana’s eyes grew wide. She took a step back to size up Cassie’s expression and then immediately began rounding up the group.
    


    
      

    


    
      Constance’s garage was filled with ancient junk and knickknacks that may or may not have been authentic magical relics. Two stone swords rested on hooks in the wall, bronze jewelry boxes and dusty heirloom books were stacked high on drooping shelves, and multicolored stuffed birds hung precariously from wire pitched to the ceiling. A claw-foot table sat in the center of the room in front of a sagging green couch.
    


    
      Melanie sat on the couch, but everyone else remained standing, spread out between piles of cardboard boxes. They waited silently for Cassie to begin.
    


    
      Melanie was examining her, leaning forward, eager to hear what Cassie knew. There were dark circles beneath her usually alert eyes, and all the life had escaped from her features. Cassie suddenly worried this news might be more than she could handle at the moment.
    


    
      Cassie bought some time and tried to soften the blow by explaining, step by step, the conversation she’d had with her mother the night before. She paced herself, carefully building up to the description of the symbol she saw on Constance’s forehead before everything went black during the resuscitation spell.
    


    
      “Did any of you see it?” she asked.
    


    
      Everyone shook their head.
    


    
      “How do you know it wasn’t just a hallucination?” Faye asked, with a tinge of malice. “Or your overactive imagination?”
    


    
      “Because Cassie has the sight,” Diana said. “Tell us, Cassie, what exactly did the symbol look like?”
    


    
      “Well,” Cassie glanced quickly at Melanie before she spoke, “I thought it looked like a hexagon with two bent- up U-shapes inside it. But my mother corrected me.”
    


    
      “It was a W,” Melanie said, almost to herself. “Great-Aunt Constance was killed by a witch hunter.”
    


    
      The room shuddered.
    


    
      “This is bad,” Melanie said, shaking her head. “I’ve read about that symbol.”
    


    
      Adam sat beside Melanie on the sofa. “Do you think this means there’s someone in town targeting us?”
    


    
      Melanie nodded, too numb to cry. “And not amateurs like the Bainbridge family, either. These guys are the real thing. They’re descendants of an ancient clan of hunters.”
    


    
      Adam’s jaw tightened, and his eyes sharpened to an intense navy blue. “The hunter could be anyone.”
    


    
      “Or hunters,” Diana said. “There could be more than one.”
    


    
      Laurel sat down on the couch on the other side of Melanie and reached for her hand. “We have to be careful.”
    


    
      “That’s right,” Adam said, jumping up to pace the room, nearly bumping his head on various hanging fowl as he marched back and forth. “And we have to stick together. More than ever. Is that understood?” He stood still and eyed each member of the group individually.
    


    
      Then his gaze rested on Faye.
    


    
      To Cassie’s surprise, Faye had no snide remarks this time. She simply nodded. But this out-of-character response worried Cassie more than if Faye had been her inappropriate, obnoxious self. If Faye was frightened, they were in serious trouble.
    


    
      Diana glanced at the door. The people inside the house were getting louder, and one muffled voice was asking for Melanie.
    


    
      “I have to get back inside,” Melanie said.
    


    
      Diana nodded. “You should. Melanie, I’m sorry to leave, but I’m going to run home. I know I’ve seen a protection spell in my Book of Shadows somewhere. I’ll look into it and see what I can do.”
    


    
      “That’s a good idea,” Melanie said, standing now but still holding on to Laurel’s hand.
    


    
      Hesitantly, they all began filing out of the garage, but Nick hung back, and Cassie took advantage of the opportunity to talk to him alone. She reached for his arm and started talking before he could say anything.
    


    
      “I know you’ve been avoiding the group because of me,” she said. “And I want you to stop doing that.”
    


    
      Nick turned away, but she forced him to look at her. “Listen to me. We have to stay close now. We’re in serious danger.”
    


    
      He squinted his mahogany eyes at her as if she were a foreign object.
    


    
      “I don’t want to see you get hurt,” Cassie said desperately. “Please.”
    


    
      “Well, thank you for your concern.” He said it sharply, like it was intended to cut her, but Nick always resorted to sarcasm when he started to feel something. It meant she’d gotten through to him, at least a little bit. She’d take what she could get for now.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 10


    
      
    

  


  
    Cassie woke up to sunlight streaming in her windows. Her room was bright but cold, and the March morning air contained a windy chill that shook the windows. She would have given anything to stay beneath her warm covers and hide from the day, but she knew that wasn’t an option. Instead she got up, wrapped herself in her blue terrycloth bathrobe, and made her way outside to fetch the newspaper. She assumed there would be a write-up on Constance in the obituary section.


    
      There was no paper on the front porch, but Cassie did find Adam, curled up beneath his jacket, asleep on the porch swing. She watched him for a moment. How peaceful he looked, but he couldn’t be comfortable. His long legs and arms were pretzeled into the swing, hanging halfway off. He’d probably been there all night.
    


    
      This boy really loves me, Cassie thought to herself, looking down on his beautifully sculpted body, crunched as it was within the confines of the swing. He probably loves me way too much.
    


    
      She reached out and grazed his cheekbone with her fingertips.
    


    
      He smiled sleepily at her, stretching.
    


    
      “What in the world are you doing out here?” she asked.
    


    
      Adam quickly took inventory of his surroundings and rubbed the back of his sore neck. “Protecting you.”
    


    
      “From the witch hunters?” Cassie blurted out. “But who was protecting you while you were out here all night protecting me?”
    


    
      “I was,” Adam said, and then laughed. “But I guess I dozed off.”
    


    
      Cassie took his face into her hands. “What am I going to do with you?” She kissed his chapped lips slowly and warmly. “Promise me next time you’ll at least come inside and sleep on the couch.”
    


    
      Adam kissed her back passionately. He wrapped his strong arms around her and pulled her in close. She could smell the ocean on his clothes and in the creases of his neck. She kissed him there and expected to taste salt, but instead it tasted fresh and cold like ice.
    


    
      “I promise,” he said, with a shiver.
    


    
      “Will you come inside now and let me warm you up?” she asked flirtatiously.
    


    
      He blinked his long dark lashes at her and eagerly followed her through the door.
    


    
      

    


    
      “Where’s Faye?” Diana asked, but nobody seemed to know.
    


    
      Diana had found a protective spell in her Book of Shadows, and she wanted to cast it upon the group as soon as possible. But they’d been waiting at the beach for over an hour.
    


    
      “Faye’s been late to every meeting this week,” Diana said. “This is unacceptable. Suzan, will you call her again?”
    


    
      “She’s not answering,” Suzan said. “She’s been totally sketchy lately.”
    


    
      Sean nodded. “We had plans with her last night, and she blew us off.”
    


    
      If it were anyone other than Faye they were talking about, Cassie would have been worried. But she knew Faye would show up eventually. In the meantime, Cassie was glad to be at the beach rather than the lighthouse. She felt safe there among the long stretch of sand, the steady repetition of crashing waves, and the vast, limitless sky. She wanted to enjoy every last second they had before tourist season littered the sand with strangers. She imagined it now like a nightmare: foldout chairs as far as the eye could see, bratty sunbathers, and self-righteous surfers; toppled-over soda cans and screaming, orange-fingered, Dorito-munching children. She much preferred a cold, abandoned beach to a hot, crowded one.
    


    
      She thought of Scarlett then, how it would be nice to invite her out to the beach one night this week. Maybe they could build a bonfire and make s’mores. It would be a fun way to offset all this stressful Circle business.
    


    
      Then Faye appeared, waking Cassie from her daydream. “Am I late?” she said. “Sorry.”
    


    
      “Where have you been?” Diana asked.
    


    
      “Trust me, you couldn’t handle it.”
    


    
      Diana ignored her comment. “We need to begin the protection spell before the sun starts to set.”
    


    
      Cassie tried to assume the role of a leader as the group arranged themselves into a wide circle formation. Diana kneeled in front of a stone kettle, mixing together a dark, oily concoction.
    


    
      “In this cauldron is salt water from the ocean mixed with blueberry oil and eucalyptus,” she said. Then she looked up at Faye and Cassie. “Will the two of you, together, use the dagger to draw our circle around me?”
    


    
      Faye unsheathed the silver dagger, which had been concealed beneath her flowing black skirt, strapped to the inside of her thigh. Her eyes narrowed, as they always did when she had a sharp object in her grasp.
    


    
      “Give me your hand,” she said to Cassie. She guided Cassie’s thin fingers around the dagger’s pearl handle and enveloped them with her own. Together, as one, they drew the circle in the sand.
    


    
      Each member of the group stepped inside as Melanie placed two candles on either end of the cauldron Diana was mixing.
    


    
      “Here I place two candles,” Melanie announced according to ceremony. “One blue, for physical protection, and one purple, for power and wisdom.”
    


    
      As she bent down to light the candles, she recited a chant from Diana’s Book of Shadows: “Divine Goddess, God Divine, if evil dwells within this place, make it now leave our space.” She then positioned the book on the ground beside Diana and took her spot within the circle next to Laurel.
    


    
      Diana stood in the center of the circle holding up the cauldron. “In order for this to work,” she said, “you all need to picture a white light around you. Let it surround your whole body as I recite the chant.”
    


    
      Everyone agreed and closed their eyes. Diana raised the cauldron high up to the sky and said, “By the power of the Source, no evil shall enter here.”
    


    
      Then Cassie closed her eyes, too, and pictured a white light wrapping itself around her like a warm winter coat. Diana’s voice dropped an octave, and the chant left her throat like thunder.
    


    Psychic hunters in the night


    Psychic hunters of the day


    Destroy no more what I achieve


    Destroy no more what I receive


    
      
    


    
      There were a few seconds of quiet, hindered only by the billowing wind and crashing waves. Then, Cassie heard the bell-like echo of Diana stirring the mixture inside the stone cauldron.
    


    
      Diana continued.
    


    With this potion, I anoint this Circle


    To be protected from you, this magic I do


    
      
    


    
      Cassie opened her eyes and watched Diana rub a smudge of the inky blue mixture upon her forehead with her thumb. Then she did the same to Faye’s forehead, and Cassie’s, and all the others.
    


    
      When she finished anointing the group, Diana asked Cassie and Faye to join her in the center. The three of them held hands around the cauldron and candles, with closed eyes. Cassie pictured the white light surrounding not only her own body now but the whole group as one. She imagined it encapsulating them like a giant helium balloon and floating them up to the safety of the cloudless sky.
    


    
      Diana finished the spell.
    


    By the power of this ocean, wide and deep,


    By the power of day, and night, and powers three,


    This is our will, so let it be!


    
      
    


    
      Little by little, everyone opened their eyes.
    


    
      “Did it work?” Sean asked, raising his fingers up to the blue smudge on his forehead.
    


    
      “How long do we have to walk around with this oil on us?” Suzan asked. “It probably causes breakouts.”
    


    
      “We can go wash it off in the ocean in just a minute,” Diana said.
    


    
      “So that’s it?” Faye asked, picking up the dagger from the sand and re-sheathing it beneath her skirt. “We’re invincible now? Why didn’t we do this long ago?”
    


    
      “There are conditions,” Diana said.
    


    
      “What conditions?” Faye asked, mocking Diana’s measured, proper tone of voice.
    


    
      Diana wasn’t bothered by Faye’s ridicule, probably because she was so accustomed to it. “We’ll be safe from bodily harm inflicted by the hunters,” she said. “But the spell only protects us on the island of New Salem. If we step beyond that, we’re vulnerable.”
    


    
      “So nobody leaves the island,” Adam said. “Under any circumstances.”
    


    
      He glanced over at Nick, who had taken to disappearing for days at a time, but Nick ignored him.
    


    
      Diana dug a deep hole in the sand to discard the remaining potion. “It also doesn’t mean the hunters can’t find us. So everyone has to be extra careful. We have to do everything we can to remain undetected.”
    


    
      She stood up, wiped the sand from her hands, and looked directly at Faye. “We can’t practice magic at all. The hunters will be looking for anything out of the ordinary to find out who we are.”
    


    
      “What?” Faye charged at Diana like she might tackle her to the ground. “Our magic is the only power we have. How else are we supposed to defeat these guys if we can’t use magic?”
    


    
      Diana squared her thin shoulders to Faye and matched her gaze with equal ferocity. “We find them before they find us,” she said. “That’s how we’re going to defeat them.”
    


    
      “Faye,” Melanie said, stepping between her and Diana. “These are my aunt’s murderers we’re talking about. You’re going to put your magic on hold, because if you don’t, you’re putting the whole group at risk. And we can’t have that.”
    


    
      Cool-headed Melanie had never threatened anyone in her life, but here she was, an inch taller than Faye, ready for a fight.
    


    
      Adam got between them before things had a chance to escalate. “Everyone needs to take a deep breath and calm down,” he said. “We can’t afford to be fighting each other right now.”
    


    
      “No,” Melanie argued, shoving Adam’s peacekeeping hand aside. “What we can’t afford is Faye not following Circle rules when our lives are at stake.”
    


    
      “Please, Faye.” Adam was practically begging her to cooperate. “No magic. Just until we figure out who the hunters are. Okay?”
    


    
      “Fine. My God, you people are so boring.” Faye began walking away, toward the ocean.
    


    
      “That’s not all,” Diana called out. “We also need to be on the lookout for Outsiders who are getting too close. And anyone new in town.”
    


    
      Diana glanced sharply at Cassie. She didn’t name Scarlett specifically, but she didn’t have to. Then she turned to Faye. “So you need to lay off Max.”
    


    
      Suzan smirked. “How can she lay off him when he won’t even let her lay on him?”
    


    
      Faye looked like all the fight had been knocked out of her. It obviously bothered her that Max wasn’t falling under her spell like every other boy in school.
    


    
      “Is that all?” she asked Diana.
    


    
      Diana nodded. “For now.”
    


    
      Faye turned and marched toward the ocean to wash her forehead clean. Her black skirt and hair flowed behind her like a dark shadow.
    


    
      

    


    
      The next morning at school, Faye pulled into the empty parking space beside Cassie and Adam. “Is Diana here yet?” she asked, before she was even out of the car.
    


    
      “Not yet,” Adam said. “What’s wrong?”
    


    
      Faye looked anxiously around the school lot, at Sally and Portia gathering their pompoms and books, at a few lacrosse players playing catch, and finally at Suzan sitting on the hood of her Corolla, applying mascara.
    


    
      “I can’t handle this no-magic thing,” Faye said. “I had to wait for water to boil this morning. Can you believe that? Eight minutes. Like I have nothing better to do with my time.”
    


    
      “I’m with Faye,” Suzan said from behind her hand mirror. “I feel so ordinary, so unexceptional. It’s dehumanizing.”
    


    
      “And on top of all that, you have a stain on your shirt,” Faye said.
    


    
      “I know.” Suzan scratched at the blotch on her collar. “How do normal people get ketchup out of their clothes?”
    


    
      Diana zipped her Volvo into the spot next to Faye and hurriedly pushed her door open. She was less put together than usual. Her hair was loose and wild, and her jacket was hanging half off. She had a coffee cup in one hand and a bagel in the other, which she shoved in her mouth to dig for her books in the backseat.
    


    
      “See,” Faye said. “Even Diana’s a mess. We can’t live like this.”
    


    
      Until this moment, Cassie hadn’t realized how much her friends used magic in their everyday lives.
    


    
      Adam helped Diana with her books. “This isn’t easy for any of us,” he said. “But we have to stick with it. It’s only temporary.”
    


    
      The rest of the group arrived sporadically. Whether it was purely psychological or not, Cassie noticed they all seemed a bit distressed without their magic—except Deborah, who tore through the parking lot with her motorcycle up on one wheel. Cars and people scattered from her path until she lowered the front tire down, screeched to a halt, and cut the engine.
    


    
      “Where’s your helmet?” Diana asked, once Deborah joined the rest of the group.
    


    
      Deborah rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to mess up my hair with a helmet when I’m invincible.”
    


    
      “You may be invincible,” Diana said. “But you can still accidentally run over somebody else.”
    


    
      “Then maybe they should be wearing helmets,” Faye said, which drew a sharp look from Diana.
    


    
      “Please, don’t abuse the protection spell,” Diana said. “It’s not an excuse to be irresponsible.”
    


    
      “You’re telling me this?” Deborah removed one of her leather gloves, then the other, and pointed at the sky. “What about them?”
    


    
      Cassie noticed everyone in the parking lot had stopped going about their business and were focused on something overhead. She followed the communal gaze, just as Diana did, to find Chris and Doug on the roof of the school building.
    


    
      Someone screamed out, “What are those maniacs doing up there?”
    


    
      “I think they’re fencing,” another voice said.
    


    
      Diana had to look away. “Please tell me they didn’t bring real swords to school.”
    


    
      “Technically they’re not in school,” Sean said. “They’re on it.”
    


    
      Chris and Doug sparred back and forth, swinging wildly at each other, ducking and bobbing. The crowd gasped as Doug took a slicing hit on the shoulder. He cried out, dropped to the ground, and fake blood spurted from the rooftop like a sprinkler. Their schoolmates started to scream, but then Doug jumped back to his feet with one arm hidden within his sleeve and resumed the fight.
    


    
      “They’re having way too much fun with this,” Adam said.
    


    
      Cassie eyed the crowd of spectators, wondering if any of them noticed Chris and Doug were impenetrable to the swords’ sharp blades. But everyone was so accustomed to the twins’ crazy antics that none of them seemed to question it.
    


    
      Even Max, who was still the talk of the school, was amused by their performance. He was standing with his lacrosse friends and the swarm of pretty girls who fluttered around him at all times. The girls had, for once, diverted their attention away from Max to watch the rooftop.
    


    
      Doug slashed Chris across the chest, slitting his shirt diagonally open. It flapped like a flag in the wind. “Serves you right, brother,” Chris called out. “This T-shirt was one of yours.”
    


    
      Laughter passed over the crowd in a wave. Max shook his head, stepped away from his crew, and made his way over to Diana.
    


    
      “Someone should stop those two,” he said. “Before they’re both completely naked.”
    


    
      Cassie observed how Max’s admirers visibly sighed at the sight of him talking to Diana. They obviously considered her competition.
    


    
      “But I can’t be the one to stop them,” Max continued, leaning in close to her. “Can’t you work some of your magic?”
    


    
      Diana froze for a second, but it was clear to Cassie that Max meant nothing by it. He was fixated on Diana’s eyes.
    


    
      “You must have every guy in school at your beck and call,” he said to her. “I imagine if anyone can get them down, it’s you.”
    


    
      Diana exhaled deeply and laughed. She self-consciously tried to smooth her hair down, but it remained beautifully tousled. “If only that were true,” she said.
    


    
      “I can get them off the roof,” Faye offered, but Max ignored her.
    


    
      “It’s just that if my dad catches them up there, there’s no telling what he’ll do,” Max said. “He’s not big on kids bringing weapons to school.”
    


    
      “Understandably,” Diana answered, nodding. But before she could return her attention to Chris and Doug, Nick appeared on the roof behind them.
    


    
      “The show’s over,” he called out, approaching the two of them like he might wring their necks.
    


    
      Chris and Doug looked at each other and dropped their swords. They raised their hands in defense and backed away from Nick, edging closer and closer to the roof’s edge. The crowd fell silent. It had to be a twenty-foot drop.
    


    
      Nick caught on to the trick and stood still. “That’s enough,” he said. “You had your fun. Now just come down quietly.”
    


    
      Chris and Doug glanced at the crowd and then latched hands. “Never!” they screamed, and leaped from the roof, landing on a large Dumpster below.
    


    
      People covered their mouths and turned away. Even Max winced, subtly turning his face in toward Diana’s as he did so. But the twins landed with a synchronized tumble. Without a scratch, they climbed down and took their bows.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 11


    
      
    

  


  
    Cassie was in town running errands when the rich aroma of the Witch’s Brew Coffee Shop filled her lungs. Coffee, she thought. What a good idea. The Witch’s Brew was a gimmick, plain and simple, capitalizing on the town’s Salem witch trial–related history. At night it featured strobe lights and white cotton cobwebs, and was a favorite place for anyone from out of town looking for an overpriced drink with a gothic name. The locals, and Cassie’s friends especially, avoided the place for obvious reasons. But in the light of day, the Brew could almost pass as an ordinary coffee shop, and they’d just set up their outdoor tables. Cassie figured it wouldn’t be so bad if she could sit outside sipping her drink in the sun, so she looked for an empty seat.


    
      That was when she noticed that familiar dyed red hair she knew belonged to Scarlett. She was bent over a book, reading and mindlessly chewing on a pencil. Cassie’s first instinct was to go sit with her, but then she remembered the new rule. Outsiders were off limits for now.
    


    
      It wasn’t fair. The Circle shouldn’t be able to dictate whom Cassie had coffee with. But even Faye was willing to relinquish some of her personal freedom for the good of the group. And Cassie had to get to the lighthouse anyway. In lieu of being able to do magic, Melanie and Laurel were resorting to herbology to pass the time. They’d asked Cassie to bring over the flowers from a rare herb in her garden—the Plymouth gentian. Cassie felt for the paper bag containing the flowers in her tote, as if to remind herself of the errand’s importance. She turned to go just as Scarlett noticed her.
    


    
      “Cassie?” Scarlett’s face instantly lit up. “It’s so good to see you,” she said. “Come sit with me.”
    


    
      “I can’t,” Cassie said, scanning the surrounding area. “I only have a minute.”
    


    
      “Sit for only a minute then.” Scarlett closed her book and pushed it aside.
    


    
      Scarlett looked so lonely sitting there by herself. It would have been cruel to decline.
    


    
      “What are your plans for today?” Cassie asked casually.
    


    
      Scarlett raised her hands and looked left and right. “This,” she said. “It ain’t much.”
    


    
      Cassie offered her a polite chuckle. “Thanks again for coming to Melanie’s the other day. I’m sorry I kind of lost track of you and didn’t get to say good-bye.”
    


    
      Scarlett’s dark eyes radiated affection. “No problem,” she said. Then she took a long sip of her iced coffee and seemed to be weighing something in her mind or trying to figure something out.
    


    
      Cassie felt like she was being examined so deeply that Scarlett could have been counting each of her pores or every one of her eyelashes, but Cassie just let her. For some reason, it didn’t make her feel self-conscious. She didn’t know why, but she wanted Scarlett to know her, and to really see her.
    


    
      After another moment passed, Scarlett said, “I really like your friends. And since I don’t know anyone on the island, I was hoping to make a good impression.”
    


    
      Cassie knew this was the moment where, if she were a regular girl without a Circle to answer to, she would ask Scarlett to hang out. Instead, she offered her a pathetic-sounding conciliation. “I was the new kid not long ago,” Cassie said. “And I know how brutal making friends in this town can be.”
    


    
      Scarlett’s full red lips broke into a wide smile. “That’s why I’m going to guilt you into being friends with me.”
    


    
      Cassie laughed. She enjoyed Scarlett’s unpretentiousness. She was just the kind of no-nonsense girl Cassie would have been friends with back in California.
    


    
      “For example,” Scarlett said, “I’m going to remind you that I moved here with a single pathetic suitcase to convince you to go shopping with me.”
    


    
      Cassie remembered Diana’s snarky comment about Scarlett’s suitcase and was embarrassed by it all over again. She glanced at her watch. She had another two hours before she had to be at the lighthouse. What could be the harm in going around to a few stores for an hour?
    


    
      “Lucky for you, shopping is one of my favorite leisure-time activities,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “Does that mean you’re in?” Scarlett asked.
    


    
      “Why not?” Cassie stood up. “My errands can wait.”
    


    
      Scarlett shot out of her seat. “That worked even better than I thought it would.”
    


    
      

    


    
      Shopping with Scarlett was the perfect diversion from all of Cassie’s troubles. Since she couldn’t talk about any of the Circle’s issues, she had to put them out of her mind entirely. It was like getting to be somebody else for a few hours, somebody with normal concerns. Concerns like, Is forty dollars too much to pay for a tank top even if it’s really really soft? And Scarlett was a master shopper; she could pluck out the best item on a sale rack with the speedy foresight even a witch could admire. She somehow talked Cassie into buying turquoise-blue feathered earrings.
    


    
      “These are more your style than mine,” Cassie said, just after the impulse buy.
    


    
      “We can share them.” Scarlett smiled brightly. “In fact, we can share most of this stuff. That’s the beauty of being the same size.”
    


    
      Cassie agreed and then suggested they unload their shopping bags into the trunk of her car before searching out the perfect summer shoes. She and Scarlett slipped so easily into friendship that Cassie forgot she was supposed to be keeping her distance from her. So the sight of Diana stepping out of her Volvo across the parking lot didn’t strike Cassie as an immediate cause for alarm. Her panic didn’t set in until Diana’s eyes met hers—first with the delight of a surprise encounter, followed by a narrowing, painful displeasure. Cassie had been caught blatantly defying a promise she had made to the Circle.
    


    
      Diana approached them gradually. Her “Hello” sounded more like a snub than a greeting. “I see you two have been having a good time,” she said, gesturing to their shopping bags.
    


    
      Scarlett, sensing the coldness in Diana’s voice, smiled politely but said nothing.
    


    
      “I ran into Scarlett unexpectedly,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Diana derided Cassie with her eyes. “I guess there’s a lot of that happening today.”
    


    
      Cassie bit her lip but said nothing.
    


    
      Scarlett shifted uncomfortably and said, “Maybe I should get going.”
    


    
      “No,” Diana said. “I should.” She stepped past them toward the mall’s entrance. “I’ll talk to you later, Cassie.”
    


    
      “That girl really does not like me,” Scarlett said, once Diana was out of earshot.
    


    
      Cassie wasn’t sure how to begin defending Diana’s behavior. It’s not like Scarlett could possibly understand. “It has nothing to do with you,” Cassie said. “Believe me. But I’m still sorry.”
    


    
      Scarlett shrugged it off. “I’ll let you make it up to me by joining me for dinner.”
    


    
      Cassie was torn. She knew the right thing to do was to separate from Scarlett and immediately go do damage control with Diana, but she’d been having such a good time, and breaking off from Scarlett now would only hurt her feelings.
    


    
      “How about burgers from Buffalo House?” Scarlett asked. “I’m buying.”
    


    
      “I really shouldn’t.” Cassie felt for the bag of herbs in her tote and looked at her watch. But a bacon cheeseburger sounded like bliss right now. A girl had to eat, right?
    


    
      “Okay,” Cassie said at last. “If you come with me to run this errand first. It’s just a quick favor for a friend. Then we can go for burgers.”
    


    
      Scarlett beamed. “Perfect,” she said.
    


    
      Of course, the Circle would not approve of Cassie bringing Scarlett along, but she was careful. And Scarlett didn’t ask any questions, even when Cassie insisted she stay in the car while she ran into the abandoned lighthouse with a paper sack under her arm. And since Melanie and Laurel hadn’t arrived yet, all she had to do was drop the bag onto the table and go. It took less than a minute to get in and out. And then she and Scarlett were free to race over to Buffalo House for burgers.
    


    
      

    


    
      Later that night, Adam came over to Cassie’s for a cozy night of popcorn and a movie. Her mom was upstairs, allowing them their privacy in the den, where they lounged on the soft-backed couch. Cassie sunk down into the cushion with her head resting on Adam’s shoulder, breathing him in. She could get drunk off the smell of him. They weren’t really watching the movie, or at least Cassie wasn’t. She had her eyes closed and was focused on Adam’s gentle caresses, how he slid his soft fingers up the inside of her arm, starting at the wrist, moving to the elbow, and back down again. She could have done that all night; the movie was just noise in the background. But then Adam looked down to see if she was awake.
    


    
      “You’re sleeping,” he said.
    


    
      Cassie opened her eyes. “I’m not sleeping, just enjoying.”
    


    
      Adam got a serious look in his eye, and Cassie was sure he was about to lean in to kiss her. This was how their movie watching usually turned out. But this time, instead of kissing her, he clicked the movie off and sat upright.
    


    
      “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about,” he said.
    


    
      Cassie also sat up straight and pulled her knees into her chest. She couldn’t imagine what was about to come out of his mouth. A million possibilities, one worse than the next, raced through her mind.
    


    
      “Diana said she saw you out shopping this afternoon,” Adam said. “With Scarlett.”
    


    
      Cassie stiffened. “Oh.”
    


    
      “She thinks your friendship with Scarlett is getting too close.”
    


    
      “Well, thank you for telling me what Diana thinks,” Cassie said.
    


    
      The remark made Adam raise his voice, which was something he never did in Cassie’s presence. “I don’t think I should have to tell you that you’re putting yourself at risk by spending so much time with an Outsider,” he said. “You’re putting all of us at risk.”
    


    
      “Is that even how you really feel, or is that how Diana feels?”
    


    
      Adam jerked back as if Cassie had taken a swing at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
    


    
      “Why are you siding with Diana on this? You’ve always been the one to jump to the defense of Outsiders.”
    


    
      “Cassie, what’s going on with you? Come here.” Adam tried to reach for her, but she pulled away.
    


    
      Cassie knew she was overreacting—this was Adam, the guy who stayed up all night on her front porch just to protect her. And Adam and Diana had been friends their whole lives; of course Diana went to him for advice. But she still didn’t want him to touch her.
    


    
      “I’m not siding with anyone,” Adam said. “These aren’t normal circumstances. You know that.”
    


    
      But all Cassie could hear right now was Diana in Adam’s words, and she couldn’t help but be a little hurt.
    


    
      “I feel with my entire being that Scarlett is safe,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Adam looked like he was about to reach for Cassie again, but then he thought better of it. “I just want you to be careful,” he said. “I’m always on your side. You know that.”
    


    
      He carefully moved in closer to her. “I’m sorry I raised my voice. But I feel strongly about this. We have no way of knowing that Scarlett isn’t a witch hunter. She arrived in town the same night Constance died.”
    


    
      “You’re being ridiculous,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “No, you’re being ridiculous. And stubborn.”
    


    
      Cassie took a deep breath and tried to settle down. “Let’s just drop it, okay?”
    


    
      But Adam refused. “I know you really like Scarlett,” he said. “And I get it, I do. She seems nice and funny and pretty. We all like her, but it’s not a good time to let your guard down.”
    


    
      “It never is when you’re one of us.”
    


    
      “You say that like you don’t want to be one of us, like it’s some kind of curse.”
    


    
      “Let’s just finish the movie,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “Cassie, look at me.”
    


    
      “I’ll stop hanging out with her, okay?” Cassie shouted. “I ran into her by accident, but I’m sure Diana didn’t mention that part.”
    


    
      Cassie clicked the TV back on. She stared straight ahead and sat as far away from Adam as the couch would allow. She was done talking for the night.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 12


    
      
    

  


  
    Cassie slept late into the afternoon the next day, which was unlike her. Normally she was an early riser, whether she wanted to be or not. But she must have needed the rest, because she woke up feeling refreshed and with a clearer head than she had the night before. Cassie’s argument with Adam had left her feeling confused and upset last night, but today was a new day. And it was beautiful and sunny, not a cloud in the sky.


    
      After getting dressed in her most comfortable jeans and favorite blue sweater, Cassie decided to head out for a walk. She wasn’t quite ready yet to talk to Adam, or anyone really, but hopefully while she walked, the words would start coming to her, and she’d return home knowing just what to say to make everything right again. What Cassie needed was to better understand her own feelings. She wasn’t a jealous person, and she didn’t want to be. But she also couldn’t ignore what was bothering her about Adam and Diana. She owed it to both of them, and to herself, to be honest. She knew they had a history together that she couldn’t compete with.
    


    
      Cassie tied her sneakers tightly and went out the back door. She trudged through the maze of her grandmother’s herb garden and across the surrounding acre of swaying green grass. She stepped over a few soggy piles of stray leaves and along the path of sand and dirt that led to the bluff.
    


    
      There she found Nick out by the water’s edge. He’d taken his leather jacket off and tossed it on the ground beside him. The wind off the water was blowing through his white T-shirt as if he were flying. It fanned his dark brown hair up from his sober face. Watching Nick when he didn’t have his defenses up was like overhearing a secret. It made Cassie feel special to witness it but also a little bit guilty.
    


    
      Cassie had wanted to be alone, but now she wanted nothing more than to be with Nick. Not in a romantic sense, of course. She loved Adam, but that didn’t mean she and Nick couldn’t be friends. So she went to him, preparing herself the whole way for his rejection of her company. But she felt she had to try at least. Nick may have been dark and brooding, he may have been unpredictable, and most days he could even be called rude—but there was a solid center beneath all that, and it was pure, like the crystalline core to a rough rock. Cassie had seen it, and she was determined to break through his tough exterior to reach it again. She missed his friendship—even though she knew she was pushing him to be friends when their breakup was still so fresh.
    


    
      “Hi,” she called out to him from a few steps back, not wanting to startle him.
    


    
      He turned slowly, unsurprised to see her, almost like he was expecting her.
    


    
      “Hi,” he said, which was invitation enough for Cassie to join him.
    


    
      “How are you?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      “Okay. How are you?”
    


    
      “Good.”
    


    
      It was awkward, definitely, but as they persevered through it, they began to slowly settle into their old habits. Nick teased her, pretending to be cruel, and Cassie rolled with his punches, laughing too loud. She’d wanted this for so long, she didn’t want to mess it up, but there was one thing she couldn’t let go.
    


    
      “Can I ask you something?” she said, when there was a lull in their conversation.
    


    
      Nick nodded, his jaw strong. “You can ask me anything, but it doesn’t mean I’ll answer you.”
    


    
      Cassie grinned. “Did you come out here hoping to see me?”
    


    
      “Wow, you’re conceited.” Nick cracked up laughing.
    


    
      “Is that a yes?”
    


    
      Nick stopped laughing then and just smiled. He was so stingy with his full-toothed smile, Cassie had forgotten how beautiful and bright it was when it happened. Its scarcity only made it that much more valuable.
    


    
      “Maybe the thought of you coming out here vaguely crossed my mind,” Nick said. “I have missed this between us.”
    


    
      At last. This was the Nick she knew.
    


    
      “Me too,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “Now I get to ask you something.” Nick flashed his bad-boy grin. “Is Adam driving you crazy yet?”
    


    
      “Nick!”
    


    
      “He is. I know he is. Don’t even try to deny it.”
    


    
      “No comment,” Cassie said, laughing. But then she added, “I guess I’m still getting used to his—”
    


    
      “Smothering?”
    


    
      “His goodness,” Cassie scolded. “Now be nice.”
    


    
      Nick suddenly appeared lighter, happier. Maybe all he needed to feel better was to take a good shot at Adam.
    


    
      Cassie let her eyes go soft on the ocean. “I promise things will go back to normal,” she said. “For you and me. For all of us.”
    


    
      But the moment those words left her lips, dark clouds formed overhead, too fast to be natural. They were ominous clouds of the sort you’d see in movies about the apocalypse. Nick grabbed Cassie’s hand, and they took a few cautious steps back, away from the ocean.
    


    
      “What’s happening?” Cassie asked. “Is it a tornado? Do you even get those around here?”
    


    
      “I don’t know what this is.” Nick scanned the surrounding area for a safe shelter. “We have to get out of here. All these trees. We have to try to run to your house.”
    


    
      They started running, but they only made it a few steps when streaks of furious lightning began flashing all around them, seemingly right at them.
    


    
      “Keep running,” Nick screamed. “And cover your head.”
    


    
      Ice-cold rain poured down, pelting them like needle-pointed arrows. The sky was completely black except for the lightning, which, when it flashed, illuminated the angry wind in the trees. The blustering sand and litter stirred up from the ground. Cassie strived to keep her eyes closed to the debris but also open enough to follow Nick’s course of escape.
    


    
      “We’ll never make it,” Cassie screamed breathlessly. “We should try a spell, to stop it.”
    


    
      “No!” Nick yelled. “No magic. Keep running.”
    


    
      One flash after the next, the lightning and thunder reminded Cassie of fireworks.
    


    
      “It’s them, isn’t it?” Cassie cried out. “The hunters.”
    


    
      Nick stopped running for a second, and Cassie also stopped, breathing heavily. Nick’s thick neck was pulsing; his chest was heaving. “I think so,” he said. “It could be a trick to get us to use our magic.”
    


    
      Then a lightning bolt struck a willing target—one of the many elm trees nearby. It cracked and sparked from the blow.
    


    
      Cassie shielded her eyes with her hand like a visor, watching the elm shiver and smoke. “Seems like they might already know we’re witches, don’t you think?”
    


    
      Then another tree right beside that one was hit, and then another, each one closer to Cassie and Nick than the one before. Finally, a fiery bolt crashed at the ground right next to Cassie’s feet. She screamed, and Nick pushed her out of the way, shielding her body with his own.
    


    
      Cassie and Nick were both on the ground now, she beneath him. His broad muscular body was heavy on hers.
    


    
      “Are you okay?” he asked. Rainwater dripped from his face onto hers.
    


    
      “Yes,” Cassie said. From beneath him she watched the trees that had been hit succumb to wild orange flames. It was the most furious fire Cassie had ever seen, with billowing black smoke rising up from it like a ghost.
    


    
      That could have been me, Cassie thought to herself. If Nick hadn’t thrown her out of the way, she would have been dead.
    


    
      It was a sight to see, those once great elms darken and wither to ash so fluidly. Their rugged brown bark melted at the will of the heat, like a chocolate bar left out in the sun.
    


    
      Whatever the hunters were trying to prove, they’d proven it. Clearly they were powerful, and they were willing to kill. They weren’t witches, but this kind of control over the elements looked like black magic to Cassie. What kind of witch hunters used the same tactics of evil witches?
    


    
      “They’re so close,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Nick let some of his weight off Cassie’s quivering body beneath him. “And they’re getting closer every minute.”
    


    
      It seemed to Cassie like there was no escape. She and Nick could get up and keep running, but the lightning and thunder would follow their every step until it finally hit its bull’s-eye, striking them down with a ball of fire that would burn and bend their bones like the brittle branches of an old elm tree. Or they could lie right there on the ground, unmoving, clutching each other and closing their eyes to it all. They could go with it easily, rather than try to fight it. Dying side by side with Nick was better than being shot down from the sky.
    


    
      And then as if it had all been a dream, the rain suddenly came to a halt, the lightning stopped, and the sky cleared the way for the sun. The day returned, eerily and beautifully, to the perfect color photograph it had been before. If the trees at their side hadn’t still been steadily burning, clouding the air around them with bleak black smoke, Cassie would have believed she’d imagined the whole nightmarish scene.
    


    
      “I guess we passed the test,” Nick said, standing up and brushing off his jeans. He ran his fingers through his soaking-wet hair and then offered Cassie his broad hand to help her to her feet.
    


    
      “How is that?” Cassie asked, taking Nick’s hand. “By not dying?”
    


    
      “It’s a pretty good start.” Nick put his sturdy arm around Cassie’s drenched sweater. “Let’s get you home.”
    


    
      Cassie looked up into his mahogany eyes gratefully. She’d never forget the way he’d protected her. Without a moment’s hesitation, he was willing to die for her.
    


    
      “I’m only going home if you’re coming with me,” she said.
    


    
      “Well, I’m sure as heck not staying out here,” Nick said playfully, trying to make light of the situation.
    


    
      “Nick.” Cassie refused to take another step until he looked her in the eyes and acknowledged what had just passed between them.
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      “Thank you,” she said.
    


    
      He shook his head and looked away again. “You don’t have to thank me.”
    


    
      “Yes, I do.”
    


    
      Nick started to laugh awkwardly, nervously. The kind of laugh that comes out when you’re trying not to cry. Then he pulled Cassie in toward him and kissed her affectionately on the forehead, like a big brother might do. “No problem,” he said.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 13


    
      
    

  


  
    Cassie and Nick heard fire trucks in the distance as they walked toward Cassie’s house. To extinguish the burning trees, Cassie figured. They sped up their pace to be safely out of the line of suspicion for arson. There was no telling what angle the hunters would take in order to destroy them.


    
      Once they were safely shut into Cassie’s house, Nick went into overdrive. “We should tell the others,” he said. “We should get them all over here right now.”
    


    
      His clothes were soaked through from the rain, and his hair dripped down in front of his face.
    


    
      “Wait,” Cassie said, moving from the kitchen to the living room. “There’s time for that.” She retrieved two large bath towels from the linen closet and tossed one at Nick. “Dry yourself off,” she said.
    


    
      He laughed. “I guess we are a little wet.” In one swift motion, he pulled his T-shirt over his head and wrung it out over the kitchen sink.
    


    
      Cassie caught herself gaping at his muscular torso and quickly turned away. “I’m going to go change,” she said, running off to her bedroom. “I’ll be right back.”
    


    
      When she returned, Nick appeared mostly dry, and his shirt was thankfully back on. But so were his shoes, and Cassie knew Nick was about to bolt.
    


    
      “You know what?” Nick said, moving toward the door. “I’m going to go home and take a hot shower. Then I’ll let the others know what happened.”
    


    
      As much as Cassie wanted Nick to stay there with her, she knew she had to let him go. “A hot shower does sound nice,” she said.
    


    
      Nick paused with his hand on the doorknob. “I assume you’ll take care of telling Adam.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded. But once Nick was gone, all she could do was sink into the couch.
    


    
      She lost track of how long she was sitting there, but it was long enough that when her mother came home, she startled as if woken from a dream.
    


    
      “It’s such a nice day outside,” her mother said. “You should be out by the water.”
    


    
      “No, I shouldn’t.”
    


    
      Her mother had just been to the farmer’s market. She hauled overstuffed bags of fruits and vegetables onto the kitchen countertop, oblivious to Cassie’s mood. “Are you hungry?” she asked. “I’ll make some lunch.”
    


    
      “Mom,” Cassie said, and the way she said it finally captured her mother’s attention.
    


    
      “What is it?” she asked, and joined Cassie on the couch. “What happened?”
    


    
      “Just a scare. But I’m pretty sure it was the hunters.”
    


    
      Her mother’s face paled. “So they’re not stopping with Constance.”
    


    
      Cassie shook her head. “I’m afraid not. I need you to tell me what you know about them.” Cassie could hear the pleading in her own voice.
    


    
      Her mother was visibly uneasy. “I don’t know much,” she said. “But there is one story from when I was much younger.”
    


    
      Cassie drew in her breath as quietly as possible. “Go on.”
    


    
      “Back when I was with your dad.”
    


    
      Cassie tried to remain perfectly still, to not make the slightest sound, nothing that could disturb the delicate balance of this moment—a story about her father.
    


    
      “We were on a road trip,” her mother said, staring straight ahead. “With some friends. And we had a run-in with a hunter family. One of our friends was marked with an ancient hunter symbol.”
    


    
      Cassie thought back to the symbol she saw on Constance’s forehead. “The W inside the hexagon,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “Yes.” Her mother swallowed hard. “It’s the way the hunters determine their victims. Once you’ve been marked, it’s nearly impossible to escape ultimate death.”
    


    
      Cassie made no reaction. She let her mother continue.
    


    
      “But your father saved my friend. And we all escaped.”
    


    
      “So he wasn’t all bad,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Her mother tried to smile. “He was powerful. People were afraid of his intensity, but when he cared about something, he was fiercely loyal to it.”
    


    
      Her voice quivered. “And he was charming. I couldn’t resist him, and I loved that I was all his, and he was all mine. I was special in his eyes. That’s how I got him to save my friend from the witch hunters. He did it all for me. He would have done anything for me.”
    


    
      A single tear fled down her cheek like a winding river. She quickly wiped it away with the top of her finger. “Ultimately, he put his desires in front of everyone else’s, but there was a reason I was with him in the first place.”
    


    
      This was a totally new side of Cassie’s father, a side she had never known, never even considered. And she suddenly realized something. Her mother had genuinely loved John Blake. Real love. The way Cassie loved Adam. The kind of love that doesn’t go away just because the person turns out to be different than you thought.
    


    
      When Cassie reflected on this, she understood why it was so difficult for her mother to talk about him. It wasn’t that she was being distant or secretive; she was still hurting.
    


    
      Cassie threw her arms around her mother and squeezed her too hard. “Thank you for telling me,” she said. “About him.”
    


    
      Cassie sat thinking, trying to process all she’d just learned. She tried to picture what her mother was like when she was happy and in love. And she imagined what it would be like now if her parents were still together. But in this mental picture her father was a regular man, a husband, and a father—not a force of evil. It was wishful thinking, in no way useful to Cassie now. Whether or not he was ever good, Cassie had to remind herself of what her father had done.
    


    
      “I wish I knew more about the hunters that would be helpful,” her mother said.
    


    
      Her eyes glazed over for a moment, and Cassie assumed their conversation was over. But then her mother said, “We can leave, you know, if you want to. We don’t have to stay in this town.”
    


    
      “I can’t leave,” Cassie said, taken aback. “And you know that.”
    


    
      “I thought that once, too,” her mother said. “But it isn’t true. You can always leave.”
    


    
      Cassie moved carefully toward her mother. “You’re the one who brought me here, remember?”
    


    
      “And I can be the one to take you away.” Her mother met her eyes sharply now.
    


    
      “I won’t run away,” Cassie said, her voice cracking with emotion.
    


    
      “You won’t run away because of Adam.” Her mother said it as a statement rather than a question. As if it were a weakness that she knew too well.
    


    
      “I won’t run away because I took an oath,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Her mother started crying again, not just one single tear this time but many, as if a dam had broken inside her.
    


    
      “I never wanted this for you,” she said. “This is exactly what I’ve spent my entire life trying to protect you from.”
    


    
      “I know.” Cassie strived to sound unafraid. “But the best way you can protect me now is to keep talking to me, keep telling me things I need to know from the past, even if they’re hard to talk about. Because I don’t have anyone else to tell me these things but you.”
    


    
      Her mother opened her arms, and Cassie let herself be held.
    


    
      “I promise you, Cassie,” her mother said. “All I want is for you to be safe.”
    


    
      They cried together for a little while, holding each other. It felt to Cassie like they were in mourning, grieving a death, and perhaps in a way they were. The death of the protective silence between them, and of their secrets and lies. The death of normalcy. Her mother rubbed soft circles into her back and told her everything would be okay, that they were in this together. For the first time, Cassie felt like a daughter.
    


    
      

    


    
      Later that night, Cassie went to Adam’s to tell him about the hunter’s attack on the beach. They rarely hung out at his house, and she was happy for the change of scenery. She loved being in his bedroom. Lying on his bed, she couldn’t help but imagine him sleeping there, wrapped in those same sheets, with his features softening innocently as he dreamed. She gazed around the room and observed his things, everyday items that would have no meaning to her if they didn’t belong to him—his schoolbooks stacked on his desk, his sneakers piled haphazardly in the closet, and a pair of jeans strewn on the floor. She could almost see him coming home from school, tossing the books down, kicking off his shoes, and stepping out of his jeans into something more comfortable. She felt an affection for the whole scene as she imagined it, and for every object he touched—by extension, it was all a part of him.
    


    
      Adam returned to the room with some snacks and drinks in hand. He closed the door behind him.
    


    
      “Sorry it’s a little messy in here,” he said. “I tried to clean it up, but...”
    


    
      “It’s perfect just like this,” Cassie said.
    


    
      He joined her on the bed, and she had the sudden urge to start rubbing his shoulders, to kiss his face and his neck—to forget all about the awful storm on the beach.
    


    
      Adam’s breathing slowed, and Cassie could sense he was thinking the same thing. He swept his fingers suggestively across her thigh.
    


    
      “You look beautiful tonight,” he said. “But I’ve been worried about you. What happened today?” His hand slid from her thigh up to her hipbone, which was his favorite place to touch her.
    


    
      Cassie took a deep breath and sat up. “I went for a walk on the beach, and I ran into Nick,” she said. Cassie paused to read Adam’s expression, but his face remained neutral.
    


    
      “And I was glad to see him,” she continued, “because you know I’ve been trying to repair my friendship with him any way I can. But we’d just got to talking when the sky turned black and this awful storm started. We knew immediately by the looks of it that it was something supernatural.”
    


    
      “The hunters,” Adam said.
    


    
      Cassie nodded. “We couldn’t get away fast enough. Lightning bolts were flying straight for us. One would have...”
    


    
      Cassie felt herself get choked up. She struggled to swallow down the knot that had formed in her throat. “Nick risked his life to save me, Adam. I would have been hit if he hadn’t acted so quickly to push me out of the way.”
    


    
      Lines formed on Adam’s forehead, but he stared straight down at the bedspread.
    


    
      “He proved himself a real friend in that moment,” Cassie said. “To both of us. Don’t you think?”
    


    
      Adam continued looking down for a moment before raising his eyes to meet hers. “Yes, you’re right,” he said, and then shifted uncomfortably.
    


    
      Cassie could see by the way he tightened his jaw that he was bothered it was Nick who had saved her, but he would never say that. “I wish I’d been there, but I’m glad you’re okay.” Adam took her hands and massaged them in his own. He brought them to his lips and kissed them. “I don’t know what I would have done if you’d been hurt.”
    


    
      He kissed the inside of her wrist and up her forearm. Cassie knew where this was leading. As difficult as it was, she forced herself to remove her arm from his grasp.
    


    
      “There’s more,” she said. “I talked to my mom. Really talked to her.”
    


    
      Adam refocused his attention and sat up straight. “And?”
    


    
      “She told me about my father. You know he wasn’t all bad, Adam. She really loved him.”
    


    
      Adam seemed unsure of how to react. Black John was always a touchy subject between them.
    


    
      “I know how that sounds,” Cassie said. “But try to imagine it. Being in love with someone the way we are, truly in love, and then losing that person to the dark side.”
    


    
      Adam shook his head. “I don’t want to imagine that.”
    


    
      “Neither do I, so think about how awful it must have been for my poor mother.” Cassie could feel her emotions getting the best of her, and she fought the urge to start crying.
    


    
      Adam reached for her hands again. “I can hardly think of anything worse,” he said. “But it’s good that you can understand it now. I’m glad you had this breakthrough with your mom.”
    


    
      Cassie let her eyes wander around Adam’s room. For some reason it was difficult to look at him just then. Instead, she focused on the poster taped to his wall, of some band she’d never heard of.
    


    
      “I’m sure your father was easy to fall in love with,” Adam said. “He was a charismatic man, a natural leader. Your mother’s smart—she wouldn’t have been with him otherwise. It wasn’t her fault, what happened.”
    


    
      Sometimes Adam knew just what to say. It was a subtle shift in Cassie’s mind, but all of a sudden she felt at ease. If Adam didn’t blame her mother, in a way that meant he didn’t blame Cassie either. She locked eyes with his and reached for him.
    


    
      “The important thing is that you’re okay,” Adam said, allowing himself to be drawn in. “And that we’re together.”
    


    
      Cassie lay back, and Adam curled up next to her, pulling her close. She loved him so much, it almost ached. She felt she could never get enough of him.
    


    
      Adam kissed her passionately and then paused for a moment. “With everything going on,” he said. “I’m just relieved—”
    


    
      Cassie put her fingers over his mouth to quiet him. “Enough talking,” she said, and pulled him closer.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 14


    
      
    

  


  
    “Okay,” Diana said. “We don’t have much time. Who has something to report?”


    
      The Circle was eating lunch in their new spot, a small patch of woods up one of the narrow paths on the edge of school grounds—a green grass hideaway beneath the cover of high birches and leafy apple blossoms. Adam suggested it as their new lunchtime turf for the warm-weather months.
    


    
      All eyes turned to the Henderson brothers. They’d had a mission this morning: to set off a stink bomb in third-period math. The plan was to be sent to the new principal’s office together, where they could then tag team and look for evidence. The Circle was looking into anyone new in town, but the principal was number one on their list of potential hunters.
    


    
      “Shouldn’t we wait for Faye?” Deborah asked as she unpacked her lunch.
    


    
      “Lately all we do is wait for Faye,” Melanie said. “If she’s got better places to be, then we should go on without her.”
    


    
      “I can hear you,” Faye called out from the top of the path. She made her way down slowly.
    


    
      “As I was saying.” Diana raised her voice. “Chris, Doug, did you find anything?”
    


    
      Faye made it down the path just in time to nudge Doug in the ribs with her pointy black boot. “Go ahead, say it. You came up with nothing.”
    


    
      “We came up with nothing,” Chris said while Doug remained silent. “But not due to lack of trying. Mr. Boylan seems like a pretty straight-up guy.”
    


    
      “I don’t buy it,” Nick said. “He comes into town, and everything blows up. It’s too much of a coincidence. We should question him, push the investigation further.”
    


    
      Cassie noticed Nick was looking at her when he said it.
    


    
      “There’s no need to be reckless,” Diana said.
    


    
      Nick guffawed. “Yeah there is.”
    


    
      Nick was immeasurably different from Adam, who was so righteous, always. Even his adventure-seeking was based in devotion; never for a moment was it a form of revolt.
    


    
      As Cassie watched Adam now, she observed how he scrambled around the group, always the mediator, trying to keep the peace above all else. The unity of the Circle meant more to him than anything.
    


    
      That was it. That was the thing rolling around in the back of her mind since they’d argued the other night, the thing she couldn’t quite put her finger on. But now that it occurred to her, it rang out with indisputable truth: Nothing came before the Circle to Adam. Not even her.
    


    
      As if her discreet competition with Diana weren’t enough, Cassie realized she would also be eternally pitted against the Circle as if it were another woman—a woman with greater hold over Adam’s loyalty. How could she have not realized this sooner?
    


    
      Diana, who’d barely touched her salad, glanced at Adam now, and then cleared her throat. “And has everyone been avoiding Outsiders, like we discussed?”
    


    
      Cassie threw her peanut butter and jelly down onto her napkin. “You don’t have to be so vague, Diana, everyone knows which Outsiders you mean.”
    


    
      Melanie and Laurel looked down at their lunches. Cassie’s sudden and uncharacteristic insolence obviously made them uncomfortable. Suzan and Sean glanced at each other with widened eyes, and Deborah’s face tightened. But Nick, Cassie noticed, was grinning, amused by her outburst.
    


    
      “Catfight,” Faye called out, rubbing her palms together. “Now remember, ladies, no hair pulling.”
    


    
      But Diana remained poised as always and revealed no defensiveness in her reply. “That rule applies to all Outsiders equally, Cassie. It’s not just about you being friends with Scarlett.”
    


    
      Cassie felt her cheeks redden and her neck heat up. “You have to believe me,” she said with a shaky voice. “There’s nothing sketchy about Scarlett. Just because she’s an Outsider doesn’t make her against us.”
    


    
      “It doesn’t?” Faye said sardonically.
    


    
      “You can’t say that for sure,” Diana insisted. “We barely know anything about Scarlett.”
    


    
      “Yes, I can.” Cassie was yelling now. “I know what I see when I look at her. And I trust my sight.”
    


    
      It was a low blow for Cassie to mention her sight—a reminder to Diana that it was Cassie alone who had the gift of psychic visions.
    


    
      “Look out,” Faye said. “Cassie’s bringing out the big guns.”
    


    
      “Your sight may be clouded,” Diana said rigidly.
    


    
      But Cassie shot right back. “Clouded by what?”
    


    
      “By the fact that you’ve been obsessed with her since the second you met.” Diana snapped at last, losing her cool.
    


    
      “Aha.” Faye clapped her hands together. “Finally the truth comes out. Diana’s jealous Cassie found a new best friend!”
    


    
      A round of snickering passed through the group. Suzan and Deborah both nodded approvingly.
    


    
      “A fault in the flawless marble that is our precious Diana,” Faye said. “I love it.”
    


    
      “I’m not jealous.” Diana settled her green eyes directly on Cassie.
    


    
      “Yes, you are,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Diana was rendered speechless by this final attack, but she refused to take her eyes away from Cassie’s. Cassie wouldn’t look away either. All the frustration and confusion and anger she’d felt over Diana’s rejection of Scarlett and her going to Adam behind her back seemed to be flowing out of her now. And right back at her came Diana’s disappointment and outrage over Cassie’s audacity to defy her and the group. It was a standoff of wills. Was this what they had resorted to? This petty face-off? Nobody moved or said a word, and for a second Cassie thought it could go on forever.
    


    
      But then, of course, Adam got between them. “Let’s move on,” he said. “We don’t have much time and we still have lots to discuss. Diana, Deborah, tell us what happened when you followed Max.”
    


    
      At the mention of Max’s name, Faye lashed out, immediately furious. “You did what?”
    


    
      Diana had a new argument to deal with now, so she reharnessed all of her energy toward Faye. “We haven’t even accused Max of anything yet. No need to overreact.”
    


    
      “I have every reason to overreact. You went behind my back.”
    


    
      “He’s an Outsider, and he’s new in town,” Deborah said. “You knew he was on our list.”
    


    
      “And we followed him straight to your house,” Diana said as calmly as still water.
    


    
      Shock broke through the surface of the group, cracking them apart into a fissured hysteria. This meeting was turning out to be much more volatile than anyone anticipated.
    


    
      “He was at your house?” Melanie’s gray eyes flared.
    


    
      “So that makes two people who’ve been breaking the no-Outsider rule,” Laurel said with a tinge of antagonism in her usually peaceful voice.
    


    
      Suzan blurted out with her mouth half full of Twinkie, “But Max wanted nothing to do with Faye. He’s been avoiding her for weeks.”
    


    
      Deborah shook her head, disbelieving, “Well, something changed. He’s into her now. He dropped his whole I’m too good for everyone thing and was pawing after Faye like a needy puppy. He even ditched lacrosse practice to be with her. It was almost like he was under a spell...”
    


    
      As soon as Deborah uttered the word spell it dawned on her and everyone.
    


    
      Adam wielded his electric-blue eyes at Faye. “You didn’t,” he said. “Tell me you didn’t.”
    


    
      But they all knew. That’s what Faye had been up to all this time, making her late to meetings and secretive about plans. Faye did a love spell to get her crush.
    


    
      “You swore,” Adam said. “We all swore not to practice any magic.”
    


    
      Faye waved Adam off with her long red nails as if to wipe him away from her sight. “It was nothing. A simple love spell is hardly magic at all.”
    


    
      Melanie went to Adam’s side. She was angrier than Cassie had ever seen her. “They’ll find us now, you know. The hunters.”
    


    
      “Relax.” Faye laughed. “They’re not cupid hunters. No one noticed. And no one will.”
    


    
      “But any slip could mean we’re outed,” Nick said. His hands were balled into fists, and his breathing was heavy. “We can’t afford to make mistakes.”
    


    
      Faye whipped around and rushed at Nick. “Why don’t you tell that to Cassie?”
    


    
      “Cassie hasn’t done anything wrong. You have.” Nick squeezed his fists tighter.
    


    
      “Are you sure?” Faye shoved Nick forcefully in the chest.
    


    
      “That’s enough,” Diana screamed out. “This discussion is getting us nowhere, and we all have to get back to class. We’ll pick this up later.”
    


    
      But how? Cassie thought. How could they possibly pick up all these broken pieces? Everyone gathered their trash slowly and began making their way back to the school building, but Faye stayed put. “Seriously? You’re all leaving? The fun was just getting started.”
    


    
      Melanie elbow checked her on her way back to the path, but Faye remained unfazed. She called out to Cassie, amused, “I like the new angry version of Melanie so much better than the boring old reasonable one, don’t you?”
    


    
      Cassie ignored her, stuffing the remaining bread from her sandwich back into its paper bag.
    


    
      “The new jealous version of Diana isn’t bad, either,” Faye continued. “And the lying version of Cassie, well, that’s not so new.”
    


    
      It was what Faye wanted, to draw her into a fight, but Cassie couldn’t ignore her any longer. She met Faye eye to eye. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “And I don’t care, either.”
    


    
      Faye reached out and caught Cassie’s chin with her strong fingers. “You should care.”
    


    
      Cassie resisted the urge to pull away. The red stone Faye wore around her throat reflected the sunlight into Cassie’s eyes, burning them, but she held her gaze. “I’m not afraid of you,” she said through Faye’s grip.
    


    
      “One more of your many stupid mistakes.” Faye squeezed her fingers tighter around Cassie’s chin.
    


    
      “Hey! Let her go.” It was Nick at the top of the path.
    


    
      Laughing, Faye released her. “This one can take care of herself, Nicholas. She doesn’t need you saving her. Isn’t that right, Cassie?”
    


    
      Cassie climbed up the path to Nick’s side as Faye shouted, “You’ll never be Adam, Nicholas. No matter how hard you try.”
    


    
      Cassie looked down the path at Faye, feeling the fire in her gut rise to her throat. “Faye, you’re pathetic. And deep inside, you’re weak, far weaker than me. Don’t push me to prove it.”
    


    
      Faye licked her bloodred lips and then slid her tongue seductively across her teeth. “That’s more like it,” she said. “Give me more of that dark side, Cassandra. That’s what I want to see.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 15


    
      
    

  


  
    It was a good ten-minute walk to the lighthouse, plenty of time for Cassie to work up her heart rate and fill her lungs with cold, fresh air. Some of the tension among the group from earlier had dissipated. Cassie thought Faye was being let off a little too easily after performing the love spell, but she was too relieved to see everyone getting along again to mention it. Besides, Cassie had also been forgiven for hanging out with Scarlett.


    
      It was Diana who suggested the twelve of them walk to the lighthouse together in one large group, but they all wanted to do it. Driving was cool, Cassie thought, but there was nothing like sauntering up the street on a moonlit night in a huge pack of your closest friends. It made her feel invincible, and part of something so much bigger and more important than herself.
    


    
      It was a full moon, and Laurel brought along a bag of fresh-baked cookies. It was an old family recipe of Laurel’s that required the crushed leaves of an herb called mugwort, which had to be picked and ingested during a full moon. Laurel claimed the cookies improved divination, clairvoyance, and psychic powers, but Cassie and the others stuffed their mouths full of them as they walked because they were delicious. All those other things were just bonuses.
    


    
      Adam felt for Cassie’s hand, and when he found it, she didn’t pull away. Cassie had been on edge lately for sure, but for the moment everything felt fine and her connection to Adam was strong. His fingers wrapped around hers reassured her that in spite of all they had to fear, she wasn’t in this alone, and together they could overcome anything.
    


    
      The night was invigorating. The trees overhead smelled of sweet flowers, and the ground beneath Cassie’s shoes was moist with dew. A rare carelessness came over them as they walked. Not just Cassie and Adam but the whole group. They hollered up the street, goofing on one another and banging on garbage cans. Chris challenged Doug to race him the rest of the way, and they all started running in order to judge the winner. They stopped short when they saw it and collectively gasped.
    


    
      It seemed impossible. The lighthouse had been burned to the ground. In its place was a pile of soot and ash.
    


    
      Irrationally, Cassie thought they must’ve arrived at the wrong location. How could a structure so sturdy and steadfast, so permanent in its vigilance, have melted down to this? But the anger in Adam’s eyes forced Cassie to accept the harder truth. Not only was the lighthouse gone, but someone had destroyed it on purpose.
    


    
      Melanie spoke first. “That was a historical landmark,” she said. “It’s been there for, like, three hundred years.”
    


    
      “That’s what you’re thinking about right now?” Nick said. “How about how the hunters knew exactly where to find us?”
    


    
      Diana placed her hand gently on Nick’s shoulder. “Hold on, we shouldn’t jump to conclusions. We don’t know for sure it was the hunters.”
    


    
      Nick shrugged off Diana’s hand. “This was a message, loud and clear. How much clearer would you like them to be?”
    


    
      Diana turned to Melanie and Laurel. “You two were the last ones here, weren’t you? Are you sure you didn’t accidentally leave any candles burning?”
    


    
      Melanie’s eyes widened. “Are you accusing us of burning down the lighthouse?”
    


    
      “I’m not accusing,” Diana said. “Just asking.”
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t stand to listen to any more arguing. She made her way over the grass, toward the edge of where the entrance to the cottage once stood.
    


    
      Cassie heard Adam come to Diana’s defense against Melanie and Laurel. “It would be better for all of us if you had been the ones to burn it down,” he said. “Then at least we’d know for sure it was an accident and not an act of—”
    


    
      “It wasn’t an accident,” Cassie called out to them. Her voice echoed over the space between them like an ocean wave. Right where the entrance to the light keeper’s cottage once stood was a symbol burnt in ash on the ground. It was the same symbol that appeared on Constance’s forehead.
    


    
      Adam was the first to reach her. “The hunter symbol,” he said, just in time for the others to fall in line behind him. They saw it now, too. They couldn’t not see it.
    


    
      “The coven has been marked,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “Faye, this is all your fault,” Nick shouted out. “Because you had to do magic.”
    


    
      For once Adam agreed with Nick. “They tracked your love spell.”
    


    
      “I told you,” Melanie said. “I told you this would happen.”
    


    
      “That’s enough!” Faye’s eyes flamed with rage. “What makes you all so sure it was my fault?”
    


    
      She pointed her longest red fingernail at Diana. “You’re always so careful not to jump to conclusions. Stop for a moment, call off the dogs, and think of who could have actually done this.”
    


    
      Then Faye twisted her neck around to glare at Cassie while keeping her shoulders squared to Diana. “I think Scarlett would be a reasonable suspect,” she said. “Especially since Cassie brought her here just the other day.”
    


    
      Cassie remained silent.
    


    
      “I saw you,” Faye said.
    


    
      “Don’t try to turn this on me,” Cassie said, but that was all she could say. She couldn’t deny it.
    


    
      Adam and Diana stared at Cassie with identical expressions of disbelief.
    


    
      “Is that true?” Adam asked. “You brought Scarlett to the lighthouse?
    


    
      Cassie looked down at the horrible symbol burned into the ground, with its serpentine W and satanic-looking hexagon. This wasn’t the work of Scarlett. She was sure of that.
    


    
      “Cassie, how could you?” Diana couldn’t contain her exasperation.
    


    
      Cassie looked pleadingly into Diana’s infuriated eyes. “She was with me when I dropped off some herbs for Melanie and Laurel,” Cassie said. “But I didn’t let her inside and I didn’t tell her anything. I swear to you, she had nothing to do with this.”
    


    
      “You weren’t supposed to be seeing Scarlett at all,” Melanie said. “And you brought her to our sacred space.”
    


    
      Faye was thoroughly enjoying the bloodbath she started. How easy it had been to divert the attention away from her forbidden love spell. Faye addressed the group. “What Cassie has done is unforgivable,” she said malevolently. “She betrayed us.”
    


    
      “You betrayed us, too, Faye,” Cassie said. “And how would you even know I brought Scarlett to the lighthouse unless you were spying on me?”
    


    
      “That’s not really the point,” Diana interjected. “I agree with Faye on this. Bringing Scarlett to the lighthouse was a betrayal. And we need to unify now more than ever. No Outsiders can be trusted, no matter what.”
    


    
      Cassie lost the little bit of control she’d had left. “So let me get this straight,” she said. “Your idea of unification is siding with Faye?”
    


    
      Adam replied on Diana’s behalf. “It’s for your own safety, Cassie. Scarlett isn’t one of us. And under no circumstances did she belong anywhere near our meeting place.”
    


    
      “Maybe it’s me who isn’t one of you,” Cassie blurted out before she could stop herself.
    


    
      That was the last straw for Diana. She screamed then like Cassie had never imagined she could. “Of course you’re one of us, Cassie. You’re more crucial to this Circle than any of us. Don’t you think we all realize that?”
    


    
      Then Diana turned to Faye. “And you’re not off the hook either. Cassie’s right that you also betrayed the group. Max is off limits, and so is your magic.”
    


    
      “Or else what?” Faye said.
    


    
      Diana didn’t even blink. “Or else you forfeit your privileges as a leader of this Circle.”
    


    
      A few seconds passed before Adam broke the deathly silence. “The coven has been marked,” he said. “But do the hunters know who we are, individually?”
    


    
      “Good question,” Melanie said. “But either way, we have to figure out a way to fight them.”
    


    
      “That’s right,” Diana said. Her voice regained its angelic timbre. “And I wanted to share something very important with you all tonight. Before all these surprises.”
    


    
      She looked at Cassie and then at Faye, scolding them each individually with her eyes. Then she dug through her bag and pulled out her Book of Shadows.
    


    
      “I found a spell,” she said. “A spell to destroy witch hunters.”
    


    
      “What?” Adam asked, sounding outraged Diana had kept this discovery from him. “Why didn’t you say anything sooner?”
    


    
      “I wasn’t sure if it was what I thought it was,” Diana said in her defense. “The text was mostly in Latin and needed to be translated. But now I’m sure. That’s why I wanted to meet tonight, to tell you all at once.”
    


    
      “Let’s perform the spell right now,” Melanie said, sounding hopeful for the first time in days.
    


    
      Diana shook her head. “First we have to know for sure who the hunters are.”
    


    
      Nick shot a look to Chris and Doug. “Let’s do it on the principal. We’re sure enough.”
    


    
      “No.” Diana’s green eyes flared. “The spell will only work on a real hunter. If we try it on someone who isn’t one of them, we’ll only be exposing ourselves as witches. Not to mention hurting someone innocent.”
    


    
      “Wow, that’s big news,” Faye said. “We have a spell we can’t use.”
    


    
      “We will use it.” Adam gave one last look at the symbol burnt on the ground. “When they strike again. At this point, I think we can count on that happening.”
    


    
      “But what happens then?” Melanie asked. “If we do this spell. Will the hunters die?”
    


    
      Diana hesitated. “It’s a little unclear. The translation left a lot to interpretation, but it seems like the effect of the spell depends on the hunter.”
    


    
      “So they might die,” Melanie said.
    


    
      “Let me have a look at this.” Faye grabbed Diana’s Book of Shadows from her hands and scanned the page. As her eyes moved back and forth across the ancient script, she appeared to be drawing in her breath and backing away from the words in disbelief.
    


    
      “This isn’t a spell,” Faye said. “It’s a curse.”
    


    
      Diana stared at the ground. “Yes,” she said. “Technically it is a curse.”
    


    
      Faye was suddenly roiling with excitement. “It’s similar to a deflection spell by turning the hunter’s power back on them, but it calls on Hecate. This could be...” She couldn’t find the right word.
    


    
      “Dangerous,” Diana said. “We’ll only use it as a last resort.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 16


    
      
    

  


  
    The rain was only a drizzle, and although it was nighttime, people were out and about. Scarlett had invited Cassie out tonight. Of course Cassie declined, but she wished she didn’t have to. That’s just what Cassie needed to clear her head—she needed to see other people, non-witches. She decided to drive into town. Even if she couldn’t join the crowds of people going about their normal lives, she could at least watch them from inside her Volkswagen.


    
      But she’d barely made it to Bridge Street when the light rain amplified to a hammering downpour. Everyone out on the streets scrambled for shelter inside restaurants and stores; some hovered within doorways and beneath overpasses. Cassie was dry and safe inside her car, and she felt like she was inside a snow dome that someone had shaken up, submerged by the shuddering rain on all sides but also untouched by it.
    


    
      And then she suddenly felt stripped of that safety. Her heart started to pound in her chest, and she began to sweat. She felt like she was being followed, but she didn’t see any cars behind her. She kept checking the rearview mirror, and all she saw was the wet darkness in her own back window. Still, she decided to take a detour, in hopes of shaking the feeling.
    


    
      With a sharp turn of the steering wheel, she veered onto Dodge Street, a secluded road that would lead her back to the turnpike. Cassie had to slow down to maneuver its many meandering curves, but when she stepped on the brake pedal, her foot emptily dropped to the floor.
    


    
      She tried again and again, but there was no use. Her brakes weren’t working.
    


    
      The car suddenly felt to her like it was speeding up, an angry vessel set on racing her to her death. She couldn’t stop it, and letting up on the gas pedal was only doing so much. Panicked, she gripped the steering wheel and tried to bear off to the side of the road, where maybe the grass would slow the car enough so she could jump out to safety.
    


    
      But the grass did nothing to reduce the acceleration. Cassie’s only chance was to jump out while the car continued full speed ahead. Panicked, she clutched the door handle and pushed the door open. But before she had the chance to leap to the ground, the car smashed right into a giant, thick-barked oak tree.
    


    
      She blacked out for a moment, maybe longer. When she opened her eyes, she saw she’d been thrown from the car, through the windshield. She checked her arms and legs to see if she could move them and searched her face for blood. Unbelievably, she was all right.
    


    
      But her car was totaled. Looking at it through the dark rain, it reminded Cassie of a crushed soda can, flimsily accordioned to the tree. It was a miracle to be alive.
    


    
      She stood up slowly, continuing to take inventory of her surroundings, and recognized that the evil feeling was gone. Whatever dark presence had been following her had disappeared, but Cassie couldn’t shake the feeling that this was no accident.
    


    
      She welled up with tears then. It wasn’t a miracle. It was the protection spell that had saved her.
    


    
      Cassie hated to do it, but she knew she had to. She checked her body and clothes for that awful ancient symbol. It reminded her of searching for deer ticks after a day out in the woods, except the consequences in this case meant ultimate death. She was relieved not to find one. Cassie may have nearly been killed tonight, but at least she hadn’t been marked.
    


    
      With shaking hands, Cassie pulled out her cell phone to call for help. But out in the middle of nowhere, she couldn’t get a signal. Cassie started to panic even more. She was stranded out here, a sitting target.
    


    
      Cassie never should have gone out alone, without telling anyone where she was going. She was naïve to think the hunters wouldn’t come after her again the first chance they had. There was no escaping them.
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t stop shaking while she waited in the pouring rain, hoping a kind stranger would drive by. But every sound and shadow made her jump at the alternative, and she grew stiff as a silver car slowed to a stop before her. But then Cassie recognized the face inside. It was Scarlett.
    


    
      “Oh my goodness, are you all right?” Scarlett jumped out of her car and ran to Cassie, leaving the door open. “Are you hurt?”
    


    
      “I’m okay,” Cassie said, breathing a sigh of relief at a familiar face.
    


    
      Scarlett hugged her close to her chest, nearly as stupefied by the sight of the crushed car as Cassie was. “You could have been killed,” she said. “And you’re soaking wet!”
    


    
      She dashed to the trunk of her car and retrieved an enormous wool blanket. She wrapped it around Cassie and rubbed her arms until they warmed.
    


    
      Cassie was too freaked out by the accident to resist.
    


    
      “You’re okay,” Scarlett said in a voice as comforting as the thick wool around Cassie’s shoulders. “I’ll take you home.”
    


    
      

    


    
      The next day at school, everyone was talking about Cassie’s recent brush with death. It was like the accident brought her popularity points in a sick and twisted way. Even Portia Bainbridge made her way through the crowded hallway to catch a look at Cassie at her locker. She turned her thin nose up at Cassie and narrowed her cold hazel eyes. “So glad you didn’t mess up that pretty little face of yours when you flew through the windshield,” she said.
    


    
      The thought crossed Cassie’s mind: Could Portia have cut the brakes in her car, or was it one of her moose-head brothers?
    


    
      But Portia had retreated from messing with the Circle after their final blowout last fall. Since then she’d been distracted by a new boyfriend and barely seemed to think about much else. And her brothers, Jordan and Logan, were both at college. Cassie would have heard if they’d been back around the island.
    


    
      Just then, Sally Waltman stepped to Cassie’s side. A head shorter than Portia, Sally still crossed her wiry arms with the fierceness of a taller, stronger person. “She’s been through enough, Portia,” Sally said. “She doesn’t need your harassment on top of it.”
    


    
      Portia scowled. “Don’t forget which side you’re on, Sally. You don’t want to start being confused for one of them, or you might get hurt.”
    


    
      “Let it go already.” Sally forcefully took Portia by the arm and urged her away. “Come on, we’re going to be late,” she said, and shot Cassie a look of apology over her shoulder.
    


    
      Sally standing up to Portia meant a lot, considering she’d once been one of the Circle’s most hated enemies. If the group’s relationship with Sally could come this far, she didn’t see why they couldn’t be more accepting of other well-meaning Outsiders, like Scarlett. Not all of them were as vile as Portia. Why couldn’t the Circle see that?
    


    At lunch, the group gathered at their spot in the woods and grilled Cassie for details. She told them about the bad feeling that came over her just before the accident and how her brakes failed, but some details she kept to herself. She was exhausted, both physically and emotionally, and she couldn’t handle what their reaction would be if she told them about Scarlett showing up just after the crash.


    
      “But were there any clues about who the hunters were that did this?” Diana asked.
    


    
      “No,” Cassie said. “None.”
    


    
      “I saw Portia harassing you at your locker this morning,” Nick called out. “She’s been off our radar too long, I don’t trust it.”
    


    
      Diana looked doubtful but said, “It couldn’t hurt to consider Portia and her brothers possible suspects.”
    


    
      “And Sally Waltman,” Suzan said.
    


    
      Diana shook her head. “Sally’s been pretty straightforward with us. Of all the Outsiders, I think she’d be the least likely to want to hurt us.”
    


    
      “You guys are getting sidetracked,” Deborah said. “These hunters are strong. Whoever they are, they weren’t in town before now, or we would have known it.”
    


    
      Melanie agreed. “That ancient symbol didn’t come from any of our old schoolmates.”
    


    
      Adam had been pacing back and forth the way he always did when he was nervous. He hadn’t calmed down since he learned of the accident. “I still wish you could have called me,” he said to Cassie. “How’d you even get home?”
    


    
      Cassie hesitated.
    


    
      It was a simple question. There was no need for such a long pause, and the entire group picked up on it.
    


    
      Adam stiffened and turned accusingly to Nick. “Did she call you? Were you the one to drive her home?”
    


    
      Nick appeared blindsided by Adam’s accusation, but he quickly mirrored Adam’s aggressive posture with his own. “No, she didn’t. But I wish she had,” he said.
    


    
      “Stop it, both of you.” Cassie didn’t have a choice. She had to tell them the truth.
    


    
      “I didn’t call anyone to come pick me up.” She paused, not wanting to go on. Cassie looked down at her shoes. Run, she thought. Just run away from this awful moment. But there was nowhere to run to, and she knew it. Almost inaudibly she said, “Scarlett happened to drive by while I was stranded. She drove me home.”
    


    
      Adam shook his head, sidestepping Nick, who’d also dropped his bravado. Diana reached for a nearby tree to steady herself. They were speechless, but Faye had the words right at hand to announce what the whole group was thinking.
    


    
      “Oh, yeah,” she said. “Scarlett just happened to drive by, finding you in the middle of nowhere. What a lucky coincidence!”
    


    
      Cassie wasn’t having it. The last person she owed an explanation to was Faye. She stepped to her, boldly. “Why would she have helped me if she’d been the one trying to hurt me?”
    


    
      “You’re being stupid,” Deborah said, not holding back an ounce of disgust. “It can’t be a coincidence.”
    


    
      “She’s not being stupid,” Diana said. “Cassie’s just blinded. She wants to see the best in Scarlett.”
    


    
      “Exactly. Which is just plain stupid,” Deborah insisted.
    


    
      “No,” Cassie said. “Scarlett is innocent, I swear.”
    


    
      Diana frowned at her sympathetically. “I’m sorry, Cassie. But it’s too suspicious that Scarlett would just happen to know where you were last night after the accident. This appears to be the proof we’ve been looking for all along.”
    


    
      “It’s the principal,” Cassie shouted. “I can feel it in my bones.”
    


    
      Adam responded to Cassie softly, guardedly. “We haven’t been able to dig up a single suspicious thing on the new principal. He’s clean, Cassie.”
    


    
      Even Adam wasn’t willing to side with Cassie this time. She could plead with him, with all of them, all afternoon, but it was useless—they’d already made up their minds to not believe her. Cassie turned to Nick, desperately, thinking if anyone might back her up, it would be him. But Nick was stone-faced, unwilling to rebel against the status quo on this.
    


    
      Faye rose up and positioned herself in the middle of their huddle. “I say we go down to the docks after school and have a word with Scarlett.”
    


    
      “We should do the witch-hunter curse on her,” Deborah yelled out.
    


    
      Diana went to Faye’s side, crossed her arms over her chest, and nodded. “I agree,” she said. “Who’s with us?”
    


    
      An assemblage of hands went up.
    


    
      “But we should have a full Circle to do it. Otherwise we might not be strong enough.” Diana beheld Cassie in her gaze. “So are we a complete Circle or not?”
    


    
      Cassie turned to Adam. His eyes were filled with longing and love, urging her to trust them, to trust him. And she wanted to trust Adam, she really did.
    


    
      “Cassie,” Nick said. “If Scarlett’s not a hunter, the spell won’t work on her. This could be your chance to prove yourself right.” He smiled gently, giving a nod toward Diana and Adam. “And prove them wrong.”
    


    
      “That’s true,” Melanie said to Diana. “If we perform the curse on Scarlett and she’s not a hunter, then she’ll know what we are.”
    


    
      “I know that,” Diana said with confidence.
    


    
      Cassie raised her eyes to Diana’s. “You’re that sure,” she said, “that you’d be willing to expose the Circle to a harmless, good-intentioned Outsider.”
    


    
      “I’m that sure.” Diana stared back at Cassie without anger or hatred, but with utter conviction.
    


    
      “Then I’m with you,” Cassie said in a hushed tone, almost to herself. “We’ll go to the docks after school today.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 17


    
      
    

  


  
    The group cruised along the picturesque coastline of the New Salem waterfront until they reached the docks where Scarlett worked. On the way, Diana had taken Cassie aside and thanked her for coming with them. She said she felt bad about going against Cassie’s wishes, but insisted it was for the safety of the group as a whole.


    
      Cassie forced herself to sound agreeable and said she understood. What use was it bumping heads with Diana now? And besides, like Nick said, this encounter might prove once and for all that Scarlett was just a regular girl with no intentions of harming the Circle. Then Cassie would be free to be her friend.
    


    
      Overhearing Cassie and Diana’s apparent truce, Adam took Cassie’s hand in his. He was still holding it now as Diana addressed the group.
    


    
      “Are we all clear on the plan?” Diana asked. Her blonde hair shimmered in the sun, and she had the self-possession of a commander in chief.
    


    
      Deborah’s eyes gleamed with the desire for combat. “We draw her out, we circle her, and then we cast the witch-hunter curse.”
    


    
      “No,” Adam corrected Deborah. “We circle her, and we get all the facts.”
    


    
      “That’s right,” Diana said. “We should try to get as much information out of her before we cast the curse.” She paused. “Especially since we’re not entirely sure what’ll happen once we do.”
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t think about that part. The only way she would get through this was by continuing to believe in Scarlett.
    


    
      “There she is.” Laurel pointed to the side exit of the Oyster Bar. “She must be on a break.”
    


    
      “Perfect,” Faye said. It was plain to see that her blood was boiling with excitement. She charged ahead of the group, leading the way.
    


    
      Scarlett saw them coming almost immediately. Anyone in their right mind would have become alarmed at the sight of this angry mob of twelve approaching, but Scarlett smiled wide and started waving to them, heaving her skinny arm back and forth as if she needed to catch their attention.
    


    
      “She’s bluffing,” Faye said, as they continued their approach. “Don’t fall for it.”
    


    
      But Faye didn’t even have to say it. Not one of them faltered or fell out of step. Before Scarlett could even say “Hello,” they had her surrounded.
    


    
      Finally she began to catch on that something peculiar was happening, that she was in trouble. “What’s going on?” she asked, turning, circling, trying to locate Cassie in the ring of heavy-breathing bodies around her.
    


    
      The scene couldn’t have gone down more smoothly. They were positioned on the side of the Oyster Bar, where it was desolate except for the occasional busboy going to the Dumpsters. Scarlett was trapped. No one would even hear her scream.
    


    
      Only Cassie could save her now.
    


    
      “Scarlett,” she said. “We need the truth from you, or else you’re going to get hurt. My friends think you had something to do with my car accident. I don’t believe that. But I need you to prove to them that you’re innocent.”
    


    
      Scarlett’s round, dark eyes softened. “Is that what this is about? Of course I had nothing to do with that.”
    


    
      “What about the lighthouse?” Diana’s voice was stern. It sounded more like a threat than a question.
    


    
      “What about it?” Scarlett asked.
    


    
      “You burned it to the ground,” Faye shouted.
    


    
      “I what?” Scarlett began to lose her cool. “Why would I do something like that?” Her survival instincts set in, and Cassie knew that it wasn’t far off now, the moment of truth.
    


    
      Adam narrowed in on her. “Who are you working with?”
    


    
      “At the Oyster Bar?” Scarlett was trembling now, like a cornered street cat poised to strike.
    


    
      “Answer the question,” Diana said. “Who are you working with?”
    


    
      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Scarlett cried out and ran for Cassie then, for help. The Circle moved in closer on her, blocking any exit. But Faye saw Scarlett’s rushing at Cassie as a direct threat and swiftly reacted. She raised her hands and called out, “By the power of this Circle, I call on Hecate!”
    


    
      Time slowed down for Cassie in that moment. She could see the shock on Scarlett’s face and the fury in Faye’s eyes. She could hear Diana screaming out, No, not yet!
    


    
      But Faye was unstoppable. She appeared to take on giant proportions the instant she called on Hecate, as if she embodied the form of the dark Goddess herself. She seemed to grow to seven feet tall, and her honey-colored eyes blackened like marbles. She cast the first part of the witch-hunter curse with the power of thunder.
    


    Curse this ancient hunter who aims to harm me


    Acts of evil now return threefold to thee!


    
      
    


    
      The sky above Faye’s outstretched hands reddened and spiraled into a violent funnel-like cloud. She harnessed it toward her, drew it in, and molded it with one swirl of her charmed fingertips into a ball of fire. As she tossed it from one hand to the other, the Circle chanted the Latin words they’d memorized—dark, unfathomable words they barely understood—until Faye heaved the fireball at Scarlett like a heavy stone.
    


    
      But Scarlett shocked them all. With one swift motion she caught the roiling fire in her hands and burst it between her palms. “Be it undone!” she called out, the classic defense spell.
    


    
      Within seconds, Faye shrunk back down to size and toppled over sideways onto the ground. The opening in the sky stitched itself closed, and the light of day returned to normal.
    


    
      “How do you know the defense spell?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      But even as the question left Cassie’s lips, she knew there could only be one explanation. Scarlett wasn’t a witch hunter. She was a witch, like them.
    


    
      Deborah and Suzan ran to Faye to see if she was okay. Slowly, they got Faye to her feet, but she appeared dazed and wobbly.
    


    
      Scarlett turned to Cassie. Her dark eyes were still enflamed from the spell. “I’m sorry you had to find out this way,” she said.
    


    
      Adam stepped forward, astonished. “You’re a witch?”
    


    
      Scarlett nodded and turned again to Cassie. “I wanted to tell you since the moment we first met.”
    


    
      “Why didn’t you?” Diana asked.
    


    
      “I was waiting for the right time,” Scarlett said.
    


    
      “You’re a witch?” Cassie asked, repeating Adam’s words and stunned tone verbatim.
    


    
      “Not just any witch.” Scarlett smiled shyly. “I’m your half sister.”
    


    
      “What?” Cassie could hardly breathe. “How?”
    


    
      “We have the same father,” she said. “Black John.”
    


    
      Scarlett observed the shock in each of their faces. “I came to this town trying to escape the witch hunters, just like you are now. Back home, we were discovered.”
    


    
      She turned to Diana, somehow understanding she was the Circle’s leader. “The hunters killed my mother,” she said. “And they marked me. I came here to get the protection of the Circle.”
    


    
      “So you knew about us,” Melanie said.
    


    
      “Yes.” Scarlett reached for Cassie and took both her hands in her own. “My mother grew up in this town. I knew I had a sister out here my entire life, and I wanted to meet her.”
    


    
      This was almost more than Cassie could bear. The whole world started to spin, and she thought she might actually be dreaming, but then Diana spoke up, loudly jolting her from her haze. “So Cassie was right all along,” she said.
    


    
      Diana put one slender hand on Cassie’s shoulder and the other on Scarlett’s. “Please accept my apology,” she said. “Our apology. To both of you. We should have had more faith.”
    


    
      “I accept,” Scarlett said, smiling.
    


    
      But Faye’s husky voice crashed the sentimental moment. Apparently, she’d regained her strength. “How do we know you’re not lying, Scarlett? What proof do you have for any of these claims?”
    


    
      Deborah answered for Scarlett, and for the group. “When she knocked you on your behind by deflecting your curse,” she said, “that was proof enough for me.”
    


    
      “Me too,” Suzan said, laughing.
    


    
      Faye smirked. “I mean about being Cassie’s half sister.”
    


    
      “She’s telling the truth,” Cassie said. “I think, deep down, I’ve known it all along.”
    


    
      Diana turned to Faye. “I think it’s time for us to trust Cassie on this. Obviously, her sight wasn’t clouded after all.”
    


    
      One by one, everyone expressed their apologies to Scarlett. Even Melanie, who’d wanted so badly to believe Scarlett had been the hunter responsible for killing her great-aunt Constance, put aside her desire for retribution and shook her hand.
    


    
      “We misjudged you,” Melanie said. “I’m sorry.”
    


    
      It was hardly enough, considering they’d just tried to kill her, but it was all anyone could say.
    


    
      The apologies were for Cassie, too. But Cassie didn’t need anyone’s apology—she had been right. She knew she felt connected to Scarlett, she just knew it! What a relief it was to have the truth come out at last.
    


    
      Adam appeared as relieved as she was. He went to Cassie and wrapped his arms around her.
    


    
      “I should have never doubted you,” he said.
    


    
      “That’s okay,” Cassie said. “You can remember that for next time.” She hugged Adam back and, as she did, she caught sight of Nick looking on. He was the only one who’d stuck with her when everyone else was so sure Scarlett was evil. She would have to remember to thank him later, when they had a moment alone together.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 18


    
      
    

  


  
    Cassie always dreamed of having a sister, of having someone to confide in and share secrets with, someone who would always stick by her no matter what. Cassie and Diana had promised to be sisters to each other, the sisters neither of them had. But that wasn’t going so well these days, or at least not like they thought it would. But now she had this, a real sister. Well, a half sister, but still, Scarlett was real. Cassie wasn’t an only child anymore.


    
      That night, Cassie invited Scarlett to sleep over at her house. She had this urge to learn everything she could about her as soon as possible. Not to grill Scarlett on what she knew of their father and the witch hunters, though of course that was important, too, but everything about her. There was plenty of time for Scarlett to share everything she knew about the hunters with the Circle. But tonight was just about them. They deserved that much.
    


    
      Cassie’s mother was away visiting friends in Cape Cod, so the girls had the whole house to themselves. Cassie was relieved, because she wasn’t sure yet how to broach the subject of Scarlett with her mother. How exactly does one even begin such a conversation? “Mom, the love of your life, who turned out to be evil? He also had another child.” Especially with a mother like Cassie’s, who would always rather hide from the past and pretend it doesn’t exist. Her mother would stick her head in the sand like an ostrich and live that way forever if she could. Finding out Cassie had a half sister, and worse, that her husband had another daughter with a different woman, might be more than she could handle. It would take a lot of groundwork on Cassie’s behalf to prepare her mother for such a shock.
    


    
      But for tonight, they could just be sisters. She felt herself slip into an immediate playfulness, as if she and Scarlett were trying to make up for the childhood they had been robbed of sharing. For the first few hours, they did all the traditional sleepover things. They ordered a pepperoni pizza and laughed too loud. They painted each other’s nails with sparkled purple nail polish and wolfed down chocolate ice-cream sundaes till they had stomachaches.
    


    
      Then they both changed into their pajamas, and Scarlett pinned Cassie’s hair back in two intertwined French braids. Cassie brushed through Scarlett’s long waves of wild red hair and couldn’t help but ask, “If you didn’t dye your hair, would it be the same color as mine?”
    


    
      “Yup,” Scarlett said. “Look at our eyebrows; they’re the same shade of brown.”
    


    
      “And our noses are shaped the same.”
    


    
      “That’s true,” Scarlett said. “We both have the same perfect button noses.”
    


    
      “Do you hate peas?” Cassie asked ridiculously.
    


    
      “I do, but I don’t think that’s genetic.”
    


    
      “You don’t understand.” Cassie was giggling uncontrollably. “I hate peas so much, I swear it’s in my DNA.”
    


    
      Scarlett cracked up.
    


    
      Having a sleepover with Scarlett was nothing at all like having one with Diana. Diana always behaved like a serious adult. She rarely loosened up enough to just be silly. But silliness was no problem for Scarlett. Even though she was a witch, she didn’t always act like one. And even though she’d suffered through intolerable tragedy and loss, she wasn’t mired in somberness. First and foremost, Scarlett was a girl who wanted to have a little fun, and that was a much-needed breath of fresh air to Cassie.
    


    
      They stayed up late into the night talking. The outside world grew quiet and sleepy and finally silent while Cassie and Scarlett remained awake sharing stories. And as the hours passed, their conversation drifted into deeper waters. In hushed tones, Scarlett filled Cassie in on many of the gaps in their family history.
    


    
      “I always sensed I was different,” she said. “Even before I knew I was a witch.”
    


    
      “I know what you mean, believe me.” Cassie brought her knees in toward her chest. “I never felt at home anywhere. I always felt like a freak.”
    


    
      “And the dreams and nightmares,” Scarlett said.
    


    
      Cassie nodded. “Mostly the nightmares.”
    


    
      “And the strange things that would happen every time I got angry.” Scarlett’s voice rose a bit. “That was really the kicker.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded more rapidly. The similarities between them were uncanny. Cassie wanted to tell Scarlett about the darkness she sometimes felt inside. Not only the bad feelings triggered by certain people, like the new principal, for example, but that other darkness. The one deep down that she could hardly admit to herself existed. Did Scarlett feel that, too? Did she fear there was some sinister piece of Black John lodged in her soul, infecting and clouding it like a cancerous smoker’s lung? But before Cassie could muster up the courage to ask such a question, Scarlett’s round face turned deathly serious.
    


    
      “And when I first touched hematite,” she said. “The feeling in my chest was—”
    


    
      “I know!” Cassie screamed out. “Me, too!”
    


    
      “It’s my working stone,” Scarlett said.
    


    
      “Mine, too,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Scarlett grinned knowingly, as if she suspected as much. “It’s a truly rare occurrence, you know. To have hematite as your working stone.”
    


    
      Cassie turned away for a second, feeling ashamed. She had to remind herself that she didn’t have to be embarrassed of her connection to Black John, at least not with Scarlett.
    


    
      Scarlett watched her patiently. “It’s okay,” she said. “I know this is a lot to digest.”
    


    
      She does feel it, Cassie thought. Scarlett understood the mortification of Cassie’s deepest secret. Scarlett endured that same crushing darkness dormant inside herself.
    


    
      The air between them momentarily quieted, and Cassie knew this was her chance to ask about their father. “It’s because of him,” she said. “That hematite works for both of us. Right?”
    


    
      Scarlett nodded. “I’d say that’s most likely the reason.”
    


    
      “Did you know him?” Cassie asked, not having to utter their father’s name.
    


    
      Scarlett shook her head. “No. But my mom told me stories. Didn’t yours?”
    


    
      Cassie blushed, shamed by her own mother’s shortcomings. “Not really.”
    


    
      “Our moms were best friends growing up,” Scarlett said. “Did you know that?”
    


    
      Cassie searched her memory for any recollection of her mother talking about old friends, but she came up blank. “No,” she said, disappointed. “I don’t know much at all about my mother’s past.”
    


    
      “Well, our moms were best friends,” Scarlett said, matter-of-factly. “Until Black John came between them. Your mom stole him from my mom. That’s why my mom left town.”
    


    
      “I had no idea.” Cassie’s heart fell a little because of this new picture of her mother, but also because she suddenly thought of Diana and Nick, and how she and Adam came between them. Would things ever be the same between them, or were they bound for the same fate?
    


    
      Scarlett noticed a change in Cassie’s disposition. “Have I upset you?” she asked. “Maybe I’m saying too much too soon.”
    


    
      “No, don’t be silly.” Cassie forced herself to relax and to put Adam and the others out of her mind for now. “I want to know everything. Don’t hold anything back, please.”
    


    
      Scarlett puckered her lips and eyed Cassie skeptically. “We have our whole lives to catch up with each other, you know. We don’t have to do it all in one night.”
    


    
      It was an amazingly comforting thought. Our whole lives. They could go back to giggling and goofing around, and pick up this seriousness tomorrow. But Cassie had waited for this chance for far too long to let it go any longer. She needed to know the truth, about everything. “Please tell me more,” she said. “I can handle it.”
    


    
      “Okay then.” Scarlett took Cassie’s hand and squeezed it, and when she did, Cassie looked down at their intertwined fingers. It seemed like she could almost see a cord wrapping around their hands, connecting them. Just like the connection between Adam and me, Cassie thought. She and Scarlett were linked. They were fated. It explained everything she felt about Scarlett since the moment she’d set eyes on her, how she was willing to go against the whole Circle to defend her and protect her.
    


    
      If Scarlett saw it, she didn’t mention it. She went on talking as usual, while massaging Cassie’s hand in her own.
    


    
      “I’ll never forget the day my mother told me I had a sister,” Scarlett said. “It changed everything for me. I knew one day I’d find you. And see, I was right.”
    


    
      She waited a moment to read Cassie’s expression and then added, “I don’t understand why your mom never told you.”
    


    
      Cassie suddenly felt herself snap to a new level of awareness. She pulled her hand away. “Wait a minute. My mother knew about you?”
    


    
      “Of course she knew.” Scarlett’s voice contained the slightest hint of outrage. “They were all still in New Salem when we were born.”
    


    
      Cassie thought back to the conversation she recently had with her mother. How she’d looked deep into her eyes and swore she’d told Cassie the whole truth about her father. I loved that I was all his, and he was all mine, she’d said, but it was a lie. Her mother knew he was with someone else.
    


    
      “How could my mother not have told me I had a sister?” Cassie said aloud. This was a new divide that had sprung up between her and her mother, and at the moment, it felt insurmountable. Her whole childhood and adolescence had been hindered by lies—that truth had come to light when they first moved to New Salem, and Cassie learned she was a witch. But she’d come to terms with all the covering up her mother had done in hopes of protecting her. Now it occurred to Cassie that even their more recent conversations had been poisoned by deceit. As of this very moment, her mother was still lying to her. Cassie never felt more estranged from her as she did now.
    


    
      “She should have told you,” Scarlett said. “I wonder what else she’s kept from you.”
    


    
      Cassie realized Scarlett was absolutely right. If her mom could lie about the existence of a sibling, she could lie about anything. And if she was keeping secrets, Cassie would, too. She decided right then not to tell her mom anything about meeting Scarlett. Her mother didn’t deserve her honesty. She hadn’t earned it.
    


    
      Fortunately, now Cassie had a sister, and everything would be different. Everything would be better. If it had to be just the two of them against the rest of the world, so be it. They would remain inseparable, that was the one and only thing Cassie could feel secure about now.
    


    
      “Scarlett,” she said, feeling her heart overflow with love and affection, “now that you’re here, I finally feel like I’m home.”
    


    
      “Me, too.” Scarlett’s dark eyes shimmered. “I’ve never been more sure of anything,” she said. “This is where I belong.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 19


    
      
    

  


  
    “Do you want a latte or a cappuccino?” Adam asked from the head of the line at the coffee shop counter.


    
      “Surprise me,” Cassie said, and then watched him interact with the barista, placing his order and counting out his money.
    


    
      Cassie pretended not to know him for a moment and imagined he was a stranger she’d just seen for the first time. She observed his cut jaw and broad shoulders, those auburn curls. Yes, she thought to herself. It would be love at first sight all over again.
    


    
      Things between Cassie and Adam had come around full circle. The past few days since the confrontation with Scarlett at the docks had been romantic and exciting, just like the first days of their relationship. When he kissed her, she shivered with that familiar pleasure and excitement, of loving him so completely with her entire body and soul, and knowing he felt the same.
    


    
      Since the truth had come out about Scarlett, Adam went back to being Adam, and Cassie went back to being Cassie, but happier and more confident.
    


    
      Adam returned to their table, setting down an iced mocha topped with whipped cream and a giant chocolate-chip cookie.
    


    
      “You said to surprise you,” he said.
    


    
      “You’re trying to get me high on sugar.”
    


    
      “That’s how I like you best.” He dipped his finger into the whipped cream for a taste.
    


    
      Cassie glanced at the door, but the girl entering wasn’t Scarlett.
    


    
      Adam laughed. “She’s only a few minutes late, relax.”
    


    
      “I know.” Cassie broke off a hunk of cookie and shoved it into her mouth while Adam took another swipe at the whipped cream. She looked away, not wanting to be caught watching him lick it from his fingers.
    


    
      “Should I leave you and my iced mocha alone?” she asked.
    


    
      Adam blushed, pushing the drink closer to Cassie and out of his reach. Then he wiped his mouth with a napkin and tried to be serious. “I’m so glad for you,” he said. “Scarlett is pretty amazing. I can totally see how the two of you are related.”
    


    
      “I tried to tell you,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “I know. And I’ve never been happier to admit that I was wrong.”
    


    
      “Well, you can tell Scarlett that in person, if she ever gets here.” Cassie glanced at the door again and then took a sip of her drink. “I’m starting to worry that she hasn’t shown up yet. I’m going to call her.”
    


    
      But Scarlett didn’t answer her phone, and Cassie began to worry even more.
    


    
      “I have a bad feeling about this,” she said. She knew if she phrased it that way, Adam would take her seriously.
    


    
      “Then we should go over to the B and B and see if she’s there.” Adam stood up, wasting no time.
    


    
      It was exactly what Cassie wanted him to suggest. Sometimes his predictability was her favorite thing about him.
    


    The bed-and-breakfast where Scarlett was staying was a Georgian building just off Old Town Square. It was one of the most beautiful historical B and Bs in New Salem, owned and operated by an old man whom Cassie knew by sight. She’d grown used to seeing him walking his three Pomeranians around town. A few times, she’d bent down to pet one of the dogs, but she never engaged in much conversation with the old man. He was who answered the door when they arrived, the dogs yapping and jumping around his feet.


    
      Cassie introduced herself and Adam while the man ordered his dogs to be quiet. Once inside, she stuttered a bit before saying, “Sorry to bother you, but my sister, Scarlett, is a guest here. We were wondering if she’s here.”
    


    
      It was the first time Cassie had ever said those words, my sister. It felt exhilarating to say it, but it also felt foreign, as if she were telling a lie.
    


    
      The man nodded and rubbed at the silver scruff on his chin. “Yes, yes, Scarlett with the crazy hair,” he said.
    


    
      “So she’s here?” Cassie was momentarily relieved.
    


    
      “No,” he replied. “She hasn’t been here since yesterday.”
    


    
      Adam noticed the panic in Cassie’s eyes and pressed for more information. “Are you sure? She never came home last night, not even to sleep?”
    


    
      “No, she didn’t,” the man said, straightening his posture. “But that’s really not your business. A girl has a right to her privacy.” His eyes ricocheted between Adam and Cassie, and then he raised his white eyebrows. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave. I can’t give out information on my guests to two strangers, kids or not.”
    


    
      “Of course,” Adam said. “We understand. Thank you for your help.” He left a phone number so they could be reached in case Scarlett returned, or if he heard anything of her whereabouts.
    


    
      Back in the car, Cassie turned to him. “Now I’m really worried sick. What should we do?”
    


    
      Adam focused on his driving. “I think we should give it a little more time,” he said calmly. “We don’t know that she’s in trouble. She could just be out and about.”
    


    
      “Out and about?” Cassie was exasperated. “If she was just out and about, then she would have shown up at the coffee shop when she was supposed to, or at least answered her phone.”
    


    
      “Cassie.” Adam chose his words carefully. “Try to remember that we don’t know all that much about Scarlett. She could be off visiting friends and forgot to call you.”
    


    
      “So you think she’d just stand up her new sister?”
    


    
      “That’s not what I’m saying.”
    


    
      “You think she’s some kind of flake,” Cassie said. “Just because she’s not as uptight as all of you.”
    


    
      “All of you?” Adam gripped the steering wheel tightly and brought the car to a halting stop. “You mean us, the Circle? Why do you keep insisting on separating yourself from us? I don’t understand it, Cassie.”
    


    
      Cassie was feeling too much all at once to make sense of it. But here they were again, having the same fight they seemed to keep having. She was tired of Adam always trying to reason her out of her true feelings.
    


    
      “I’m not separating myself,” she said. “But I don’t know what more you need to fully accept Scarlett. She’s my sister, Adam.”
    


    
      “I know,” he said, continuing along Crowhaven Road to Cassie’s house. “I didn’t mean anything by suggesting she might not be in trouble. Do you see how quickly you jumped to that conclusion?”
    


    
      Cassie didn’t want to admit it, but she did see that. She was silent until they reached her house. “I guess I’m just shaken up,” she said finally.
    


    
      “Let’s just give it the night,” Adam said. “If you still don’t hear from her, I promise we’ll get the group to look for her in the morning.”
    


    
      “Okay.” Cassie reached over and gave Adam a kiss on the cheek, but she didn’t invite him into her house.
    


    
      

    


    
      That night Cassie had a dream. One minute she was on a beach, tanning beneath the summer sun with the sound of the ocean and seagulls filling her ears, and the next minute she heard a scream. It was a bloodcurdling scream for help, much like Melanie’s scream the night Constance was killed at the festival. In the dream, Cassie opened her eyes and found she was no longer on a sunny beach but in a field or a meadow, at night. And the sky overhead had turned murky, like a polluted body of water.
    


    
      The scream for help came louder. Cassie thought it was coming from a shadowy house in the distance. It was unmistakably Scarlett’s voice, but Cassie couldn’t get to it. In fact, she couldn’t move at all.
    


    
      Scarlett! Cassie yelled out, still within the dream. I can hear you!
    


    
      It was all so vivid, Cassie was sure it was real.
    


    
      The connection worked, Scarlett replied, relieved but still terrified.
    


    
      Where are you? Cassie asked.
    


    
      I don’t know! The hunters are holding me captive. They’re torturing me, studying my powers. Please help me!
    


    
      Try to stay calm, Cassie said. Think hard, is there any clue as to where you are?
    


    
      Help me, Cassie. Please, hurry. I think they’re going to kill me soon.
    


    
      No! Cassie was losing her. The connection was fading. Scarlett, can you still hear me? I promise we’ll find you, somehow. Scarlett? Hello? Hang on. We’ll save you!
    


    
      Cassie sat up in bed, startled. She was fully awake now, in her bedroom, alone. Her mahogany furniture stared back at her. She could hear her mother snoring down the hall. All was as it should be.
    


    
      It was three in the morning. Adam had said to give it the night. But what if Scarlett didn’t have till morning? She had to call him.
    


    
      Shaking, she dialed Adam’s number, and the moment he answered, she said, “Scarlett’s been kidnapped.”
    


    
      Adam sounded groggy and confused. “What?”
    


    
      “I dreamt it. But it wasn’t a dream. She came to me, Adam. We communicated.”
    


    
      “Are you sure?”
    


    
      “I’ve never been more sure of anything. It’s the hunters. They have her.”
    


    
      “Okay.” Adam cleared his throat. “I’ll put out a call to the others. Where should we meet?”
    


    
      “Behind my house, out on the bluff. We can’t risk waking my mom.”
    


    
      “Done. I’ll be right there.”
    


    
      “Adam, one more thing.” Cassie could hardly express how thankful she was to have him at a time like this. “I love you.”
    


    
      She could almost hear him smile. “I love you, too,” he said.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 20


    
      
    

  


  
    Faye, Deborah, and Suzan were the last to arrive on the bluff. They staggered toward the others, bleary-eyed and disheveled, and severely underdressed for the pre-dawn chill. “They were out having a good time,” Adam said when he saw them coming. “Looks like they still are.”


    
      “So what’s the big emergency?” Faye called out in a voice much too loud. “It better be good. Do you have any idea what time it is?”
    


    
      “What’s wrong with you?” Melanie asked.
    


    
      Faye cracked up laughing and patted Melanie on the shoulder. “You and Laurel aren’t the only ones interested in herbology.” She pulled an eyedropper from her pocket. “Care for a taste? It’s all natural.”
    


    
      Melanie’s face hardened. “This is no time for that,” she said. “The hunters have Scarlett.”
    


    
      Faye returned the eyedropper to her pocket. “I guess that’s a no, then.”
    


    
      Cassie chose to ignore Faye, Deborah, and Suzan and only address the others, who were capable of paying attention.
    


    
      “Scarlett doesn’t know where she is,” Cassie said. “But she’s terrified they’re going to kill her.”
    


    
      She went on to describe her dream in vivid detail, how the hunters were holding Scarlett captive, torturing her, and studying her powers, and how she begged Cassie to come save her.
    


    
      “What should we do?” Adam directed the question to Diana, but it was Cassie who answered.
    


    
      “We need to find out where the hunters are keeping her,” she said. “We can use the locator spell Constance taught us.”
    


    
      “Yes!” Faye said, staring up at the moon as if it were speaking to her. “We’re back to using magic!”
    


    
      “Not so fast.” Diana pursed her lips. “We have to navigate this very carefully.”
    


    
      “Buzz-killer,” Faye said.
    


    
      “What we did on the docks was an exception,” Diana said firmly. “Using magic still puts us at risk. What if this is a trick to help the hunters figure out who we are?”
    


    
      “I don’t care about that,” Cassie blurted out.
    


    
      Everyone swung their head in her direction, awestruck by her outburst.
    


    
      “My sister is in danger,” Cassie continued, refusing to be dismayed. “It’s worth the risk.”
    


    
      Deborah was the first to break the silence with cackling laughter. “That’s not your call to make, princess.”
    


    
      Cassie had the urge to scream out again, but she restrained herself and simply said, “As one of the leaders of this Circle, it is partially my call to make.”
    


    
      “When are you going to get it?” Faye shouted. “You don’t get to put your own petty needs before the Circle.”
    


    
      “This is hardly a petty need, Faye,” Cassie said. “Scarlett is being tortured. They’re probably going to kill her.”
    


    
      “But it’s fine with you if we all get killed trying to save her.” Faye turned her back on Cassie dismissively, swatting her pitch-black hair in her direction. “You’re just being selfish.”
    


    
      “You’re one to talk about being selfish,” Cassie shot back. “Who’s more selfish than you?”
    


    
      “Okay. That’s enough.” Diana raised her clear, overpowering voice and called for order.
    


    
      Adam placed his hand on Cassie’s back to calm her. “There must be a way to perform the locator spell without the hunters tracing it.”
    


    
      Everyone got quiet for a moment to think, but Cassie couldn’t understand all this deliberation. A feeling of heat overcame Cassie, not from outside—the bluff remained cool and breezy—but from deep inside her gut, where a boiling anger seethed.
    


    
      There’s just no way, she thought to herself. She’d have to find Scarlett on her own.
    


    
      Then Adam shot up from the log he was sitting on. “We can do it in a crowded place,” he said.
    


    
      Nobody responded, but Adam had a look of delight across his face, and his breathing was heavy. “Don’t you get it?” he said. “If we do it in a crowd, the hunters will have a harder time deciphering the source of the magic.”
    


    
      “That, my friend, is brilliant,” Chris said, giving Adam a high five.
    


    
      Melanie’s gray eyes widened. “That totally could work. We could do it during some school event.”
    


    
      “Under the bleachers,” Laurel called out. “During the big track meet after school today.”
    


    
      Cassie threw herself at Adam and wrapped her arms tightly around him. “This is why I love you,” she said. “You always have the best ideas.”
    


    
      Adam’s eyes radiated an enchanting blue light. “Is that why?” He started laughing and then said, “Okay, so it’s a plan. We do the locator spell this afternoon.”
    


    
      “We should still put it to a vote,” Diana said brusquely.
    


    
      Faye smirked. “Way to kill a moment, D.”
    


    
      “It’s only fair to let everyone have their say on this,” Diana insisted. “And we should all keep in mind that locating Scarlett is only half of it.” She paused to look at Cassie. “Deciding what we do from there should be another vote entirely.”
    


    
      Cassie lashed out, unable to stop herself. “Do you not understand that they’re going to kill her? She’s my family. Does that mean nothing to you?”
    


    
      Diana’s lips parted, but no sound escaped. She searched Cassie’s eyes as if she were looking for something in them she’d lost.
    


    
      Cassie’s anger wasn’t intended solely for Diana, but it may as well have been. She had screamed almost directly into her face. It was no way to behave, but the way Cassie saw it, this wasn’t a time for cool analytics and meticulous strategy. Not when Scarlett’s life was at stake.
    


    
      Diana looked at Cassie for another bewildered and speechless moment before turning away. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” she said. “There’s no guarantee the locator spell will even work.”
    


    
      Adam went to Cassie’s side and put his arm around her. “But we’re going to try it. Do we all agree?”
    


    
      There were nods all around.
    


    
      Adam was so good to her, and it was something that the group was willing to try the spell, but it still wasn’t enough to console Cassie. All this voting and planning was wasting too much time. At this rate, they’d never get to Scarlett in time.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 21


    
      
    

  


  
    Cassie went home during lunch to go over all her notes on the locator spell Constance had taught them. Since she’d never actually performed the spell, the details of how it worked were fuzzy in her memory. Her notes went on for a few pages, but as far as Cassie could tell, the spell was intended to locate lost objects. Nowhere had she written about using the spell to find a lost person.


    
      Just then there was a knock on her front door. It was Adam; she should have known.
    


    
      “I figured I’d find you here,” he said, following Cassie to her bedroom.
    


    
      “I’m not avoiding the Circle,” she said. “I wanted to do some research.”
    


    
      “I know. You’re off the hook anyway—everyone went home to gather stuff for the spell.” He plopped down on Cassie’s bed, beckoning her to join him.
    


    
      Did he really think this was a good time for a make-out session? Cassie sat beside him, holding her notes between them.
    


    
      “Is this locator spell really going to work on a person?” she asked. “I didn’t realize it’s actually a spell to find your missing car keys.”
    


    
      Adam removed the notes from Cassie’s hands and placed them down on the nightstand. “It might not work,” he said. “But it’s possible it will. These spells can be used to find lost people if those people really want to be found.”
    


    
      Cassie felt her shoulders settle a bit. There was no question that Scarlett wanted to be found. “But what if the hunters don’t want her to be found?” she asked.
    


    
      Adam frowned sympathetically. “That could be a problem. But my guess is the hunters do want to be found, because they want us to go to them.” Then his eyes filled with remorse. “There’s a reason they’re keeping Scarlett alive, Cassie. Otherwise they would have killed her outright. We will find her. I promise.”
    


    
      Cassie knew Adam was right. She kissed him softly on the cheek. “I don’t know how I’d get through this without you.”
    


    
      “Luckily you don’t have to,” he said, as he went in for a kiss. For just a moment, the world felt right again.
    


    
      

    


    
      After school that afternoon, the Circle gathered under the bleachers just before the track-meet finals were set to begin. But Faye was nowhere to be found. Searching the bleachers for her, Cassie and Laurel weren’t surprised to find that she wasn’t alone.
    


    
      Crowds had filled in the bleachers on all sides of Faye and Max, but they hadn’t noticed. Max was kissing her neck as Faye ran her nails down the length of his torso and tugged at his jeans like a hungry animal.
    


    
      “So much for her laying off Max,” Laurel said. “But I guess once the love spell was done, it was done.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded. “But Faye’s not under a spell, so what’s her excuse?”
    


    
      “She’s Faye,” Laurel said.
    


    
      Cassie noticed Portia walking toward them, or more like marching toward them, wearing a high-collared blouse that was the same shade as her straw-colored hair.
    


    
      “Here comes trouble,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “Will you tell your disgusting friend to go get a room?” Portia shouted. “This is a track meet, not an R-rated movie.”
    


    
      Laurel giggled. “Portia’s right. I think they might be scaring the children.”
    


    
      She turned to Cassie. “Do you want to go douse them with some ice water, or should I?”
    


    
      Portia half-smiled. “Thank you, Laurel. I always knew you were the most reasonable one in your little clique.” Then glancing at Cassie, Portia added, “Though the bar’s been set pretty low.”
    


    
      “I’ll take care of it,” Cassie said, already walking away. She’d take any excuse to escape Portia.
    


    
      Laurel and Portia continued talking for a few minutes while Cassie did her best to pry Faye away from Max.
    


    
      “No,” Max whined. “Where are you taking her?” All the coolness had been sucked out of him.
    


    
      “Say good-bye, Max,” Cassie insisted. “Faye has to go now.”
    


    
      Faye struggled to cop one last feel of him before being hauled away. She grazed her fingers across his chiseled face. “Be a good boy and stay here,” she said. “And later you’ll get a reward.”
    


    
      Max’s strong features softened with boyish delight. “Do you promise?” he said.
    


    
      Faye blew a kiss in response as Cassie dragged her down below the bleachers.
    


    
      Once they were safely away from him, Cassie shook her head. “I can hardly believe that’s the same Max.”
    


    
      Faye smiled. “If you saw him with his shirt off, you’d believe it.”
    


    
      

    


    
      Below the bleachers, the Circle was almost done preparing the locator spell. Suzan and Sean stuck candles into the ground: one north, one south, one east, and one west. Nick ignited the wicks with his brass Zippo.
    


    
      Melanie tapped Cassie on the shoulder. “Excuse me,” she said, bumping her to the side. “I’ve got censers to light.”
    


    
      “Won’t they smell the incense?” Cassie asked, referring to the bleacher crowd above.
    


    
      “No,” Melanie replied, while clearing the ground’s energy. “It’s only jasmine. If anything, they’ll think someone’s smoking something.”
    


    
      “Is everybody ready to begin?” Diana called out, eyeing Cassie.
    


    
      She’d taken Cassie aside after chemistry class to hash out what happened at their morning meeting. She tried to explain her position, that she wished to save Scarlett as much as Cassie did, but she had to balance that wish with her responsibility to the Circle. It isn’t personal, she’d said. Cassie assured Diana she understood. But it was personal. That’s what nobody seemed to recognize. To Cassie this was all very personal.
    


    
      The sound of their schoolmates cheering above them indicated the track meet had begun.
    


    
      “We’re ready as we’ll ever be,” Laurel said.
    


    
      The group sat in a circle surrounding the candles as Diana instructed them to do. Then Diana placed a goblet of water within the circle.
    


    
      “Everyone invoke the element of Water,” she said.
    


    
      Cassie gazed into the goblet, imagining it contained the whole ocean, so blue and cold and deep that if she tried to stick her fingers inside it to reach its bottom, she never would.
    


    
      “Power of Water, I beseech you,” Diana said. And then, together as a group, the Circle softly repeated the incantation four times.
    


    That which is lost shall now be found


    Hiding places come unbound


    
      
    


    
      They stared into the goblet as Diana called out, “Let the water show the location of Scarlett.”
    


    
      At first there was nothing, just some ordinary water pooled in a fancy glass. The crowd above their heads cheered and rose to their feet, and the water stirred. It took a few seconds for it to go still again, but when it did, Cassie noticed her own reflection in the water becoming more pronounced. The shape of her own face, her round eyes and pouting mouth, sharpened to a pristine clarity. How frightened she looked to herself, how desperate. But soon that faded away and a new image emerged, with equal clarity. It was a broken-down house—the same house as the one in her dream, except now she could really see it, not just sense it.
    


    
      It was a rickety beach cottage, in what Cassie recognized as the classic Cape Cod style. It sat near the end of a long, desolate, sandy lane, with a large body of water on one side and tidal marshes on the other.
    


    
      I know this place, Cassie thought, but in the next moment, the image transformed into something else.
    


    
      What was it?
    


    
      The image was forming slowly, but she could swear it was a loaf of bread. Then the loaf separated into slices. Maybe she was just hungry, because as quickly as that image formed, it re-shaped into something else: It was the face of a man who appeared to be from the 1800s. He had bushy eyebrows and a thick moustache and wore a high collar. Cassie was sure she recognized this man, too, but from where?
    


    
      And then, finally, the image changed one last time—to a number. It flashed for only a second, almost too quickly to catch, but it was 48. It appeared to Cassie like a numbered white ball plucked from a lottery. Then the water blackened and became still.
    


    
      “I think Scarlett’s in Cape Cod,” Cassie said, looking to the others for confirmation.
    


    
      “Yes,” Adam agreed. “In the town of Sandwich. It’s in the northwest corner of the Cape.”
    


    
      Cassie laughed to herself. Of course. Why hadn’t she figured that out? “But who was that man?” she asked.
    


    
      “I know I’ve seen him before,” Diana said.
    


    
      And then it was Melanie’s turn to have a laugh. “I just read The Scarlet Letter,” she said. “That was Nathaniel Hawthorne.”
    


    
      “It was probably a clue to a street name,” Laurel suggested. “Lots of the streets are named after old authors around there.”
    


    
      “Forty-eight,” Adam said, typing it into his phone. “Forty-eight Hawthorne Street, that’s where she is.”
    


    
      “Well, what are we standing around for?” Nick said. “Let’s go get her.”
    


    
      “We can’t,” Diana said firmly. “Cape Cod is outside the realm of the protective spell. It’s too dangerous.”
    


    
      Melanie, sensing that Cassie was about to explode, backed Diana up. “We’ll need all the power we can get if we have a chance at defeating the hunters,” she said. “We should wait to battle them here in New Salem, under the guard of the protection spell.”
    


    
      “I’m done waiting,” Cassie said. “We can’t count on the hunters sparing Scarlett for long.”
    


    
      Before anyone had the chance to respond, there was a spine-chilling scream from the bleachers overhead. It immediately registered that this was not the right kind of scream to hear at a track meet. It was a grisly sound, pain and shock and horror all wrapped into one. It sounded like death.
    


    
      Cassie and the others hurried out to see what happened, but it was complete havoc when they emerged. They strived to see over the mad crowd of panic-stricken students and frantic teachers and parents.
    


    
      “There’s a student down, on the bleachers,” Adam said.
    


    
      Cassie caught sight of a head of straw-colored hair and instantly knew who it was. It was Portia Bainbridge. And she was lying right above where the Circle did their spell.
    


    
      “She collapsed,” someone from the track team said.
    


    
      Laurel elbowed through the crowd to see if Portia was still alive. She kneeled over her body, calling her name, and checked for a pulse. But it was no use.
    


    
      Portia was gone—as lifelessly stiff as Constance had been on the ground the night of the spring festival. And what was worse, what Cassie wished more than anything she hadn’t seen, was the faint glimmer of the hunter symbol on Portia’s shirt, just over the place where her heart would have been beating.
    


    
      Cassie didn’t need to ask the others if they could also see it this time. She knew by their fright-stricken faces that they could.
    


    
      “We need to get out of here,” Melanie said, ghost-faced.
    


    
      “Now,” Diana commanded. “Everyone to my house.”
    


    
      

    


    
      Scattered around Diana’s living room, the Circle tried to regroup. But they were reeling from Portia’s shocking death, and their own near miss.
    


    
      Adam was walking in figure eights upon the hooked rug, gnawing on his fingernails. “Don’t you see what this means?” he said. “The hunters killed a human, thinking the source of the magic was coming from her. So they don’t know who the witches are yet.”
    


    
      “They still don’t know it’s us,” Faye echoed, from where she was lounging on Diana’s sofa. “After all this time. I told you so.” There was a hint of triumph in her voice.
    


    
      Laurel cringed at Faye’s insensitivity. “But that was a huge price to find that out, don’t you think? Portia’s dead.”
    


    
      “Ah yes, more Outsider blood on our hands,” Faye said mockingly.
    


    
      Suzan unwrapped a Twinkie she had buried in her purse and emotionally bit off its top.
    


    
      With her mouth full she mumbled, “I was finally starting to not hate Portia, too. And then we go and get her killed.”
    


    
      “It wasn’t our fault,” Deborah said. “There was no way we could have known that would happen.”
    


    
      Melanie disagreed. “We knew doing a spell as powerful as that was a risk, and we willingly took that risk. Portia would still be alive if we hadn’t.”
    


    
      Until now Cassie had remained silent. Of course she felt responsible for what happened to Portia, but there wasn’t time to dwell on it at the moment. She took control of the floor, hoping to channel the group’s fear and anger, and even their guilt, toward the task at hand.
    


    
      “I’m as rattled as the rest of you,” Cassie announced. “This proves the hunters are strong and getting closer. And Scarlett is still being held hostage and tortured in a shack on Cape Cod as we speak. We have to act fast before she reaches the same fate as Portia.”
    


    
      Diana began shaking her head before Cassie had even finished her sentence. “I’m sorry, Cassie, but we just can’t risk it. We’ll figure out another way.”
    


    
      Melanie jumped right in to aid Diana in shutting Cassie down. “We can’t mess with these hunters. Look at what they’re capable of.”
    


    
      Faye appeared to be utterly enjoying herself. What was it that charged her up? Was it the brutal loss of human life, the fractioning of the group, or everyone turning on Cassie?
    


    
      She sat upright from her lounging position on the sofa. “You had to know there was no way we would step right into the hunters’ hands, right?” She narrowed her snakelike eyes at Cassie. “Not with this group of cowards, anyway.”
    


    
      Nick rose up from his chair. “Shouldn’t we put it to a vote?”
    


    
      “No.” Faye laughed. “It’s called veto power. Right, D?”
    


    
      Diana looked down at her thin hands. “It’s called an executive decision.”
    


    
      “We can’t go after the hunters in Cape Cod,” Adam said. “But what if we try to lure them back here to New Salem?”
    


    
      “There’s no time for that!” Cassie lost her patience.
    


    
      Chris Henderson shot up and went to Nick’s side. “We should vote. Like we always do.”
    


    
      “I agree.” Doug joined his brother and Nick in their small insurrection. “Since when did you all become fascists? I say we go rescue Scarlett.” Then directly to Cassie he said, “I know what it’s like to lose a sister. You shouldn’t have to.”
    


    
      “And I trust Cassie’s judgment,” Nick called out. His jaw was tight, but his eyes were full of emotion. “I’m willing to take the risk.”
    


    
      Cassie’s heart was confused. How could her soul mate not understand her the way Nick sometimes did? Adam was standing there now, stubborn and overly protective, shaking his head no while Nick was willing to do whatever it took to support Cassie and rescue Scarlett.
    


    
      “It’s not going to happen, boys,” Faye said maliciously.
    


    
      “We have the right to vote on it,” Nick insisted, with Chris and Doug growing visibly more restless at his side.
    


    
      But even if they voted, it was clear who would win. After everything they’d been through, Scarlett was still an Outsider to them. They would do anything to save Melanie’s great-aunt, but when Cassie’s own sister was in trouble, and they had a way to save her, they refused.
    


    
      “Fine.” Diana appeared flustered and a little annoyed by this mutiny. “We’ll vote. But the decision is the final decision for the Circle. And let me just remind you that—”
    


    
      “Save your energy.” Cassie cut Diana off. “I don’t need your vote. I don’t need any of you.” She walked away, leaving a fracture in the Circle as she went.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 22


    
      
    

  


  
    Cassie lay awake staring up at the canopy cascading down from her four-poster bed. She observed the sun reflecting off the pewter candlesticks upon the mantel and off the china clock on the opposite wall. At times she still felt like a stranger in this room, as if she were at an extended slumber party at some other girl’s house.


    
      When Cassie didn’t get out of bed at her regular time, her mother knocked on her door gently with her knuckles.
    


    
      “You’re going to be late for school,” her mother said, letting herself into the light-filled room.
    


    
      Cassie didn’t bother to say she didn’t feel well. She didn’t bother to speak at all. In fact, she was nearly catatonic in her motionless silence.
    


    
      “You don’t look so good,” her mother said, squinting with concern. “Are you sick?”
    


    
      Cassie had been avoiding her mother since the night she found out she had a sister. She knew if she confronted her about it, her mother would only try to explain it away like she did everything else. So instead, Cassie held the secret close to her chest, like a concealed weapon.
    


    
      Her mother felt her forehead. Fretfully, she examined Cassie’s eyes and the flushness of her skin. “I don’t think you’re running a temperature,” she said.
    


    
      Her long dark hair, pulled back from her face, made her appear even paler and thinner than usual, and Cassie worried that her mother was actually the one who wasn’t well.
    


    
      But as much as Cassie wanted to open up to her mother and tell her everything that was going on, she couldn’t. She wasn’t ready to forgive her yet.
    


    
      “I’m not going to school today,” Cassie said bluntly, making it clear she was in no way asking permission to stay home.
    


    
      But her mother didn’t argue. “I’ll make you a hot cup of tea,” she said.
    


    
      “I don’t want any tea.”
    


    
      “Okay then, no tea.” She retrieved an extra blanket from the mahogany chest in the corner, shook it out, and covered Cassie with it lovingly. “Is everything all right, Cassie? Are you angry at me about something?”
    


    
      Cassie turned onto her side, away from her mother. “I’m not angry,” she said to the window. “I’m tired. Will you close the door on your way out?”
    


    
      Her mother made no sound for a few seconds, but Cassie could sense her deliberating, whether she should push her daughter to talk to her when she knew something was wrong or let it go and give her the space she asked for.
    


    
      “Please,” Cassie said, to help her along. “Can you just go and let me rest?”
    


    
      Her mother inhaled and then exhaled deeply. It was the sound of resignation. “Okay,” she said. “Let me know if you need anything. I’ll make some soup for lunch later.” She made her way out of the room without another word.
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t have felt more alone once the door clicked shut. Her mom was a stranger to her and, as if that weren’t enough, Adam had sided against her at their last meeting, and Diana felt like more of an enemy than a friend. Cassie had no one to turn to.
    


    
      She got out of bed and went to the window. The sight of the jewel-blue water always soothed her, but it looked cool and lonely to her today.
    


    
      I have to find some way to save Scarlett, Cassie thought. No matter what it takes.
    


    
      What good was it being a witch if Cassie couldn’t use her powers? Then again, how much power did she have without the full Circle behind her?
    


    
      A shiver ran up her spine as she stared out at the ocean, but no answers came to her. She perceived the immeasurable span of the water and its waves, but her internal rhythm didn’t synch to it the way it usually did. For once, it didn’t appear to her that the sky and sea were waiting, watching, and listening to her.
    


    
      She began to feel feverish, achy, and clammy. You’re not actually sick, she told herself, but she still returned to bed and buried herself deep within her covers. Minutes passed, maybe an hour, but she couldn’t rest. Every time she drifted toward a loose, mind-numbing sleep, she’d startle awake. How could she allow herself to rest at a time like this?
    


    
      Her Book of Shadows was in arm’s reach within her nightstand drawer. She pulled it out and paged through it, searching for some hint or clue as to what to do next. But she knew deep down there were no magical shortcuts. She would have to go to Cape Cod and battle the hunters herself. It was the only way. She could die trying, and she knew it, but she couldn’t think of a better reason to die.
    


    
      Her thoughts were interrupted then by another knock at her bedroom door, this time louder and less gentle.
    


    
      “Mom, I’m sleeping,” she called out.
    


    
      “It’s Adam,” said the voice behind the door.
    


    
      Cassie didn’t tell him to come in, but he turned the knob and opened the door anyway. “Your mom said you weren’t feeling well,” he said, closing the door behind him.
    


    
      Cassie watched him with indifference. “I’m fine,” she said.
    


    
      He kicked off his shoes and sat on the bed beside her. Something glistened in his eyes that made Cassie realize he was going to try to sweet talk her.
    


    
      “I don’t recall telling you to make yourself comfortable,” she said.
    


    
      He didn’t flinch. “I get it, Cassie. You’re angry with me. But please hear me out.”
    


    
      Cassie made no reply.
    


    
      Adam took that as his cue to continue. “You know I’m always on your side,” he said. “And I want to save Scarlett just as much as you do. We all do.”
    


    
      “Then there shouldn’t be a problem,” Cassie said. “We all want the same thing.”
    


    
      Adam furrowed his brow. “I wasn’t finished,” he said. “I want to save Scarlett, but I’m worried about how this is playing out. And I don’t want you, or any of us, to get hurt.”
    


    
      “This is beginning to sound like a broken record, Adam. All anyone talks about is how dangerous everything is, how we can’t perform magic, how we can’t go after the hunters. I’m beginning to think Faye is right. This Circle is a bunch of cowards.”
    


    
      Adam pitched forward slightly, as if Cassie had socked him in the gut. “I’m not a coward,” he said.
    


    
      Prove it, she wanted to say, but she felt a spasm of self-reproach. Battering Adam would get her nowhere. There would be no convincing him to see this her way.
    


    
      “I’m not a coward,” Adam said again, tightly, and for a moment Cassie glimpsed something in him that she found frightening. A commanding power that always lay dormant inside him. If only she could harness that power to work for her rather than against her on this.
    


    
      Cassie knew deep within her soul how powerful the Circle actually was when they worked together. They didn’t need to rely on a protection spell to keep them safe. Why couldn’t Adam see that?
    


    
      “I can’t talk about this with you now,” Cassie said. “I need some time to myself. To think.”
    


    
      Adam stood up. His eyes turned as dark as the sky in a storm. “I love you,” he said. “And if you have to be upset with me in order to prove that love, that’s fine. But I’m not willing to lose you.”
    


    
      He put his hands on his hips. The sun glimmering through the window brought out all the different colors in his hair, the shining waves of red mixed with brown and gold.
    


    
      “If time is what you want, okay,” he said. “I’ll be here when you’re ready. But I have one request.”
    


    
      He paused to make sure Cassie was listening carefully to him.
    


    
      “What’s your request?” she asked, still not returning his gaze.
    


    
      “Don’t do anything rash without talking to the Circle first.”
    


    
      Cassie buckled. That wasn’t exactly a fair thing to ask of her.
    


    
      “Promise me,” he said.
    


    
      She made the mistake then of looking into Adam’s pained, loving eyes. He wasn’t a coward. He was a good, brave soul, and he always wanted the best for everyone.
    


    
      “Please,” he said. “Don’t do anything reckless.”
    


    
      Cassie was no less angry with him than she was when he arrived, but she also loved him with all her heart. And she was powerless against the urge to put his troubled mind at ease. “I promise,” she said.
    


    
      But she knew it was a promise she probably couldn’t keep.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 23


    
      
    

  


  
    Darkness for miles, that was all Cassie could see. A red-toned darkness like the insides of her own eyelids, but her eyes were wide open. She sensed the ramshackle house far out in the distance, hidden within the blackened night. She called out, Scarlett!


    
      Scarlett didn’t come to Cassie in this dream—Cassie went to her. She forced her way through the pitch-black night as if blind and mad, hollering Scarlett’s name. It was like traveling through outer space in a starless universe, but with persistence Cassie hit upon what she was searching for. The house. And through the rickety door of the house, Cassie discovered Scarlett. She was bound at the wrists and ankles to a splintered wooden post, and she was screaming.
    


    
      They were whipping her. Whoever they were. Cassie tried to make out the hunters’ faces, but she couldn’t. They didn’t have faces; they were formless black entities like ghosts. She could only sense their trembling dark souls and how they were frightened to the point of brutality. It was their fear driving them, fear of the unknown, of the supernatural, of witchcraft. Like Holy War soldiers, their faith in their own righteousness was unbreakable, and their capacity for violence against their enemies was extreme. They whipped Scarlett mercilessly over and over again, unaffected by her screams.
    


    
      Cassie wondered why the hunters didn’t tape Scarlett’s mouth shut, to quiet her. And then the thought occurred to her like a light being switched on. The hunters wanted Scarlett to talk, to spill information—not only the secrets of her magic, Cassie realized, but the secrets of the Circle, who they were and where to find them. Scarlett cried and shrieked and spit at the shapeless hunters, but no words escaped her bruised mouth. Was she bearing all this pain to protect the Circle? And to protect Cassie?
    


    
      Her beaten body hung from the wooden post limp and wilted like a dying flower. Her face was a mess of blood and dirt, and one of her eyes had swelled completely shut. Her damp red hair dripped like blood down her bony shoulders. She’d been stripped almost nude; her torso and legs were streaked with lash marks and purple welts. How much longer could she possibly take such abuse?
    


    
      Like in the last dream she’d had, Cassie couldn’t move. Her feet were frozen in place at the doorway—from where she could see Scarlett but wasn’t sure if Scarlett could see her. She called out to her from where she stood.
    


    
      Scarlett, I know where you are, she said. And I’ll be there soon. I promise.
    


    
      With that, she jolted awake.
    


    
      My sister, Cassie thought, my poor, dear sister. She’d rather Scarlett give the hunters what they wanted, to tell them the entire truth about the Circle, if it meant they’d release her alive. Better that than seeing her die to protect them. Scarlett had come to New Salem to seek out the safety of the Circle, not the other way around. How had the situation come to this?
    


    
      But Scarlett was still alive, that much Cassie was sure of. And as long as she was still alive, there was still time to rescue her. Maybe if the Circle understood that Scarlett was being tortured for protecting them, they’d consider rescuing her a little more seriously. Maybe they’d finally accept her as one of their own.
    


    
      And then there was a piercingly loud sound in Cassie’s ear. She looked over at her nightstand and realized her phone was ringing, but who could be calling at this time of night?
    


    
      “Hello?” Cassie answered cautiously, half-believing it was going to be one of the ancient witch hunters from her dream on the other end of the line. But the scratchy voice that apologized for waking her belonged to Deborah.
    


    
      “What’s happened?” Cassie knew if Deborah was calling her in the middle of the night that someone was either hurt or dead, possibly both.
    


    
      “Someone set Laurel’s lawn on fire,” Deborah said. “Burning in the shape of the hunter symbol.”
    


    
      If Cassie hadn’t just woken from a nightmare, she would have sworn she’d just entered one.
    


    
      “Laurel’s been marked,” Deborah added, in case Cassie didn’t comprehend the full magnitude of the situation.
    


    
      Cassie suddenly felt like she was suffocating, like one of the hunters from her nightmare had grabbed hold of her neck and was squeezing the breath out of her.
    


    
      “Cassie?” Deborah said. “Are you okay?”
    


    
      Cassie coughed. Laurel. Of all people to be marked, they’d gotten to sweet, peace-loving Laurel. How could this be happening?
    


    
      “I’m just shocked,” Cassie said. “Go on.”
    


    
      Deborah resumed speaking in her gravelly whisper. “So we’re going to have a Circle meeting early tomorrow before school. To figure out what to do.”
    


    
      “Of course,” Cassie said. “I’ll be there.”
    


    
      “We’re meeting at Diana’s. At six thirty A.M.”
    


    
      “Okay.” Cassie felt shaky and weird. Her voice didn’t come out sounding like her own. Those invisible hands were still squeezing her throat closed, making it hard for her to breathe. “Is Laurel all right?” she managed to ask.
    


    
      But the phone clicked. Deborah had already hung up. It struck Cassie as strange that of all the Circle members who could have called her with this news, it was Deborah who did it. Not Adam or Diana.
    


    
      Careful not to wake her mother, Cassie got out of bed, slipped on her sneakers, and wrapped her jacket around her shoulders. Then she unlatched the front door and slinked out to the edge of their property. From high up on the bluff she had a long view of the whole block, every old house on crooked Crowhaven Road—the ones in good repair as well as the ones that looked as if they might tip over into splintering timbers in a strong wind.
    


    
      Cassie strained her eyes to see far out. First, she saw that the fire had been extinguished, but she could still smell the remnants of smoke and burnt grass in the air. And then she noticed two bodies moving around in the dark, along the outskirts of the lawn. It was difficult to make out who it was through the lingering smoke. Cassie squinted her eyes, but it was no use. She considered taking the walk down. It had to be someone in the Circle. But then the bodies began moving closer, and Cassie recognized who it was. It was Adam and Diana.
    


    
      Diana’s long blonde hair shined beneath the streetlights as she walked, closely and carefully with Adam, toward her house.
    


    
      Cassie felt a pang of resentment. They were both up and out, together. And neither of them took the time to call Cassie themselves.
    


    
      How had she drifted so far from the two most important people in her life?
    


    
      Cassie turned around and went home with an emptiness in her stomach. She tiptoed across the living room floor, back to her bedroom, and gently closed the door. Then she kicked off her shoes and climbed into bed, sorry she’d ever left it in the first place.
    


    
      She could guess what they were doing. They were planning, strategizing, and plotting the meeting that would happen in a few hours. That was just who they were and how they would always be. The brave knight and the high priestess, ever vigilant. They were the real influence behind the group, no matter who was called leader or who wore the Tools.
    


    
      Adam may have been Cassie’s soul mate, but there would always be the Circle. And the Circle, if represented by one person, would be Diana. Not for one second did Cassie suspect that Adam was cheating on her with Diana. He didn’t have to. What he shared with Diana was something above and beyond cheating.
    


    
      Cassie stared up at her ceiling, sleepless. Let them strategize. Cassie was done waiting on the sidelines. She would go to rescue Scarlett herself and destroy the hunters before they marked anyone else—and before they had the opportunity to kill Laurel.
    


    
      But Cassie knew she’d need two things if she was going to fight the hunters by herself: the diadem and garter from Diana and Faye.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 24


    
      
    

  


  
    The next morning, Cassie arrived at Diana’s house with coffee and fresh muffins. Diana looked a little unsteady accepting the bag of baked goods from Cassie, unsure of what to make of her kind gesture. Since they’d last disagreed and Cassie stormed out of their Circle meeting, they’d avoided each other. So it was only fair for Diana to be a little suspicious of such an abrupt and dramatic change of heart.


    
      “Will you join me for a moment at the kitchen table before the others arrive?” Diana asked Cassie.
    


    
      Cassie sat, pulled one of the coffees closer to her, and listened.
    


    
      Diana nibbled on the end of a corn muffin. “I was up all night researching spells to reverse a mark,” she said. “To save Laurel.”
    


    
      “And?”
    


    
      “Nothing has been perfect yet, but it’s promising. I’m hoping to figure out a way of combining an uncrossing spell with a healing spell.”
    


    
      All Cassie could think about was the diadem, but she forced herself to nod encouragingly at Diana.
    


    
      “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help,” Cassie said. She knew she needed to give Diana more to regain her trust.
    


    
      “I know I’ve been acting a bit heated lately,” Cassie continued. “And I shouldn’t have walked out of the last meeting that way, when it’s so important for us to stick together.”
    


    
      Diana’s eyebrows lifted, and Cassie could sense her heart filling with hope.
    


    
      “And I want to help keep the Circle together, at its strongest,” Cassie said. “I truly believe that together we are strong enough to defeat the hunters.”
    


    
      Diana tilted her chin at Cassie just as Adam appeared at her side door.
    


    
      The sight of Cassie made his tense, watchful face loosen. Then his eyes briefly met Diana’s, and a flicker of understanding passed between them.
    


    
      “I hope I’m not interrupting,” Adam said. “But I have to admit, it’s nice to see you two talking.”
    


    
      Diana smiled at Adam, fully convinced the air between her and Cassie had been cleared. She gave up on her muffin and reached for Cassie’s hand.
    


    
      “I’m so glad you’ve come around,” she said. “We’re going to go after these hunters here on our own turf.” Her emerald eyes pooled with tears. “That’s how I can be sure my sister is safe.”
    


    
      Adam joined them at the table, grabbing a coffee, not wanting to be left out of their conversation. “And remember, Cassie,” he said, “Scarlett is a powerful witch, as powerful as you. Maybe even more powerful.” He stirred his coffee. “You have to trust that she can take care of herself.”
    


    
      Soon the rest of the group began trickling in. Deborah arrived with Melanie and a panicked Laurel. Nick, looking icily handsome, stepped in behind her. They were followed by Chris and Doug, and a slinking, half-asleep Sean. Finally, Faye arrived with Suzan, who nearly knocked her over in a rush toward the plate of muffins.
    


    
      For a few minutes, everyone fussed around the kitchen table, drinking and eating. The group’s chatty conversation had a different quality than usual. Cassie felt a chill coming off them, a new kind of fear. And she sensed a darkness within herself, as if with this latest threat, she’d been pushed farther out to the periphery of the group for good.
    


    
      It was easy for Cassie to slip away unnoticed. She swiftly grabbed her purse and made her way to the bathroom without anyone missing a beat. Then she kept walking. She knew the diadem was hidden in Diana’s room. All she had to do was find it. And the door to Diana’s room was open, practically inviting her inside.
    


    
      She paused at the threshold. There was no undoing this once she stepped inside. She had to be sure she was willing to suffer the consequences later on. But remembering her nightmares and the sound of Scarlett screaming was all it took to convince her to take that critical step through the doorway.
    


    
      Cassie had grown so accustomed to the elegance of Diana’s room. At one time it struck her as an oddly adult room for a teenager to have, but today it seemed perfect for Diana.
    


    
      Now, if she were Diana, where would she have hidden the diadem?
    


    
      Cassie let her eyes hover around the room and pass over each piece of antique-looking furniture. She gazed at the window seat and the many hanging prisms in front of it. The morning sun struck them full on, reflecting tiny rainbows on the opposite side of the room. Bursts of multicolored light swayed back and forth upon the goddess prints above Diana’s bed.
    


    
      Cassie grinned. The goddess prints. She knew Diana, her sworn sister, so well; she didn’t even need to resort to magic to realize exactly where the diadem was hidden.
    


    
      There were six prints in all. Five of them were similar, black-and-white and slightly old-fashioned. They were the Greek goddesses Aphrodite, the goddess of love; Artemis, the huntress; Hera, the queen of the gods; Athena, the goddess of wisdom; and Persephone, the goddess of all growing things. But the last print was different from the others. It was in color, and was larger and more modern. It was a young woman beneath a starry sky, with a crescent moon shining down on her long, flowing hair. It was the goddess Diana. And she wore the same white garment Diana wore at Circle meetings as well as a garter on her thigh and a silver cuff-bracelet on her upper arm. And, most importantly, on her head was a thin circlet with a crescent moon, horns upward. The diadem.
    


    
      Of course, Cassie thought. It was almost too obvious.
    


    
      Cassie rested her hand against the print and then gently lifted it up off the wall. Just as she suspected, the wall behind the frame had been hollowed out, and there it was. Resting within that secret cave of torn plaster and Sheetrock was a silver document box.
    


    
      Cassie reached for it hungrily and unsealed its top. And there, quietly seated within the confines of that silver box, was the shimmering diadem in all its glory.
    


    
      Quickly Cassie shoved the diadem deep into her bag and replaced the box snugly back into the wall. She rehung the print over the hole and straightened it to just the way she’d found it.
    


    
      The entire terrible act took less than five minutes to complete. The antique furniture still sat in place, and the prisms still shot colorful rainbows around the room. All appeared just as she’d found it. But the diadem in her bag felt charged—it felt alive. She could sense its power quaking at her side.
    


    
      Cassie returned to the group innocently, shoving her bag onto the seat of one of the kitchen chairs and then pushing it beneath the table. The group had relocated to the living room, where they were sprawled across the couch and the floor, surrounding the center table. Everyone was looking at Cassie now, and they were peculiarly silent.
    


    
      Cassie held her breath. Perhaps she’d taken longer than she thought.
    


    
      “What happened, did you fall in?” Doug Henderson called out, and everyone laughed.
    


    
      “Sorry.” Cassie exhaled with relief. “I was fixing my makeup.”
    


    
      Adam scolded Doug with his eyes and then invited Cassie to sit beside him on the couch. The meeting was about to begin.
    


    
      Cassie smiled harmlessly and went to Adam. She took his warm strong hand in hers and waited for Diana to rise and begin speaking. She felt not a single ounce of guilt for what she’d just done. This was so unlike her, but she knew that if she were in danger, Scarlett would do the same for her. The group would understand once it was all over, once she single-handedly rescued Scarlett and defeated the hunters with the power of the Master Tools at her command. Then they would see that she was right all along, and that even her stealing the Master Tools from her fellow leaders was a necessary evil. A necessary evil, that was a concept Cassie had never really thought about before, but that had to be what this was.
    


    
      She glanced over at her bag in the kitchen and could swear there was an energy surrounding it, a force of white strength and vigor. She hoped no one else noticed. All she needed to do now was get the garter from Faye.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 25


    
      
    

  


  
    Some would say sneaking around outside Faye Chamberlain’s house in the middle of the night was a death wish, and they would be correct. But Cassie had come too far at this point to back down now; plus she’d come prepared. She’d spent the whole day studying her Book of Shadows, memorizing every spell her mind could hold that might help her get through this covert mission undetected.


    
      Faye had way too much fun with spells, so there was no way the garter was going to be left unguarded. Traceable or not, magic was the only way Cassie would be able to get her hands on it. But first she had to find it.
    


    
      Cassie was familiar with how to break into Faye’s house through the basement. All she had to do was unhook the latch of the wooden cellar door in the backyard and slip down to the cement floor below—the same way she knew Faye snuck in and out during all hours of the night.
    


    
      Once inside, Cassie looked around. The basement was dark and moldy, crowded with dusty crates and damp cardboard boxes. It crossed Cassie’s mind that if Faye had snuck out tonight and returned through the cellar door behind her, she would be caught. And to be caught by Faye was as good as being destroyed by Faye. Cassie glanced behind her to the closed door and then cautiously around the musty room. She had to keep going; there was no turning back now, regardless of the risk. Before she allowed her fear to get the best of her, she decided to try a summoning spell for the garter.
    


    
      Grasping the pendant of pink quartz around her neck, Cassie whispered the incantation she’d memorized from her Book of Shadows, modifying it for her current purpose.
    


    Lost for now


    Soon to be found


    Ancient garter come unbound


    
      
    


    
      Nothing happened at first, but she waited patiently, circled the room, and repeated the words again.
    


    
      No luck. And she felt nothing. So she decided to try something stronger. It was also a summoning spell, but her Book of Shadows said this spell could track down the energy of an object rather than simply the physical object itself.
    


    
      For this spell Cassie had to focus extra hard. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply until she’d centered herself to a meditative state. It took a few minutes, but soon her breathing took on a rhythm like a heartbeat. She let herself become immersed in this rhythm until she was overcome with the feeling that she controlled it, as if the pulse of life itself were under her command. When the words came, they started from deep within her belly.
    


    Guiding Spirits, I ask your charity


    Lend me your focus and your clarity


    Ancient garter, I summon thee


    Black to white, dark to light


    Show me your precious energy


    
      
    


    
      Cassie opened her eyes to find a glowing aquamarine light in front of her. It hovered, waiting for her to observe it, and then soared forward through the air, leaving a trail in its wake like a comet tail.
    


    
      Now this was what Cassie always imagined magic to look and feel like. She followed the aquamarine trail around the basement until it led her to the storage space beneath the stairs.
    


    
      Cassie was elated. This had to be the place.
    


    
      And then she heard something—footsteps above her head. She lost her breath and felt her whole body stiffen while she listened for the footsteps again. She stood perfectly still, scoping the basement’s corners for possible hiding spots. Then she heard the sound again and realized it was only the wind from outside blowing against the wooden door. It was just a false alarm, thank goodness, but it was enough to break her concentration. The aquamarine light flickered.
    


    
      The space under the stairs was low and narrow and packed full with boxes. Cassie brushed her hands over a few of their damp surfaces to see if she felt any vibes coming from one over another. Careful not to make too much noise, she sorted through them until she noticed one box with a faint design on its side—a swirl similar to a Celtic knot. Hurriedly, Cassie lifted its flap and looked inside. There she found another box. A steel document box. In her excitement, she reached for it without thinking. It sparked at her touch, singeing the skin of her fingers.
    


    
      Of course Faye had it guarded. Cassie dug into her pocket and retrieved the obsidian crystal she’d brought from home. Black like lava with sharp edges, the rock was the size of her hand and could easily be used as a weapon. But Cassie brought it for its ability to purify dark matter. She glided the crystal over and around the steel box to disable Faye’s spell while whispering the words she’d memorized: “Darkness be gone, no shields are needed, purity enters and leaves here unhindered.”
    


    
      And it worked. When Cassie tapped the box with her fingertip a second time to see if it drew a spark, it was cool and quiet to her touch. Confidently now, she popped the lid off the top of the metal box.
    


    
      But she didn’t find the garter inside. Instead she found a note scrawled in bloodred ink that said, Nice try.
    


    
      Cassie slammed the box closed, furious. Typical Faye. Cassie was going to have to get crafty if she were to pull this off. She had to think like Faye.
    


    
      Faye was... what? Faye was... possessive, to say the least. She would only trust herself as the garter’s security system. She must be keeping it close by. In fact, it probably never left her sight.
    


    
      Suddenly Cassie knew, beyond any shadow of a doubt, what she had to do next. She had to go to Faye’s room, where she was sleeping, and find the garter there. That was the only place it could be, where Faye could protect it even as she slept.
    


    
      Now Cassie wished Faye had snuck out tonight, leaving her room empty. But Cassie knew it was time to act, not think. A silence spell would help with getting upstairs.
    


    
      “From my chin to my toes, a mute silence grows.” Cassie slid her fingers from her mouth down the length of her torso, across her arms and legs, all the way to her feet, feeling every inch of her go soundless beneath her touch. When she stepped forward, the feeling of her shoe touching the floor remained the same, but not a single hint of noise accompanied it. Even when she jumped up and down, no sound escaped from the motion. It was eerie but amazing.
    


    
      Like a stealthy thief in the night, she made her way up the main staircase, through the lavish living room, to Faye’s bedroom door. She turned the knob and pushed the door open with assurance.
    


    
      The room looked the same as Cassie remembered it, but darker. Moonlight shined in from the wide window, but it was still difficult to see, and Cassie couldn’t risk waking Faye with the beam of her flashlight. There were many red candles strewn about, but of course they were all unlit. Cassie waited a few seconds to let her eyes adjust, and then words she hadn’t known before came to her.
    


    By the power of the sun, make the dark become light


    And give me sight to see at night


    
      
    


    
      Suddenly, Cassie could see in the dark as if she’d slipped on night-vision goggles. And there Faye was, sleeping, snoring ever so softly. For a split second, Cassie felt a tenderness toward her—it was by far the most peaceful Cassie had ever seen Faye. She looked almost childlike, serenely curled up in her huge bed, surrounded by soft cushions and embroidered pillows. Her tangled, pitch-black hair cascaded down in long full curls, framing her face in such a way that Cassie could hardly remember what it was that made Faye so scary in her waking hours.
    


    
      But Cassie shook herself from the notion. She knew she was in a dangerous place, and Faye was like a sleeping dragon protecting a jewel. One false move, and Cassie would be—
    


    
      Before she could even finish her thought, the dust ruffle on the bed stirred, and out poked the head of an orange cat, followed by a gray one.
    


    
      Cassie had forgotten about Faye’s bloodsucking kittens. They were fully grown cats now. No doubt with sharper teeth and claws than the last time Cassie encountered them. Cassie stood very still and watched the creatures slink out from beneath the bed. She may have been silent, but the cats could still see her and smell her. They sniffed at her toes, purring. The orange one pawed up her leg to the knee and then hissed. Then the gray one clawed at her foot and took a vicious swipe at the skin of her ankle.
    


    
      Glancing at Faye, she kicked the gray cat from her right foot, sending it tumbling across the carpet. But that only seemed to make the orange one angrier. From where it was perched with both paws upon Cassie’s left knee, it leaped for her face, swiping its sharp claws at her cheek.
    


    
      No! Cassie screamed, but her voice made no sound. With a swift motion of defense, she grabbed the cat by the scruff of its neck. It cut at her wrist with its claws and bit through the skin of her hand. Blood dripped down from her fingers to the floor.
    


    
      She tossed the orange cat out of the room, closing the door in its face before it could take another lunge at her. Meanwhile, the gray cat had jumped up on the bed, needling at Faye’s neck, trying to stir her awake.
    


    
      “Ouch!” Faye cried.
    


    
      And with the speed of a cat herself, Cassie bolted for Faye’s closet, soundlessly shutting herself inside before Faye could detect her.
    


    
      “Ow—what has gotten into you?” Faye, fully awake now, scolded the gray cat.
    


    
      Out of habit, Cassie held her breath and closed her eyes from inside the closet.
    


    
      Faye got quiet again, but Cassie could hear the rustling of bedsheets. She was sure Faye sensed something was amiss. Explanations and apologies raced through her mind. If only she knew a spell to make herself invisible. That was the only thing that could save her now if Faye opened the closet door.
    


    
      But then Faye chuckled absentmindedly. “That’s better,” she said. “Now let Mama get her beauty rest. You can sleep up here with me tonight if you promise to be good.”
    


    
      Cassie exhaled. That was too close. But when she reopened her eyes, the closet appeared different. An unusual aquamarine light was radiating from a piece of clothing hanging in the closet.
    


    
      The location spell had worked, and it was still working for her. The glowing light was hovering just inside Faye’s favorite leather jacket, the one she wore every day in spite of the weather. Cassie rubbed her fingers over its soft leather and across the smooth red satin of its interior lining.
    


    
      Of course. Faye had sewn the garter into the jacket’s lining. It made perfect sense.
    


    
      Cassie clawed at the red satin until she broke through its surface and tore it wide open. And there it was, resting in a bed of supple red satin—the green leather garter. Cassie was about to reach into the material to pluck it free when she remembered the sparks that burned her fingers earlier. She retrieved the obsidian crystal from her pocket once more and glided it over and around the garter to disable any spell Faye had on it. Then she was free to reach out and grab it. At last.
    


    
      The garter felt heavy and triumphant in her hand. She gripped it tightly, admiring its shiny buckles, hardly believing she’d done it. She’d really done it! But there was no time to celebrate. Cassie could hear the orange cat scratching outside Faye’s bedroom door, and she had to escape before Faye woke up again.
    


    
      Soundlessly, she tried to patch the lining back into place, but without a needle and thread or the proper spell, it would be impossible. Faye would discover it missing in the morning—that was unavoidable. But it didn’t matter. Cassie would be in Cape Cod by then, with the power of all the Master Tools along with her.
    


    
      She left the jacket hanging like a looted grave, slipped out of the closet, and across the bedroom floor. The moment she opened the door, the orange cat leaped in, but Cassie was down the stairs and out the way she came within seconds.
    


    
      It was only then, finally, that she let the reality settle over her. She now possessed all of the Master Tools, and the power she needed to save Scarlett, even without the help of the Circle.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 26


    
      
    

  


  
    Cassie woke up at five the next morning, on the dot, without her alarm. It was like her body was so attuned to the day’s mission that manmade technologies of convenience, like clocks, were deemed unnecessary. She felt one with the elements today, no longer at their mercy.


    
      She got up from bed and dressed ceremonially, like a Spartan warrior preparing for battle. She wrapped herself in the white shift Diana had given her and proudly snapped the silver cuff-bracelet onto her upper arm, the leather garter around her thigh, and the sparkling diadem upon her head. She was ready to go save her sister.
    


    
      Cassie made her way downstairs to the kitchen. She had to borrow her mother’s car, but she couldn’t exactly tell her mother she needed it so she could battle the witch hunters and save the sister she was never told about. So she’d have to take it without asking. That seemed to be the theme of this entire mission: Take what you need to get the job done and explain later. And she would. All would be revealed later, to her mother, to Diana, Faye, Adam, everyone. For now, Cassie couldn’t allow any guilt to creep up and distract her—she had to focus solely on getting to Cape Cod.
    


    
      But as Cassie drove farther away from Crowhaven Road and then farther away from New Salem, a sickness inside her began to form. Nerves, she figured, and she told herself she had every right to feel nervous; this was a dangerous act. The hunters had black magic on their side.
    


    
      The Master Tools will not let me down in my moment of need, Cassie thought. And that reminded her of the chalcedony rose she had hidden within her pocket.
    


    
      It was the good-luck piece Adam gave her long ago in case she was in trouble—she’d brought it with her just in case. After everything they’d been through and disagreed over these past few weeks, Cassie still believed in Adam and had faith in their bond. Did they need a rare crystal to connect them at this point in their relationship? No, of course not. Maybe Cassie only brought the chalcedony piece out of superstition, but even so, it calmed her to stroke its rugged surface. The stone felt alive in her grasp the way it did when Adam had first given it to her. Hold on to it tight, he’d told her, and think of me. She did that now and felt her courage grow.
    


    
      But crossing over the county line into the town of Sandwich, Cassie’s fear heightened to a new level. The decaying sign alerting that she’d arrived read: INCORPORATED 1639, reminding Cassie of the deep-rooted history of the place as the oldest town in Cape Cod. The Tools themselves seemed to react to the setting all on their own. Cassie could swear they were warming to her body, growing hotter by the second as she followed the course she’d mapped out to Hawthorne Street.
    


    
      She should have a plan of attack, she realized, for when she encountered the hunters. She knew the witch-hunter curse by heart, and the Tools would surely come to her aid, but now that the reality of the situation was setting in, questions began to form in Cassie’s mind. She didn’t know how many hunters there would be. Was there a limit to how many she could take down with the one curse? And what if Scarlett was in even worse shape when she arrived than in Cassie’s dream? There was a fear lurking in the back of Cassie’s mind that Scarlett could have already been killed.
    


    
      Again, Cassie felt for the chalcedony rose. But even with the crystal’s comfort, when the house at 48 Hawthorne Street came into view, her whole being flooded with fear. It was just as she’d imagined it in her nightmares, identical to the image that came to her during the location spell. It was a broken-down beach cottage with driftwood-gray siding, and it was near the end of a long, desolate, sandy lane, with a large body of water on one side and tidal marshes on the other. There was no other house in sight.
    


    
      The terrible feeling in Cassie’s gut grew. The acid from her stomach crept up her throat, filling her mouth with a sickening taste. Every inch of her body screamed for her to turn around and drive back home. But she knew she couldn’t allow her fear to get the best of her now. Not when she’d come this far.
    


    
      With determination, she got out of the car and treaded across the long grass toward the house, but after only a few steps she froze. She tried to continue forward and couldn’t. There was some kind of magical barrier protecting the house’s perimeter, similar to the one Faye used to guard the hidden garter. But that would be easy enough for Cassie to penetrate while wearing the Tools. She touched each relic individually, adjusting them into place, and silently called on their collective power. It wasn’t her imagination, the Tools did feel hot to her touch, she was sure of it.
    


    
      “Be now dissolved, powerful shield!” Her voice left her throat sounding deep and gravelly as she sent all of her energy toward the house. She focused hard and said the words again, this time pushing with her mind until she felt the power of the Tools rush out of her like a blistering heat.
    


    
      The spell seemed to work at once. The dark cloud perched over the house cleared, and the guarding force at the property’s perimeter disappeared. The relics are really working, Cassie thought to herself. Scarlett was as good as saved.
    


    
      Without delay, she continued forward unhindered. Practicing the witch-hunter curse in her mind, she walked slowly and carefully in a state of deep meditation toward the house.
    


    
      When she was inches away from the front door, she could see it was windblown and water-damaged, rotted to a softness no wood should be. And the foundation of the house creaked and rattled in the wind, like it could come crashing down at any moment. It occurred to Cassie to try some kind of protection spell on herself before entering, or maybe another silence spell to assist her in sneaking into the house. But then she thought better of it. She would step inside just as she was, no cowardly tricks, no sleight of hand. The Tools were the only power she needed.
    


    
      Cassie listened for voices but heard none. In the eerie silence, the fear that Scarlett had already been killed raced through her mind. An image of her dead body hanging from the ceiling, swinging back and forth, like the arm of a clock—tick tock, tick tock—haunted Cassie. But she couldn’t step through this door with the slightest bit of distraction. She’d have seconds to cast the curse, less than that in fact. Cast the curse, rescue Scarlett, and then get the heck out of there. That was the plan.
    


    
      Carefully, Cassie placed her hand upon the rotted softness of the door. To her surprise, it wasn’t locked. In fact, it didn’t even appear to be fully closed. She pushed on its damp surface gently with the palm of her hand, and it swept open effortlessly. She was already chanting the witch-hunter curse under her breath, ready for anything that came at her, but when she stepped inside, the scene was nothing like what she saw in her dreams.
    


    
      The main room was large and tidy. Its walls were painted an oceanic blue and were finished with bright white crown molding. The hardwood floors were freshly waxed, and the air inside the room was warm and cedar-scented with the heat of a wood-burning fire.
    


    
      Scarlett was there, by herself, lounging on a faded sofa in front of the fireplace. Her dyed-red hair cascaded in healthy waves onto her shoulders, framing her rosy-cheeked smirking face.
    


    
      “Finally,” she said. “I’ve been getting so bored up here waiting for you.”
    


    
      Instantly Cassie knew she’d made a terrible mistake. This was all a trap.
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 27


    
      
    

  


  
    “Come have a seat by the fire,” Scarlett said. She was smiling, in a twisted kind of way.


    
      Cassie tried to run back out the door, but she found her feet planted in place once again, just as they had been outside on the perimeter of the property. “What’s going on?” she asked.
    


    
      “You can come in closer, you just can’t leave.” Scarlett’s smile brightened.
    


    
      “Where are the hunters?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      Scarlett shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t know.”
    


    
      “Are they even real?”
    


    
      “Oh, the hunters are very real,” Scarlett said. “They killed my mother and they followed me here. They just never caught me.”
    


    
      She tapped the empty space on the sofa beside her, indicating Cassie to sit. “Your Circle has no idea what they’re in for with the hunters. But they offered the perfect setup while I practiced my mind-invasion spells.”
    


    
      So all this time Cassie thought she was having visions, communicating across space and time to her sister, it was all just a trick. The Circle had been right all along. Cassie hadn’t been thinking clearly.
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t turn around and run away, but she still had the Tools, and they were quivering with energy. She could protect herself.
    


    
      She touched each relic and called on their power. Immediately, the Tools became hot—this time, too hot. They singed her skin like they’d turned against her.
    


    
      “Feel the burn?” Scarlett asked.
    


    
      She had somehow gotten the Tools to backfire on Cassie. They became angry and restless, sizzling with torment.
    


    
      “I’ll take them off your hands,” Scarlett said.
    


    
      Effortlessly, with one snap of her finger, the Master Tools obeyed her call. Like metal to a magnet, they unhinged themselves from Cassie’s body and flew at Scarlett’s outstretched hands.
    


    
      But how? How did Scarlett have so much influence over the Tools that she could beckon them? She must have been a more powerful witch than Cassie could have ever imagined.
    


    
      “It really is a shame you’ve never dabbled in the dark arts,” Scarlett said, sensing Cassie’s amazement at her abilities.
    


    
      Suddenly Cassie felt cold and naked, wearing nothing but the white shift. Powerless and bewildered, she shivered.
    


    
      “Who are you?” she asked.
    


    
      “I’m Black John’s daughter. Isn’t that obvious?” Scarlett said, gesturing at the Master Tools.
    


    
      “So we really are sisters.”
    


    
      “Oh yeah,” Scarlett said. “That part was real.”
    


    
      Scarlett, now wearing the Master Tools over her black T-shirt and jeans, reached for a poker from the fireplace. Cassie stiffened, but then relaxed when Scarlett leaned over the side of the couch to an open bag of marshmallows. She skewered one with the black metal poker and held it over the fire.
    


    
      “These Tools were meant for me,” Scarlett said. “Your whole life was meant for me.”
    


    
      “I don’t believe you,” Cassie said, trying her best to come off sounding strong and controlled. “I have no reason to believe anything you say.”
    


    
      Scarlett laughed. “You have every reason to.” She watched the marshmallow reluctantly brown over the flame. She seemed to enjoy the way it struggled to maintain its exterior before succumbing to the heat.
    


    
      “I was the one he intended to be in the Circle with the rest of them,” she said. “I was born in November, like the others. Not you. Everything you’ve enjoyed since you arrived in New Salem—all of it rightfully belongs to me.”
    


    
      “No,” Cassie said. It couldn’t be true.
    


    
      “Yup. You were just an afterthought, a backup plan.”
    


    
      Cassie felt sick. And the sugary scent of burning marshmallow wasn’t helping.
    


    
      Scarlett rotated the pointer in her hand like a rotisserie. “And now I’m here to claim my rightful spot in the Circle. But I’m going to have to kill you to get it.”
    


    
      She turned her shining black eyes onto Cassie. “Isn’t that a bummer, sis?”
    


    
      Scarlett gripped the metal poker with both hands, and Cassie realized just how much danger she was in. Scarlett did seem just crazy enough to kill her. She had to try to talk her way out of this.
    


    
      “Why kill me,” Cassie asked, “when we could lead the Circle together?”
    


    
      Scarlett widened her eyes. “Really?” Her voice came out sounding childlike. “You’d be willing to do that?”
    


    
      Cassie nodded energetically. “Of course,” she said, trying to sound believable. “We’ll kick someone else out to make room for you as the twelfth member. Trust me, there are plenty of weak links.”
    


    
      Scarlett’s dark red lips curled into a vicious smile, and she laughed with her whole body. “You really are pathetic,” she said. “You don’t know much, but even you know it doesn’t work that way.”
    


    
      She pulled the pointer out of the flames. The burnt marshmallow on its tip was now on fire, burning red like a hot coal.
    


    
      “Someone has to die to break the Circle’s bond,” Scarlett said. “And whichever member dies, they’re immediately replaced with someone of their own bloodline.”
    


    
      She shoved the flaming tip of the pointer under Cassie’s nose. “Didn’t you know that? Or had you and your little friends not gotten to that lesson in witch school?
    


    
      “You made for mostly an easy target,” Scarlett continued. “Until that protection spell made it impossible to kill you in New Salem.”
    


    
      “You were the one who cut my brakes,” Cassie said. It had finally all began making sense.
    


    
      Scarlett ignored the accusation. “But now you’re vulnerable,” she said. “No protection spell. And without even your precious Circle to save you.”
    


    
      Cassie tried to think of a spell, any spell, to help her out of this situation, but none came to mind. It was like her brain had reset to a blank page. Scarlett had somehow rendered her completely powerless.
    


    
      “And since you brought the Master Tools right to me, killing you should be easy.” Scarlett urged the fireball-tipped poker a centimeter away from Cassie’s face.
    


    
      She’s going to burn me, Cassie thought. She’s going to set me on fire.
    


    
      “Don’t waste your energy trying to do a spell,” Scarlett said. “Only black magic works in this house.”
    


    
      Black magic. That explained it, all of it.
    


    
      Cassie may have lacked the words to call on the element of Water, but she had to do something. With no other options, she took a swing at the pointer, knowing full well she’d burn her hand doing so, but it worked. She knocked the weapon from Scarlett’s grasp across the room. It landed with a thump onto the thick throw rug.
    


    
      Cassie was mildly proud of herself, but Scarlett didn’t seem the least bit rattled that she’d deflected the burning pointer from her grasp.
    


    
      “Nice work,” Scarlett said. “I couldn’t have done that better myself.” She directed Cassie’s attention to the smoke rising up from the rug where the pointer had landed. Then the smoke gave way to a small, newly born flame.
    


    
      Scarlett’s dark eyes sparkled, reflecting the silver of the diadem and bracelet, and the buckles of the garter. With a single wave of her hand, she fanned the small fire across the entire floor and up all four walls of the cottage, surrounding Cassie in a sweltering tent of heat and flames.
    


    
      I’m a fool, Cassie thought, a fool for being so trusting.
    


    
      Cassie cowered at the sight of the fire. There was no escaping a blaze of this size.
    


    
      “You’ve gone too far,” Cassie cried out. “You’ll burn in here with me.”
    


    
      Scarlett stood up and calmly began walking through the flames to gather her things. “Another thing you don’t know,” she said, yanking her clothes out of the closet and stuffing them into a large duffel bag. “The fire protection spell. It was one of Daddy’s favorites.”
    


    
      Smoke filled the room. It caught Cassie in the throat and brought stinging tears to her eyes, but Scarlett remained unbothered by it.
    


    
      “No!” Cassie screamed, crawling across the floor toward Scarlett, but she could only move a few inches in any direction. The flames were blocking her every exit. Within minutes the fire would consume her. “Please, Scarlett, we’re sisters. Please don’t do this!”
    


    
      Scarlett stood still with her bags in hand. Angry flames danced and cracked all around her, and black smoke encircled her body like a sinister tornado. “At least go with a little dignity, Cassie.”
    


    
      She dropped her bags in place and took a few deliberate steps closer. She leaned down slowly, like a serpent, to look Cassie in the eyes. “Did our father scream for mercy when you killed him, Cassie? I bet not.”
    


    
      Scarlett had his eyes, Cassie realized. Those pitch-black marbles that were cold as death, just like Black John’s. She was more his daughter than Cassie was. How could Cassie have been so fooled by her before?
    


    
      And then Cassie remembered her mother’s words about Black John. He wasn’t all bad, she’d said.
    


    
      “You don’t have to do this,” Cassie cried, trying to soften Scarlett’s cold hard stare with her own. “There’s good inside you, even now. You can choose to not be like him.”
    


    
      “I know.” Scarlett kicked Cassie away with the heel of her black boot. “But where’s the fun in that?”
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    The flames roared and crackled with evil intent, as if the fire had a will of its own. Its scorching heat brought Cassie, blistering, to her knees. She was coughing and couldn’t catch her breath, soon to completely lose herself to its all-consuming power. Scarlett looked her over one last time.


    
      “Good-bye, Cassie,” she said. “It was nice knowing you.”
    


    
      Cassie’s face burned from the sweltering heat. This must be what hell would feel like, she thought, this never-ending torture by fire. Cut off from her mother, and her friends, and Adam, Cassie was dying alone. And here was Scarlett, the stronger daughter, the wicked sister, and the last living face Cassie would look upon before her death.
    


    
      But she couldn’t give up. She forced herself to her feet and got as close to Scarlett as the flames would allow. The Tools had darkened to a sinister sheen on Scarlett’s body. Black John is in her, Cassie thought.
    


    
      But he is also in me.
    


    
      Scarlett seemed to notice a change in Cassie’s eyes. It was enough to cause her to back away.
    


    
      “He is in me,” Cassie said, aloud this time, and it powered up some secret recess within her, like an emergency generator that kicks on in a blackout.
    


    
      Scarlett continued backing away, through the flames, toward the exit. The fire protection spell was still working for her, but she was suddenly afraid.
    


    
      The power of fire, Cassie thought. The power of fire is in me.
    


    
      And then something cracked open somewhere deep inside Cassie’s chest, that dark space she’d never accessed before. It frightened her, the burst of energy she felt as the word left her lips. “Burn!” she commanded.
    


    
      And Scarlett did. Midway through the flames on her way to the door, she screamed as brutally as Cassie had heard in her nightmare. No longer was she protected from the fire, no longer could she step safely from the burning house to the cool air outside.
    


    
      Scarlett jumped back from the door, furiously batting out the flames from her clothes. Then she turned to Cassie. “I thought you were good,” she said.
    


    
      Cassie stood tall, newly energized. “Likewise.”
    


    
      Cassie could feel something churning deep within her gut. It rose up her throat like black bile and escaped her mouth as a scream that caused the kitchen faucet to rupture into a geyser. Then the walls shook, and every pipe within them burst, spurting cold water across the room in diagonal torrents. The fire was extinguished within seconds.
    


    
      Scarlett drew away, shocked by this turn of events, but she had her own commands at her disposal as well as the Master Tools to enhance her power. “Fragilis!” she shouted, thrusting her open palms at Cassie.
    


    
      It was a Latin spell Cassie didn’t understand, but it made her drop to the floor like all the energy had been drained out of her. Her body felt heavy, and the room began to spin. She couldn’t even lift her head.
    


    
      “Sentis infirma.” Scarlett directed her charged fingers to Cassie’s head and then her heart.
    


    
      Cassie became so feeble and tired, woozy to the point of faintness, she was sure she was dying.
    


    
      This is it, Cassie thought. Scarlett is just too strong. She’d lost.
    


    
      She wished that she could see Adam at that moment, to have his be the last face she looked upon before going to her death. She remembered the chalcedony rose in her pocket and limply felt for it. It took all the energy she had left to work it into her hand. She squeezed it as tightly as her fingers would allow and imagined Adam’s strong, loving face with such concentration that she swore he actually appeared. The smoke cleared, and Adam’s dark red hair seemed to her so close and real, she believed she could see its every highlight. This must be what dying was. Cassie was too weak to smile, but she was grateful her final wish had come true.
    


    
      It took a second for Cassie to realize that Adam was actually in the house standing over her. It really was him. He took her face into his hands and called out her name. She felt herself falling in and out of consciousness. Like in her nightmares and visions, her sight was both cloudy and vivid at the same time, a disordered, mystifying confusion. But the connection between her and Adam in this heightened moment was intense. The silver cord that hummed between them materialized, brighter and more pronounced than Cassie had ever seen it before. It appeared so lifelike, she swore she could reach out and touch it with her fingertips. Her chest overfilled with love as she followed the cord’s path from Adam’s heart to her own. But then as she looked closer, she noticed something strange. There were two silver cords. One was reaching from Adam to her, and the other was reaching from Adam to Scarlett.
    


    
      In a flash, both cords were gone. Just like that. Cassie wasn’t even sure Adam saw it.
    


    
      That had to be a mistake, a hallucination. It was impossible to decipher what was real anymore and what was her imagination.
    


    
      “Cassie.” Adam still had her face in his hands. “Stay with me, Cassie. Stay awake.”
    


    
      She blinked away the tears that filled her eyes and turned to see all of them there—Diana and the rest of the Circle. They had Scarlett surrounded.
    


    
      “Give us the Master Tools,” Diana said. “And we won’t have to hurt you.”
    


    
      “I’d like to see you try.” Scarlett laughed.
    


    
      Diana stood motionless. It took a moment for her to realize she couldn’t do magic, but once she did, Scarlett hurled her hands at her. “Praestrangulo,” she said.
    


    
      Instantly Diana clutched her throat with both hands and dropped to her knees, struggling to breathe.
    


    
      “She’s suffocating!” Adam jumped to his feet, and Cassie cried out, but she was still too weak stop him. He charged toward Scarlett, chanting, “Earth my body, water my blood.”
    


    
      Faye and the others fell in behind him. “Earth my body, water my blood, air my breath, and fire my spirit!”
    


    
      Cassie screamed, “It won’t work!” But none of them would listen, or maybe her screaming was only as loud as a whisper. She couldn’t tell.
    


    
      “Caecitas!” Scarlett fanned her hand at the group.
    


    
      Adam cried out first. “I can’t see,” he said. And then, one by one, each of them shrieked, covering their eyes. Scarlett had blinded them.
    


    
      Diana was writhing on the floor, turning blue and coughing. Cassie had no strength, but she had to do something. The darkness was in her; she couldn’t be afraid to reach down into it. Even if it killed her, it was the only way to save her friends.
    


    
      It took all her might to climb to her feet.
    


    
      Scarlett, seeing her get up, grabbed her bags and ran for the door.
    


    
      Cassie pushed with her mind and let loose a debilitating cry. “Scarlett!”
    


    
      She searched her soul for the words, the darkest most debilitating spell she could think of, but Scarlett was out the door and gone within seconds.
    


    
      

    


    
      “Magicae negrae conversam,” Cassie said feebly. Those were the words that came to her after Scarlett had escaped.
    


    
      Diana gasped and inhaled. Adam blinked his eyes back to sight. Slowly, everyone regained their senses. Cassie’s strength returned, and she went to Adam and held him. There were scratches where he’d been clawing at his eyelids.
    


    
      “Did you just undo Scarlett’s spells?” he asked.
    


    
      Cassie nodded, and then she looked at the sooty, sweaty faces of her friends who’d risked their lives to save her. How could she ever apologize enough for what they’d just been through?
    


    
      “I was wrong about Scarlett,” she said. “But I guess you figured that out by now.”
    


    
      The tint of suffocation still hadn’t fully left Diana’s face. “What just happened?” she asked. “Scarlett was untouchable.”
    


    
      “You were right that she’s evil,” Cassie said, hardly able to look Diana in the eye. “She was doing black magic. She said that was the only magic that would work here. That’s why none of you could cast spells.”
    


    
      “But then how did you—?” Diana stopped herself mid-question, when the answer occurred to her.
    


    
      Cassie looked down. She could hear Faye walk a circle around the burnt-out room, her boots crackling upon the ruined floor with each step.
    


    
      “I knew it all along,” Faye said. “Cassie has black magic in her.”
    


    
      It was true. There was no use denying it, as much as Cassie wanted to.
    


    
      Cassie searched Adam’s face for a reaction, terrified of what it might be.
    


    
      But Adam’s eyes filled with tears, and he pulled Cassie in toward his chest. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he said.
    


    
      Cassie didn’t feel like she deserved his comforting, and tried to break free from his arms.
    


    
      Adam squeezed her tighter. “You just saved our lives,” he said.
    


    
      “I almost cost you your lives,” Cassie said, no longer able to stop herself from crying. “All of this is my fault. All of it, and I am so sorry.”
    


    
      Diana placed her hand on Cassie’s back. “We’re all in this together,” she said. “And we’re all okay. That’s what matters.”
    


    
      Cassie began to sob into Adam’s chest. “But I want to be good.”
    


    
      “You are good.” Diana hugged Cassie from behind, sandwiching her between herself and Adam. “You can’t start doubting that.”
    


    
      “Scarlett is the evil one,” Adam said. “Not you.”
    


    
      Cassie appreciated their support. They meant well, and she knew that, but the truth was, none of them could be sure what the ability to perform black magic meant for Cassie.
    


    
      Faye smiled at her like a new discovery. “How does it feel?” she asked.
    


    
      “I just feel like going home,” Cassie said.
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    They all recovered from the morning’s battle miraculously well. A little soap and water, and a change of clothes, and each of them were mostly back to their old selves.


    
      Diana prepared an herbal tea in the kitchen and returned to the living room carrying a tray. “Is Faye here yet?” she asked.
    


    
      The Circle was desperate to hear what had happened at Cape Cod before they arrived and to fill in the holes of what they still didn’t understand.
    


    
      “We should start without her,” Suzan said, picking at her nail cuticles.
    


    
      Diana shot Adam a concerned look and asked Suzan, “Where is she?”
    


    
      “We know exactly where she is,” Laurel said. “She’s with Max.”
    


    
      “I didn’t tell you that,” Suzan said.
    


    
      “Maybe we should begin without her,” Cassie said. She knew how unbelievably lucky it was that none of them had been badly hurt, and she was anxious to apologize again for her mistakes. “I want to make sure I don’t ever put any of you at risk again. So I have a lot to tell you.”
    


    
      Just then Faye swept through the door. Her eyes were infused with an energy that was palpable. Her cheeks were flushed, and her plump red lips looked almost like they were swollen with blood.
    


    
      “Sorry I’m late,” she said.
    


    
      “You need to quit it with Max already,” Adam said. “How many times do we have to tell you? We don’t know if we can trust him.”
    


    
      Faye felt for a black pendant hanging from her neck, and Cassie caught something unusual in her eyes.
    


    
      “I said I was sorry.” Faye continued toying with the pendant. She always wore a red star ruby necklace, but the pendant was new. It was a shimmering black opal.
    


    
      “Did Max give you that?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      Faye let go of the necklace immediately and shot Cassie a threatening look, but Cassie noticed that she also blushed. All at once, Cassie realized the truth: Faye’s feelings for Max were real.
    


    
      Melanie exhaled loudly. “Don’t we have more important things to talk about than Faye’s love life?”
    


    
      “Yes, we do,” Diana said. “Cassie, why don’t you fill us in on what we missed?”
    


    
      Cassie stepped to the center of the room. “First, I want to apologize formally to all of you,” she said. “I should have never betrayed you the way I did. Especially my fellow leaders, Diana and Faye.”
    


    
      “An apology isn’t necessary,” Nick said from where he was sitting in the corner.
    


    
      There were nods all around.
    


    
      Faye scoffed. “I can’t believe you pansies are letting her off this easy. If it were me who’d stolen the Master Tools, and then lost them to boot—”
    


    
      “The Circle forgives you, Cassie,” Diana said, cutting Faye off. “But remember, for the future, that we’re your family, too.”
    


    
      “I know that now,” Cassie said. “I knew it before, but I guess it slipped away from me.”
    


    
      Cassie’s heart was thumping in her chest. “You’ve been a sister to me since I arrived here,” she said to Diana. “And you’re the only sister I’ll ever need.”
    


    
      Diana’s eyes misted over. “Thank you,” she said.
    


    
      Melanie cleared her throat. “I hate to interrupt this sentimental moment, but maybe Cassie can tell us what she learned about Scarlett, so we know what we’re up against.”
    


    
      “Of course,” Cassie said. She went on to explain how Scarlett had tricked her, to lure her away from the protective spell, and that Scarlett was the daughter Black John intended for the Circle.
    


    
      Nick walked solemnly over to Cassie. “So Scarlett wants to kill you.”
    


    
      “Yes,” Cassie said. “So she can have my place in the Circle, because we’re the same bloodline.”
    


    
      “What about the witch hunters?” Melanie asked. “Who killed Great-Aunt Constance and Portia?”
    


    
      “And who burned the symbol onto my front lawn?” Laurel asked, her voice high-pitched with fright.
    


    
      Cassie took a deep breath. “The hunters are real, and they’re still out there. But Scarlett had nothing to do with them. She just seized the opportunity to use our fear of the hunters against us.”
    


    
      “We are so screwed,” Faye said, and Cassie noticed her reach for the pendant again. There was something about it drawing Cassie in, the way it caught the light.
    


    
      “Can I get a closer look at that?” she asked, reaching for it. Before Faye could resist, Cassie caught the stone in her hand and studied its surface. It was slightly translucent, not totally black, but a play of green and blue and red. As Cassie tilted it back and forth, she noticed how it diffracted the light in a continually changing play of color.
    


    
      The moment Cassie saw it, her blood ran cold. Camouflaged within the opal’s fascinating surface was the hunter symbol, shimmering iridescently.
    


    
      “Oh my God,” Cassie said. “Faye, you’ve been marked.”
    


    
      The rest of the group gasped.
    


    
      “That’s not possible,” Faye said. She looked down at the necklace. “No!” she screamed, recognizing the symbol immediately. “He couldn’t have!”
    


    
      For a few minutes, nobody spoke. Cassie glanced around the room at each of her friends. How quickly the energy of the room had shifted. The almighty Faye had fallen.
    


    
      Faye looked like a different person. Her broad shoulders were rounded forward, and all the color had drained from her face. She sat down on the couch, slumped over crying. It was a sight none of them could fathom.
    


    
      “How?” she asked. Her eyes were bloodshot, and black mascara streamed down her face. It was the first time Cassie had ever seen Faye cry. “I just don’t understand how this could have happened.”
    


    
      “Max is a witch hunter,” Melanie said declaratively. “He’s the one who gave that to you.”
    


    
      “And that means the principal is probably a hunter, too.” Adam glanced at Cassie with meaning. “Just like you suspected.”
    


    
      Melanie nodded. “Like father, like son.”
    


    
      Cassie couldn’t feel good about being right about the principal, especially at a moment like this. She would rather it had turned out to be silly paranoia.
    


    
      Diana sat down beside Faye and gently took her hand. “I know you’re still in shock, Faye, but we need to know everything you’ve told Max.”
    


    
      Faye lifted her head. Tears hung from her dark lashes, and her expression was beyond stricken. “I don’t even remember.”
    


    
      She unclasped the necklace from behind her neck and dropped it onto the table. “I thought he really liked me,” she said softly, almost to herself. “I didn’t want to tell you all this, but I undid the love spell a while ago. To see if his feelings were...” She couldn’t even say it.
    


    
      Diana wrapped both her arms around Faye and, unbelievably, she let her. Cassie had to look away. Seeing Faye heartbroken was nearly as brutal as seeing her marked.
    


    
      “But he seemed so overpowered by the spell,” Laurel said.
    


    
      “He might have been resistant to her magic the whole time, but was playing along to get close to us,” Adam said.
    


    
      Cassie shot Adam a look to quiet him. He and Laurel may have been putting the necessary pieces together, but they could do it in the other room, where Faye wouldn’t hear them. They were unaware of the effect their words were having on her as she began crying harder. But Cassie understood. When Faye undid the love spell and Max was still acting like he couldn’t live without her, she mistook it for true love.
    


    
      Melanie shook her head in disbelief. “So the hunters know about two of us,” she said. “And without the Master Tools, we’re not strong enough to fight them.”
    


    
      “And Scarlett still wants to kill Cassie,” Nick said.
    


    
      Diana continued holding Faye in her arms. “There’s no time to panic,” she said, but her voice was trembling. “It’s time to come together to support and protect one another.”
    


    
      She focused her eyes directly on Cassie. “We’ll figure out a way,” she said. “We always do.”
    

  


  


  
    



    Chapter 30


    
      
    

  


  
    From her front porch, Cassie could see the flickering blue of the television flashing like a strobe light in a haunted house. Her mother must be waiting up for her.


    
      “I should go right in,” Cassie said, gripping the door handle. “She’s up.”
    


    
      “Not yet.” Adam reached for her hand and squeezed it. “With everything going on,” he said, “and everything that’s happened, I want you to know that we’ll get through it.”
    


    
      “I know,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “Are you sure?” He leaned in for a kiss, but he stopped just shy of her lips.
    


    
      Cassie could feel his breath on her skin and the warmth of his body so close to hers. She held his gaze, and her heart pounded heavily in her chest.
    


    
      “I’m positive.” She pulled him in toward her, meeting his soft lips with hers. With a wild abandon she had forgotten, she and Adam melded into one, and she let herself be swept away.
    


    
      They kissed like that until they were both heated and flushed. Cassie allowed her breathing to slow and her heart to settle. Then she stared up at him, captivated for a moment by the course of life pulsing between them. The silver cord, she thought, the mystifying bond that had connected her to him from the beginning, and always would. It was stronger now than ever. After the wild mix of emotions Cassie had experienced these past few weeks, one thing emerged solid and bright. She realized in a whole new way just how lucky she was to have Adam by her side.
    


    
      “I love you,” she said.
    


    
      He smiled brightly. “And I love you.”
    


    
      She kissed him once more, tenderly, and inhaled a full breath of him. “I really love you,” she said.
    


    
      His blue eyes sparkled, and he laughed aloud. “We can play this game all night.”
    


    
      “Or our whole lives,” Cassie said, beaming back at him. She found she couldn’t take her eyes from his. They drew her closer and closer in.
    


    
      “Maybe even longer.”
    


    
      

    


    
      When Cassie finally made her way into the house, she shut the front door behind her and paused. Her mother looked almost like a ghost, and about as frightened as if she’d seen one. Cassie felt awful she’d caused her to worry so much. Her mother had every right to be angry with her.
    


    
      “Mom,” she said. “I am so sorry.”
    


    
      When her mother made no response, she added, “I needed to go to Cape Cod; it was an emergency. And then—”
    


    
      “Forget about the car,” her mother said. “Are you okay?”
    


    
      Cassie nodded and dropped her bag at the door. When she reached her mother’s arms, she looked up at her, hoping to see a sign of reprieve in her eyes. But instead, a saddened expression passed over her mother’s face, like a massive wave of pain.
    


    
      “Mom?” Cassie asked, not even sure what to say.
    


    
      Her mother’s large black eyes, shadowed by dark circles, filled with tears. “I thought you ran away,” she said. “And then I thought you were dead. I swear I could feel your pain.”
    


    
      She spoke quietly and regretfully, and Cassie realized her mother probably could feel when she was in pain. They were connected, and she was a witch, after all.
    


    
      “You seem to be pulling away from me, just when I thought we were becoming closer,” her mother said. “Was it something I did or said that upset you? Tell me.”
    


    
      When Cassie found out her mother kept Scarlett a secret, it seemed like such a betrayal, like the worst secret in the world to keep hidden for her entire life. But now, looking at her mother’s frail, penitent face, Cassie realized she’d done it to protect her. She must have known Scarlett was evil.
    


    
      “Oh, Mom,” Cassie said. “I wasn’t angry, just confused. I was confused about so much.”
    


    
      After everything that had happened, Cassie realized it was time to finally tell her mom the truth.
    


    
      “I have so much to tell you,” Cassie said.
    


    
      Cassie didn’t even know where to begin, but she did her best to speak evenly and not leave anything out. She dug her nails into her palms and went on, uninterrupted, for what felt like forever. Then her mother took a shallow breath in and shut her eyes. Cassie knew it was time to be quiet and let her speak.
    


    
      “Scarlett’s mother didn’t shy away from the dark side of Black John either,” she said. “She’d been banned from our Circle for performing dark magic. But I’d hoped those days were behind us now. That’s why I never mentioned Scarlett.”
    


    
      Cassie nodded, and her mother took her face into her hands. “I would have never kept it from you if I thought you were in danger.”
    


    
      “It’s not your fault,” Cassie said. “I should have told you when I found out about her.”
    


    
      “It’s not anybody’s fault,” her mother said. “But it’s still come to this.” She took a deep breath and stood up.
    


    
      “There’s something I’ve been waiting to give you until it was necessary,” she said cryptically. “Now seems to be that time.”
    


    
      The tone of her voice was puzzling. “What is it?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      “I’ll be right back.”
    


    
      Her mother left the room and was gone longer than Cassie expected her to be. But just when Cassie was about to go looking for her, she returned with a book in her hands. It was a faded leather-bound journal with gold, deckle-edged pages. It looked to Cassie like an old bible.
    


    
      “This was your father’s Book of Shadows,” her mother said, holding it out to her with both hands.
    


    
      Cassie froze, paralyzed, and felt the blood drain out of her face. Black John’s Book of Shadows—just the thought of it made her shudder. Black magic was something she felt was better left unexplored.
    


    
      Her mother continued holding the book out to her. “It’s okay,” she said. “You can touch it.”
    


    
      Cassie reached out to take it from her mother reluctantly. The book felt cruel and cold in her hands—it almost felt alive.
    


    
      “How did you get this?” Cassie asked.
    


    
      Her mother sat back down beside her. “It’s a long story. But it’s been hidden here in this house for quite some time. You have to understand, in the wrong hands, this book could be extremely dangerous.”
    


    
      Like the Master Tools, Cassie thought. “And you want me to have it?”
    


    
      Her mother’s face was stern. “You’ll need it if you stand any chance of defeating Scarlett.”
    


    
      The book was heavier than it appeared to be, like its contents were greater than the sum of its pages. It was impossible to comprehend the dark spells and secrets it enclosed. Cassie noticed that its black leather cover wasn’t completely smooth. It was faintly embossed with a symbol that reminded Cassie of the inscriptions on the silver bracelet and the diadem. There were also dull scratches and indentations, like fingernails had worn into its surface. And its upper-right-hand corner was eroded almost completely gray, like a deteriorated oval-shaped stamp.
    


    
      Black John’s fingerprint, Cassie realized.
    


    
      She jerked her eyes away from the grayed spot, and her stomach lurched. She was intrigued by it, but it also upset her.
    


    
      Cassie refocused on the embossed symbol, trying to remember where else she’d seen that design. And then she remembered: It was identical to the inscription on Black John’s lodestone ring, the one used to identify him as John Blake, and later as John Brunswick.
    


    
      Having this book in her hands was the closest thing now to having Black John there in the room with her. It felt like all the darkness in the world might begin to pour forth from its pages at any moment.
    


    
      Cassie’s mother watched her handle the book apprehensively. “I know it feels alive to you,” she said. “But it’s just a book, I promise. And you are strong enough to handle it.” There was a candidness in her eyes that Cassie had never seen before.
    


    
      The book shivered in Cassie’s hands as she tried to calm herself. It was just paper and words, that’s all it was. And its words contained the key to defeating Scarlett, saving the Circle, and getting the Master Tools back. She didn’t have the luxury of pretending this book didn’t exist, as evil and frightening as it felt to her. She couldn’t simply put it back into its hiding place. It was her responsibility to read it, study it, and ingest its secrets until they became part of who she was. Only then would she be strong enough against Scarlett.
    


    
      Her mother silently observed her mental struggle and seemed to know exactly what she was thinking.
    


    
      “Remember, Cassie,” she said. “There’s so much goodness in you. There’s much more light in your soul than dark. Do you recognize that?”
    


    
      Cassie nodded. “I think so.”
    


    
      “But there are things in this book that won’t be easy for you to read. Do you understand what I mean by that?”
    


    
      “Yes,” Cassie said.
    


    
      “If you open it,” her mother warned, “there’s no going back.”
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  Chapter 1


  



  Cassie held her father’s Book of Shadows in her hands and shivered.


  
    There would be no going back, her mother had said, but now she watched Cassie expectantly.
  


  
    The book’s gold deckle-edged pages were cinched closed with a leather string, like a soft, thin belt. Cassie pulled on it, and dust particles flew into the air as its knot came undone, but the book’s cover remained in place.
  


  
    “It’s not too late to change your mind,” her mother said. “Are you sure you’re ready?”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. If this book contained the secrets to defeating her half sister, Scarlett, and saving the Circle from the hunters, it wasn’t even a question. It was her duty to study it.
  


  
    She carefully fanned open the book. Its spine cracked and Cassie’s eyes seemed to meld to the page. The text scrawled upon the paper’s yellowed surface was composed of squiggly lines and archaic symbols. The curl of each brushstroke felt forbidden, like Cassie had revealed something not intended for her eyes.
  


  
    But before Cassie could process exactly what she was seeing, the book grew warm in her hands, and then threateningly hot. Within seconds the skin of her fingers was sizzling, and Cassie couldn’t stop herself from crying out. Her flesh adhered to the book, and she couldn’t pull her hands away despite the scorching pain.
  


  
    Her mother’s face was stricken with fear, but she acted fast. She raised her palm and with one wide swoop batted the book out of Cassie’s hands and onto the floor.
  


  
    Cassie released a whimper of relief, but the damage had been done. Her hands were singed red with throbbing, bubbling burns.
  


  
    She looked at her mother, terrified. “You said it was just a book.”
  


  
    “It was. Or I thought it was.” Her mother examined Cassie’s injuries to see how serious they were. Then she glanced at where the book had landed facedown on the wooden floor. She moved toward it cautiously, picked it up without harm, and secured it closed by tightly retying the string.
  


  
    “I’ll put this somewhere safe for now,” she said. “I’m sorry, Cassie. I had no idea that would happen. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
  


  
    “I don’t understand.” Cassie gaped at her mother, dizzy for answers. “You said I’d need this book to defeat Scarlett, but how can I study it if I can’t even hold it?”
  


  
    Her mother shook her head. “I don’t know. It must be spelled, to keep it from being opened by anyone other than its owner.”
  


  
    “Then I have to figure out how to break the spell. Scarlett is out there somewhere, and she wants to kill me. That book is my only hope against her.”
  


  
    Her mother raised her hand to halt Cassie’s anxious stream of consciousness. “One thing at a time. Our first priority is to tend to those burns. I think you’ve had enough excitement for one night.”
  


  
    She gave Cassie’s shoulder a quick, loving squeeze, and then she ushered the book out of sight.
  


  
    When she returned with an armful of gauze and ointment, Cassie’s mind was racing with new questions and concern for her friends who’d been marked by the hunters. “Faye’s and Laurel’s lives might depend on me opening that book,” Cassie said. “I have to try again.”
  


  
    Her mother sat beside her looking forlorn. “Faye and Laurel are in grave danger.” She reached for Cassie’s hands and began dressing the wounds. “But there are two steps to the process of witch hunters killing a witch: They catch you doing magic and you’re marked, and only then can they perform the killing curse. If we can stop the hunters from performing the second step, your friends will be okay.”
  


  
    The killing curse. Cassie remembered the hunter mark, the aftermath of the curse on Melanie’s aunt Constance’s forehead the day she died. The Circle hadn’t even known the hunters had marked her until it was too late.
  


  
    “Why don’t the hunters just perform the killing curse immediately after marking someone?” Cassie asked. “Why wait?”
  


  
    “Because it takes just one hunter to mark someone, but the killing curse requires several of them.” Cassie’s mother wrapped the burns quickly and efficiently, like a battlefield nurse. “It’s a process, much like a spell, so it can’t just happen at any moment.”
  


  
    Cassie winced as the harsh gauze touched her raw skin.
  


  
    “So Faye and Laurel will need to be protected,” her mother said. “But tonight, the only thing for you to do is rest.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. She still had so many questions, but the pain was making her weary. She moved to the comfort of her own bed and felt her eyes grow heavy. She allowed them to close as sleep overtook her. But even in the soft dark of her own eyelids, Cassie could see the glowing outline of her father’s book shining against the black.
  


  
    

  


  
    The next morning, Cassie’s mind was still running in circles while she waited on her front porch for Adam to pick her up for school. She tried to relax, to admire the sun glinting red off the windows of each house on the bluff, but there was too much to be anxious about. In the past week Cassie had learned that her half sister wanted to kill her and take over the Circle—and she’d nearly succeeded. They’d had a confrontation in Cape Cod, and Cassie had chased Scarlett away, but she’d escaped with the Master Tools.
  


  
    As if that weren’t enough, there was also the issue of the hunters. The Circle was now sure that Max and his father—Principal Boylan—were witch hunters. They’d already marked Laurel and Faye with the hunter symbol, and it was possible they knew the identities of all the Circle members.
  


  
    Cassie looked down at the gray paint peeling off the front porch.
  


  
    This old house, she thought,this antiquated town.

    There was no escaping its ancient history.
  


  
    It was a sunny, windless day, but how could Cassie enjoy it? She pulled the sleeves of her purple hoodie down over her hands to cover her burns. She would have disappeared entirely into its soft cotton if she could. And then she heard something—a rustling in the bushes.
  


  
    It’s just the breeze, she told herself, but not a single blade of grass stirred.
  


  
    There was the crunching of leaves. It was coming from her left, along the row of shrubs that lined the path to the house’s side door—an opportune place for an intruder to break in, or for Scarlett to sneak her way into Cassie’s home.
  


  
    Treading lightly across the rickety wooden porch, Cassie stepped closer to the sound. The shrubs moved again—this time she saw it with her own eyes—and she screamed, “Scarlett!”
  


  
    An orange tabby cat shot out from the wavering hedge, zipping past Cassie and up a neighbor’s tree. The cat’s prey was left behind in the uncut grass: a sorry-looking field mouse. Cassie exhaled. She would have laughed out loud at herself if she weren’t so embarrassed.
  


  
    She walked back around to the front porch just as Adam pulled up to the curb. Her heart hadn’t yet returned to its regular rhythm when she climbed into the passenger seat of his old Mustang and leaned over for a kiss.
  


  
    “What were you doing in the backyard?” Adam asked as he pulled out of her driveway and onto Crowhaven Road. “Running laps? You’re all sweaty.”
  


  
    “Is that any way to greet your girlfriend?” Cassie joked. “By telling her she’s perspiring?”
  


  
    Adam smiled. “I’m just saying you look hot, that’s all. Hot and humid.” He waited for her to laugh, and when she didn’t he tilted his head at her apologetically.
  


  
    Cassie appreciated Adam’s sense of humor, even when he was teasing her. No matter how dire the situation was with the hunters and with Scarlett, Adam was still able to make light of things. Cassie needed that now more than ever.
  


  
    She focused on the sparkle in his blue-gray eyes and thought of the silver cord, that mystifying bond that connected Adam’s soul to hers. What did it mean that she’d also seen a cord connecting Adam to Scarlett on the night of their battle? Could she have imagined it? Cassie could hardly think about it. She reached for Adam’s free hand and interlaced her fingers with his.
  


  
    “Is that from the fire in Cape Cod?” Adam asked. He lifted Cassie’s sleeve up, revealing the blistering spots on her left hand. “I didn’t realize how bad these were before. Are they getting worse?”
  


  
    Cassie remained silent, unsure of how to explain these new marks on her body, but her silence only misled Adam to believe he’d been correct about their source.
  


  
    “We have to find Scarlett,” he said. “She has to pay for this and everything else she’s done.” Cassie still didn’t know what to say; the situation was much more complicated than that.
  


  
    “How can you sit there so calmly?” He took his eyes off the road to momentarily glance at Cassie. “You’ve been physically, and most likely permanently, scarred by her. We can’t let her get away with this.”
  


  
    “These burns aren’t from my battle with Scarlett,” Cassie said, more abruptly than she’d meant to. “They’re from last night.”
  


  
    Adam slowed the car almost to a stop. “Last night? What happened last night?”
  


  
    Cassie watched a crowded school bus zip past them on the left. Behind them, a frustrated tailgater honked his horn. “I don’t want to keep any secrets from you,” she said. “But if I tell you something, I need it to stay between us.”
  


  
    Adam pulled over to the side of the road and cut the engine, sensing this would require his full attention. “I think it goes without saying by this point, but you can trust me.”
  


  
    They were stopped in front of Sprinkles Donut Shop, and the air smelled like sugar and frosting.
  


  
    “My mother gave me something last night. Something that had been hidden in my grandmother’s house for a long time,” Cassie said, and then paused. She knew she could tell Adam anything and he wouldn’t judge her, but it was still difficult getting the words out.
  


  
    “Don’t tell me there are more Master Tools we didn’t know about. That would be incredible.” Adam’s voice was hopeful in a way that made Cassie’s heart break.
  


  
    “No. But it is something that belonged to Black John.”
  


  
    Adam’s posture straightened at the sound of Black John’s name and he sat icily still.
  


  
    “I have his Book of Shadows,” Cassie said.
  


  
    She watched Adam’s expression turn from apprehensive to excited. “Are you serious?” he shouted. “Do you realize how much we can learn from that book?”
  


  
    “There’s more,” Cassie said, before Adam could get carried away. “When I opened it, it was like the book turned against me, like it was alive in my hands. Just like when the Master Tools backfired on me when I was battling Scarlett.”
  


  
    Adam nodded, remembering how the Tools had obeyed Scarlett’s black magic. They’d singed Cassie’s skin just before they unhinged themselves from her body and flew at Scarlett’s outstretched hands. “That explains the burns,” he said. “But what’s the connection between the two?”
  


  
    “I think the book is spelled,” Cassie said. “Something to prevent the wrong people from getting a hold of it. But it wasn’t like I could read it anyway. It’s written in some ancient language I’ve never seen before. It doesn’t even look like words.”
  


  
    “We should have Diana search her Book of Shadows for information.” Adam immediately went into strategizing mode. “There must be a way to break the book’s spell. And we can all start researching the language. There’s a chance it could be Sumerian, or even cuneiform. Black John’s ancestors would go back that far.”
  


  
    “Adam,” Cassie interrupted him. “Remember you agreed we could keep this between us?”
  


  
    Adam’s face dropped. He looked away momentarily. “But that was before I knew what it was.”
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” Cassie said. “But I need to understand more of what this is before involving the rest of the Circle. This is about me and my father.”
  


  
    “It’s a pretty big deal.” Adam’s voice hit that pitch it always did when he was exasperated. “We have to tell the Circle eventually.”
  


  
    “I know,” Cassie said as gently as she could. She reminded herself that Adam’s passion and perseverance were her favorite things about him. “I just need a little time.”
  


  
    She fiddled with the few strands of reddish-brown hair that had fallen in front of his eyes. “For now, let this be our secret.”
  


  
    Adam nodded, realizing he was pushing too hard. “Okay. But in the meantime I want to help in any way I can. I’ll do research, whatever you need. Just name it.”
  


  
    Cassie felt her shoulders settle. “Thank you,” she said, reaching out to him. “For now, all I need is your support.”
  


  
    “Always.” Adam brought Cassie’s injured hand to his warm lips and kissed it.
  


  
    “I also need a chocolate glazed donut from Sprinkles,” Cassie added.
  


  
    “Your wish is my command.” Adam leaned in, met Cassie’s lips with his own, and kissed her without restraint. It felt good, and it felt right. Maybe there was hope for this day yet.
  


  


  



  Chapter 2


  



  Cassie was sitting in third-period history debating between (a) the Continental Congress and (b) the House of Representatives on her pop quiz, when a hall monitor came to the door and handed Ms. Darby a pink slip of paper.


  
    “Laurel,” Ms. Darby said. “Mr. Boylan wants to see you in his office right away.”
  


  
    Cassie’s head shot up. She couldn’t allow Laurel to be alone with the principal. He was a witch hunter, and Laurel had been marked.
  


  
    Laurel looked at Cassie and then back at Ms. Darby. “But I haven’t finished my test yet.”
  


  
    “You can make it up after school,” Ms. Darby said. “The principal wouldn’t call you out of class unless it was important.”
  


  
    Laurel hesitated.
  


  
    “Go on.” Ms. Darby pointed to the doorway. “If you’re in trouble for something, standing here and keeping him waiting surely won’t help matters any.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” Laurel said.
  


  
    Cassie watched her fearfully gather her books. What could she do to stop her?
  


  
    Laurel handed her exam in to Ms. Darby and obediently followed the monitor out the door, glancing over her shoulder at Cassie one last time.
  


  
    There were no other Circle members in class, so it was up to Cassie to do something. One way or another, she had to get herself into the principal’s office. Laurel’s life could be at stake.
  


  
    Cassie quickly scribbled in the remaining empty blanks on her exam, and then rushed up to the front of the room.
  


  
    “I’m done, Ms. Darby.” She held her side and bit her lip. “And I’m not feeling so well. May I go to the nurse?”
  


  
    Ms. Darby eyed Cassie, trying to discern if she was faking.
  


  
    Cassie swallowed hard, cleared her throat, and leaned forward like she might puke right on Ms. Darby’s desk.
  


  
    “Go,” Ms. Darby said, and Cassie bolted for the hallway.
  


  
    She ran the whole way, ignoring multiple commands from teachers telling her to slow down, and arrived at the principal’s office panting. Immediately, she could feel an energy in the air—something dark and morose. The door to Mr. Boylan’s office was closed.
  


  
    “Hi there, Cassie. What can I do for you?” asked Mrs. Karol, the perpetually rosy-cheeked office secretary.
  


  
    “There’s an emergency,” Cassie said, catching Mrs. Karol by surprise. “In the gymnasium. A fight or something, I’m not sure, but people were screaming for someone to get the principal right away.”
  


  
    “Not again.” Mrs. Karol scooted off her seat and hurried over to the principal’s door. She knocked on it anxiously while turning the knob to let herself in.
  


  
    “Sorry to interrupt,” she said, “but I think we’ve got a brawl on our hands, down in the gymnasium.”
  


  
    Mr. Boylan jerked backward, away from Laurel, the moment the door opened. He patted down his salt-and-pepper hair and straightened his gray suit. “I’m a little busy here.”
  


  
    He backpedaled to his desk and grabbed a pen and manila folder, presumably to appear more official. “And how many times have I told you, you can’t just barge into my office like that.”
  


  
    “Don’t you snap at me,” Mrs. Karol said, with her bright smile fully intact. “It’s not my fault your students behave like wild animals.” She entered the room and took him by the elbow of his finely tailored jacket. “Now hurry up. You’re the only one who can handle this.”
  


  
    Cassie spotted Laurel seated across from Mr. Boylan’s large oak desk. She waved at her to try to catch her attention, but Laurel was entirely oblivious to everything going on around her. She was as pale as a ghost, and her eyes were focused on an invisible spot in front of her.
  


  
    With a huff, Mr. Boylan followed Mrs. Karol toward the gymnasium. “Let’s make this quick,” he said, and then noticed Cassie for the first time.
  


  
    “I won’t be long,” he called out to Laurel, while focusing directly on Cassie. “We’ll pick up right where we left off when I return. You can count on it.”
  


  
    It sounded like a threat aimed at them both. Cassie shuddered at the thought of what she might have walked in on if she’d arrived only a few minutes later.
  


  
    Laurel still hadn’t moved a muscle, even after the principal and Mrs. Karol were out of sight. Cassie ran to her and shook her by her thin, delicate shoulders. “Are you all right? What did he do to you?”
  


  
    Laurel’s face slowly came back to life, and she finally noticed Cassie standing there. “We have to get out of here,” she said, and leapt from her seat to run for the door.
  


  
    Cassie grabbed her by the hand and led her down the hall to the science wing. “Steer clear of the gymnasium,” she said, as she maneuvered Laurel in the opposite direction. It was only a matter of time before Mr. Boylan realized there wasn’t any fight. “We need a place to hide. At least until the bell rings.”
  


  
    Down the wing, there was an unlocked supply closet. Cassie guided Laurel inside and closed the door behind them.
  


  
    “It smells like formaldehyde in here,” Laurel said.
  


  
    Cassie didn’t have the heart to alert Laurel, an avid animal lover, to the jarred pig fetus directly behind her. “You’re right, it does,” was all Cassie said, and then pulled Laurel in for a hug. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”
  


  
    Among countless shelves of glass beakers and safety goggles, Laurel let herself cry and explained how Mr. Boylan had been interrogating her, trying to find out information about her friends.
  


  
    “He was asking me about everyone in the Circle by name,” Laurel said. “And he was asking about our families. He knows we’re all witches, Cassie, and he wants to mark every one of us.”
  


  
    Cassie was gradually putting the pieces together. “Then we absolutely can’t perform magic until we figure out how to stop him.”
  


  
    Laurel’s eyes welled up with tears again.
  


  
    “You’re okay now,” Cassie assured her. “And you’re not alone. We’re going to figure out a way to save you. I promise.”
  


  
    “How? We are in over our heads, Cassie. This isn’t like anything we’ve ever faced before.” Laurel started to cry so furiously Cassie was afraid someone in the hallway would hear them. “I don’t want to die,” she said.
  


  
    “Shh. Nobody is going to die.” Cassie lowered her own voice to a whisper. “I’ve been talking to my mom about my father. Just last night in fact. And I’m learning things, Laurel. Ancient things that will help us.”
  


  
    Laurel’s sobbing quieted and she wiped the tears from her rosy cheeks. “Really?” she asked.
  


  
    “Really. When my father was young he saved a friend of my mother’s who had been marked. I know it can be done.”
  


  
    “And you think you can figure out how he did it?”
  


  
    “I know I can,” Cassie said. She said everything she could think of to try to help Laurel calm down, but in her mind she feared they were running out of time. She had to do something about this—and her father’s book—before the hunters picked them off one by one.
  


  


  



  Chapter 3


  



  Pink and white banners advertising the spring dance hung on all four walls of the school cafeteria. On a different day, or maybe in a different life, Cassie would have been excited for the dance. But this afternoon’s lunch was going to be all business. Suzan arrived a few minutes after the others and dropped her tray on the table with enthusiasm, seemingly oblivious to the group’s mood. “Is it that time already? We have to go shopping before all the good dresses disappear.”


  
    “Is that seriously what’s on your mind right now?” Melanie said, her mouth half full. “A stupid dance?”
  


  
    Suzan crossed her arms over her cerulean blouse. “We’re supposed to act normal, right? So we don’t seem suspicious to the principal or anyone else. I’m just acting normal.”
  


  
    “You can act however you want, as long as you don’t perform any magic,” Cassie announced. “The principal knows who we are. We confirmed that this morning.”
  


  
    Suzan took a seat between Faye and Deborah. “Oh.” She pushed her tray away dejectedly. “Nobody told me. I’m always the last to know everything.”
  


  
    Cassie looked around the table at her friends. Of course the hunters had figured them out. Not only were they always together, but none of them seemed average, even when they were alone. Adam and Nick, the Henderson brothers, and even Sean carried themselves with a pride and independence that set them apart from other guys at school. Their fellow students were terrified and awestruck by them. It was no different for the girls. Diana was the most admired, and Faye the most feared—but Laurel, Melanie, Deborah, and Suzan were no less intriguing to their classmates. Something about them sparkled. They were unlike all the other girls in school; their problems were so much larger than boys and clothes. It was stupid of Cassie to assume any of them could have remained unrecognized by the hunters.
  


  
    “After what happened earlier today,” Diana said quietly, “school is no longer safe for those of us who’ve been marked.” She’d directed the comment at Laurel, but Laurel just played with her sandwich, not eating and not looking up. Cassie had never seen her this depressed, even when the hunters first burned their symbol onto her front lawn.
  


  
    Faye also pretended not to hear Diana’s warning. She refused to acknowledge that she’d been marked at all. Cassie noticed she was still wearing the opal necklace Max had given her, the one he’d stamped with the hunter symbol.
  


  
    “You can take that off,” Cassie said, pointing to the necklace. “You don’t have to keep wearing it like some kind of scarlet letter.”
  


  
    Faye shook her head. “I’m not about to let on that I know about the mark. He’s not the only one who can pretend to be someone he’s not.”
  


  
    Deborah nodded, pointing her plastic fork at Faye like a spear. “You should give him a taste of his own medicine. Max played you, and now you have to turn it around on him.”
  


  
    “There he is.” Sean shifted his beady eyes across the cafeteria toward Max, and Faye quickly applied a fresh coat of red gloss to her lips.
  


  
    “Do you honestly think revenge is the best idea right now?” Diana asked. “We’ve already had one close call with a hunter today. We don’t need another.”
  


  
    “Relax, D.” Faye curled her lips into a smile. “We need information on the hunters and he’s our way to it. I’m going to pump him for intel, double agent–style. Watch and learn.”
  


  
    Without another word, Faye stood up and jogged over to Max, meeting him halfway as he approached. He was dressed to go to lacrosse practice and carried a duffel bag. Faye took the bag from him, dropped it to her side, and pretended to be just as in love with him as ever. She pulled him in close and kissed him passionately on the mouth. “I’ve missed you,” she said, loud enough for the Circle to hear.
  


  
    Max touched his fingers to his lips, now lightly coated in the same red gloss as Faye’s. “And I missed you,” he said.
  


  
    Max was tall and muscular with light brown hair. His voice was rugged, and he wore a perpetual cocky grin. He was just the kind of guy that made Faye swoon. It’s no wonder she’d let her guard down enough to get marked by him.
  


  
    The rest of the Circle watched as Faye whispered into Max’s ear and he murmured back to her in a soft voice.
  


  
    “Do you think he’s falling for it?” Sean asked.
  


  
    “Seems like it,” Doug said, nodding his wild head of blond hair. “He’s acting the same as before. Like a lovesick wimp.”
  


  
    “But who knows if she’ll be able to get any information out of him,” his twin brother said.
  


  
    Melanie was dubious, as usual. “There’s no way he’s going to give up anything on the hunters. Whether he thinks Faye’s on to him or not, he’s not stupid.”
  


  
    “But Faye might be able to trick him into leading us to more of them,” Nick said. He was sitting on the cafeteria table, bent over with his feet on a chair. “There have to be more hunters in town than just Max and his dad.”
  


  
    Melanie rolled her gray eyes. “Yeah, I’m sure Max will be happy to introduce us to all his hunter buddies. Maybe he’ll even host a cocktail party.”
  


  
    Cassie continued watching Max and Faye’s back-and-forth. It was almost comical, both of them pretending to be into the other when they were actually sworn enemies. But Max’s face betrayed nothing more than he intended it to. He was running this show and Cassie could see he was too good at it to crack under a little pressure.
  


  
    After a few minutes of the charade, Faye finally gave up. She leaned in and kissed Max one last time before returning to the group. Max waved as he passed them on his way to the gym, flashing his perfect smile—but Cassie thought it looked like he was grinning at Diana in particular.
  


  
    “Well, that was a bust,” Faye said. “He’s either a really good actor or he doesn’t know anything about what happened earlier in the principal’s office. I mentioned my friend Laurel and he asked which one she was.”
  


  
    “We still shouldn’t push our luck,” Diana said. “I think it’s time for you to distance yourself from him and his dad.”
  


  
    “I think Diana’s right,” Cassie said. “We need to lay down some new rules.”
  


  
    “Just what this Circle needs.” Faye returned to her seat at the table. “More rules.”
  


  
    “What do you propose?” Diana asked, speaking over Faye. “We’re listening.”
  


  
    Cassie realized she had the whole group’s attention. They watched her hopefully, like she might have some secret panacea to solve all their problems. She cleared her throat and tried to think of something fast.
  


  
    “Well, we know the hunters can’t mark someone without witnessing them doing magic. But once they’re marked, the next step is the killing curse, which means death. Ultimate death.”
  


  
    “Is this supposed to be a pep talk?” Sean called out.
  


  
    “Let her finish.” Nick glared at Sean with a deep mahogany stare.
  


  
    “I think we need to enact a buddy system. One hunter can’t perform the killing curse on a witch alone. The best thing we can do is make sure we’re not alone either,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Deborah let out a whoop of laughter. “That’s your big idea? For us to hold hands in the hallway like preschoolers?”
  


  
    “I never said it was a big idea,” Cassie said defensively. “It just makes sense for those of us who are marked to be with another Circle member at all times. Including overnight.”
  


  
    Faye’s honey-colored eyes blazed. “No way. I won’t agree to having a babysitter. I’d rather die.”
  


  
    “You just might die if youdon’tagree to this,” Melanie said. “It’s the only way we can be sure you and Laurel remain safe.”
  


  
    Laurel looked up from her untouched lunch. She didn’t appear any more eager than Faye to accept this new rule. “But Cassie, you said before that you’ve been talking to your mom about your father, and that you’re learning ancient things that could help us.”
  


  
    Cassie felt herself tense up. She could sense Adam’s cavernous eyes watching her, and she swore she could actually hear Diana’s jaw unhinge before any words escaped her mouth.
  


  
    “What ancient things?” Diana asked, with a hint of suspicion in her voice.
  


  
    The entire cafeteria seemed to fall silent and Cassie shifted uncomfortably. “I was just telling Laurel that my father once saved someone who was marked. I’m trying to learn more about how he did it.”
  


  
    Diana furrowed her brow at Cassie’s discomfort. She was unwilling to let the matter drop. “Do you think he used something similar to the witch-hunter curse we memorized from my Book of Shadows?”
  


  
    “Probably something like that,” Cassie said, trying to sound nonchalant and upbeat.
  


  
    “Why don’t we just use the witch-hunter curse from Diana’s book now? We know Max and his dad are hunters,” Suzan said. “I don’t understand what we’re waiting for.”
  


  
    “I second that,” Nick said.
  


  
    Diana released a frustrated breath. They’d been over this before. “Because this is our chance to use the hunters’ ignorance for more information. We still have surprise on our side. They don’t know we know who they are. And we also don’t know for sure how that curse works, or what it’ll do. It’s a very rough translation, so it’s our absolute last resort. If we try it and it doesn’t work, then we’ll all be marked in a matter of seconds.”
  


  
    “In other words,” Faye said, “we have no clue if those words we memorized are a witch-hunter curse or a fairy tale.”
  


  
    Diana was quiet for a few seconds. She chewed on her lip nervously.
  


  
    “We can’t rely on that mediocre, pieced-together translation from Diana’s book,” Adam said. “No offense to you, Diana, but whatever curse Black John used, that’s the one we want when we go up against the hunters.”
  


  
    Diana nodded and looked down at her hands. Adam turned to Cassie. She could tell he was struggling to restrain himself from telling the group about Black John’s book, but she also knew he’d never betray her trust, no matter how difficult it was for him.
  


  
    “What about the protection spell?” Laurel asked. “Shouldn’t that keep me and Faye safe enough so we can at least continue leading normal lives?”
  


  
    “It seems to be intact.” Diana raised her head, hesitantly. “But we don’t know how long it’ll last. That spell is kind of a one-shot deal, and once it wears off, that’s it.”
  


  
    “And,” Melanie said, “even if it does last, we can’t be sure it’s strong enough against the hunter’s killing curse. It probably isn’t.”
  


  
    Faye stared off into space, for once too upset to argue.
  


  
    Cassie momentarily considered her own situation. If the protection spell wore off, she’d really be powerless against Scarlett. As it was, she was jumping at every shadow and freezing up at the sight of every redhead who walked by.
  


  
    “How are you going to do it?” Faye called out to Cassie, like she’d just snapped out of a daydream. “How do you plan to figure out the curse Black John used?”
  


  
    Cassie glanced at Adam, but his expression kept her secret safely hidden.
  


  
    “I’m trying to learn what I can from my mother,” Cassie said. “She’s blocked out a lot of the past, but when I get her talking sometimes things come to light.”
  


  
    It was a good answer for being put on the spot, and even true. But Cassie knew it would take more to save her friends and defeat the hunters than simply getting her mother to talk about the past. She had to get her father’s book back.
  


  


  



  Chapter 4


  
    

  


  Cassie’s mother appeared at the top of the stairs the moment Cassie stepped through the door. “Good, it’s you,” she said. “I’m glad you’re home.”


  
    “Were you expecting somebody else?”
  


  
    “No need for sarcasm.” Her mother descended the stairs. “I’ve been concerned about you since last night. Since the incident.”
  


  
    “Incident,” Cassie said, as she dropped her bag on the kitchen table. “That’s one way of putting it.”
  


  
    Her mother followed her into the kitchen. “Lift up your sleeves. Let me see your hands.”
  


  
    “They don’t even hurt anymore,” Cassie said, lying. She pulled her sleeves back to reveal the aching burns. “They’ll probably be gone in a few days.”
  


  
    But her mother persisted and carefully examined the marks. “I prepared an ointment for you from some herbs in the garden. It’s cooling in the fridge.”
  


  
    Cassie sighed at her mother’s safeguarding, but the truth was, she was grateful. She’d felt strange since she’d woken up that morning, and her burns had been throbbing all day.
  


  
    Her mother fetched the stone mortar and pestle full of ointment from the fridge and took a seat at the kitchen table across from Cassie.
  


  
    The ointment was pea green and smelled like skunk. Her mother mixed it with her fingers and reached for Cassie’s hand. “The way that book heated up on you—I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”
  


  
    She focused on applying the medicine gently and evenly. “I want you to be honest with me and tell me if you feel any other effects from what happened.”
  


  
    “Effects like wincing every time I opened one of my schoolbooks today?”
  


  
    Her mother frowned. “This is serious, Cassie. I don’t want you going near it again, at least not until we figure out how to disable the guarding spell. It’s too dangerous.”
  


  
    Getting the book back from her mother was going to be more of a challenge than Cassie had anticipated. “But how else are we supposed to learn how to break the spell?” she asked. “It’s not like there’s anyone around here to ask.”
  


  
    Her mother was quiet for a few seconds. “Times like these, I wish your grandmother were still here. She knew a lot more about these things than I do.”
  


  
    Cassie had been thinking the same thing but hadn’t had the heart to say it aloud. When her grandmother died, she took all her years of knowledge and wisdom with her. She was irreplaceable.
  


  
    “At least I have you,” Cassie said, and she meant it. She and her mother had come a long way over the past few months, and Cassie believed she could tell her almost anything.
  


  
    As her mother wrapped Cassie’s medicine-covered skin in fresh gauze, Cassie explained everything that had happened that morning with the principal. She didn’t leave out a single detail; she was hoping to convince her mother how necessary it was to give the book another try.
  


  
    “I wish there was some way we could keep Faye and Laurel safe,” she said. “Actually, that reminds me. Is there anything else you can remember about Black John saving your friend from the hunters when you were younger?”
  


  
    Her mother thought for a moment. “It was some kind of spell. A curse, actually. I imagine it would be in his Book of Shadows.”
  


  
    The book. Cassie knew her question would lead right back to it.
  


  
    “I remember your father once saying,” her mother continued, “that the hunters themselves don’t have power. They don’t have magic. But they carry stone relics that have been passed down for centuries, and the relics are incredibly powerful. If the bond between hunter and relic can be broken, so can the marks on witches.”
  


  
    Cassie’s eyes lit up—there was a way! But her mother paused and her voice took on a serious tone. “Now, Cassie, I know what you’re thinking. You want to find that curse to save your friends, but you have to believe me when I tell you that you can’t use magic from a book you don’t understand. No dark magic can be used without grave consequences. Those burns on your hands were just the beginning.”
  


  
    Cassie agreed for the sake of her mother’s peace of mind.
  


  
    “But until we can figure out a way to use the book safely,” her mother said, “I think I have another way to help. I know the perfect place to keep Faye and Laurel safe.”
  


  
    This was a turn Cassie hadn’t anticipated. “Where?”
  


  
    “Right here. There’s a secret room in the house.”
  


  
    Cassie looked at her mother in disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
  


  
    Her mother laughed. “Your grandmother built it when tensions between the townspeople and witches started rising sixteen years ago, just before the storm that claimed so many lives.” She paused solemnly. “So many of your friends’ parents’ lives. She had it spelled for special protection. Come on, I’ll show it to you.”
  


  
    Cassie followed her mother to the stairs that led to the basement. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?” she asked.
  


  
    “You didn’t need it then.” Her mother led Cassie through the shadowy basement, which smelled of mold and mildew, and stopped in front of an old bookcase. “But you do now.”
  


  
    

  


  
    She raised her arms and rested her hands upon one of the dusty shelves. “I’m a little rusty,” her mother said. “But I think I can do it.” She closed her eyes and then focused her energy on the wall of books. She recited a wary chant in a tone of voice Cassie had never heard from her before:
  


  
    Enchanted threshold—


    door untold—


    reveal to me what you conceal.

  


  
    The edges of the bookshelf gradually began to glow, like the sun had just broken through a wall of clouds, and then a doorway appeared. Cassie couldn’t believe her eyes. It was an enchanted opening—a rippling portal made visible in the center of the shelves, just large enough to step through.
  


  
    Cassie’s mother was pleased with her success. “I guess after all these years I’ve still got it,” she said. “Go on, step inside.”
  


  
    Cassie cautiously crossed the threshold to look around. It was a large room, fully furnished like a studio apartment. There was a cast-iron bed, handmade lamps, and a tufted sofa. It was all so old-fashioned it looked antique, giving the space an unexpected elegance, like a nineteenth-century sitting room.
  


  
    “It needs a good dusting, that’s for sure,” her mother said. “But it’ll do the job. Should I start preparing it for your friends?”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. The room had its own kitchen nook and bathroom, and in the living room area there was even an old television set. “It’s perfect,” Cassie said. “Thank you.”
  


  
    They wasted no time getting started. Her mother dug out every cleaning appliance and disinfectant they owned. They stripped the beds and vacuumed the carpet, scrubbed the bathroom and scoured the kitchen countertops. Cassie brought down fresh linens and some food for the refrigerator. Faye and Laurel will be pleased, Cassie thought. As far as overnight hiding places went, this was a best-case scenario.
  


  
    When they were finished, Cassie’s mother gave her an affectionate squeeze and headed back upstairs. Cassie’s mind turned to her father’s book. She had to figure out where it was.
  


  
    She eyed the mysterious room. Her mother was so good at keeping secrets—too good. How would Cassie ever discover where she’d hidden the book? It could be anywhere.
  


  
    And then the answer unwrapped itself like a gift. The room was spelled for protection, which meant Cassie could safely perform a summoning spell to locate the book without fear of being caught by her mother—or the hunters.
  


  
    She listened for a moment to be sure there was no movement coming from upstairs and then tightly closed her eyes. She concentrated and whispered a simple incantation:
  


  
    

  


  
    Book of Shadows, I summon thee.
  


  
    Be released, appear to me.
  


  
    

  


  
    Nothing happened at first, but then Cassie felt a peculiar tugging at her throat, a pull from the necklace around her neck. She grasped its silver chain, quickly released its clasp, and held it out in front of her. The quivering pendant was clear quartz. Of course—it was a visionary stone. It must have begun picking up traces of the book’s energy.
  


  
    Cassie let the pendant hang from its silver chain and watched the delicate crystal spin until it aligned itself in a definite direction. Soon it started swinging in broad sweeping strokes, like a pendulum.
  


  
    Cassie took careful steps in the direction it led, keeping her hand steady as best she could. She followed the curve of its path, which was guiding her nowhere near the room’s exit but toward the couch in the sitting area. Was it possible her mother had hidden the book down here in the basement? A strange excitement filled Cassie’s chest as the silver chain straightened to a thin vertical line. The crystal stopped moving. It pointed and quaked at the floor directly below Cassie’s feet.
  


  
    Excitedly, Cassie lifted the throw rug to reveal the pale wooden slabs of flooring beneath it. There was a slight crack in one of the panels, barely visible to the eye but just large enough to dig out with her fingernail. It took a few tries to lift the board out of place, but once it was removed, the others were simple. And there was the book, nestled within a carefully carved divot like a tomb.
  


  
    Cassie eyed the dark book like a dormant enemy. She leaned in close to it and poked it with her pointer finger. Then, deciding it was safe to pick up, she held it in her hands.
  


  
    She couldn’t have Faye and Laurel lounging around so close to something so private and powerful. She wasn’t so concerned about Laurel using it, butFaye. She had to make sure Faye didn’t discover this book under any circumstances. The secret room was definitely no place for it.
  


  
    Cassie replaced the floorboards and the rug, then stood up to make her way to the stairs. She held the book close to her chest, trying to decide if she could sneak it past her mother by hiding it beneath her shirt. And then out of nowhere a foreign and mysterious feeling passed over her. She looked down at the book in her hands and had the overwhelming urge to open it, right then and there. She couldn’t say why. She was sure it would burn her again, but her desire for even that brutal punishment was so strong, it was like a craving. The need came from somewhere deep inside her.
  


  
    She looked around the room and listened for her mother’s footsteps upstairs. No one would know. Not her mother, not the Circle. It would be her own secret—all her own.
  


  
    The book seemed to be calling her, beckoning her.
  


  
    But Cassie thought back to her mother’s warnings, and shook her head to resist the urge. She quickly shoved the book under her shirt and ran upstairs to her bedroom before she had the chance to change her mind.
  


  
    She would wait until Adam was with her to open it—that was the smart thing to do. Until then she would conceal the book out of sight. She knew just the place: Beneath her bed was a gunmetal chest that locked with a key. Cassie kneeled down, pulled it out into the light, and stuffed the book inside. It pained her to let go of the book when she so badly wanted it near her, but she forced herself to slam the chest closed, lock it, and shove it back underneath her bed.
  


  
    The golden key to the chest felt warm in the palm of Cassie’s hand. She squeezed it tightly in her fist, realizing she would have to hide it in a separate place. She decided on her old wooden jewelry box, which had a hidden pullout bottom nobody knew about. Cassie gently placed the key inside, just beside the chalcedony rose Adam had given her.
  


  
    The two of them can keep an eye on each other, she thought, and then realized how ridiculous that was. Inanimate objects didn’t live and breathe. Right?
  


  


  



  Chapter 5


  
    

  


  It was the middle of the night, dark and quiet, when Cassie unlocked the gunmetal chest and reached inside for her father’s Book of Shadows. She held the book close to her face, and took a deep breath in. It smelled musty and old. She ran her palm over its soft, faded cover and traced its inscription with her finger. She wanted to absorb every detail. Finally, she pressed her thumb onto the worn oval on its corner—Black John’s fingerprint—and found it was a perfect fit.


  
    Cassie knew what she was doing was wrong. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t open the book without Adam. But she couldn’t control her own hands. They shook with excitement as she flipped through the book’s yellowed pages. The words printed there still appeared as wavy lines and ancient symbols, but they were somehow more familiar to her. She could sense their meaning; she could almost taste it. And as she continued scanning each page, from top to bottom, left to right, she could feel herself getting sucked into the book itself, like she was becoming a part of it and it a part of her. That dark feeling she was beginning to know so well filled her stomach, and then her heart. Soon it was shivering provocatively through her whole body.
  


  
    With a final shudder, Cassie startled awake. All was still and silent in her room. It was just a bad dream, she thought, but a painful throbbing ran from the tips of her fingers up the length of her wrists.
  


  
    Cassie reached over to her lamp on the nightstand and found she could barely grip the switch to turn it on. But when she did, the light revealed an alarming sight: The marks on her hands had deepened to a shocking crimson. And, Cassie noticed, there was a dark red, cruel-looking welt on the inside of her left palm. It was a new mark.
  


  
    But the book was locked away—there was no way Cassie could have actually touched it. Could she?
  


  
    She ducked under her bed to check for the gunmetal chest. She’d positioned it just so, perfectly aligned with a faint line on the floorboard, so she could easily tell if someone discovered and tampered with it.
  


  
    The chest was in place with its lock still fastened. Next, Cassie checked her jewelry box. The key was there, lying innocently beside the chalcedony rose, just as she’d left it.
  


  
    But Cassie was sure she’d had the book in her hands—how else could these new marks be explained? And she was positive she’d actually been reading the book. Shefeltdifferent. A strange energy surged through her veins. It felt like strength, like capability. Like power.
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie woke up the next morning to find her mother pulling open the curtains in her room, filling it with bright sunlight. “You were really in a deep sleep,” her mother said. “You snored right through your alarm.”
  


  
    Cassie glanced down at her burned hands and hid them beneath the bedspread.
  


  
    “Your friends came by about an hour ago,” her mother continued. “But I sent them home.”
  


  
    Cassie sat up and tried to get her bearings. “You sent them home? We were supposed to have a Circle meeting.”
  


  
    “You seemed to need your rest more.” Her mother patted Cassie aside and sat next to her. “I went ahead and told your friends about the secret room in the basement. And I already spoke to Faye’s mother and Laurel’s guardians about letting them spend their nights here. Everything’s all set. That’s one less thing for you to worry about.”
  


  
    Cassie’s mouth was dry and her mind was still groggy, but she was awake enough to understand that her mother was supporting her in a whole new way. She had basically sat in on Cassie’s Circle meeting for her and single-handedly accomplished everything on the agenda. Her mother, the same woman who had refused to even utter the wordwitchcraftone year earlier. “And another thing,” her mom said. “You and your friends are going to the spring dance. It’s been decided.”
  


  
    For a second Cassie thought she might be dreaming again, but then she noticed her mother’s sly smile. “Really,” Cassie said. “The Circle decided that. And I’m sure you played no part in convincing them.”
  


  
    “Guilty as charged.” Her mother raised up her hands, defenseless. “I think you all deserve a break. And it’ll be a good reminder that you’re in high school—these are supposed to be the best years of your life.”
  


  
    True,Cassie thought. She was in high school, but she also had people’s lives in her hands. Not to mention her own.
  


  
    “Are you hungry?” her mother asked, changing the subject before Cassie could protest the dance. “You must be, it’s already lunchtime. I’ll fix us something to eat.”
  


  
    She was already through the door headed for the kitchen when Cassie called out to her. “Mom—thank you.” Cassie knew just how lucky she was, not only to have a mother—unlike most of her friends—but to havehermother.
  


  
    “Mmhmm,” her mother replied modestly, like it was nothing at all.
  


  
    Cassie let her head drop back onto her pillow. Her mind immediately began to spin. She needed to tell Adam about the dream she had had last night, if it had been a dream at all. Even now, as exhausted as she felt, Cassie had the urge to grab the book and search its pages for anything resembling the witch-hunter curse.
  


  
    Cassie reached for her cell phone to quickly text Adam: What are you up to? Can you come over?
  


  
    He instantly wrote back:
  


  
    

  


  
    Can’t. Taking Grandma to doctor, remember? But I’ll see you tonight.
  


  
    

  


  
    That’s right. She knew Adam was busy today, but they’d made plans to have the evening to themselves. Where was her head? The restless night had left her brain foggy and confused.
  


  
    A night alone with Adam was exactly what Cassie needed. In addition to everything about the book and the dream, there was something even more overwhelming weighing on Cassie’s mind: She had to talk to Adam about the cord she’d seen connecting Adam to Scarlett on the night Scarlett left town. Whether or not Adam had seen it, and whether or not talking about it would be like throwing a hammer through the glass window of their relationship, it had to be addressed tonight. There could be no more secrets between them.
  


  
    Cassie crawled out of bed and headed toward the sweet smells wafting from the kitchen. She’d better eat; she’d need her strength later.
  


  
    

  


  
    Faye and Laurel appeared at Cassie’s front door that afternoon with suitcases in tow. “Pop the champagne,” Faye said sarcastically as she stepped inside. “We’re here to prepare for our extended slumber party.”
  


  
    Laurel sped past her and asked where the secret room was. She obviously didn’t want to waste any time with small talk.
  


  
    “Follow me,” Cassie said. She was still feeling shaken up from her nightmare and had hoped the doorbell would be Adam arriving early, but for Faye’s and Laurel’s sake she tried to sound pleasant. She also did her best to keep her burns covered, though that was becoming more and more challenging. The sleeves of her shirts were getting stretched out from constantly pulling them down over her hands.
  


  
    “This feels like something out of an Edgar Allan Poe story,” Faye said as Cassie led them downstairs and through the basement. “Wasn’t he a fan of burying people alive?”
  


  
    Laurel nodded. “In catacombs. Subterranean receptacles of the dead.”
  


  
    “I think you’ll have a change of heart when you see it,” Cassie said.
  


  
    When they reached the bookcase, Cassie explained how it worked as a secret door. Then she closed her eyes, focused her energy on the wall of books, and recited the words her mother had used: “Enchanted threshold, door untold, reveal to me what you conceal.”
  


  
    Surprise flashed across Faye’s and Laurel’s faces the moment the doorway appeared in the bookshelf.
  


  
    “Your grandmother was a sneaky lady,” Faye said. “A woman of my own kind.”
  


  
    Laurel stepped inside the room and picked up a plush throw pillow from the sofa. “It’s like Victorian England in here.”
  


  
    “I’m glad you like it.” Cassie smiled. “I want you both to be comfortable.”
  


  
    “It certainly has less of a bomb-shelter feel than I expected,” said Faye. Cassie knew that was the closest thing to a compliment she was going to get.
  


  
    Faye claimed her side of the room and immediately began taking things out of her suitcase and spreading them around—some candles and perfume bottles, her makeup case, her favorite jewelry.
  


  
    “What we should be doing,” Faye said, as she arranged her nail polishes and lipsticks upon the dresser by color, “is taking action against Max and his dad. I don’t understand what we’re waiting for.”
  


  
    “Wearetaking action.” Cassie tried to sound patient but firm. “But it’s important for you two to keep under the radar as best you can.”
  


  
    “It’s not fair,” Laurel blurted out. She was standing over her closed suitcase, not as quick to settle in as Faye.
  


  
    “I know,” Cassie said, as sympathetically as she could. “But I promise you, Laurel, we’ll do what we have to do. In the meantime, keeping close to the Circle is the best way to truly be safe.”
  


  
    “I still want to go to the Spring Fling tomorrow night,” Faye said, without looking up from her tincture collection. The tiny vials ranged from innocuous-looking browns to malicious purples. “The rest of the Circle will be there. There’s no reason Laurel and I should have to miss it.”
  


  
    Cassie didn’t bat an eye. “You’re free to go to the dance if you want to. But Mr. Boylan and Max will be there, too, and there’ll only be a handful of chaperones guarding an endless number of dark hallways. Need I remind you of Jeffrey Lovejoy hanging dead in the boiler room the night of the homecoming dance last year? Is that what you want to happen to you, Faye?”
  


  
    Cassie didn’t realize until a moment too late that she’d been yelling. Her face and neck felt flushed and she’d broken into a sweat.
  


  
    Faye was so caught off guard by Cassie’s eruption, her only response was stunned silence. Laurel backed away from her, awestruck.
  


  
    Cassie’s hands were balled into fists. When she released them, the burns on her skin tingled.
  


  
    “Cassie’s right,” Laurel said, still eyeing Faye with an expression of alarm. “Forget the stupid dance. We’ll hang out here and watch a movie. Your pick.”
  


  
    Faye simply nodded, which was a more agreeable gesture than Cassie thought she was capable of. It wasn’t like Faye to let anyone off easy, and Cassie was grateful for it.
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” Cassie said, trying to inject a new calm into her voice. “I didn’t mean to snap at you like that.”
  


  
    Faye returned to her suitcase and resumed unpacking, but she refused to look Cassie in the eye.
  


  
    “Faye,” Cassie said, softening her voice further. “I don’t know what came over me. I think I’m just on edge with everything going on.”
  


  
    It was the best she could do for a peace offering, but Faye wasn’t taking the bait.
  


  
    “It’s okay, Cassie,” Laurel said. She’d finally opened her suitcase and had begun removing her things, laying them out neatly on the dresser. “None of us feel like ourselves these days.”
  


  
    Faye sprayed her neck and wrists with perfume and then rubbed them together. “I feel just fine,” she said, as the air around her grew heavy with the perfume’s invigorating scent. “Better than fine, in fact. Unlike some people, I’m in complete control of myself.”
  


  
    She glanced at Cassie at last, as if she were deciding to pursue an argument or let it go.
  


  
    “I guess you’re a stronger person than I am,” Cassie said, knowing that was the one thing she could say to make Faye feel better.
  


  
    And it did. After a few seconds, Faye’s eyebrows relaxed and she said, “At least you’re willing to admit that.”
  


  
    Then she moved to her bed, opened her laptop, and asked, “Can we at least get Wi-Fi down here?”
  


  
    Cassie smiled. “I think that’s the least I can do.” And just like that, she’d been forgiven for her outburst.
  


  


  



  Chapter 6


  
    

  


  “I know we said this would be our evening alone, but Raj has been suffering from some major separation anxiety lately.” Adam was on Cassie’s doorstep with a pizza box in one hand and a dog leash in the other.


  
    “It’s okay.” Cassie bent down to give the shaggy dog a loving pat. “We’re not completely alone with Jekyll and Hyde downstairs anyway. At least Raj can’t order me around like a maidservant.”
  


  
    Adam’s eyes softened. “Has it gotten that bad already?” he asked, nodding in the direction of Faye and Laurel in the basement.
  


  
    “Let’s just say I’d love to take this pizza to go.”
  


  
    “A picnic on the bluff. That’s a great idea. Let’s do it.” Adam tugged on Raj’s leash and the dog sniffed and snorted, almost too excited for Adam to keep hold of him.
  


  
    Cassie grabbed a jacket and followed Adam out the door. Of course it was impossible for Faye and Laurel to hear her, but Cassie still couldn’t bring herself to open up to Adam about her nightmare or the cord with her friends so close by. Whether it was pure paranoia or not, having a heart-to-heart with Adam out in the fresh air on the bluff seemed like a far superior option.
  


  
    Adam kept Raj in check as he and Cassie made their way along Crowhaven Road, arm in arm, savoring the beautiful night. Cassie felt safe and protected with Adam, but she couldn’t help surveying the surrounding area, scanning every tree and shadow, alert to any movement or sound. She knew Scarlett or a hunter could be behind any one of the many crooked mailboxes or lopsided lampposts along their way.
  


  
    The bluff was tranquil, a rocky fort of solitude. The night was quiet in a way that usually made Cassie feel calm, but tonight she wanted to scream as loud as she could and shatter it.
  


  
    Adam instructed Raj to lie down, then opened up the pizza box and handed Cassie a drooping, dripping slice. “I got your favorite. Hawaiian.”
  


  
    Cassie accepted the slice from him and took a small bite before diving right into what she’d been waiting to say. “I have to tell you something,” Cassie said. Her words echoed into the night. “I had a dream last night.”
  


  
    “By the tone of your voice,” Adam said while chewing, “I’m guessing it wasn’t a good one.”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head. “And it was so real. I’m not sure if it actually happened.”
  


  
    “If it was a dream, Cassie, of course it didn’t happen. Are you saying you had another vision? Was it Scarlett?”
  


  
    “No. This was something else.” Cassie looked down from the sloping cliff to the lapping water below. “In the dream I was reading my father’s Book of Shadows, absorbing all of its energy. And then when I woke up my hands had been burned. See this?”
  


  
    Cassie set her slice of pizza down and lifted her shirtsleeve to show Adam the new burn on the inside of her hand. “That wasn’t there before I went to bed.”
  


  
    Adam closely examined the mark. “Okay, that’s weird,” he said. “Do you think you were reading the book in your sleep?”
  


  
    Cassie pulled her sleeve back down and picked at a pineapple bit on top of her pizza. “I don’t know. When I woke up, I found it locked away just as I’d left it before I went to bed. It really doesn’t make any sense.”
  


  
    “Have you told anyone else about this?”
  


  
    “No, just you. And I want to keep it that way.”
  


  
    Adam’s face took on an air of seriousness as his eyes wandered across the bluff. Cassie could tell he was trying to come up with some explanation or solution, but not finding any.
  


  
    “We have to find out more about that book,” he said. “It’s time for us to learn how dark magic works.”
  


  
    Cassie stiffened at the wordsdark magic. It wasn’t something she wanted to be associated with, especially in Adam’s mind. But Adam was right.
  


  
    “I want to try to open the book,” Cassie said. “With you at my side. I know for sure the witch-hunter curse my father used is in there and I want us to research it together.”
  


  
    “I think that’s a good idea.” Adam put aside his half-eaten slice of pizza and held Cassie by the shoulders. “I understand your fears about telling the rest of the Circle about this, but they might be able to help. Diana’s Book of Shadows has a lot of information in it. We should at least tell her, if not the others.”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head. “Not yet.”
  


  
    “Diana’s not going to judge you,” Adam said. “You know that.”
  


  
    “There’s more to it than that, Adam.”
  


  
    Cassie could see how strongly Adam disagreed with her, so she had to remain firm. “This is a private matter,” she said. “A family matter. It’s not for you to decide who should and shouldn’t know about it.”
  


  
    “Fine.” Adam exhaled loudly. “When you’re ready then.”
  


  
    For a few seconds his frustration was palpable. He got quiet and picked a pebble off the ground, worrying it between his fingers.
  


  
    But soon enough he lobbed the pebble into the water and refocused on Cassie. “I’m with you on this,” he said. “I need you to know that.”
  


  
    Cassie reached out to pull Adam closer. She buried her head in his chest and he rested his chin on her hair. Raj barked and jumped with jealousy. He nosed at their legs and pawed at their feet until Cassie gave in and bent down to give him a pat on the head. Adam laughed and stroked the dog’s disheveled coat.
  


  
    “I think Raj is right,” Adam said. “We’ve had enough serious talk for one night.” He returned to his pizza and bit off a mouthful.
  


  
    “Actually, there’s one more thing.” Cassie looked down at the dewy ground. As much as she wanted to forget all her troubles and enjoy her time with Adam, she knew she couldn’t keep the cord a secret from him any longer.
  


  
    “More bad news?” Adam said with a smile. “Have you been saving it all up for this one walk?”
  


  
    “Kind of.” Cassie couldn’t bear to fake levity. “I’ve kept this inside for a while now.”
  


  
    Adam commanded Raj to sit and tried to read Cassie’s expression. “What is it?”
  


  
    “I saw something,” Cassie said, in a barely audible voice. “That night in Cape Cod. When I was in your arms. I saw the cord, our cord.”
  


  
    “Okay.”
  


  
    “But I also saw a second cord. Going from you to Scarlett.”
  


  
    “I don’t understand what you’re telling me,” Adam said, but Cassie knew he must have perfectly understood what she was saying.
  


  
    “It looked just like ours,” Cassie explained. “But it was between the two of you. What do you think that means?”
  


  
    Adam shook his head. “I didn’t see anything like that.”
  


  
    Cassie didn’t want this to turn into an argument, but denying it wouldn’t help any. They couldn’t just pretend this away. “I saw it with my own eyes,” she said. “I could almost reach out and touch it.”
  


  
    “Cassie.” Adam took Cassie’s face into his hands and made her look him in the eye. “Whatever conclusion your mind is racing to right now, stop it. You were close to dying when you think you saw that cord. You must have been hallucinating in the smoke.”
  


  
    “Adam …” Cassie started to say, but he interrupted.
  


  
    “The silver cord is just between us. That’s how soul mates work.”
  


  
    “What if you have more than one soul mate? That’s what I’m asking.”
  


  
    “I don’t even think that’s possible.” Adam wrapped his arms around Cassie’s torso. “And any cord aside, I love you, Cassie. Only you. With everything I have.”
  


  
    “I love you too, but—”
  


  
    Adam kissed Cassie on the mouth, softly at first and then with more passion. The kisses made Cassie feel dizzy and light-headed in a way that made her want to giggle out loud. Even more so, she felt him—his essence—intertwining with hers.
  


  
    Then Adam abruptly pulled away. “Did you feel that?”
  


  
    “Of course I did.”
  


  
    “That’s all the proof I need. Cord or no cord. So forget about what you think you saw when you were half-conscious.” Adam kissed Cassie again, this time affectionately on the cheek.
  


  
    His lips felt warm and loving on her skin, and she couldn’t deny the feeling she got every time Adam kissed her. He was right about that much.
  


  
    “I only wish you’d told me this sooner,” he said. “I hate that you’ve been worrying about this.”
  


  
    “You would tell me if you saw it, wouldn’t you, Adam?” Cassie wasn’t sure where the question came from. She never doubted Adam’s word before. She’d never had a reason to.
  


  
    But Adam hesitated in a way that caught her attention. His answer didn’t come with the immediacy of honesty.
  


  
    “Of course I’d tell you,” he said, calmly and dismissively, only after he’d faltered. “I didn’t see a thing. And I don’t think you did either.”
  


  
    Perhaps it was all in Cassie’s head, but Adam didn’t sound quite convincing enough. Maybe she was even more confused and paranoid than she realized.
  


  
    Cassie turned away, focusing her attention on the long murky line of Crowhaven houses in the distance behind them. Like Adam said, cord aside, their relationship had grown and evolved way beyond love at first sight.
  


  
    “You know what I think?” Adam said in a lighter tone. “I think it’s time you allowed yourself to relax. Your mother’s right—you’re taking on too much.”
  


  
    “She said that to you?”
  


  
    Adam nodded. “At the meeting you slept through this morning. But she didn’t have to. We can all see it, Cassie. And you’re not alone.” Cassie started to respond, but Adam got that goofy look on his face once more.
  


  
    “Will you do me the honor of being my date for the Spring Fling? We could use a little fun, hunters be damned. And I can’t think of a better person to have on my arm than you.”
  


  
    Cassie giggled in spite of herself. But her gaze shifted back to Crowhaven Road, all the way down to the blackened depths of the bottom of the hill. “That sounds perfect, but I don’t know if we can afford to make fun a priority right now.”
  


  
    Then Cassie paused and thought better of the idea. “On second thought,” she said, “the dance might be just the opportunity we need to get close to the principal and Max in a public setting, to see if we can figure out some of their weaknesses, or find out more about their stone relics.”
  


  
    “Cassie. You’re missing the point. Your only concern should be making sure I wear the right color bow tie.”
  


  
    “Come on, Adam, I know you better than that. You’re always putting Circle business first, before everything else.”
  


  
    Adam blushed with guilt. “Okay, you’re right. Using the dance to get close to the hunters had crossed my mind. But that is all the more reason we both need a night off.” His eyes flickered in the moonlight and he reached for Cassie’s hand. “No magic. Just go to the dance and have a nice time—simple as that.”
  


  
    Adam was so much better than Cassie at being happy these days. Maybe some awful punch and silly dancing with her friends and boyfriend was just what she needed to clear out the black cloud that had settled into her chest. At the very least she could pretend to be excited about it—for Adam’s sake, and her mother’s peace of mind.
  


  
    Cassie accepted Adam’s hand and let him draw her in, ballroom dance–style.
  


  
    “Pink,” she whispered into his ear. “For your bow tie.”
  


  
    Adam took a step back. “Seriously? Couldn’t you choose a color that’s a bit more manly?”
  


  
    “Nope. Pink it is.”
  


  


  



  Chapter 7


  
    

  


  For a dance in the school gymnasium, the Spring Fling wasn’t bad. The walls were camouflaged with cheerful decorations and multicolored streamers. Twinkling lights hung from the ceiling like shooting stars. The basketball hoops were tied back and filled with bright, pungent flowers—primroses, tulips, and chrysanthemums—masking the smell of adolescent sweat. The gym had been completely transformed.


  
    As promised, Adam had matched his bow tie to Cassie’s pink halter dress perfectly. She fiddled with its knot now, straightening it solely as an excuse to touch him.
  


  
    “Would you get me a glass of punch?” she asked. “Or else I might have to start kissing you.”
  


  
    Adam grinned. “I’ll be right back.”
  


  
    Cassie stood alone for a moment and gazed around the gymnasium. Everyone from the Circle had come except for Faye and Laurel, and Melanie, who thought Laurel would need moral support being cooped up with Faye. Cassie thought about giving them a call to check in and see how they were doing, but then Nick appeared before her.
  


  
    “You look beautiful,” he said.
  


  
    He’d caught Cassie by surprise, so she laughed, embarrassed. “Thank you. You don’t look half bad yourself.”
  


  
    Nick stared down at himself, wearing his regular jeans, T-shirt, and leather jacket. “I didn’t really dress for the occasion,” he said. “But this is a clean shirt, so I guess that’s something.”
  


  
    Cassie laughed again and a sudden warmth came to her cheeks.
  


  
    “Do you feel like dancing?” Nick asked.
  


  
    Cassie hesitated.
  


  
    An air of mischief crept into Nick’s face. “I’m only asking because I know you, Cassie Blake, came here with a very specific mission to have some fun tonight. I couldn’t let you go home a failure.”
  


  
    “Then how could I possibly say no?” Cassie allowed Nick to lead her onto the dance floor.
  


  
    Whatever song the band was playing was loud and boisterous, nothing Cassie recognized, but it felt good to let her guard down and just enjoy the music—to enjoy the simple pleasure of being a girl at a dance. Nick skipped and bopped about trying to amuse her. She knew he actually hated dancing and that this was all for her benefit. Cassie appreciated the effort and followed his lead, synchronizing her steps to his until together they were making quite a scene.
  


  
    From the dance floor Cassie saw that Adam had returned with her punch, and Diana was behind him with a glass for herself.
  


  
    Nick dashed for them, took the cups from their hands to set them aside, and then pulled them onto the dance floor, too. Deborah and Suzan were quick to join in, and before Cassie knew it, Nick had single-handedly altered the energy of the whole group. They were all being silly, rambunctiously bumping into their classmates on the dance floor, infuriating them in the process. It made Cassie remember when she and Nick were together, and how sometimes his refusal to take anything seriously was just the thing she needed to get out of her own head and start having a good time.
  


  
    Then the music changed to a slow song—one of Cassie’s favorites. She looked at Adam, hoping he would ask her to dance, but she noticed his attention was elsewhere. He was watching someone.
  


  
    “Max is here,” he said. “Act natural.”
  


  
    “Whatever that means,” Nick mumbled under his breath. He turned around and cut through the crowd toward the punch bowl. Their merriment was nothing more than a lingering memory.
  


  
    “It’s supposed to be our night off,” Suzan said, pouting. “Remember? No policing tonight.”
  


  
    But Cassie knew it was only a matter of time before the Spring Fling became about Circle business, just like everything else. Come to think of it, she was surprised it had taken this long. The group dutifully exited the dance floor and gathered near the back wall.
  


  
    Max sauntered over to them with his usual air of confidence. He was dressed in a black shirt, black pants, and a necktie as brilliantly green as his eyes. “Hey,” he said, greeting Diana first, as always. “Is Faye around? I can’t find her.”
  


  
    “Didn’t she tell you?” Diana said. “Faye’s got a terrible cold.”
  


  
    “Oh,” Max said, disappointed. “No, I didn’t know. She hasn’t answered any of my calls.” When Max pouted, his features softened, bringing out the boyish charm to his face.
  


  
    Diana frowned sympathetically. “Don’t take it personally. She’s been knocked out on decongestants since yesterday. I bet she turned her phone off.”
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t tell if Max was buying Diana’s story or not. She thought he looked more confused than skeptical, but Diana must have sensed some suspicion in him because she didn’t stop there.
  


  
    “Just because Faye’s not here doesn’t mean your night should be ruined,” Diana said to him.
  


  
    Max cracked a sideways, hopeful smile.
  


  
    “Dance with me,” Diana said. And before Max could even react, she grabbed him by the arm and hurried him to the dance floor. The band was still playing a slow song, so Diana clasped her arms around the back of Max’s neck and let him hold her lower back.
  


  
    Max gazed into Diana’s eyes as if he couldn’t believe his good fortune. All his arrogance and swagger had given way to a sturdy modesty, and he held Diana with care. Faye was the furthest thing from his mind, Cassie was sure of that.
  


  
    “I know we want to keep an eye on Max,” Adam said. “But this is ridiculous.”
  


  
    Cassie noticed Adam’s jaw tighten as he watched the couple dance. Diana was laughing, squeezing Max close, having what appeared to be a pretty good time. Cassie wouldn’t dare say so to Adam, but she couldn’t help but sense Diana wasn’t thinking about the Circle anymore.
  


  
    A few minutes later, Chris, Doug, and Sean turned up at Cassie’s side.
  


  
    “Do you see what I see?” Chris asked, and Cassie followed his gaze to the opposite side of the gym.
  


  
    It was Mr. Boylan, standing with his arms crossed in a finely cut dark suit, his gaze locked on Max and Diana on the dance floor.
  


  
    “He looks like he’s about to kill someone,” Doug said. “What should we do?”
  


  
    Just then Mr. Boylan turned the other way and stormed out of the gym.
  


  
    “Follow him,” Cassie said.
  


  
    The three of them—Chris, Doug, and Sean—bolted toward the exit without a moment’s hesitation. Cassie saw from the look on his face that Adam was anxious to join them.
  


  
    “This is my chance to search Mr. Boylan’s office,” he said. “For his relic.”
  


  
    So much for a night off, Cassie thought. But if Adam could steal Boylan’s relic from him it would be the equivalent of robbing him of his power. He couldn’t perform the killing curse without it.
  


  
    Cassie grazed Adam’s cheek with her hand and nodded. “It’s a good idea, but you shouldn’t go alone. You’ll need a lookout.”
  


  
    “We’ll go,” Deborah said. She and Suzan stepped forward, a little too anxiously. “We’ve been itching for something interesting to happen all night. Or at least I have.” She acknowledged Suzan, who was still sulking about being pulled from the dance floor.
  


  
    “Be careful,” Cassie said, as if it were an order. She was still a Circle leader, after all. “I’ll keep an eye on Diana and Max.”
  


  
    Adam gave Cassie’s hand a squeeze and then took off. Deborah and Suzan followed him toward the hallway that led to Mr. Boylan’s office. Cassie allowed herself a moment to breathe, to remind herself that though everything was suddenly happening so fast, it was all under control. Her control. Then Nick materialized from the crowd with another glass of punch for Cassie.
  


  
    “I’m pretty sure it’s not spiked,” he said. “But at this rate I think we can both at least count on a sugar high.” Then he noticed the expression on Cassie’s face. “What’s going on?” His dark brown eyes darted back and forth. “Where is everyone?”
  


  
    “Chris, Doug, and Sean are tailing Boylan. Adam, Deborah, and Suzan are searching his office.”
  


  
    “I thought we were here to take it easy,” Nick said.
  


  
    “Change of plan.” Cassie scoped the gymnasium for Diana’s blond hair and Max’s broad shoulders, but they’d gotten lost in the swarm of students. “Do you see Diana anywhere?”
  


  
    Nick inspected every couple on the dance floor then shook his head. “It’s too crowded. But I have an idea.” He ran to the punch table and, to the dismay of the servers, climbed up on top of it for a better view. He scanned the room back and forth and then he froze in place. His sharp features turned deathly serious.
  


  
    “Cassie,” he whispered, and jumped down. But before he could utter another word, Cassie caught sight of a wild mane of dyed-red hair. It was no hallucination this time. No paranoia. Right in the center of the crowd was Scarlett.
  


  
    Nick looked ready to pounce, but he didn’t move a muscle. “She’s casting a spell,” he said.
  


  
    Scarlett’s arms were rigid at her sides and her eyes were as black as marbles. She was muttering something under her breath, obviously some kind of dark magic.
  


  
    “We have to get you out of here,” Nick said. “Right now!”
  


  
    Cassie was smart enough not to argue. She and Nick rushed toward the nearest exit, but suddenly everyone around them started to act odd. Their necks went soft and their heads drooped down. Their classmates had all fallen into a stupor.
  


  
    Nick shot a look at Cassie. “What the heck is going on?” He positioned himself between Cassie and the nearest group blocking the exit.
  


  
    Whatever Scarlett was doing seemed to be affecting everyone but Cassie and Nick. But it soon became clear that their classmates were simply collateral damage. With them out of the way, Scarlett now had a clear shot at her intended target. She redirected all her wicked mumbling straight at Cassie:
  


  
    

  


  
    Spirant ultimus spiritus
  


  
    Ultimus spiritus vitae
  


  
    

  


  
    Suddenly all the air rushed out of Cassie’s lungs and she couldn’t inhale any more in. It was like a clamp had fastened around her throat, blocking her breath. She brought her hands to her neck and turned to Nick. There was no breath to enable a scream.
  


  
    Nick ran to her as if it were a simple piece of food lodged in her throat, as if the Heimlich maneuver could save her—but there was nothing he could do. And with their stupefied classmates crowding every exit, there was no way to escape.
  


  
    Cassie’s head spun from the lack of oxygen. She reached out for Nick as she fell to the gymnasium floor.
  


  


  



  Chapter 8


  
    

  


  Nick screamed Cassie’s name. He was bent over her, trying to get her to breathe, but Cassie could feel herself losing consciousness with each second that passed. The yellow gymnasium light, their comatose classmates, and even Scarlett’s wicked voice had blended into a soft, shadowy haze. Then Nick stood up and raised his arms with outstretched hands.


  No!Cassie tried to cry out—the worst thing Nick could do right now was perform magic out in the open—but no sound escaped her gaping mouth.


  
    Nick centered his energy, closed his eyes, and made his voice deep:
  


  
    

  


  
    I call on the Power of Air, the element from the East, I call you from the atmosphere to Cassie’s lungs.
  


  
    

  


  
    He repeated the spell three times, louder each moment, but Cassie continued to fade out of consciousness. The whole world diffused; sound ceased. There was nothing. And then all at once she gasped like a drowned woman resuscitated, reclaiming her life with one greedy breath after another.
  


  
    Her vision sharpened with each inhalation, and she climbed to her feet just as Nick raised his hands to call out another spell—this time not at Cassie, but up at the ceiling:
  


  
    

  


  
    Motion of heart, current of soul, spark to my hands, at the speed of light.
  


  
    

  


  
    His face took on a lustrous glow and electricity seemed to pass through him, up from his feet and out of his fingertips.
  


  
    The overhead bulbs flashed and then burst, raining down spectacular long-tailed sparks like fireworks. Then the gym went black as night.
  


  
    “Run,” Nick said, grabbing Cassie’s hand.
  


  
    Their stupefied classmates panicked in the sudden darkness. Cassie could no longer see them, but she could hear them grunting and groaning. Their elbows and knees knocked against the gym floor as they tumbled over one another in a massive stampede.
  


  
    Cassie and Nick raced through the maze of bodies, heading for the emergency exit, without once looking back to see what had become of Scarlett. They stormed through the fire door out to the side parking lot, where they ran straight into the rest of the Circle.
  


  
    “Are you all right?” Diana asked in alarm. “What just happened in the gym?”
  


  
    Nick and Cassie hurriedly explained the situation and Diana’s mouth dropped open. “Scarlett’s here?”
  


  
    Both Henderson brothers bolted back to the gym to find her. Cassie screamed for them not to, but they were already gone.
  


  
    “Someone has to stop them,” she cried out. “They’ll get themselves killed.”
  


  
    “I’ll go,” Deborah said, taking off in the same direction as the Hendersons. Suzan followed just behind her.
  


  
    Diana searched Cassie for any sign of an injury. “Are you sure you’re okay? You aren’t hurt?”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. “I’m fine. I think we got out just in time. Where’s Adam?”
  


  
    “Right here.” Adam walked up to the group, looking pale. His hands were trembling slightly and they were empty of Mr. Boylan’s relic. “Cassie,” he said. “Have you been out here long?”
  


  
    “I’m okay,” Cassie said to reassure him.
  


  
    Adam appeared more shaken than she was. His breathing was heavy and his forehead was soaked with sweat. He scanned the surrounding area with apprehension.
  


  
    “Scarlett’s nowhere to be found,” Chris called out as he and Doug exited the gym to rejoin the group. Deborah and Suzan were alongside him.
  


  
    “The lights are still out, but everyone in the gym is back to normal,” Doug said. “Which is too bad, really. I kind of liked the idea of them all being zombified.”
  


  
    Cassie looked at Nick, happy he was okay. He was so quick to react, and he’d saved her life, but she never intended for him to be in danger like that. Especially with Mr. Boylan and Max around.
  


  
    Nick returned her gaze. He seemed to understand exactly what she was thinking and he smiled reassuringly for her. It was just then that Cassie saw something glisten on the sleeve of his leather jacket. It was dim at first, but once she noticed it, it appeared to shine more clearly. It was the hunter symbol.
  


  
    “Nick,” she said, but that was the only word she could get out.
  


  
    He registered Cassie’s expression and then watched everyone else’s face fall into the same shock.
  


  
    “What?” he asked. “Why do you all look like you’ve seen a ghost?”
  


  
    “Your sleeve,” Diana said. “You’ve been marked.”
  


  
    Cassie went to him, but Nick shook her off. He searched his jacket and located the mark. He concentrated hard on it, squinting as if trying to understand it, but had no other reaction.
  


  
    “So I have,” he said, in a voice as still and cold as stone.
  


  
    

  


  
    Adam barely said a word the whole car ride home to Cassie’s. Cassie didn’t take it personally; she didn’t feel much like making conversation either. What was there to say after an evening like this? But when Adam parked in front of her house, he cut the engine and turned to her like he had something to get off his chest.
  


  
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay on your couch for the night?” he asked. “Scarlett might still be coming after you.”
  


  
    There was a chill in the air that made Cassie shiver. “Thank you,” she said. “But I’ll be okay. Faye and Laurel are there, and Faye wouldn’t miss the chance to act on some of her anger if Scarlett showed up.”
  


  
    “That’s true, I guess.” Adam tapped his fingers on the steering wheel.
  


  
    Cassie was wearing his suit jacket draped over her shoulders to keep warm. She went to take it off and give it back to him, but he stopped her.
  


  
    “Keep it on a little longer,” he said. He made no motion to restart the car’s engine. Something else was obviously on his mind.
  


  
    Cassie feared she knew what it was. Adam was concerned that Nick being marked would mean he’d have to start spending the night in Cassie’s basement. The two of them would be sleeping under the same roof.
  


  
    She decided to help him along. “Adam,” she said. “About Nick staying here …”
  


  
    Adam stared straight ahead. “It’s not that,” he said. “Can I ask you one more time what happened when the lights went out in the school?”
  


  
    “I told you,” Cassie said. “Nothing happened with Nick while you were gone that you need to worry about.”
  


  
    “I just need to hear it again.”
  


  
    Cassie had already given Adam a detailed account of her and Nick’s every move from the moment they spotted Scarlett to their escape. But she repeated the story anyway.
  


  
    “It’s just so strange,” he said, unable to look at her.
  


  
    “Adam, what are you freaking out about? I know if you had been there when Scarlett showed up, you would have protected me, just like Nick did. I don’t doubt that for a second.”
  


  
    Finally Adam turned to Cassie, allowing her to see his tearful eyes. “I felt something,” he said. “An arm brushed up against mine in the chaos.”
  


  
    “What?” Cassie was confused.
  


  
    “When the lights went out. I had just come out of Boylan’s office and everyone started running. I was making my way toward the gym when someone grabbed my hand, and it felt like … I don’t even know.” Adam could barely continue, and Cassie began to understand just how upset he was.
  


  
    “It’s okay,” she said, trying to coax the full truth out of him. “What did you feel?”
  


  
    “I thought it was you leading me to safety, but then we got separated. I could have sworn it was you. Because of the sparks I felt.”
  


  
    “But I was already out of the gym and in the parking lot by that point,” Cassie said. “It wasn’t me.”
  


  
    There was a moment of silence as it all sank in.
  


  
    “Oh,” Cassie said, finally comprehending what this meant. Neither of them wanted to say it out loud, but it was obvious. It was Scarlett who’d grabbed Adam’s hand. The sparks he felt were for her.
  


  
    “It’s you that I love, Cassie. I swear it.” Adam’s voice rose. “This doesn’t mean anything.”
  


  
    “It means the cord between you and Scarlett must be real after all,” Cassie said. “That’s the only explanation.”
  


  
    “I shouldn’t even have told you.”
  


  
    “Of course you should have told me!”
  


  
    “This doesn’t change anything.” Adam persisted. But the more he swore and pleaded, the more obvious it was to Cassie that he was just as shaken by this as she was, if not more.
  


  
    “My hand just got confused,” he said. “That’s all.”
  


  
    “Your hand got confused?” Cassie took an immediate breath to recalibrate her emotions. If she wasn’t careful, her hurt and anger would blow up right in Adam’s face.
  


  
    “You don’t have to feel guilty,” she said, trying to sound sympathetic. “It’s not your fault. It just is.”
  


  
    Adam got quiet then. “But I don’t want this.”
  


  
    Cassie reached over to give Adam a kiss good night. She needed to get out of his car as quickly as possible. “I know,” she said. “Don’t worry too much about it. We’ll be okay.”
  


  
    “That’s it? Don’t you think we should talk about this?” Adam asked.
  


  
    Cassie slipped Adam’s suit jacket from her shoulders. It smelled like him, like autumn leaves and ocean wind. She gently folded it and placed it on his lap. Then she put her hand on the door handle.
  


  
    “It’s going to be okay,” she said, knowing she had to appear strong for Adam in this moment. Adam could always be relied on to reassure Cassie. Now it was her turn.
  


  
    “Cassie, please don’t go.”
  


  
    “Let’s sleep on it,” she said, as sweetly as she could. And then borrowing a favorite phrase of her mother’s, she added, “Everything will look brighter tomorrow.”
  


  
    She got out of the car and almost made it to the front door before tears filled her eyes and began running down her face. But Adam couldn’t see them, and that was all that mattered.
  


  


  



  Chapter 9


  
    

  


  After her encounter with Scarlett at the dance, Cassie’s sleep was fitful—nightmare after nightmare plagued her mind. As she woke up, she knew what she had to do to make it stop. She pulled the gunmetal chest out from under her bed and unlocked its clasp. She’d wanted to wait for Adam to be with her before she tried to open the book again, but time was running out, and things with Adam had just gotten a whole lot more complicated. She couldn’t allow a potential love triangle to trip up her search for answers.


  
    Plus, she had an idea. In the jewelry box where she kept all her precious stones, Cassie had an obsidian crystal. It was the same crystal she’d once used to disable a guarding spell Faye had placed on one of the Master Tools. Cassie squeezed the sharp-edged black rock in her hand now. It was known to purify dark matter. Why not give it a try?
  


  
    She glided the crystal over and around her father’s Book of Shadows while whispering the chant that had been successful last time:
  


  
    

  


  
    Darkness be gone, no shields are needed, purity enters and leaves here unhindered.
  


  
    

  


  
    Then she pulled on the book’s leather string and fanned its cover open. She touched the first page hopefully, but it immediately grew hot, singeing the tip of her pointer finger.
  


  
    Cassie drew back, but before the book flapped closed she thrust the obsidian crystal between its pages. At first the book struggled against the stone, rattling and thrashing, and the crystal shook over its pages like a kernel of corn in hot oil. But then the book seemed to tire. Slowly, each page grew calm and quiet beneath the crystal until they were still. The book’s darkness had been tamed just enough to allow the rock to hold it open like a simple paperweight.
  


  
    The words scrawled upon the first two pages still looked like an ancient language of lines and symbols. Viewing them this closely made Cassie’s eyes feel strange and off kilter, like staring at an optical illusion. But at least now she could get to researching and translating. And if she maneuvered the obsidian just so, she could even use it to turn the book’s pages. Wait till Adam saw this.
  


  
    Just then her doorbell rang and Cassie realized what time it was. The Circle meeting to go over the events of the night before was set to begin in a few minutes. Cassie removed the obsidian and the book flapped closed. She quickly locked it back in its hiding place before running down to answer the door.
  


  
    On her front porch was Nick, carrying a duffel bag over his shoulder. He didn’t look happy, for obvious reasons, but Cassie was glad to have a moment with him before the rest of the Circle arrived.
  


  
    She led him inside and asked him to have a seat on the living room sofa. “I’ll show you downstairs in just a minute,” she said. “But first I was hoping we could talk.”
  


  
    Nick dropped his bag on the floor and sat down. “Okay.”
  


  
    Cassie sat beside him. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I feel like it’s my fault you got marked.”
  


  
    “Scarlett was trying to kill you. You weren’t exactly asking for it,” Nick said.
  


  
    “I know, I just … you saved my life. And I can’t bear to think what might happen to yours now.”
  


  
    Nick shook his head. “It’s not your fault, Cassie. I knew the chance I was taking, and I chose to risk it. Besides, I can handle this.”
  


  
    Cassie reached for Nick’s hand. It was a bold move, but she felt like under the circumstances it was worth the try.
  


  
    For once he didn’t pull away from her. Cassie opened her mouth to assure him that she would be there for him the way he was for her—but then a loud, pounding noise rattled the floor beneath them.
  


  
    Nick jumped with alarm.
  


  
    “It’s okay,” Cassie said. “It’s only Faye and a broom handle. She finds the use of it ironic.”
  


  
    Nick tried to play it cool, but Cassie knew he was embarrassed about being so easily startled, that the cracks beneath his cool exterior were starting to show.
  


  
    “It’s Faye’s special signal,” she said casually. “When she bangs on the ceiling with the broom, it means she’s in dire need of attention.”
  


  
    “When doesn’t Faye need attention?” Nick ran his fingers through his hair and allowed himself to laugh. “So whereisthis secret room anyway?”
  


  
    Cassie smiled. “Follow me.”
  


  
    She led Nick downstairs to the old bookshelves and cast the spell to reveal the hidden door. Faye and Laurel were waiting expectantly inside. They’d microwaved popcorn, baked cupcakes, and had music playing.
  


  
    “I’ve been marked,” Nick said, surveying the scene. “It’s not my birthday.” But he still reached for a pink-frosted cupcake and took a hearty bite.
  


  
    The room had changed quite a bit since Cassie had last seen it. Faye and Laurel each infused it with their own character. Laurel’s side of the room was draped with green plants, herbs, and flowers. Piles of thick books were stacked as high as the eye could see, many of them for the research she was doing on the hunters. Faye’s side was adorned with red tapestries and velvety pillows. She’d also created a small altar that housed candles and incense and various concoctions.
  


  
    “You’ll have to carve out a space of your own,” Cassie said to Nick. “At your own risk.”
  


  
    “I’ll be just fine.” Nick tossed his duffel bag down and shoved the last bite of cupcake into his mouth. “I don’t need much.”
  


  
    “We’ve got an air mattress for you to sleep on,” Faye said. “But if you get lonely, there’s lots of extra room in my bed.”
  


  
    “Gross,” Laurel shouted. “Not with me here there isn’t.”
  


  
    “That’s my cue to leave.” Cassie let Nick get settled in and went upstairs to wait for the rest of the Circle to arrive for their meeting. As everyone trickled in, Cassie directed them downstairs. It was Adam she was really waiting for, but he was last to arrive, which was rare.
  


  
    When he finally rambled up the walk, he appeared more disheveled than normal. His clothes were wrinkled and his hair was uncombed. There were dark circles beneath his eyes that made it look like he hadn’t slept all night. Cassie hoped it wasn’t yesterday’s conversation about the cord weighing him down.
  


  
    “Before we go downstairs,” Adam said, “I want to show you something.” He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and retrieved a squeezable pink plastic tube.
  


  
    “My lip gloss?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    Adam nodded. “Not just any lip gloss. This fell out of your pocket the night of our first kiss. And this …”
  


  
    Adam pulled a tiny square of paper from the same pocket. “This is the movie ticket stub from our official first date.”
  


  
    Next Adam held up his cell phone. “Saved on here,” he said, “is the first time you saidI love youto me on my voice mail. And these are only the beginning, Cassie. Do you understand what I’m getting at?”
  


  
    “You’re in great danger of becoming a hoarder?” Cassie grinned.
  


  
    Adam laughed. “Maybe, but it’s because everything and anything that reminds me of you, I have to save forever. If that doesn’t prove that I’m head-over-heels in love with you, I don’t know what will.”
  


  
    All the tension and fear Cassie built up overnight about their relationship had just floated up and away. She wanted to jump into Adam’s arms and lose the afternoon in his embrace. But there was no time for that now. Their friends were waiting. All Cassie could do at the moment was kiss Adam with her whole being, and hope her love for him shined through, that their connection was palpable, before leading him downstairs to join the others.
  


  
    “The hunters and Scarlett are way too close for comfort,” Melanie was saying when Adam and Cassie entered the secret room.
  


  
    Everyone was gathered in a circle except for Chris and Doug, who were stirring around in the kitchen like hyperactive children. Deborah agreed with Melanie. “We need to get closer to the hunters, to have full surveillance on them, since they’re obviously watching us.”
  


  
    “I can get us closer to Max,” Diana said.
  


  
    Faye snickered and whispered something under her breath to Deborah and Suzan.
  


  
    Diana turned to her. “I’m the only one who can easily do it,” she said. “We all know that.”
  


  
    “But you could be putting yourself in danger,” Faye said mockingly. Then her face took on a spiteful weightiness. “If given the chance, Max will mark you just like he did me.”
  


  
    Diana shrugged. “I’m not going to do any magic around him. Besides if I can get into his bedroom, I might be able to find out where he keeps his relic.”
  


  
    “You’re not going anywhere near his bedroom,” Faye shot back.
  


  
    Laurel cleared her throat. “I’ve made some progress digging up information about the relics,” she said. With a nod from Cassie, she took the center of the floor and explained to the Circle that the relics originated around 1320, shortly after Pope John XVII authorized the Inquisition to persecute witchcraft as a type of heresy.
  


  
    “An accused witch created and spelled the relics in return for her life,” Laurel said. “She christened the owners of these magical stones and taught them the killing curse.”
  


  
    “Of course they needed a witch to do their dirty work for them,” Sean called out. “Wimps.”
  


  
    Laurel pursed her lips at the interruption. “Soon the Inquisition led to a wave of witch-hunting,” she continued, “during which the relics were sighted throughout France, Italy, and Germany. But many of them were destroyed during the peak of the hunts, which occurred in the late 1500s till around 1630. And by the time the hunt reached Salem in the 1690s, only a dozen or so relics—and even fewer hunter families—had survived.”
  


  
    Laurel focused her eyes on Diana specifically. “It’s now believed there are only six relics still active.”
  


  
    Diana was looking straight down at the floor. In almost a whisper she said, “That’s all?”
  


  
    Laurel glanced at Faye. “So it may be worth it for Diana to search Max’s bedroom if it means we can bring that number down to five.”
  


  
    “Five, six, seven hundred, what difference does it make?” Nick called out. “We still don’t have a way to beat them. Can we talk for a moment about Scarlett? She wants to kill Cassie, to get her spot in the Circle, and she has our Master Tools. She almost got the best of us last night, and she’ll come back again. If we can’t use magic on her, then we need to be ready to destroy her with our bare hands.”
  


  
    Deborah patted Nick on the shoulder. “Well, it goes without saying that my cousin can use some anger management right about now.”
  


  
    Until this point, everyone had been so engrossed in the discussion that no one had noticed Chris trying to squeeze his six-foot-tall body into the tiny confines of the dumbwaiter carved into the kitchen wall. But the racket he was creating finally captured the group’s attention.
  


  
    “I can do it,” he said. “Doug, push my feet in for me. And then launch me upstairs.”
  


  
    Doug did as he was told, laughing. He shoved Chris’s feet deeper into the box with one hand. His other hand hovered over the wooden lever that would send the dumbwaiter flying up the chute that led to the kitchen above them.
  


  
    “Chris,” Cassie yelled. “That’ll never hold you. It’s not an elevator. Get out before you break it.”
  


  
    “Don’t mess with that thing,” Faye called out to him. “It’s our favorite way to have Cassie wait on us from upstairs.”
  


  
    “But I can do it,” Chris said again. “I’m not as big as I look.”
  


  
    Cassie’s patience had worn thin and a peculiar anger surged through her. Her face and hands grew hot with rage. “I said, get out of there!”
  


  
    Before she could get control of herself, she marched over to Doug and forcefully shoved him away from the lever. Her strength caught him by surprise, causing him to stumble backward.
  


  
    Chris, in his struggle to climb out of the dumbwaiter before Cassie could reach him, slipped out headfirst and hit the floor with a thump.
  


  
    A few silent seconds passed before he screamed out in pain, clutching his left arm.
  


  
    “Now you’ve done it,” Doug said. “You broke my brother.”
  


  
    “Seriously, Cassie,” Sean said. “You didn’t have to humiliate him like that.”
  


  
    “I barely touched him,” Cassie screamed out.
  


  
    “He’s in pain,” Diana said.
  


  
    “Duh.” Doug helped Chris to his feet. “I think his arm is broken.”
  


  
    “I guess Nick isn’t the only one with anger issues.” Deborah glanced at Cassie and then went to Chris’s other side for support.
  


  
    “He’s in pain,” Diana shouted out again. “Do you understand what this means?”
  


  
    Cassie thought back to her car accident a few weeks ago, when she walked away unscathed, and she suddenly comprehended Diana’s shock. “The protective spell is broken,” Cassie said.
  


  
    A spine-chilling quiet fell over the room as everyone realized what this meant for their safety.
  


  
    “Scarlett in the gym last night,” Diana said. “She wasn’t there to ruin our dance. She was destroying the only thing keeping us alive.”
  


  


  



  Chapter 10


  
    

  


  “I figured out a way to open my father’s book,” Cassie said to Adam, pulling the gunmetal chest out from under her bed and the key from its hidden compartment in her jewelry box.


  
    She had asked Adam to stay while the others accompanied Chris to the hospital. Now that the protection spell had been broken, they didn’t have a moment to waste. They needed to end these hunters, once and for all.
  


  
    “How?” he asked.
  


  
    Cassie showed him the obsidian crystal and explained how it worked as a buffer to the book’s dark energy. Cassie and Adam settled down on her bedroom floor, the book in front of them. Cassie opened it, knowing it would singe her fingers a bit before she could get the crystal in place, and it did. But once the rock had been set down, weighing upon the book’s spine and clearing its energy, the book’s first two pages were visible.
  


  
    “This is incredible.” Adam leaned over the book on his hands and knees, closely examining each brushstroke before him. “I recognize a few familiar symbols here. From my hunt for the Master Tools a while ago. Some of these same inscriptions were on Black John’s map.”
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t keep herself from smiling. “I was hoping you’d say something like that.”
  


  
    “I’ll look back through my old research and see what I can find. Do you think we can take the book to my house?”
  


  
    The idea of the book leaving her bedroom rattled Cassie and she faltered. “I don’t think so,” she stuttered. “You’re better off bringing your research here.”
  


  
    “You know, Cassie,” Adam said. “Now that the protection spell is broken, and Scarlett is getting closer, I think it’s time we looped in the rest of the Circle.”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head before he could say anything more. “We’ve already discussed this. I told you, I need some time before I tell the Circle I have the book. I’m not going to say it again.”
  


  
    “This is some really dark stuff, Cassie.” Adam pointed at the text’s ominous squiggly lines. “Look at it. Decoding this is going to require as many of us working on it as possible. I think it’s worth a shot.”
  


  
    “Oh, is that what you think? You think it’s worth a shot?” Cassie realized she was shouting, but she couldn’t stop herself. “Well, here’s what I think,” she said. “I think it’s my book, not yours. And it’s my issue to deal with, not the Circle’s.”
  


  
    “You don’t have to yell at me,” Adam said calmly.
  


  
    “Sometimes it’s the only way to get you to listen!”
  


  
    Adam leaned backward. “We’re dealing with dark magic here, Cassie. A curse of Black John’s that can save the lives of our friends who are marked, not to mention our Circle—but only if we translate it properly.”
  


  
    “Exactly. The book is dangerous, Adam. I don’t want anyone to get hurt until I know I have something real that could help them. But if you’re so interested in dabbling in dark magic all of a sudden, maybe you should go find Scarlett.”
  


  
    Adam looked stunned. Cassie was, too. She had thought she was feeling better after Adam’s romantic gesture before their meeting. She hadn’t realized last night’s conversation about the cord and Scarlett was still prodding at her heart. But it made her insides ache—even more now that she and Adam were disagreeing—and out it had come before she even knew what she was saying.
  


  
    “That’s not what I meant at all.” Adam’s voice cracked with emotion, but he strived to maintain his composure. “How could you even think such a thing? You’re the one who said it was going to be okay last night. You said, ‘Everything will look brighter tomorrow.’ Well, that day is today, Cassie, and I’m still here, loving you.”
  


  
    Cassie knew Adam was right. She had tried to assure him Scarlett wouldn’t come between them, and now she was ruining that effort. The heated anger within her was driving him away—she knew she should stop, but it felt like her emotions were beyond her control.
  


  
    What Cassie did next surprised them both. She grabbed Adam’s face with her hands and brought his mouth to hers. She kissed him violently, like the life of their relationship depended on it—and maybe it did. Cassie climbed on top of Adam, and he resisted her at first, but as Cassie knew he would, he eventually gave in.
  


  
    It had never been this way before. Fast, animalistic. Pulling Adam closer always felt good, but right now everything seemed blurry and confused. Cassie’s intentions were clouded.
  


  
    Once they slowed down, Adam drew back and looked into her eyes with concern. “Does this mean we’re okay?”
  


  
    “I don’t want to lose you,” Cassie said. Her own voice sounded foreign to her, almost anesthetized.
  


  
    “You’re not going to lose me.” Adam began kissing her again, but this time Cassie drew back.
  


  
    She regretted the way she’d yelled at Adam and wanted to react to him with warmth now, but she was oddly disconnected. She wasn’t really sure what she was feeling—or if she was feeling anything at all. All she was certain of was that she didn’t want to say or do anything else that might hurt him.
  


  
    Cassie sat up and brought her knees in toward her chest. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But I’m just not myself right now. I think you should go.”
  


  
    Adam’s face crumpled, a combination of disappointment and confusion, but he simply nodded and got up to gather his things.
  


  
    “Okay,” he said. He glanced down at Black John’s book still open on the floor but thought better of mentioning it. “When you’re feeling better, I’ll be waiting for your call.”
  


  
    He left, quietly shutting Cassie’s bedroom door behind him.
  


  [image: Image]


  
    The second Cassie heard Adam leave the house, she leapt out of bed. Her father’s book was still splayed open on the floor, held in place by the obsidian crystal. Suddenly it all became clear. Her charge of emotions with Adam just now—she’d felt it before. It was the same surge she felt when she handled her father’s Book of Shadows.
  


  
    She got down on her hands and knees and examined the book at eye level. Her fingers trembled with anticipation, still warm from where she’d been singed earlier. The book had some power over her—she understood that now. Each time it burned her hands it affected her mind. It was changing her.
  


  
    Cassie thought back to every time she’d lost her temper since she’d first opened the book, every disagreement with the Circle, every frustration with her mother. She’d handled the book just before each time. And what had just happened with Adam … Cassie had felt how destructive she was being in the moment, but hadn’t been able to stop herself. Cassie reached for the book with both hands and the obsidian crystal slid out of place and onto the floor.
  


  
    The book is the problem, Cassie thought,but also the solution. She flipped through its pages in search of any symbols that struck her as familiar. Minutes passed before she realized she was holding the book without being burned.
  


  
    Cassie lifted her fingertips up to her eyes. They were perfectly fine. No new marks, no tingling. It was what she’d been hoping for since she’d first taken the book from the basement. But deep down, she couldn’t ignore the dismal reason the book no longer rejected her hands. As she was turning darker, it was beginning to welcome her. The balance in Cassie was shifting.
  


  
    But she couldn’t let that scare her. Now that she’d come this far, abandoning her search for the witch-hunter curse wasn’t a choice. The threat the book posed would just have to be considered an occupational hazard, a risk that came with the job of saving her Circle.
  


  
    She continued turning the pages, gaining momentum with every word, absorbing all she could from each dot and stroke. The book’s contents still appeared as an archaic code, and she didn’t understand most of what she took in, yet there were certain symbols she found especially curious, ciphers that seemed to reach out and speak to her. Cassie could feel the meanings of these lines like a bar of classical music; they moved her from the inside out.
  


  
    Part of her wanted to run and tell Adam immediately, to show him how peacefully the book lay in her hands. But if touching the book was changing her, she didn’t want anyone else to fall victim to its curse. And she also shouldn’t handle the book more than she had to. Or as much as shewantedto.
  


  
    Cassie thought for a moment about her options. She turned back to the book’s first page and carried it over to her desk. She pulled out a spiralbound notebook and took a ballpoint pen in hand. She sat and carefully copied the page, line for line, into her notebook, and then she copied the second page as well. It took nearly an hour to painstakingly duplicate every sign and symbol until she had an exact replica, one that could be translated without any doubt. When she was done, she admired the finished product. Cassie would show it to Adam in the morning and apologize to him for her weird behavior. It wouldn’t solve all their problems, but it was a good start.
  


  


  



  Chapter 11


  
    

  


  Normally Cassie would have called Adam before showing up at his house first thing in the morning, but she was too anxious to bother with that today. Adam answered his door wearing only striped pajama bottoms. He was surprised to see her, but he appeared pleased as he crossed his arms over his chest in embarrassment and invited her in.


  
    Adam pulled out a kitchen chair for her. There was a half-eaten bowl of cereal on the table—she’d obviously caught him in the middle of breakfast.
  


  
    “I hope you don’t mind me barging in on you like this,” Cassie said. “I wanted to say that I’m sorry about my behavior last night.”
  


  
    Adam’s posture softened at her apology. “It’s okay. We’re all under a lot of stress, and emotions are running high.”
  


  
    “It’s still no excuse for what I said about Scarlett.”
  


  
    Adam turned away and Cassie felt vaguely uncomfortable. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking.
  


  
    “I brought you something.” Cassie reached into her bag to pull out the pages she had transcribed. “I copied the first two pages of my father’s book for you.”
  


  
    Adam took the papers and set them down flat on the kitchen table. “You copied these exactly?”
  


  
    He quietly inspected each line, taking long enough that Cassie began to worry, but before he could say anything negative, she reached out to run her fingers through his unkempt hair.
  


  
    “You know I can’t do this research without you,” she said. “That’s why I want you to have your own copy.”
  


  
    Adam warmed to her touch. “Thank you for trusting me,” he said.
  


  
    She wished she could be totally honest with him and tell him the book no longer burned her hands, but Adam wouldn’t view her ability to handle the book as a necessary evil like she did. He would be too concerned for her safety. Cassie was confident that if dark magic was allowing her to read the book, then she must be stronger now, strong enough to control it.
  


  
    Adam was silent for a moment, and then he gave Cassie’s arm a light stroke. It was a small gesture, but it brought a murmur of release to her lips.
  


  
    “Just to be extra cautious,” he said, “I want you to leave the book alone until I can get to work translating these pages. Can you do that?”
  


  
    “Of course,” Cassie replied, hoping more than anything that she could.
  


  
    

  


  
    The smell of garlic filled Cassie’s nose when she arrived home for dinner. Her mom was in the kitchen stirring a pot with a wooden spoon.
  


  
    “Let me guess,” Cassie said as she hung up her jacket. “Italian?”
  


  
    “Spaghetti and meatballs,” her mother said, from over the stove.
  


  
    Cassie noticed a new energy in her mother’s voice and a freshness to her face. Maybe it was having three more kids to keep an eye on that had given her a renewed sense of purpose. Not that Faye, Laurel, and Nick weren’t a handful, but it was clear her mother enjoyed having them around the house and playing a role in protecting them from the hunters, and she was flattered they hung around the secret room even more than they had to.
  


  
    Cassie gave her mother a kiss on the cheek.
  


  
    “What was that for?”
  


  
    “Can’t I kiss my own mom without having a reason?” Cassie said.
  


  
    “Of course you can. You just never do.” Her mother grinned and handed Cassie an onion and a knife. “But since you love me so much tonight, you can be my sous-chef.”
  


  
    Cassie put on an apron and began chopping while her mother asked her questions about what was going on with her friends and at school. For a moment, Cassie feared her mother’s interrogation was trying to get her to admit she’d taken Black John’s book from the secret room, but as their small talk progressed, she realized her mother had no idea the book was missing. Cassie told her about what had happened at the dance and about the protection spell being broken. She told her about Diana agreeing to spend more time with Max in spite of the risk it posed. And then she thought about Adam. So much was happening with him, Cassie hardly knew where to begin.
  


  
    “Scarlett is getting closer,” Cassie said. “And I’m a little worried she could be after more in my life than just my Circle, if you catch my drift.”
  


  
    “You don’t mean Adam, do you?”
  


  
    Cassie nodded and her mother shook her head sympathetically. “Cassie, I’m sorry. I’ve been through that and I know how it can turn your whole world upside down.”
  


  
    This was the first time Cassie’s mom had ever alluded to what had happened with Black John and Scarlett’s mother. Cassie made no reaction, hoping her mother would say more.
  


  
    “And when it’s not a Circle member,” her mother continued, “but someone close enough to the Circle, that’s even worse. Outsiders are always the most difficult to deal with.”
  


  
    Cassie wiped a few onion tears from her eyes with her forearm. Did that mean Scarlett’s mother hadn’t been a Circle member? Cassie had always assumed she was.
  


  
    “The tensions that kind of thing can cause within a Circle can be brutal,” her mother said. “No matter how strong that Circle is. Our Circle was strong, but it still tore us all apart.”
  


  
    Then she put down her wooden spoon and her face became tender. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Pay no attention to me when I carry on like that. It’s just that sometimes old hurts are hard to shake.”
  


  
    “It’s okay,” Cassie said. “It’s good for me to hear it. I can handle it.”
  


  
    “I know you can, honey. But that doesn’t mean you should have to deal with my jaded past. My experiences aren’t yours, and they don’t have to be.”
  


  
    Her mother rested her hands on Cassie’s shoulders. “Adam is a good boy,” she said. “He’s worth fighting for.”
  


  
    “But what if I lose?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    Her mother looked at her lovingly. “All that’s in your power is to try. The outcome will be what it’ll be. But ultimately, Cassie, the people who are meant to be together will end up together.”
  


  
    In spite of all the heartbreak her mother had endured, Cassie could see she truly believed those words. But her mother had ended up alone after all. And Scarlett’s mother had ended up dead. Cassie wasn’t sure if her mother’s indestructible faith inspired her or filled her with sadness.
  


  
    “So don’t you worry,” her mother said. “You just focus on figuring out what to do with your father’s book—figure out how to break that spell so you can open it safely, without getting burned. The rest will all fall into place.”
  


  
    Cassie felt a twinge of guilt for not telling her mother that she’d already been studying the book. But she couldn’t bring herself to confess. There still had to be some secrets, even between them.
  


  
    Her mom was right about one thing, though: The book was the only thing capable of getting Cassie out of this mess.
  


  


  



  Chapter 12


  
    

  


  Cassie arrived at the beach for the full moon ceremony just as Diana was drawing a circle in the sand with her pearl-handled knife. It was already five minutes to midnight, when the moon would be at its highest point, so she had to hurry.


  
    Diana went around the circle with water she’d collected from the ocean, then with a stick of calamus-scented incense, and finally with a lighted white candle. Pungent, smoky smells filled the air.
  


  
    “Cassie,” Adam called out when he spotted her. “Where’ve you been? I’ve been calling you.”
  


  
    “I’m sorry. I know.” Cassie continued watching Diana. “I was helping my mom clean up after dinner and I lost track of time.”
  


  
    “Uh-oh,” Faye said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Don’t you two know good communication is the foundation of a healthy relationship?”
  


  
    “Actually,” Suzan said, “I’m pretty sure it’s trust.”
  


  
    Faye smirked. “No, that can’t be it.”
  


  
    Adam was not amused by their banter. “I had something important to tell you.” He made an effort to pull Cassie aside. “That’s why I kept calling.”
  


  
    “You guys! It’s almost midnight, come on!” Diana held a lit candle in one hand and reached out to grab Cassie with the other. But she clutched Cassie’s pointer and index fingers just where her most recent burns had scabbed over. Cassie cried out softly in pain.
  


  
    Diana looked at her, confused. “Are you okay?”
  


  
    Cassie stretched the sleeves of her shirt down over her hands.
  


  
    “Did I hurt you?” Diana asked.
  


  
    Faye and the others gathered around Cassie. “Lift up your sleeves,” Faye commanded.
  


  
    After a glance at Adam, Cassie did as she was told.
  


  
    Immediately, everyone’s eyes settled on the scars and scabs she’d been working so hard to keep hidden. Cassie looked around and realized the time had come for her to tell them about her father’s book. There was no other way of explaining the burns, and Cassie didn’t want to outright lie to her Circle—they didn’t deserve that.
  


  
    With an encouraging nod from Adam, and with the group’s rapt attention, Cassie made a clear, concise announcement: “I have Black John’s Book of Shadows,” she said. “It’s what gave me these scars.”
  


  
    “You found—you mean—are you serious?” Diana sputtered.
  


  
    Cassie nodded. “I’ve been searching it for any hint on how to defeat the hunters or Scarlett. But it’s dangerous,” Cassie continued, holding up her hands as an example. “You have to understand, I don’t want anyone else to get hurt, not until I know it can help us.”
  


  
    Faye leaned on Sean to keep from falling over. “Black John’s book has been in your house this whole time? And you kept it from me?” She was practically hyperventilating. “I can’t even imagine the spells that must be in there. Go get it, Cassie. Right now.”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head. “I can’t read it, and neither can you. It’s written in an ancient language. And besides, we don’t know what the book is capable of.”
  


  
    “Actually, Cassie,” Adam interrupted, “that’s why I kept calling you earlier.”
  


  
    Seagulls squawked in circles overhead as Adam regarded the group, a gloomy look on his face. “Cassie showed me a portion of the book yesterday, and I was up all night trying to translate it. I compared some of the symbols in the book to the ancient map I used to locate the Master Tools.”
  


  
    Diana nodded, knowing that map well. “I remember those inscriptions,” she said. “Black John had written them himself.”
  


  
    Adam fixed his eyes on Cassie again. His voice was a stricken monotone. “From the little bits and pieces I could figure out, Cassie is now bound to Black John’s book.”
  


  
    For a few seconds Cassie lost her hearing. The hammering thump of her heartbeat was the only sound in her ears. She could see everyone’s reactions—Diana’s terror, Faye’s apprehension, Adam’s distress—but she felt like she was watching them from somewhere hushed and far away. It was gruesome, the way the faces of her friends altered. Not one of them would ever think of Cassie the same way again.
  


  
    “Are you sure?” Diana asked. Her voice hit Cassie’s ears with apop.
  


  
    “Boundwas definitely the word I translated,” Adam said. “And any dark magic involving that word can’t be good.”
  


  
    Diana took a deep breath. “No. Not good at all.”
  


  
    “What exactly does this mean?” Suzan asked.
  


  
    “In the scientific sense,” Laurel said, “being bound simply means being held to another element. It’s a union, physical or chemical. And it’s inseparable.”
  


  
    Melanie cut in to clarify. “Simply put, it means Cassie’s obligated to the book. As intied in bonds. Like a prisoner.”
  


  
    “Melanie.” Diana chastised her with a glare. “It’s an attachment. That’s all. Don’t jump to worst-case scenarios.”
  


  
    Cassie wanted the group to believe Diana was right: that being bound to the book only meant she was attached to it, nothing more. But Cassie couldn’t deny what she knew to be the truth: The book did have an influence over her. Every time she touched it, it was like darkness took her over. She was beginning to feel like she had a split personality.
  


  
    Cassie began to cry, and Adam walked slowly over to her. He put his arm around her torso. “Cassie, I’m sorry you’re going through all this. But the Circle can help you now. You’re not in this alone.”
  


  
    “That’s right.” Diana took a step closer and also put her arm around Cassie. “We can all look into those symbols and help with the translation.”
  


  
    “You can copy a few pages at a time for us to study,” Adam said. “Using the obsidian crystal, so you’re as safe as possible.”
  


  
    There were supportive nods around the Circle, except from Faye who crossed her arms over her chest. “Just to be clear,” she said. “We are talking about Cassie being undeniably linked to dark magic, right? That’s what Black John’s book is, and that’s what Cassie’s bound to.”
  


  
    A heartrending stillness settled over the group like a heavy quilt. There was absolute silence except for the roar and crashing of waves in the distance.
  


  
    Adam nodded grimly. “Like Scarlett, Cassie does have dark magic in her blood, and the book is obviously reacting to that.” He turned to Cassie and swallowed hard. “In fact, as someone who knows dark magic so well, Scarlett might be able to tell us something useful about the book. Maybe she can help.”
  


  
    Cassie stared down at the sand, unable to speak.
  


  
    “Adam,” Nick shouted. “You do remember that Scarlett is out to kill your girlfriend, right?”
  


  
    Faye raised an eyebrow. “Trading off Princess Cassie for Evil Witch Scarlett? That sounds like a great suggestion to me.”
  


  
    “And while we’re at it, we can get the Master Tools back,” Deborah said.
  


  
    “That’s not what I meant.” Adam shot Cassie a desperate look. “I just meant we could confront her. Maybe even bargain with her.”
  


  
    “No way,” Nick said. “If we find Scarlett, we’re taking her down, not asking her for advice.”
  


  
    Cassie forced down the bile that had risen in her throat. She staggered back to the center of the group and everyone got quiet again, their faces turned toward her expectantly.
  


  
    “It’s not a bad idea to try to get information out of Scarlett.” She looked at Adam with a strained smile, though she was beginning to wonder if he had feelings for Scarlett he wasn’t admitting—even to himself. “But we’re dealing with two evils here, and at least the book can’t fight back.” And with that, Cassie had the final word.
  


  


  



  Chapter 13


  
    

  


  Cassie was nodding off in eighth-period math to the drone of Mr. Zitofsky explaining the quadratic equation when she heard the unmistakable buzz of her phone vibrating in her bag. It was a text message from Diana:


  
    COME TO THE BAND ROOM. NOW. EMERGENCY MEETING.
  


  
    Cassie looked across the room at Melanie, who had clearly gotten the same text message. They exchanged a worried glace as Melanie started gathering her things. The Circle had spent the last week translating Black John’s book in bits and pieces from the pages Cassie had copied; maybe someone had stumbled onto something important. Cassie preferred that theory to the alternative: that something terrible had happened.
  


  
    But how would Cassie and Melanie escape from the classroom now without drawing suspicion?
  


  
    As if someone had read her mind, the fire alarm went off. Mr. Zitofsky took off his glasses and rose from his seat. “Okay, everyone,” he said. “You know the drill. Up and out, single file.”
  


  
    Another text, this time from Nick, confirmed Cassie’s suspicions:
  


  
    FALSE ALARM. YOU’RE WELCOME. BAND ROOM, NOW.
  


  
    Cassie fought the urge to grin as she and Melanie followed her classmates, soldierlike, out the door. The crowded hallways teeming with students striding toward the emergency exits made sneaking away to the band room easy. They let themselves in just as Chris asked, “What are we doing in here?” Then he picked up a French horn and blew into it with all his might.
  


  
    “It was the only empty room we could find that also happens to be soundproofed,” Deborah said. And then she looked at Cassie. “Glad you could make it.”
  


  
    Everyone from the Circle except Adam was already gathered in the dimly lit room the band kids called the Pit. But only Chris and Doug fiddled with the assorted brass instruments strewn about.
  


  
    Adam stepped in the door and Nick said, “That’s everyone. Now what’s going on?”
  


  
    Chris and Doug set down their clarinets and waited, along with the rest of the group, for Diana to say something. Cassie got the sense this announcement had nothing to do with the book. Diana had been trailing Max quite a bit, spending more and more time alone with him this past week, and Cassie had an awful feeling her announcement had something to do with him.
  


  
    Diana stepped to the center of the floor and stood in front of an empty music stand. “I have disheartening news,” she said.
  


  
    “We’re shocked,” Faye called out.
  


  
    “Do we ever have emergencygood newsmeetings?” Deborah added.
  


  
    Diana took something out of her back pocket. “I found this today when I was going through Max’s bag.”
  


  
    Faye mumbled under her breath, “You’ve been spending enough time together, it’s about time you found something useful on him.”
  


  
    “Excuse me?” Diana said. “Do you have something you’d like to say to me?”
  


  
    Faye shook her head. “No. Nothing. Just wondering what you found.”
  


  
    Diana walked solemnly over to Suzan and Deborah. “It’s a picture,” she said. “Of the two of you.”
  


  
    Deborah took the photograph from Diana’s hand and stared at it. Suzan looked at it over her shoulder.
  


  
    Cassie watched Deborah’s face turn from pink, to red, to light purple. Then she crumpled the picture in her fist and threw it violently onto the floor.
  


  
    Cassie bent down to pick it up, smoothing it out to view its image. It was a photograph of Suzan and Deborah on the night of the Spring Fling. It looked like it had been taken from far away, maybe on a cell phone—it had a grainy surveillance look to it. It was from after the power had gone out, and it looked like Deborah and Suzan had used magic to light their way in the dark. But the most disturbing part was that over Suzan’s and Deborah’s faces, the photo was stamped with the mark of the hunter.
  


  
    Cassie turned the photo around so the whole Circle could see it. “Now almost half of us are marked,” she said.
  


  
    “How did this happen?” Melanie asked, examining the photograph. “This was taken the night of the dance. How did we not know about this until now?”
  


  
    Suzan nodded soberly. “We knew we’d been marked. We just … we didn’t want to tell you all just yet. It was stupid of us.”
  


  
    “The secret is out now.” Deborah retreated to the corner. She pounded the wall with her fist, and Cassie worried that she might have punched right through the plaster.
  


  
    Itwasstupid of them—to use magic in the first place, and to not tell the Circle they’d been caught—but nobody had the heart to criticize them for their poor judgment. Not when they were facing far graver consequences.
  


  
    “This has gone way too far.” Adam stood up. “Two more members being marked means we have to take action.”
  


  
    “We’ve made some progress translating the book,” Laurel offered. “The pages we worked on yesterday could be the witch-hunter curse we’ve been looking for.”
  


  
    Diana shook her head. “But it’s a haphazard translation. It’s nowhere near ready yet.”
  


  
    “I’d say giving it a try is long overdue.” Faye went over to where Deborah was hovering in the corner and led her back to the group. “Let’s go get our revenge.”
  


  
    But Diana stood her ground in spite of the circumstances. “We don’t want to use dark magic we don’t understand. It’s too dangerous.”
  


  
    “Then it’s time we go after Scarlett.” Faye was growing frustrated. She leaned forward with her jaw set and her golden eyes gleaming. “She’s the only one who can help us understand dark magic.”
  


  
    Adam sensibly kept quiet on the matter this time, but Diana surprised everyone by speaking up. “I agree,” she said, and then she looked at Cassie regretfully. “It’s time.”
  


  
    “We’re not strong enough to overpower Scarlett, remember?” Melanie said. “Not even all of us put together.”
  


  
    Diana took a chance and put her arm around Cassie. “We’re strong enough if we get the Master Tools back.”
  


  
    Cassie raised her eyes just in time to see Adam smile. “Exactly,” he said. “With the Tools, we were strong enough to defeat Black John himself.”
  


  
    “Then I guess we have to find Scarlett,” Nick said. “But just to get the Tools back. That’s all we can risk right now.”
  


  
    Everyone seemed to be in agreement—even Nick. But all Cassie could think about was her mother telling her that if she had any chance of defeating Scarlett, the answers were in the book. Nothing seemed possible or realistic anymore without the secrets it contained.
  


  
    “Cassie,” Diana said, and only then did Cassie realize the whole group was watching her. “We need you with us on this.”
  


  
    Cassie looked at each of them. Diana appeared desperate but sincere. Deborah and Suzan were newly terrified. Faye was out for blood. Finally, Cassie rested her eyes on Adam. He appeared repentant and regretful for bringing Scarlett back to the forefront of their lives. But he was doing what he thought was best for her, and for their friends. That was plain to see.
  


  
    The whole Circle really believed they could do it. They thought they could triumph over evil without resorting to darkness. Cassie envied them, really. There was a time she had believed that was possible, too.
  


  
    But what could she say? They were her Circle, and she was obligated to go down with them, if that’s what they were going to do.
  


  
    “I’m with you,” she said. “Let’s go get our Tools back.”
  


  


  



  Chapter 14


  
    

  


  That night Diana and Adam gathered salt water from the rising tide, while Cassie and the others prepared the secret room for a locator spell to find Scarlett. Suzan and Deborah set up candles on all four cardinal points: north, south, east, and west. Sean lit their wicks one at a time. Chris and Doug cleansed the air with smoking jasmine censers, while Melanie laid out energy-clearing crystals. Cassie allowed a small part of herself to fill with hope. Maybe they did have enough good magic behind them to stand a chance in this fight. Getting the Master Tools back from Scarlett could change everything.


  
    Diana and Adam returned from outside with a stone cauldron filled to the brim with seawater. They set it down on the floor, and the group joined hands around it, enclosing it in a circle. Just as they had the last time the Circle performed this spell, they all concentrated on the water—on its clarity and depth, its ability to reshape its form to any container, and its utility as a mirror. Then they invoked the elements.
  


  
    “Power of water, I beseech you,” Diana said. Together the Circle softly repeated the locator chant four times:
  


  
    

  


  
    She who is lost shall now be found
  


  
    Hiding places come unbound
  


  
    

  


  
    They stared into the cauldron as Diana called out, “Let the water show the location of Scarlett.”
  


  
    Then they watched, waiting for the images to come.
  


  
    Cassie focused hard, directing all her yearning and desire onto the water. She bent her mind, begging it to cooperate. When the first image started to form she felt a gust of energy rush through her.
  


  
    It was an old house—seventeenth-century old. And it was surrounded by a heavy iron gate. The house looked like it should have been a museum, no longer suitable to live in, but not unlike many houses in New Salem and on the mainland.
  


  
    Then Cassie saw a bridge, but not one she recognized. It could have been any bridge anywhere; nothing about it struck her as unique. It disappeared as quickly as it had appeared.
  


  
    Finally a strange picture began coming together on the surface of the water. Bit by bit, a startling portrait came to light: a man with his head and feet locked through holes in a wooden board. His hands were chained behind him. Cassie knew what she was looking at—she’d seen one of these before. It was a prisoner in colonial-era stocks. Then the water turned to a disquieting black.
  


  
    Cassie wasn’t sure what to make of the strange series of images. It seemed like the spell hadn’t worked nearly as well as it had the last time. But Adam looked up at the others with understanding in his eyes. “I can’t believe it,” he said. “She’s so close to New Salem.”
  


  
    “I know that place.” Nick nodded along. “It’s the old Stockbridge Mission House, just on the other side of the bridge. It’s supposed to be abandoned, but I guess it’s not anymore.”
  


  
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” Faye asked. “Let’s go get her.”
  


  
    “Hold on.” Diana blew out all the candles and snuffed out the incense. “First we should research what spells would be useful against Scarlett. So we’re at least prepared for a face-off.”
  


  
    Laurel pulled out a notebook and began jotting down a list. “We should study our defense spells,” she said. “And definitely remote summoning spells. Melanie, can you look into what crystals might be of use?”
  


  
    Faye flicked Laurel’s pencil from her fingers. “Forget all that. We’ve got Cassie.”
  


  
    Cassie looked down at the tattered throw rug, not wanting to acknowledge Faye’s comment. Of course Faye was champing at the bit to attack the hunters. All she cared about was breaking her mark, even if it meant Cassie performing dark magic. But what Faye didn’t understand was the more Cassie used dark magic, the darker she became. Or maybe Faye did understand that, but she was still willing to sacrifice Cassie to the dark side for their cause.
  


  
    “Cassie’s not using black magic when we go up against Scarlett,” Adam said. “Under any circumstances. But aside from that, I agree with Faye. We need to act right away, even if we don’t have all the research.”
  


  
    Diana gawked at Adam from across the living room table. “This isn’t something to rush into,” she said. “Need I remind you how in our last battle with Scarlett, she made you blind with a single wave of her hand?”
  


  
    Suzan and Deborah, who were sitting side by side on the sofa, chuckled meanly.
  


  
    “I remember,” Adam said. “And it wasn’t just me, it was all of us. But thanks for bringing that up.”
  


  
    Adam turned to Nick for support, assuming they might for once fall on the same side of a dispute. “Don’t you think it’s do-or-die time?” Adam said to Nick. “Study period is over. Am I right?”
  


  
    Cassie’s insides were seething. She wanted to go after Scarlett and get the Master Tools back more than any of them, but deep down she knew what they were up against—she was theonlyone who really understood what they were up against. It was her responsibility to speak up.
  


  
    “Having learned something from the trap I walked into in Cape Cod,” she said, “I don’t want to face Scarlett unprepared. She’s stronger than all of us put together. We got lucky last time—we got her to run away, but we couldn’t overpower her. The only way we stand a chance of defeating her now is by outsmarting her.”
  


  
    Cassie directed her attention to Adam. “That was a great pep talk and all, but a positive attitude and a whole lot of hope aren’t going to cut it. We need to be realistic. We should have an arsenal of spells at our fingertips before we step through the door of that house. One or two more days of preparation is all we need. It’s not much.”
  


  
    “I’m with her,” Deborah said. “Cassie should be the one calling the shots on this mission.”
  


  
    Nick raised his hand. “I second that.”
  


  
    Adam’s cheeks turned crimson, and Faye let out a begrudging sigh.
  


  
    Laurel picked up her notebook and pencil. “Okay then. Who has something to add to the list?”
  


  
    

  


  
    Adam lingered at Cassie’s front door, waiting for the others to leave her house with their individual assignments. He tilted his head at her and averted his eyes. “We should talk,” he said.
  


  
    “About what?”
  


  
    “Scarlett.”
  


  
    “It seems like she’sallyou want to talk about lately,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Adam’s coy look changed into something more serious. “I understand why you’re upset, Cassie. But I didn’t suggest we find Scarlett so I could ask her out to dinner.” He smiled. “You know that.”
  


  
    Cassie did know that, but she still resented Scarlett for the stress she was putting on her and Adam’s relationship. And that resentment was transferring directly onto Adam.
  


  
    “That’s all I wanted to say.” Adam leaned in and gave Cassie a stiff hug good-bye.
  


  
    Cassie accepted his hug with limp arms. In her mind, she knew Adam hadn’t done anything wrong, but her heart was proving to be more stubborn. Scarlett and the cord were all she could see when she looked at Adam now, all she could feel when he touched her. No matter how hard she tried to rationalize her jealousy away, it was there.
  


  
    After Adam left, Cassie did the only thing she could think of to distract herself from her love life: She started cleaning the kitchen. Her mother would be home soon, and it would be nice for her to return to a spotless house.
  


  
    As she was sweeping the kitchen floor, enjoying the trivial sense of control that came from defeating household dirt and grime, Nick climbed up from the basement.
  


  
    Cassie gripped her broom handle tightly. “Going somewhere?” she asked.
  


  
    Nick slipped the broom out of Cassie’s hands. “Not unless you’re volunteering yourself as an escort.”
  


  
    “I might be.” Cassie laughed. “But not until this floor is clean.”
  


  
    “In that case, consider it done.” Nick put his head down and began sweeping the floor with even strokes.
  


  
    Cassie watched him, admiring the way he could lose himself so effortlessly in a physical task. Rebuilding engines, wrenching pipes, chopping wood—brute force was where Nick excelled. Fixing things that were broken, or muscling a floor clean if that was all he could get. There was a rugged simplicity to him that Cassie envied.
  


  
    Nick stopped sweeping and rested both hands on the broom handle. “A penny for your thoughts,” he said.
  


  
    “I should be the one paying you if I start talking.”
  


  
    “Try me.” Nick grinned. “First session is free.”
  


  
    Cassie leaned against the kitchen counter. “Well, for starters, I’ve been having terrible nightmares.”
  


  
    “From the book, do you think?” Nick asked.
  


  
    “I guess. I’ve been having a lot of weird feelings since that book came into my life.” Cassie paused. “And things with Adam have gotten pretty messy.”
  


  
    Nick usually flinched every time Cassie said Adam’s name, but he didn’t this time. His mahogany eyes were still and clear and his face was calm. Cassie suddenly felt like she could tell Nick anything and he wouldn’t judge her. She took a step closer to him.
  


  
    “You know the cord?” she asked. “The one between me and Adam?”
  


  
    “The infamous silver cord. Do you even have to ask?”
  


  
    “Well, there’s another one just like it,” Cassie said. “Between Adam and Scarlett.”
  


  
    “Hmm.” Nick set the broom aside and crossed his thick arms over his chest.
  


  
    “What do you think that means?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    “The more important question is what doyouthink it means?” Nick’s voice was caring and warm.
  


  
    Cassie shook her head. “I’m not sure.”
  


  
    “Personally,” Nick said. He looked pointedly at Cassie. “I think people pick who they love.”
  


  
    There was a beat of silence between them, a charged moment, and Cassie felt something tremble inside her. Something uncontrollable. A heat.
  


  
    Without thinking, she took Nick’s face into her hands and kissed him. It was urgent, and passionate, nothing like her soft kisses with Adam. She was hungry in a way she didn’t know she was capable of. But at the same time she felt disconnected, the way she had felt in her bedroom that night with Adam, after touching the book. It was like her mind and her body had split. She wanted to stop, but she couldn’t, so she kept kissing Nick until he pulled away.
  


  
    He brought his fingers to his lips in shock. “What the heck was that?”
  


  
    Cassie was just as stunned as he was. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
  


  
    “Don’t do that unless you mean it.” Nick’s eyes blazed at her, and the air between them still felt charged. Cassie knew if she didn’t walk away now she was going to do something she might really regret. She turned and ran up the stairs to her bedroom, securing the door behind her.
  


  
    Cassie wasn’t sure what to make of what had just happened. She hadn’t known she was going to kiss Nick until she was already kissing him. In the moment, the thrill of it had rushed through her whole body. The screaming black hunger from deep in her gut was satiated—it had gotten what it wanted—but now all Cassie felt was empty.
  


  


  



  Chapter 15


  
    

  


  The next morning, guilt and shame were consuming Cassie from the inside out. It was only a kiss, but it shouldn’t have happened. How could she have let it happen? Before she even kicked off the covers and got out of bed she tried calling Adam. She had to set things right.


  
    He answered right away but sounded distracted. Or was he annoyed?
  


  
    “Is this a bad time?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    “It’s fine,” Adam said abruptly. “What’s up?”
  


  
    “I was hoping we could talk,” Cassie said. “Will you meet me out on the bluff?”
  


  
    “I can’t.”
  


  
    “It’s kind of important.”
  


  
    Adam nervously cleared his throat. “I wish I could, but I have to study for a history test.”
  


  
    He was so obviously lying that it was almost insulting. “Since when are you so concerned about studying?” Cassie said.
  


  
    “What are you talking about? Since always.”
  


  
    Cassie knew something was wrong. Adam’s voice sounded agitated and higher-pitched than usual. He was hiding something.
  


  
    “Can I talk to you now then, for a few minutes?” Cassie asked. “There’s something I’d like to say and I don’t want to put it off.”
  


  
    “You know, now really isn’t such a good time. I’m kind of in the middle of something.”
  


  
    Cassie could hardly believe her ears. Adam must be angry with her or he would never behave this way. But it didn’t make sense. Just last night he had told her he loved her.
  


  
    “I really do want to talk,” Adam said. “But it’ll have to wait. I’m sorry, Cassie, but I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later.”
  


  
    Cassie said good-bye and then listened to the silence on Adam’s end of the line for a few seconds after he hung up. The rift between them must be bigger than she had thought. And Adam didn’t even know the worst of it yet. If he was this upset with her now, what would his reaction be when he found out she had kissed Nick?
  


  
    

  


  
    Hours passed, and Cassie still couldn’t get the phone call with Adam out of her head. It wasn’t only the fact that he had lied that was upsetting her. It was that she deserved it. He was right to not even want to hear her pathetic apology. If she were him, she wouldn’t want to talk to her either.
  


  
    But there was someone else Cassie should apologize to, and she hoped he would at least hear her out. She filled up a few plates with some chicken and vegetables and brought them downstairs, just as an excuse to seek out Nick.
  


  
    When she stepped inside the secret room, Nick was hunkered on the couch watching a bad horror movie with Deborah and Suzan. They were munching on popcorn and laughing. None of them turned to look at her, but the moment Cassie laid eyes on Nick she was overcome with shame. She couldn’t even bear the sight of him. She set the food she’d brought on the kitchen table and turned to run back upstairs as fast as she could.
  


  
    Nick noticed her and bolted up to catch her by the arm. “Hey,” he said. “Where are you going?”
  


  
    Cassie glanced at Faye and Laurel, but neither of them noticed the commotion. They were both at their computers wearing headphones. And Deborah and Suzan were too engrossed in the blood and guts of their movie to care about what Nick and Cassie had going on. They turned up the volume on the TV to drown their voices out.
  


  
    Nick pulled Cassie aside. “You’re avoiding me. There’s no reason for that. If we have to talk about it, we should talk about it.”
  


  
    Cassie’s mind began swimming too fast to complete a coherent sentence. “I don’t know what happened last night,” she said. “I’m sorry, I haven’t been myself lately.”
  


  
    “Take it easy,” Nick said. “Nothing catastrophic happened.”
  


  
    “Nick, I kissed you. I practically jumped your bones. Adam would think it was pretty catastrophic.”
  


  
    Nick smirked. “True. But I kind of understand why it happened.”
  


  
    “I wish I understood. I’ve been working so hard to get you to be my friend again, and then I go and …” Cassie couldn’t finish the sentence.
  


  
    “Look, it was just a fleeting moment,” Nick said dismissively. “I’ve had a million moments where I wanted to do something like that.”
  


  
    “You have?” Cassie took a deep breath. “I don’t want this to mean—”
  


  
    “It doesn’t mean we should be anything more again,” Nick said. “Or that you should jeopardize what you have with Adam. I get that.”
  


  
    This cool reaction from Nick didn’t exactly match their heated exchange yesterday, but Cassie would take what she could get. “You forgive me then,” she said.
  


  
    Nick shook his head. “Stuff happens sometimes, Cassie. Especially between good friends. Wires get crossed; things get confused.”
  


  
    “So that’s what we are?” Cassie asked. “Good friends? Still?”
  


  
    Nick avoided the question by glancing at the movie he was missing. “Although it was a pretty hot kiss, if I do say so myself.” He smiled, and Cassie tried to ignore the slightly condescending note in his voice.
  


  
    The fact was, she was lucky enough to have not one buttwoguys in her life who really cared about her. If only she felt worthy of either of them right now.
  


  
    She thought back to her tense conversation with Adam. If they were drifting apart, she wasn’t going to let their relationship end without a fight. Refusing to let Scarlett, or Nick, or anyone get between them was the only way to prove to Adam that she loved him—and proving it was more important now than ever.
  


  
    “I’m glad we’ve cleared the air,” Cassie said. “Now I should probably go do damage control with my boyfriend.”
  


  
    “I guess that means you’re going to tell him,” Nick said.
  


  
    “I have to. I know it won’t help your friendship, but I can’t keep it from him.”
  


  
    “Maybe you should remind him that this room is spelled for protection. So he’ll have to drag me out of it if he wants to kill me.”
  


  
    “Let’s hope it won’t come to that. Besides, I think this time I’ll be the one taking the blame.” Cassie gave Nick a peck on the cheek. “Wish me luck.”
  


  
    “You don’t need luck,” Nick said. “Adam’s not going to let you go that easily.”
  


  
    Cassie ran back upstairs and out of the house, sprinting down the sun-drenched block while practicing her apology to Adam in her head. She found herself at the wooden threshold of his front door within minutes. Adam’s Mustang, she noticed, was absent from the driveway, but he often parked it inside the garage, so that didn’t mean much. First Cassie knocked on the heavy oak door, and then she rang the bell. But all she could hear on the other side was Raj’s incessant barking. Adam wasn’t home. Nobody was, it seemed. But ever since their conversation that morning, Cassie had known something was off. She suddenly imagined Adam hiding inside, waiting for her to give up and leave him alone.
  


  
    Would he really pretend to not be home?
  


  
    Cassie looked to her left and right; there was no one in sight except for a blue uniformed mailman wearing giant headphones and bobbing to music only he could hear. Cassie hastily used a spell to unlock the door. It unlatched with a click, and she squeaked it open. Inside Raj was jumping and barking anxiously, as if he knew something was wrong. She gave the dog a pat to quiet him and scanned the shadowy living room and den.
  


  
    Where could Adam be? Wherever he was, he clearly didn’t want her to know, or he wouldn’t have sounded so strange on the phone earlier.
  


  
    Cassie crept into Adam’s bedroom to have a quick look around. His bed was an unmade mountain of blankets, and his history books were lying unopened on his nightstand. He obviously wasn’t studying for a history test. At least now she had proof he’d been lying.
  


  
    She searched his desk for some clue as to where he might have gone, or what he was up to. As she shifted a few papers to the side, her finger accidentally brushed against the mouse to his computer and the monitor came to life. A gray image of an old house filled the screen. It was the Stockbridge Mission House, Cassie was sure of it. It was the very same house that had appeared during the locator spell. And below its ghostly image were step-by-step driving directions to get there from New Salem.
  


  
    He didn’t, Cassie thought.
  


  
    But as she clicked through the information on Adam’s computer, it became more and more clear thathe had. It was the only logical explanation, and it suddenly all made sense—his lies and anxious tone on the phone, and how at their meeting he’d reluctantly agreed to do more research when only a moment before he’d been itching to go after Scarlett immediately.
  


  
    Do-or-die time, he’d called it.
  


  
    Adam had gone after Scarlett. Alone.
  


  


  



  Chapter 16


  
    

  


  How could Adam be so stubborn? And so stupid? He didn’t stand a chance against Scarlett by himself. Cassie hurried out of Adam’s house in a panic and headed straight to Diana’s. Diana would know what to do.


  
    She banged on the glossy front door of Diana’s lemon-yellow house, but nobody answered.
  


  
    Not again,Cassie thought. She was ready to do another unlocking spell when she tried the nickel handle. It clicked easily beneath her thumb. The door was unlocked. Cassie stepped inside the house’s slick foyer and called Diana’s name. Her voice echoed off the polished mantel and brass knickknacks.
  


  
    There was no answer, but the thumping bass of too-loud music echoed from Diana’s bedroom. That explained why she hadn’t heard Cassie knocking. Cassie made her way up to Diana’s room and pushed open her door.
  


  
    “Diana?” she said, as the image before her registered. Diana wasn’t alone. She was on the bed with—
  


  
    “Oh my God.” It was Max. And he was kissing Diana. And she was kissing him back.
  


  
    “Cassie!” Diana screamed, pulling away from Max hastily. “What are you doing here?”
  


  
    “The door was open,” Cassie stuttered. “I tried knocking, but—I’m sorry.”
  


  
    Max jumped from the bed to a standing position and in one quick motion turned off the music. “It’s not what it looks like,” he said. He was up on the balls of his feet and his tanned calves were flexed, like he was poised to sidestep the rush of a full-on attack.
  


  
    “It’s okay.” Diana looked sympathetically at Max. “It was only a matter of time before someone found us out. At least it’s Cassie.”
  


  
    Max settled back on his heels and ran his hands through his hair. Then he dug around on the floor for his socks and sneakers. “You two probably need to talk,” he said in a voice that sounded like an apology. “I should go.”
  


  
    “You don’t have to leave,” Diana said to him, softly. “Just give us a minute.”
  


  
    Cassie stepped aside as Max staggered toward the doorway, avoiding her eyes. “I’ll be downstairs.” He closed the door behind him, and Cassie turned to Diana.
  


  
    “Please let me explain,” Diana said, without giving Cassie a chance to react.
  


  
    Cassie didn’t know what to say. She needed to tell Diana about Adam going to the Mission House—it was a matter of life and death. But before she could get out even one word, Diana broke into tears.
  


  
    “This secret has been killing me.” Diana’s emerald-green eyes grew pink with emotion. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I just … I knew it would be hard for anyone to understand.”
  


  
    Cassie sat down on the soft-feathered bedspread across from Diana and let her talk. She’d obviously been holding this in for a while and needed to get a lot off her chest.
  


  
    “When I started spending time with Max,” Diana said, “I found myself really liking him. It might not seem like it, Cassie, but he’s charming, and sweet. And despite how he sometimes acts in school, he doesn’t care what anyone else thinks.”
  


  
    “I don’t doubt it.” Cassie tried to sound objective and unprejudiced. “But Max is our enemy. He marked Faye himself and his people killed Constance and Portia. He must know you’re a witch, too.”
  


  
    Diana nodded, starting to sob. “I know that. I haven’t forgotten all that he’s done to us. But the cord? The connection that you and Adam have? I’ve seen that between me and Max.”
  


  
    Cassie swallowed the lump in her throat that formed at the mention of the silver cord. They seemed to be popping up everywhere lately. “Are you sure?” she asked.
  


  
    Diana was crying so hard, Cassie knew she couldn’t be mistaken.
  


  
    “You of all people must understand,” Diana begged. “You can’t always choose who you fall for.”
  


  
    Cassie recognized that Diana never would have chosen this path if she’d had a choice. She felt sorry for her in a way. It couldn’t be easy, falling in love with your sworn enemy.
  


  
    Cassie rubbed Diana’s back in gentle circles. “I don’t blame you for falling for him. He’s gorgeous and he’s loved you since the first time he saw you. But I guess it’s hard for me to understand exactlyhowthis happened.”
  


  
    Diana reached for a tissue to wipe her tear-muddled face. “When I was trying to spend time with him, to spy on him, I got to see what it was actually like tobehim. How he’s had to move around from place to place his entire life chasing witches with his awful father. How he has no mom, no siblings. Just like so many of us, Cassie.”
  


  
    Diana plucked a fresh Kleenex from the box and dabbed her eyes. “It’s so hard for him to trust people. He’s scared and alone. Do you know how that started to feel? To trick this really good guy into believing I had no ulterior motives for spending time with him?”
  


  
    Diana didn’t wait for Cassie to answer. “And then one day we were hanging out in his room and his father came home early. The moment the front door slammed, Max turned to me, terrified. He grabbed my hand and led me to the window and I realized it was me he was worried about, not himself. We climbed out his window and dashed for the woods behind his house. We were barefoot, with our shoes in our hands, and rocks and twigs cut up the bottoms of our muddied feet, but we didn’t stop. Long after it was obvious we were safe, Max was still clutching my hand, pulling me along, until finally I couldn’t go on. I stopped, breathless, and asked him why we were still running. And that was when he kissed me for the first time. He leaned in and placed his lips on mine, and a wave of energy passed through me like nothing I’d ever felt before. He said, ‘I want to keep running until we’re free.’ And it was as if I were suddenly floating outside myself. I could see the two of us standing there in the woods and how we were connected by a band of energy—a silver cord that hummed and sang and bound us heart to heart. And I understood that it could never be broken, that our lives were linked.”
  


  
    Cassie remained silent, looking at Diana with sympathetic eyes.
  


  
    “I know it sounds crazy,” Diana said, “but I trust him, Cassie. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt me.”
  


  
    “If you trust him,” Cassie said, “I trust you. But as things progress, it’s likely there will be a battle between us and them. You understand that, don’t you?”
  


  
    “I know.” Diana exhaled deeply. “It’s practically all I can think about. But until we get to that point, can I ask you to keep this between us?”
  


  
    Cassie wanted to be supportive, but she worried about the position Diana was now in. She would be torn between her love for Max and her devotion to the Circle, and Cassie knew how powerful the draw of true love could be.
  


  
    “Let me ask you an important question,” Cassie said. “And I need you to tell me the truth. Is there any chance your loyalties will be skewed when it comes time to fight?”
  


  
    “There is absolutely no chance of that happening.” Diana had stopped crying, but her eyes remained puffy and red. “I assure you. My allegiance will always remain with the Circle, even if it kills me. I’m just not ready for them to hear about this yet. Please.”
  


  
    Diana sounded pretty convincing. And she was right that the Circle would never understand how she could possibly be in love with Max.
  


  
    “Your secret is safe with me,” Cassie said. “But we’re not done talking about this.”
  


  
    Then Cassie stood up to leave. All this talk about cords and irresistible connections was making her even more nervous about Adam. But she didn’t want to risk explaining the Adam situation to Diana with Max so close by.
  


  
    “Wait.” Diana followed Cassie toward the door when she realized she was leaving. “Didn’t you need me for something?”
  


  
    “Nothing important,” Cassie said. “Never mind.”
  


  
    She would have to go after Adam alone. But she had to go now, before it was too late.
  


  


  



  Chapter 17


  
    

  


  Using the driving directions she had found on Adam’s computer, Cassie arrived in Stockbridge just after sunset. The Mission House was hard to miss once she had crossed the bridge. It was an old gray house in terrible disrepair with crooked wooden shutters and moss lurking up its facade—just how it had looked in the water of the location spell.


  
    And just as she saw it in the spell, the house was surrounded by a pointed iron gate. Cassie found it was low enough to pull herself up and over it without difficulty. She landed with both feet upon the spongy mud of the side yard and began exploring the fenced-in property.
  


  
    Cassie walked the perimeter, figuring out all her options for entering the house—and also for escape. As far as she could tell, there were three doors—one in front, one at the back, and one on the side of the house. All of them looked shoddy, flimsy, and easy to open, but the back door wasn’t even latched closed. It creaked open in the faint breeze.
  


  
    Cassie let herself inside quietly and then waited for her intuition to alert her to where Adam was. She closed her eyes and centered her energy, calling him with her mind.
  


  
    But then she heard something in the main room. It was a wispy, delicate sound—the wrinkling bend of pages turning.
  


  
    Cassie followed it down a long, musty hallway. The sound echoed periodically, guiding her through the dark and across the dusty hardwood floor. It led her right to the threshold of the main room.
  


  
    It was a carelessly-laid-out space filled with what looked like secondhand furniture. Everything was mismatched, as if the owner had just left all the odds and ends he didn’t want in one room before abandoning the place.
  


  
    Adam was there, standing before Scarlett, breathing heavily. “I brought you your father’s Book of Shadows,” he said. “What more do you want from me? I have nothing else to offer.”
  


  
    The book. Cassie thought she had recognized its call, and now her worst fear was confirmed. Adam must have taken the book from her room. He was the only one who knew where it was hidden and where to find the key.
  


  
    The book’s worn leather cover looked even more sinister than usual in Scarlett’s pale hands, and Cassie’s insides stirred. That book washers, just like Adam was hers.
  


  
    Scarlett leaned in close to Adam, so their faces were nearly touching. “I want from you exactly what you want from me.”
  


  
    Adam didn’t turn away. “All I want from you are the Master Tools,” he said, his mouth just centimeters from Scarlett’s. “Nothing else.”
  


  
    Cassie started to interrupt, to reveal herself, but stopped at the last moment. Adam was safe, for the time being. And in Cape Cod, Scarlett had the upper hand, but Cassie had the element of surprise. If Cassie could catch Scarlett at the right moment … her mind started spinning with possibilities.
  


  
    “You’re lying.” Scarlett rested her hand on Adam’s chest and held it there. “But at least your heartbeat tells the truth.”
  


  
    Adam stepped back, swatting Scarlett’s hand from his body. “I know the Tools are here somewhere. If you’re not willing to hand them over, I’ll find them myself.”
  


  
    He turned toward a chest of drawers, then to the closet.
  


  
    “I like you, Adam,” Scarlett said. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t hurt you. Do you honestly think I’m going to let you walk out of here with the Master Tools?”
  


  
    Adam ignored Scarlett’s warning and charged for the chest of drawers.
  


  
    “Fool,” Scarlett muttered, shaking her head. She shot Adam with a dark spell that brought him down to the floor. Cassie winced just watching it.
  


  
    “Why do you insist on defying me?” Scarlett’s hands hovered over Adam’s body, drawing a wounded shriek from his mouth. “This pain you’re feeling,” she said, “I want you to understand that it’s your own doing. You’re making me do this to you right now.”
  


  
    Adam cried out like an injured animal, clawing at the floor, trying to get away.
  


  
    “And if you make me destroy you,” Scarlett continued, “so be it.” She thrashed her fists and Adam squealed as if he’d been whipped. She did it again, and then again. Each time, Adam screamed louder, begging for Scarlett to stop.
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t stand by and watch him being tortured for another second. She ran at Scarlett with outstretched hands and shouted, “Fragilis!”
  


  
    It was the same spell Scarlett had used on Cassie last time they fought. It was a black magic spell, but Cassie knew how to perform it now. She had absorbed it somehow these past few weeks.
  


  
    Before Scarlett even knew what hit her, she fell to the floor beside Adam, like all the energy had drained out of her body. She struggled to lift her head, to see who’d blindsided her in her own hideout.
  


  
    Cassie turned to Adam and yelled, “Get out of here!” But the moment he was up on his feet, Scarlett recited a line, “Hoc funem est carcerem,” and Adam flew backward onto the wooden chair across from the sofa. The threads of the chair’s upholstery unraveled in thick ropes and tied Adam tightly in place.
  


  
    “Really, Cassie,” Scarlett said, standing. “You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?” She raised her arms and focused on Cassie, but Cassie beat her to the punch.
  


  
    “Cadunt,” Cassie commanded. Scarlett dropped to her knees again, and then tipped over onto the ground. She fell straight-limbed and unyielding in one swift motion, the way a tree goes down in the forest.
  


  
    “What were you saying about this being easy?” Cassie quipped.
  


  
    Scarlett lay unmoving flat on her back.
  


  
    “Untie me, Cassie!” Adam screamed. “We need to get out of here.”
  


  
    Cassie pretended not to hear him. At the moment she could have easily freed Adam from the ropes without even using her hands. A simple unraveling spell would have done it. But being tied up is what kept Adam safe and out of the crossfire. This fight was between her and her sister, and she was prepared to finish it right then and there.
  


  
    Cassie yelled over to where Scarlett was lying on the floor. “Have you had enough yet? Or should we keep going? Because I’m just getting warmed up.”
  


  
    Scarlett refused to surrender. The defense spell she hollered out sounded like a cry for help, or a plea to her own body. “Oriuntur,” Scarlett demanded, and she used every bit of strength she had to stand up again.
  


  
    The book, though, Cassie noticed—her book—had slipped from Scarlett’s grasp.
  


  
    Cassie thrust her charged fingers toward its pages and called to it, “Mihi venit!”
  


  
    To Scarlett’s surprise, and much to her own, the book quivered and rose up from the floor until it was eye-level with Cassie. Then it floated across the room like a leaf caught in the wind, right into Cassie’s outstretched hands.
  


  
    Cassie gripped the book’s soft cover and hugged it close to her chest.
  


  
    Scarlett desperately cast her trembling fingers at Cassie again. “Praestrangulo,” she screamed. “Caecitas!” She was frantic, trying every spell she knew. But Cassie had the upper hand now.
  


  
    “Divorsus,” Cassie said calmly. A simple wave of her arm blocked all of Scarlett’s feeble spells.
  


  
    With her father’s book in hand, Cassie understood where her new power was coming from. Somehow, it had seeped into her veins those past weeks; Black John’s spells were now hers. She could feel the book’s power coursing through her. This was right. It was Scarlett who had to go.
  


  
    “And I thought you were going to put up a fight,” Cassie said, egging Scarlett on. “I mistook you for a worthy opponent.”
  


  
    Scarlett was running out of options. Barely able to stand, exhausted from casting too many spells, she momentarily glanced at the shallow closet closed off from the room by two folding doors.
  


  
    The quick look wasn’t lost on Cassie. “Hmm,” she said, turning to face the closet. “I wonder what’s in there. Could it be my Tools? The ones you stole from me?”
  


  
    Scarlett’s eyes widened, and she dashed for the closet doors.
  


  
    “Desiccare!” Cassie shouted.
  


  
    Scarlett dropped to the floor once more. Her legs and arms stiffened like the limbs of a corpse.
  


  
    “I guess that answersthat.” Cassie casually walked over to Scarlett. She watched the spell collapse Scarlett’s spine and wrinkle its way up the length of Scarlett’s neck.
  


  
    “Cassie!” Adam cried out desperately. “Untie me, now!”
  


  
    Finally Scarlett’s face succumbed to the spell. It dried and shriveled like a preserved peach, then turned gray and ashen—motionless as a mask, except for her eyes, which darted frantically back and forth.
  


  
    “You know this already,” Cassie said. “But I’ll remind you again just this once. The Master Tools belong to me. And from now on, they answer only to me. And that boy over there?” She gestured to Adam. “He’s mine.”
  


  
    Scarlett’s dark eyes slowed to a stop, hardening to a stony gray that matched the rest of her desiccated body.
  


  
    Cassie grinned. “Who do you think is Daddy’s favorite now? I’ll give you a hint: It’s not you.”
  


  
    “Cassie,” Adam called to her, but he sounded far away, as if he were at the opposite end of a long tunnel. She knew he was there in the room with her, but at the moment he seemed small and unimportant. He may as well have not been there at all.
  


  
    “You’re nothing,” Cassie said to Scarlett. “Nothing.”
  


  
    Cassie felt invincible. She could destroy Scarlett so easily now. She suddenly knew the right words. They came to her strikingly from deep within her gut. She could taste them, bitter like licorice on her tongue:
  


  
    

  


  
    I maledicentibus vobis in mortem.
  


  
    

  


  
    I curse you to death.
  


  


  



  Chapter 18


  
    

  


  “Cassie!” Adam screamed. “Your eyes. You have to stop!”


  
    Cassie heard Adam’s cries, but couldn’t register their meaning. All she could see was the image of Scarlett in front of her, dead.
  


  
    “You’re going to kill her!” Adam screamed, just before Cassie could speak the words that would murder her sister.
  


  
    Cassie sputtered, confused, as if Adam had finally shaken her awake from a nightmare.
  


  
    “It’s Black John. It’s the darkness controlling you,” Adam said. “This isn’t you, Cassie.”
  


  
    Cassie gazed around the room like she’d never seen it before, and then at Scarlett, who was dying at her feet.
  


  
    Cassie felt her own insides cave in. Her legs went soft, and she felt light-headed. Adam was right. This wasn’t her.
  


  
    She carefully set her father’s Book of Shadows on the table and backed away from it with caution. Then she looked at Adam. “What have I done?”
  


  
    Some of the color returned to Adam’s face and his shoulders settled. “Not what youalmostdid, thank goodness.” He took a deep breath. “I thought I’d lost you for good.”
  


  
    Cassie ran to Adam and wrapped her arms around him.
  


  
    “There’s a better way to deal with Scarlett,” he said. “We’ll figure out what it is together. But you have to untie me first.”
  


  
    Cassie’s first instinct was to use magic to set Adam free, but then she thought better of it. She untied him the old-fashioned way, tugging and untwisting the ropy threads confining him to the chair until he was free.
  


  
    Adam stood up and stretched his legs. He rubbed his sore, rope-burned wrists. “Where did you learn all those dark spells?” he asked. “Have you been able to translate that much of the book?”
  


  
    “No. I don’t know,” Cassie said. “They just came to me.”
  


  
    “What do you mean, they just came to you? Like from inside you? Your eyes were as black as marbles.”
  


  
    “Adam, I don’t know. Can we just focus on Scarlett right now?” Scarlett was still lying motionless on the floor, gray and desiccated.
  


  
    “Will she be okay?” Adam asked.
  


  
    “I think so,” Cassie said. “But I can also do a reversal spell.”
  


  
    Adam considered their options for a minute. “Before she can move again,” he said, “there’s another spell I think we should try. It’ll prevent her from ever returning to New Salem. What do you think? Are you up for it?”
  


  
    “A magical restraining order,” Cassie said. “That sounds great, but I don’t think our regular magic is strong enough to work on her.”
  


  
    “It will be.” Adam nodded toward the closet.
  


  
    The Master Tools. Of course. In all the commotion, Cassie had almost forgotten about them.
  


  
    Cassie stepped around Scarlett to open the closet’s folding doors. She rummaged through some junk on the floor and moved around some boxes on a high shelf, and there they were. Just sitting there for the taking. The silver bracelet, the leather garter, and the sparkling diadem.
  


  
    Cassie reached for each one individually. First the bracelet. She fastened it around her upper arm. Its smooth silver felt cool against her skin. Next she secured the soft leather garter on her thigh. Adam came up behind her as she reached for the diadem. He straightened it on her head for her.
  


  
    “Now that’s more like it,” he said. “That’s the Cassie I know and love.”
  


  
    Cassie tried to soak up the positive energy from each Tool—to feel like the Cassie Adam knew and loved. She tried her best to smile.
  


  
    “I feel good,” she said. “Better.” Then she looked at Scarlett. “Let’s try the restraining spell.”
  


  
    “We’ll need a few things first.” Adam hurried around the house, searching for supplies, digging through a few different drawers and cabinets. “I’ll be right back,” he said, and ran out to the front yard.
  


  
    Cassie had a few moments to think about what she’d just been through. She’d come so close to killing her sister. How could Adam ever look at her the same way? How could she wear the Master Tools now, or ever be worthy of them again?
  


  
    Adam returned from outside, rosy cheeked and with a fistful of dirt. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s give this spell a try.”
  


  
    He bent down to Scarlett and guided Cassie’s hand to Scarlett’s forehead. “You hold her here and concentrate. It’s important that your intentions remain clear, Cassie, can you do that?”
  


  
    “Yes,” Cassie said easily. But she knew she would really have to try.
  


  
    Scarlett’s forehead was cold and hard; it was almost like touching a corpse. Adam lit a candle and swung it above Scarlett’s body, back and forth from the top of her head, down to the bottoms of her feet. Then he recited the chant. “I banish you from New Salem, Scarlett, with the power of fire.”
  


  
    Cassie imagined a soothing white light. She pictured it growing brighter and more intense until it had enveloped not only Scarlett but herself and Adam as well.
  


  
    Adam secured the lit candle in a holder upon the floor, just north of Scarlett’s head. Then he scattered the fistful of dirt he’d collected from the front yard onto the floor, encircling Scarlett within it. He said, “I banish you from New Salem, Scarlett, with the power of earth.”
  


  
    Cassie could smell the loamy trail of dirt and was reminded of the elemental wholesomeness of the earth, the cleanliness of stark terrain. She imagined the white light filling the whole room, and then the entire house from the inside out.
  


  
    Next Adam reached for a cup of water he’d set on the table. He dipped his hand deep into the cup and then sprinkled drops of water, like rain, over Scarlett’s skin. “I banish you from New Salem, Scarlett, with the power of water,” he said.
  


  
    Finally Adam went to open the front door of the house and a large window on the opposite side, creating a strong cross-breeze in the main room. The rush of air blew out the candle he’d set on the floor. “I banish you from New Salem, Scarlett, with the power of air,” he said.
  


  
    He placed his hands gently over Cassie’s, joining her in holding Scarlett’s forehead. He closed his eyes and said, “Fire, earth, water, and air, and the power of the Master Tools, mote it be.”
  


  
    Scarlett stirred and Adam opened his eyes. “That’s it,” he said.
  


  
    Cassie let her hands drop to her sides. “Did it work?”
  


  
    “We’ll find out,” Adam said. “But after all this, I don’t think she’ll be much of a threat anymore.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded, but she wasn’t so sure. She couldn’t imagine a time when Scarlett would no longer be a menace.
  


  
    Adam picked up Black John’s Book of Shadows and gestured to the door. “What do you say we get out of here?”
  


  
    Cassie looked Scarlett over one last time and nodded.
  


  
    She went to the front door and put one hand on the knob. With her other hand, she waved her fingers at Scarlett. “I tollere malum incantatores,” she said, the words of the reversal spell.
  


  
    Scarlett’s color came back and she gasped for breath just as Cassie and Adam stepped outside, slamming the door behind them.
  


  


  



  Chapter 19


  
    

  


  Once they were back at Cassie’s house, Adam and Cassie took a few minutes to sit down on the front porch swing and collect themselves. It was dark, and they both began to yawn now that their adrenaline had settled. Adam turned to Cassie and shyly smiled. “Thanks for saving my butt back there.”


  
    Cassie was comforted by Adam’s ability to make light of the situation—it meant he was beginning to get over the shock of seeing her overcome by dark magic. Maybe things could finally go back to normal for them. But first she had to address what he’d done.
  


  
    “I owed you one,” Cassie said. “But it was stupid of you to go after Scarlett by yourself. You could have been killed.”
  


  
    “It didn’t seem stupid in my head. I knew where you’d hidden the book, and I had hoped to trade it for the Master Tools.”
  


  
    “But do you know how dangerous that book could be in Scarlett’s possession?”
  


  
    “To be honest with you, Cassie, I did it because I wanted to get the book away from you. I thought getting it out of your hands might save you from its darkness. You have to believe me. I was trying to help.”
  


  
    Cassie recalled how the book seemed to be summoning her each time Scarlett turned one of its pages, how it beckoned her to attack Scarlett with black magic.
  


  
    “After how I acted back there,” Cassie said, “I’m worried it’s too late. I think the book has done its damage.”
  


  
    “No. Don’t talk like that,” Adam said. “It was a close call, but nothing irreparable was done.”
  


  
    Cassie’s heart instantly flooded with regret. She knew this was the moment to tell Adam what had happened the night before with Nick. If she didn’t tell him now, she may never have the courage again.
  


  
    “I did do something irreparable,” she said. “I wish it wasn’t true, but it is.”
  


  
    “What did you do?” Adam asked, but when Cassie remained silent, he tried a less accusatory tone. “Whatever it is, we can work through it,” he said. “As long as you’re honest with me.” Cassie still picked up on the hint of dread in his voice.
  


  
    “Last night,” Cassie said, feeling sick with shame, “I kissed Nick.”
  


  
    Adam’s whole body constricted. “I can’t believe him,” he mumbled to the air.
  


  
    “It was all me,” Cassie insisted. “Nick was a perfect gentleman. I practically forced myself on him.”
  


  
    Adam glared straight ahead for a few seconds.
  


  
    “I am so unbelievably sorry,” Cassie said.
  


  
    She was hoping Adam would say something in return, but he was dead silent.
  


  
    “I know it’s no excuse,” Cassie continued. “But when it happened it was like the book was making me want to hurt you. Like it had taken over my mind and my body. I couldn’t control myself.”
  


  
    “I get it,” Adam said. His voice cracked with emotion. “I don’t want to hear any more.”
  


  
    “But I want you to understand that I didn’t mean for it to happen. That’s not how I feel about Nick. I know that still doesn’t make it okay, and you have every right to hate me—”
  


  
    “I can never hate you,” Adam said. “But I can’t say I’m not a little hurt.”
  


  
    Cassie placed her hand on Adam’s knee, relieved he was at least speaking to her. “It will never happen again,” she said. “I promise.”
  


  
    “I know it won’t happen again. Especially after we figure out what to do with that book.” Adam glanced at the book, which was resting between them alongside the Master Tools. “It’s the book I hate, not you.”
  


  
    A pang of worry shot through Cassie’s chest. What if Adam’s resentment for the book caused him to do something drastic? He wouldn’t try to destroy it, would he?
  


  
    “We’ve both made mistakes recently,” Adam said. “And we have bigger concerns to deal with. One kiss is hardly the worst of them.”
  


  
    “Bigger concerns,” Cassie said. “Like me being altogether evil.”
  


  
    Adam shook his head. “You’re not evil, Cassie. One day, I promise, our lives will be normal enough that I will sufficiently freak out if you kiss another guy of your own volition, not because a cursed book made you do it.”
  


  
    Cassie had to laugh as Adam gave the porch swing a little nudge, sending them gently back and then forward again.
  


  
    Adam took a long breath in, held it, and exhaled heavily, as if he were blowing out every hurt feeling and negative thought within him. He looked longingly at Cassie and then leaned over and kissed her.
  


  
    Cassie had never felt so gratified by a kiss in all her life. For a few blissful minutes she forgot all her troubles. She was healed. She was with Adam and that was all that mattered.
  


  
    Adam must have felt it, too, because his passion for Cassie now was pressing and pleading. He kissed her like he hadn’t seen her in years, like he wanted to erase her kiss with Nick from her mind and claim her for himself.
  


  
    But Cassie finally, reluctantly pulled away. “We should go inside,” she said. “We can continue this later in private, after we tell everyone about getting the Master Tools back.”
  


  
    Adam agreed and the two of them got up from the swing. They straightened their clothes and gathered the book and Tools to carry them inside.
  


  
    “They’re going to freak out when they see these,” Adam said, holding the Tools up like a trophy. They glistened in the moonlight.
  


  
    “I know,” Cassie said. “But maybe we can leave out the worst parts of the story about how we got them back?”
  


  
    Adam didn’t argue. The two of them made their way through the house and jogged down the basement stairs. They excitedly revealed the hidden door—but on the opposite side, they found an empty room.
  


  
    “Hello!” Cassie called out. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
  


  
    Within a few seconds her joviality was quelled. This was no game of hide-and-seek. Not a single member of the Circle was to be found in the room.
  


  
    There were laptops left open and dishes with food on them still on the table. Laurel’s desk lamp hadn’t been turned off and neither had the light in the bathroom.
  


  
    Cassie set down her father’s book and the Master Tools, and a knot formed in her throat. “Where could they have gone?” she said. But she couldn’t state the worry nagging her: If their friends were discovered, they most likely had been killed.
  


  
    “There’s no way the hunters got in here.” Adam scrutinized the room in a desperate search for clues. “They must be with the rest of the Circle. Text Diana.”
  


  
    Cassie rummaged through her bag for her phone. She’d silenced it on her way to Stockbridge and forgot to turn the ringer back on. Now a list of urgent text messages, mostly from Nick, stared her in the face.
  


  
    She scanned through them nervously. “Faye went after the principal,” she said to Adam. “The rest of them are chasing after her, to keep her from doing anything stupid.”
  


  
    “Too late.” Adam slammed his hand down on the table. “That half-translated witch-hunter curse will never work.”
  


  
    “The last text says they were headed to the school.” Cassie stuffed her phone back into her pocket. “It was sent twenty minutes ago.”
  


  
    Without another word the two of them rushed upstairs. Cassie felt heat stealing into her face and a twisting panic in her stomach. She tried to catch her breath once they were inside Adam’s car, but it was no use.
  


  
    Adam floored the accelerator pedal, his eyes wild. Cassie watched the speedometer arc steadily from left to right. He had to be driving ninety miles per hour, but it still didn’t feel fast enough. If they didn’t make it to the school in time … Cassie couldn’t fathom it.
  


  
    But she had to be mentally prepared. Even if their friends were lying dead on the ground when they arrived, Cassie still had to be ready to fight.
  


  


  



  Chapter 20


  
    

  


  Arriving at the school, Adam and Cassie were unsure where to look first. The sky was dark as midnight, but there was enough security lighting to give them a decent view of the grounds. From the parking lot they scanned the empty bleachers and vacant football field. They checked the perimeter of the building, and the outer wing where the principal’s office was located.


  
    “Do you think they’re inside?” Cassie asked. “Maybe we should split up.”
  


  
    “Up there,” Adam said. “I think that’s them.”
  


  
    There was movement on the roof of the building, barely visible shadows, but clashing voices echoed down to the ground. Cassie pushed away her fear and forced the trembling within her stomach to steady her. If there were sounds of a scuffle, that meant there was still a fight.
  


  
    Adam rushed for the rusty fire escape that ran up the side of the building and Cassie followed just behind him. They quieted their steps as they neared the top. There, they discovered Diana, Melanie, Chris, Doug, and Sean hiding behind the metal railing.
  


  
    Diana noticed them and put her finger over her lips to indicate they should be quiet. Cassie and Adam moved to where they could view the action at the center of the roof. It was a formidable sight.
  


  
    Nick, Faye, Laurel, Deborah, and Suzan were aligned in a tight defensive circle. They appeared trapped and powerless, as if they’d been confined to a cage. And their marks glowed bright on their chests, like iridescent hearts beating over their clothes.
  


  
    The hunter marks must shine in the presence of the relics, Cassie thought. Three hunters surrounded the group, and each of them held a gray stone carved into the dreadful shape of the hunter symbol.
  


  
    It was the principal and two others—one man and one woman. Cassie wondered where Max was. Did Diana have something to do with his absence? But there wasn’t any time for questions.
  


  
    The man was older—Cassie would even call him elderly. He had long white hair and eyes the color of ice. The woman appeared to be around Cassie’s mother’s age. She was rail thin and had mousy brown hair and brown eyes, but there was no mistaking the resemblance between the two.
  


  
    Through her research, Laurel had identified two of the last remaining hunters as Jedediah Felton—an ancestor of one of the most feared hunter families in history—and his daughter, Louvera Felton. Now here they were in the flesh.
  


  
    The Feltons didn’t look as Cassie had expected they would. They seemed so normal. In Cassie’s imagination, the hunters were giant tribal-looking men wearing some sort of traditional garb, like a robe a martial-arts master would wear. But these hunters would have passed for three average adults if not for the ancient relics they wielded like weapons.
  


  
    “They don’t look so tough,” Adam said. “Without those stones, they’d have nothing on us.”
  


  
    “But those stones contain power that goes back over six hundred years,” Diana whispered. “Isn’t that what Laurel said?”
  


  
    Cassie nodded.
  


  
    “What are they mumbling?” Adam asked. “Do you think it’s the killing spell?”
  


  
    The hunters chanted in a low hum, repeating an ominous phrase:


    I sum eius agens,


    I occidere in eius nomen—


    I sum eius agens,


    I occidere in eius nomen—

  


  
    Just then, all five of their friends on the center of the roof dropped to their knees. They held their skulls as if they were suffering from terrible migraines.
  


  
    “It has to be the killing curse,” Cassie said. She made a motion to lunge forward and reveal herself, but Diana grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back.
  


  
    “Wait,” she said. “If we show ourselves, we’ll be trapped just like the others. The witch-hunter curse we translated must not have worked. Otherwise Faye and the rest of them wouldn’t be in this state.”
  


  
    Laurel and Suzan were writhing on the ground at the hunters’ feet. Faye was on her knees, screaming out in pain. Nick cringed, holding his head like it was bleeding, and Deborah looked like she had passed out from the torture.
  


  
    “We have to try something,” Cassie said. “We probably only have a few minutes, maybe even seconds.”
  


  
    “A blocking spell,” Adam said. “To turn the energy of their curse back on them. With the seven of us, we might have enough power.” He closed his eyes and reached for Cassie’s hands. “Repeat after me:Hunters, disperse. We reverse your curse.”
  


  
    The group of them linked arms and did as Adam said, though Cassie didn’t have much faith that such a generic spell could be strong enough to have an effect on those ancient relics. Still, she concentrated all her energy on the chant. “Hunters, disperse. We reverse your curse.”
  


  
    At first nothing happened, but then the hunters paused. Continuing their low hum, they looked from side to side. The magic had caught their attention, but they continued with the chant.
  


  
    Then Cassie felt a change. A heated power. Not knowing where it came from, a string of new words sprouted from her mouth. “Venatores dispergam. Nos vertite maledictionem.” The words were rasping, guttural sounds that rose from deep in her throat. She immediately recognized the feeling as dark magic, but she allowed it to come. Her whole being trembled with a painful ecstasy.
  


  
    The hunters were truly startled now. They halted their chanting and searched the shadows for the source of the spell. They waved their relics, but they seemed not to understand what they were feeling. They only knew it wasn’t good.
  


  
    “Venatores dispergam. Nos vertite maledictionem,” Cassie said again.
  


  
    Mr. Boylan scolded the others for breaking their concentration. “Focus!” he shouted. “We’re not finished yet.”
  


  
    But within seconds the old man stopped reciting the curse. His face reddened and he clutched his chest. “It’s an ancient,” he said. “I don’t know how, but I’m sure of it.”
  


  
    Jedediah doubled over, and began pounding on his own heart. “Find him,” he screamed out to the others.
  


  
    But Cassie continued uttering her dark words, louder now that she saw how well they were working. Adam and the others stood silently by, their arms still linked.
  


  
    Louvera made a motion to go to her father’s aid, but then she also grabbed her chest as if she were having a heart attack. She gasped for air, unable to speak.
  


  
    Mr. Boylan was visibly weakening. His spine curved downward, bending his usually rigid posture into a rounded question mark. All the color had drained from his face and his whole body shook with exhaustion.
  


  
    Jedediah climbed to his hands and knees and began crawling to the hatch door in the roof that led down into the school building.
  


  
    Louvera cried out with whatever air she had left, “Release them!” She choked and crawled in the same direction as the old man, and slid down the gaping hole in the roof to safety.
  


  
    But the principal refused to run away. He continued reciting the curse, holding tight to his relic, as he fell to his knees.
  


  
    Cassie took a few steps forward, directing her words straight for him. He tried to stand back up, but fell down again.
  


  
    One by one, the Circle members who had fallen began slowly rising to their feet. Faye and Laurel, then Nick and Suzan, and finally Deborah were shaking off the pain that had debilitated them only minutes earlier.
  


  
    Cassie could feel herself growing stronger as Mr. Boylan became weaker, as if she were sucking out his power and keeping it for her own use. She watched him shrivel before her eyes, panting like a cowardly animal. He clutched his chest and cried out. But Cassie felt no remorse for him whatsoever. She was only disgusted by his frailty. She was sure he would remain there withering to his death, and she would let him.
  


  
    Then, one last time, he got to his feet. He wobbled and, still unsure where the real opposition was coming from, he honed in on Faye. In a final desperate effort, he cast all his remaining energy at her, shouting the killing curse one last time as loud as he could.
  


  
    Before Faye knew what was coming, Suzan leapt in front of her, knocking her out of the way and onto the ground.
  


  
    His power spent, Boylan finally retreated. Defenseless and shambling, he dragged himself away, across the rooftop, and down the same escape route as his fellow hunters.
  


  
    Cassie continued moving toward him, still uttering the curse.
  


  
    “Cassie,” Adam called out. “That’s enough. He’s gone.”
  


  
    But Cassie couldn’t stop—the words continued coursing through her like a piano that played itself. She didn’t want the sensation to end.
  


  
    Adam grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her furiously. “Snap out of it,” he shouted. “The hunters are gone.”
  


  
    Somehow Adam’s words reached Cassie through the long tunnel she’d gotten lost in. She snapped to consciousness and looked around hazily.
  


  
    Chris and Doug came into view, then Sean and Melanie, and even through her clouded vision Cassie could see the hunter symbols glowing on their clothes. Each of them had been marked. Then Cassie turned to Diana and saw that she, too, had the symbol glowing on her sleeve. And so did Adam. Cassie pointed to it, shaking.
  


  
    “I know,” Adam said. “I saw it.”
  


  
    Then Cassie looked down and saw the front of her shirt gleaming as well. Now they were all on equal footing. The entire Circle had been marked. A strange calm came over Cassie, like the worst had finally happened and now they could move forward—but then Faye shrieked in a haunted pitch that made Cassie’s blood run cold.
  


  
    Faye was kneeling, shaking, over an unmoving Suzan.
  


  
    Everything started to blur as they all rushed to where Suzan was lying. Adam reached her first. He dropped to his knees and checked her neck and wrist for a pulse. Then he listened to see if she was breathing.
  


  
    “Call an ambulance!” he screamed, but nobody moved. Suzan’s eyes had already glassed over. Her face had hardened to a lifeless mask.
  


  
    “She’s dead,” Faye said, to herself as much as to Adam. “She died saving my life.”
  


  
    “No.” Adam shuddered, refusing to accept the truth. He tried CPR. He tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Finally he just pounded on Suzan’s chest. But it was too late.
  


  
    Cassie kneeled down to see for herself what none of them could bear to register. The witch hunter’s death symbol was glowing bright on Suzan’s forehead.
  


  


  



  Chapter 21


  
    

  


  A warm breeze rustled the graveyard’s foliage as the Circle and Suzan’s father gathered for her burial. It was an impossibly sunny day, which only made Cassie feel guilty that she could enjoy it when Suzan couldn’t. Suzan had been such a lighthearted person, always able to find the fun in any situation. How was it possible that they could all be standing here now beneath the bright sun, while Suzan would be buried beneath heavy black dirt? It wasn’t fair, and nothing anyone said would make sense of it.


  
    The graveyard was mostly flat, comprised of a few small ponds and crooked streams. The jagged coastline was visible in the distance to the east. To the west were wooded, rolling hills. And prevailing over all of it were the granite cliffs in the far north. This was a beautiful place. Why were such wonders made so much more visible by death and loss? Was that why tragedies happened? To open our eyes to the miraculous, to force us to appreciate joy?
  


  
    Only Deborah had the courage to say a brief eulogy over Suzan’s casket, to reach for a few words that might capture what the whole Circle was feeling. She cleared her throat and looked affectionately at Suzan’s father.
  


  
    “Suzan was easy to underestimate,” she said, and a few people giggled. “In fact, Suzan wanted you to underestimate her, so she could later surprise you with her wit and intelligence, her goodness, her generosity, and let’s not forget, her sarcasm. Beneath all her fancy clothes and makeup, Suzan was a pure soul.” Deborah was choking back tears now. “She was pure through and through. And we’re all going to miss her very much.”
  


  
    They all began to cry, but Faye was the most distraught of all. She could barely keep herself upright, she was so overcome with grief. To keep her sobbing from disrupting the ceremony, she staggered off to the side to lean against a barren tree.
  


  
    Cassie went to her. She approached her the way she would have approached an injured street cat, with carefulness and caution, fully prepared to back off if necessary. She tried putting her arm around her, but Faye immediately pushed her away. “I don’t want your pity. Just leave me alone.”
  


  
    “Faye,” Cassie said. “None of this is your fault. You can’t be blaming yourself.”
  


  
    Faye stared viciously at the ground. “It should have been me. I wish it was me in that box right now.”
  


  
    “Faye.”
  


  
    “No, Cassie. It’s easy for you to say it’s nobody’s fault. You saved the day. You’re the hero. But I’m the reason Suzan was on that roof to begin with. And then she threw herself in front of the killing curse to save me. So don’t stand there and try to make me feel better. I don’t deserve it.”
  


  
    Cassie could understand the sentiment. She didn’t want to feel better either. And if Faye wished to punish herself, there was nothing Cassie could do to convince her otherwise. She took a step closer to Faye but didn’t attempt to touch her this time. She just stood near her quietly and respectfully, hoping at the very least to make Faye feel less alone in her remorse.
  


  
    They watched the remainder of the service together from afar. After the casket was lowered into the ground, there was nothing left for anyone to do but file back to their cars.
  


  
    Cassie took Faye’s hand and guided her across the grass to the rest of the group. With her other hand, she reached for Adam. Together, the eleven of them walked solemnly across the graveyard, but Cassie felt as if each step took them further away from one another. This devastation had broken their bond and weakened their allegiance.
  


  
    Then Cassie looked down at her and Adam’s intertwined fingers. She willed it to be there. The silver cord. But nothing appeared.
  


  
    

  


  
    The town of New Salem oddly came to life around funerals. People Cassie had never even seen before poured into Suzan’s house with flowers and food for Suzan’s dad. He was polite, but dazed. It might take weeks for the reality of Suzan’s death to actually hit him. Cassie wished she could go to him now and offer him some kind of explanation for what had happened to his little girl. He must have so many questions. But Cassie restrained herself. It was probably better to leave those things unsaid. None of it really added up to an explanation anyhow.
  


  
    Diana huddled close to Cassie and whispered in her ear. “See those?” she said, pointing to a bouquet of lilies. “They’re from Max.”
  


  
    Cassie could see Diana was hurting. Not having Max nearby when she needed him the most couldn’t have been easy. This day would have been impossible for Cassie to endure without Adam. But then again, Adam wasn’t the Circle’s sworn enemy.
  


  
    Diana touched one of the lilies longingly. “I broke it off with him, you know.”
  


  
    Cassie tried not to appear relieved.
  


  
    “After what happened with Suzan, I realized how dangerous it really was,” Diana continued. “I told him I needed to stand with my Circle.”
  


  
    “And he’s okay with that?”
  


  
    “He doesn’t have a choice,” Diana said, but she gazed around the room as if she were still hoping Max might step inside at any moment.
  


  
    Cassie could relate. She had given up Adam once for the good of the Circle and her friendship with Diana. She searched her mind for the right thing to say. Max hadn’t been on the roof the night of their battle, so maybe he wasn’t so bad after all—maybe he was having second thoughts about being a hunter. But Cassie still couldn’t ignore the facts: It was Max who’d marked Faye. It was Max’s father who’d killed Suzan—Suzan, who they’d just buried less than an hour before. Cassie couldn’t help but be glad Diana had broken up with him, at least for the time being.
  


  
    “Look, Diana,” Cassie said. “None of us knows what the future holds. What’s going to happen between you and Max down the road isn’t something we can predict. But today, you have your friends. And we’re here for you—we have to be, now more than ever.”
  


  
    “You’re right. And I’m grateful. Believe me, I am.” Diana paused. “It’s just that sometimes I wish everything could just be normal. Do you know what I mean?”
  


  
    “Well,” Cassie said, looking over at Adam. He was greeting strangers at the door, thanking them for their casseroles and flowers, directing them toward the sitting room. He was always the helper, always the gentle knight. How could Cassie judge Diana harshly for choosing a complicated person to love, when she knew it was hardly a choice at all?
  


  
    “You know what I think?” Cassie put her arm around Diana and brought her in for a hug. “I think sometimes, normal is overrated.”
  


  


  



  Chapter 22


  
    

  


  Later that night, after the mourners had gone home, the Circle convened in Diana’s living room. They sat motionless, leaning on one another, staring into space as if waiting for something none of them could name. They listened to the sound of the driving rain on the roof and the savage gusts of wind buffeting the bay window. Outside, the night sky had turned pink in the storm: Suzan’s favorite color.


  
    Nobody knew what to say, and there was much not being said. Those unspoken words hung in the air like ghosts in their midst: that it could have been any one of them who’d been killed. That if Cassie hadn’t shown up, they’d all have witch-hunter death symbols glowing on their foreheads. It was a strange mind-set, to be both grieving for the death of their friend while also giving thanks that they’d been spared.
  


  
    Faye sat hugging her knees to her chest on the end of the couch, separate from the others. Her eyes were blank and drooping with exhaustion. Cassie understood it would be a long time before Faye was acting like herself again, and even then, she might never be the same.
  


  
    Diana took a deep breath and looked at the group. “One of our own is dead,” she said. “The Circle has been broken.” Her Book of Shadows was at her side. She picked it up and brought it into her lap. “I don’t want to talk about this any more than you do, but we have to find out what happens now that our Circle is incomplete.”
  


  
    “It means we’re weak again,” Deborah said. “Like we were before we initiated Cassie, before we were whole.”
  


  
    Melanie nodded. “This is the worst time for us to have an unbound Circle, with the combined threat of the hunters and Scarlett. I don’t mean to sound cold, but we need to initiate someone in Suzan’s place as soon as possible.”
  


  
    Laurel’s eyes welled up with tears. Cassie couldn’t blame her. She could hardly stand to think about these technicalities either. She wanted to go home, take a hot bath, and bury her head in her mother’s shoulder. But she had to stand by her friends—she had to try to help in whatever way she could.
  


  
    Cassie offered the Circle the only information she knew. “Scarlett said whoever dies in a bound Circle has to be replaced by someone of their own bloodline. Whoever’s next in their family lineage. So we’re not going to have much say in the matter of who fills Suzan’s place.”
  


  
    “Right,” Adam said, responding to Cassie. “But Suzan had no siblings or other family that we know about. So what happens now?”
  


  
    “Maybe it becomes a wild card,” Nick suggested. “And we get to choose whoever we want.”
  


  
    “I wish that were the case, but I’d be shocked if it were that simple.” Diana flipped through her Book of Shadows, searching for something. Within a few seconds she found the page she was looking for.
  


  
    “This is a family tree spell,” she said, holding the book up for all to see and then setting it back down on her lap. “It could help us fill in any blanks in Suzan’s ancestry.”
  


  
    Adam read the spell over Diana’s shoulder. “It can definitely tell us who would be next in line. If there is anyone.”
  


  
    “I’m pretty sure Suzan’s bloodline ended with her,” Deborah said. “She was the only child of two only children, wasn’t she?”
  


  
    “We can’t be too sure.” Adam looked up from the book. “Suzan’s family was notoriously tight-lipped. Her father refused to talk about the past with her at all. I think checking her family tree is worth a try.”
  


  
    Diana read over the detailed instructions. “It seems simple enough. All we need is some canvas paper and …” Her voice trailed off.
  


  
    “What?” Sean asked, sounding like he sensed the worst.
  


  
    “We need something of Suzan’s,” Diana said quietly. “Something containing DNA. Like her blood.”
  


  
    The room fell silent. Awful visions of Suzan’s body buried tightly beneath the cold ground rushed through Cassie’s mind. “There’s no way,” she said. “Forget it.”
  


  
    But Laurel quickly got up and ran into the other room. She returned carrying Suzan’s soft leather purse. “I brought this so we could perform a deep peace ritual tonight. As a memorial with some of her favorite things.”
  


  
    Laurel opened the purse so they could all view its contents. It was a mishmash of makeup, bubble gum, and crumpled up Twinkie wrappers. Cassie felt a lump form in her throat. There was something sacrilegious about going through a deceased person’s personal items. The purse even smelled like Suzan.
  


  
    “I don’t think you’re going to find any blood in there,” Cassie said. “At least I hope you don’t.”
  


  
    “That’s not what I’m looking for.” Laurel lifted Suzan’s hairbrush out from the bottom of the purse. She pulled a few tangled strands of Suzan’s strawberry-blond hair out of its bristles. “There’s your DNA,” she said to Diana. “It’ll work the same as a blood sample.”
  


  
    “Laurel, you’re a genius.” Diana bolted to her desk drawer to retrieve a canvas art pad. She flipped through the pad, past a number of charcoal drawings and acrylic paintings, until she found a blank page. She tore it out carefully and brought it back to the group. Then she continued reading from her Book of Shadows.
  


  
    “We’ll still need ink,” Diana said. “But it has to come from something Suzan had direct contact with. Is there a pen inside her purse? If she used it recently it might still contain some of her energy.”
  


  
    Laurel dug through the bag, but she couldn’t find a pen. “No luck,” she said. “But this might work.” She offered Diana a bottle of Suzan’s nail polish. It was the same color she’d painted her nails earlier that week—sparkle-flecked magenta.
  


  
    Diana took the bottle from Laurel and uncapped it. “She definitely had contact with this.”
  


  
    Cassie and the others gathered around Diana, forming a circle, as she prepared the spell. She placed the canvas flat on the floor and scattered Suzan’s hair on it, as her Book of Shadows instructed. Then she trickled a few drops of the nail polish on the center of the page and said:


    Reveal to us Suzan’s family tree.


    And who our new Circle member will be.

  


  
    Immediately, pinkish purple lines soaked into the veins of the paper like blood. Up from the bottom of the page, a tree began to draw itself in watery magenta strokes. It was thick at its base and grew upward and out in long stalks, spreading across the entire canvas. Branches formed and then names attached to each branch.
  


  
    “It’s working,” Diana said. “I don’t believe it.”
  


  
    Cassie watched each generation of Suzan’s family grow from the tree like blossoming fruit. The first names to appear dated back three hundred years, which meant Suzan’s ancestors must have been among New Salem’s founding families. The tree grew fast through the decades and seemed to be picking up speed as it neared the present. By the time Suzan’s parents’ names appeared, almost every inch of paper had been inked over in fine print.
  


  
    “Linda Forsythe,” Laurel said. “That was Suzan’s mother who passed away in the storm. We would have known her as Linda Whittier.”
  


  
    “Forsythe?” Cassie said aloud, but nobody heard her. She hadn’t remembered until now that the surname Whittier came from Suzan’s father’s side. She hadn’t given any thought at all to Suzan’s mother’s bloodline.
  


  
    “Forsythe?” Cassie said again. Her stomach twisted at the sight of it. “That was Suzan’s mother’s maiden name?”
  


  
    But no one responded. Everyone was too focused on the next line being drawn to the tree.
  


  
    Linda Forsythe’s name connected to her husband’s and then branched out to form Suzan’s name. But then another branch formed from Linda Forsythe’s name: Laura Forsythe.
  


  
    “Who’s that?” Melanie asked.
  


  
    “It looks like Suzan’s mother had a sibling we didn’t know about. A sister. Forsythe …” Diana said, turning to Cassie, her face pale. “Hold on. Isn’t that—”
  


  
    The final name on the tree brought Diana to a deathly silence. It branched downward from Laura Forsythe’s name and glowed in bright magenta:Scarlett Forsythe.
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said. But she watched in horror as one final deep red line connected Suzan’s name to Scarlett’s. “This can’t be right,” she said. “Suzan and Scarlett can’t be related.”
  


  
    “Suzan and Scarlett were cousins?” Adam said.
  


  
    “Does this mean what I think it means?” Laurel asked.
  


  
    Cassie broke into a cold sweat. So that was the name of Scarlett’s mother. Laura Forsythe. The woman who’d sparred with Cassie’s own mother over Black John’s affections. She had run away from New Salem, Cassie knew that. Her mother said she’d disappeared, never to be heard from again. But here she was now, long after she’d died, appearing once more as a crucial element to both the past and the future.
  


  
    “Suzan definitely had no idea she had an aunt,” Melanie said. “And Scarlett must not have known either. Or else she would have gone after Suzan the same way she went after Cassie for her spot in the Circle.”
  


  
    Diana picked up the canvas and stared at Scarlett’s name. “And now she’s gotten it anyway. She’s our new member, whether we like it or not.”
  


  
    “Unless we don’t initiate her,” Cassie said.
  


  


  



  Chapter 23


  
    

  


  “If we don’t initiate Scarlett into the Circle,” Adam said, “we’ll be much weaker when we’re fighting the hunters.”


  
    The rain continued pouring down in sheets. Cassie watched it through the large bay window in Diana’s living room. It was better than staring down at the magenta ink of Scarlett’s name on Suzan’s family tree.
  


  
    “We have to initiate her,” Melanie said. “Nothing matters more than defeating the hunters, especially after what they did to Suzan.”
  


  
    “But we know she has ulterior motives and can’t be trusted,” Nick said. “Remember, she wanted Cassie’s place in the Circle so she could use our Circle’s power for her own agenda. She’d be as bad as initiating Black John himself.”
  


  
    Melanie scoffed at Nick. “That’s an overstatement if I’ve ever heard one.”
  


  
    Cassie wanted this conversation to stop. The sky outside had settled to a deep purple and the clouds rolled and shifted in ever-changing shapes. Cassie saw a heart and then a castle, and then nothing, just a sheet of gray. Her mind wandered and an image flashed into view: herself back at the Mission House on the brink of killing Scarlett. But this time she’d gone through with it. She completed the killing spell and Scarlett’s eyes had glassed over the way Suzan’s had up on the roof, and then she stiffened to a lifeless statue. Cassie imagined exactly what it would feel like for Scarlett to be gone forever—how the Circle would be free at last.
  


  
    That’s it, Cassie thought. That was the solution. She would have to kill Scarlett. Then they could take their chances with another lost family member to be next in line for the Circle.
  


  
    But then she shook the idea from her mind.
  


  
    No, she told herself.Send light to that dark thought, and cast it away.
  


  
    Cassie knew she had to fight off every evil intention the moment it appeared now, before it could really get to her and take hold.
  


  
    “Cassie,” Adam said. “Are you okay? You’re as pale as a ghost.”
  


  
    “I’m fine.” But the faintness of Cassie’s voice gave her away.
  


  
    “See,” Melanie said. “Even Cassie is weaker now. I told you.”
  


  
    “I’m not weaker,” Cassie shot back.
  


  
    But Melanie was adamant. “Yes, you are. We all are.”
  


  
    “Let’s just see about that.” Chris directed his attention to the bowl of fruit on Diana’s coffee table. “Who wants to see me levitate an apple?” he asked. But seconds passed and nothing happened. The apple didn’t move, and Chris grew more and more frustrated as the clock continued to tick.
  


  
    Melanie crossed her arms over her chest, looking smug.
  


  
    “Maybe if we both try,” Doug said, going to his brother’s side. He focused his attention on the fruit as well. With their combined powers, the apple began to shiver. It lifted from the bowl for a brief second, but then it dropped back down.
  


  
    “Shoot.” Chris was breathless with fatigue. “We almost had it.”
  


  
    “Thank you for proving just how powerless we are,” Nick said. He looked worriedly at Cassie. “We may actually be weaker than we were before you came to town.”
  


  
    Cassie returned her gaze to the window and took a deep breath. It was becoming more and more clear that their only option wasn’t destroying Scarlett. It was going against all logic and asking her to join them.
  


  
    “We can barely do the simplest everyday magic with an incomplete Circle,” Melanie said. “Let alone anything strong enough to fight off the hunters. I say we initiate Scarlett, defeat the hunters, and then figure out what to do with her later.”
  


  
    “What do you mean, ‘figure out what to do with her later’?” Diana narrowed her eyes at Melanie. “Once she’s initiated, we’re bound to her. You know that. Using her and then betraying her would compromise the integrity of our Circle. Not to mention our self-respect.”
  


  
    That’s probably what Scarlett will do to us, Cassie thought, but saying so would only make things worse. She stood up and took the center of the room.
  


  
    “There is no good decision to make here,” she said. “Only a less bad one. As much as I hate to admit this, I think we do need Scarlett.”
  


  
    Nick’s jaw tightened as he ground his teeth. “I don’t want her as a member,” he said. “There must be another option.”
  


  
    “It’s Scarlett or no one,” Adam said, refusing to make eye contact with Nick as he addressed the group. “We don’t have to trust her, but I think we do have to initiate her. You know what they say about keeping your enemies close. Well, we can’t keep her much closer than in our Circle. At least she’ll be somewhere we can keep an eye on her.”
  


  
    “Great,” Nick said. “So we can have a front-row seat as she takes control of us.”
  


  
    “Now hold on.” Diana raised her arms to quiet both of them. “There are eleven of us and one Scarlett. What makes you so sure it’ll be that easy for her to take control of us?”
  


  
    “Yeah,” Sean said. “One bad seed can’t spoil the bunch, otherwise Faye would have ruined our Circle long ago.”
  


  
    Faye glared at Sean as Diana continued.
  


  
    “My point is, we know what Scarlett is capable of, so we’re less likely to fall for any of her tricks. And don’t forget, we have the Master Tools back in our possession.”
  


  
    Nick considered Diana’s argument for a few seconds before conceding. “Fine,” he said. “If Cassie’s willing to take a chance on Scarlett, then I’m with her.”
  


  
    “Do we all agree, then?” Adam asked.
  


  
    Nobody spoke out to disagree, which was as close to consensus as they were going to get.
  


  
    “Good. It’s settled,” Adam said. “Cassie and I will take care of telling Scarlett the news and bringing her back to New Salem tomorrow.”
  


  
    As the group started to split up and head home for the night, the full impact of the decision sunk in. Had she really agreed to bring the other girl Adam’s soul was connected to back into her life? The girl who had tried to kill her, and whom she had tried to kill? It was like restriking a dulled match just to see what would burn.
  


  
    Cassie reached for Adam’s hand and squeezed it. “I’ll catch up with you a little later,” she said. “I want to have a word with Diana.”
  


  
    Adam kissed her on the lips without question, so she didn’t have to explain exactlywhyshe wanted to speak to Diana. She didn’t have to justify her father’s Book of Shadows shoved deep into the bottom of her tote bag. She simply waited for everyone to trickle out of Diana’s house until it was just the two of them.
  


  
    “I thought you left with Adam,” Diana said, when she realized Cassie had been lingering.
  


  
    “Can we talk?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    Diana nervously glanced around the living room even though they were alone, perhaps because she thought Cassie was going to ask her about Max. “Let’s go up to my bedroom,” she said, leading Cassie to the stairs.
  


  
    It had been a long time since Cassie and Diana hung out on Diana’s bed sharing secrets. After only a few moments of sitting there, Cassie was overwhelmed with longing for those simpler times. Before Scarlett had entered their lives, and even further back, before Adam had become an issue between them.
  


  
    Diana huddled close to Cassie and asked, “Do you think Suzan’s father knew about Laura Forsythe? Or that she’d had a daughter?”
  


  
    “My guess is he never knew Scarlett existed,” Cassie said. “But even if he did, it’s ancient history now.”
  


  
    Diana nodded. “It’s just so strange, how connected we all are, even when we don’t know it. And even when we don’t want to be.”
  


  
    Cassie sensed Diana was referring to more than just their familial lines. “I get the feeling you’re thinking about Max,” she said. “And the silver cord.”
  


  
    Diana got quiet and Cassie had the urge to tell her all about the cord between Adam and Scarlett. She wanted to cry about it on Diana’s shoulder until she delivered some typical words of Diana wisdom that would make it all better. Unfortunately, there were more pressing issues to deal with.
  


  
    Cassie dug through her bag until she retrieved her father’s book. She held it out to Diana. “Will you hold on to this for me? To keep it away from me for a little while?”
  


  
    Diana eyed the book carefully, and then gently accepted it from Cassie’s hands. “Of course. But why?”
  


  
    Lines of worry creased Diana’s forehead as Cassie described how she had felt on the roof when she used dark magic against the hunters. Cassie also told her what had happened with Scarlett in Stockbridge.
  


  
    “I went into a trance,” Cassie said. “And I almost killed Scarlett. I know it’s because of the book. It’s doing things to my mind.”
  


  
    Diana nodded gravely. “Like Adam said, you’re bound to the book now. And we still don’t fully understand what that means.”
  


  
    “But the worst part,” Cassie said, “is that it feels really good when I’m like that. It’s the most seductive pleasure—I can’t even describe it. And it’s only afterward, after I snap out of it, that I feel bad.” Cassie looked down, ashamed.
  


  
    “Hey.” Diana put her arm around her. “We’ve all succumbed to temptation at one time or another. Even when we know it can be damaging.”
  


  
    “But I’m afraid one of these days I’ll take it too far. What if I do something I can’t take back—or worse, what if I can’t get myself back? Every time it happens I feel like I’m going in deeper and deeper.”
  


  
    “You don’t have to worry,” Diana said. “I’ll keep the book safe, and together we’ll keep you safe.”
  


  
    Cassie felt better already. If there was anyone on earth who could be trusted with the book, it was Diana. But she still felt the need to give Diana a stern warning. “You have to let me know if anything out of the ordinary happens, do you understand? If you start feeling strange, or if it seems to be speaking to you.”
  


  
    Diana nodded solemnly.
  


  
    “If that happens, we’ll find something else to do with it,” Cassie said. “I don’t want you going through what I have.”
  


  
    “Neither do I,” Diana said, trying to make light of the heavy situation. “Trust me. I’ve had my fair share of transgressions lately as it is.”
  


  
    “And whatever you do,” Cassie said, “don’t let Faye know you have it. In fact, don’t let anybody know. Not even Adam.”
  


  
    Diana hesitated but then agreed. “It’ll be our secret.”
  


  


  



  Chapter 24


  
    

  


  Adam and Cassie drove in nervous silence over the bridge toward the Mission House.


  
    Small talk felt too trivial, and there was nothing left to be said about the benefits and disadvantages of bringing Scarlett back to New Salem. Better to mutely admire the scenery.
  


  
    Cassie observed the sugar maples glowing red beneath the sun on both sides of the highway. They were tall, graceful trees, dignified almost—a vast change in landscape from the wharves and rocky beaches on the island. The Mission House wasn’t far now. As they drew closer, Cassie clung to an unvoiced hope—that Scarlett wouldn’t be at the house when they arrived. The Circle couldn’t initiate her until they found her. Prolonging the inevitable wasn’t a solution, Cassie knew, but a little more time might help her get used to the whole idea. Just because Cassie had convinced the Circle to take a chance on Scarlett didn’t mean she’d succeeded in convincing herself it was the best thing to do.
  


  
    But Cassie’s secret hope deflated the moment the Mission House came into view. Scarlett was right out front, packing up a car, and she looked just about ready to head out on the road. Another hour and she would have been gone.
  


  
    “We lucked out,” Adam said, and Cassie nodded.
  


  
    Scarlett put her hands on her hips and curled her mouth into a smile when they came into view. The look she gave Cassie was sly and peculiar.
  


  
    “She doesn’t seem very surprised to see us,” Cassie said. “Or very intimidated.”
  


  
    They climbed out of Adam’s car awkwardly. Cassie had the distinct feeling her every gesture was being examined.
  


  
    “I thought I might be seeing you again,” Scarlett said.
  


  
    “Why is that?” Adam asked.
  


  
    Scarlett chuckled in a rich, disturbing way. “Just a hunch.” She gestured to the house. “Come on inside.”
  


  
    Cassie and Adam followed Scarlett back into the main room. She pictured Scarlett writhing in pain on the floor during their last encounter and could almost hear her begging for mercy.
  


  
    Adam glanced at the chair he’d been tied to and chose to sit on the couch instead. Cassie remained standing.
  


  
    “Strange things have been happening to my powers,” Scarlett said. “They’ve been unpredictable. There one minute, gone the next.” She made herself comfortable in the chair Adam was avoiding. “Is it happening to you, too?”
  


  
    “It’s because Suzan died,” Cassie said. The moment those words left her mouth the truth behind them became real to her in a whole new way.
  


  
    “Do you remember Suzan?” Adam asked.
  


  
    Scarlett nodded. “The natural redhead, of course. How’d she die?”
  


  
    “The hunters killed her,” Cassie said.
  


  
    “Bummer.” Scarlett’s voice came out without much emotion. “But what does your friend’s death have to do with my powers?”
  


  
    “Our Circle is now incomplete.” Adam inched up to the edge of the couch. “And the bind of the Circle means that you’re next in line for Suzan’s place.”
  


  
    Scarlett had no reaction for a few seconds. “I don’t understand. How could it be me?”
  


  
    “Your mother was Suzan’s aunt,” Cassie explained. “But nobody knew about her.”
  


  
    The confusion in Scarlett’s eyes gradually progressed to surprise, and then delight. “I don’t believe it,” she said. “And to think I wasted so much time and energy trying to destroy you, Cassie.”
  


  
    Cassie was stone-faced. “I can hardly believe it myself, but here we are.”
  


  
    “And you’re willing to initiate me?” Scarlett asked.
  


  
    “Our friend is dead,” Adam said. “And more of us are sure to die if we don’t do something. We’ll allow you into our Circle because we need your help to defeat the hunters. That’s the only reason.”
  


  
    “I’m sorry, what was that?” Scarlett put her hand to her ear. “I couldn’t quite hear you. Did you say youneededme? That you need my help?”
  


  
    Adam shot up from the couch. “You know what? Forget this. Cassie, let’s go.”
  


  
    Scarlett also stood up and blocked Adam’s path to the door. “Relax a little. I’m just playing with you. The fact of the matter is you do need me. But I also need you. We all have something to gain from this.”
  


  
    Scarlett directed her next words at Adam. “Undo that restraining spell, and I’m yours for the taking.”
  


  
    Cassie felt the blood rise to her cheeks and went to Adam’s side. “First we set up some ground rules.”
  


  
    Scarlett tossed her hair back and laughed. “You all love your rules, don’t you?”
  


  
    “We don’t trust you.” Adam’s back was rigid and his voice was hard. “And we don’t like you. I want that to be clear. One wrong move, and we won’t hesitate to do worse than banish you from New Salem. You can bet we’ll be watching you.”
  


  
    “Oh, I know you will, honey.” Scarlett pouted her dark red lips. “Youin particular can hardly keep your eyes off me.”
  


  
    Adam flinched and Cassie raised her arm to quiet him. “It’s okay,” she said. “I expected this.”
  


  
    She stared at Scarlett for a moment with an expression of disgust. A murky voice from the depths of her mind whispered,Kill her

    . But Cassie knew to ignore it, and she also understood that, for Adam’s sake, she had to appear confident they were doing the right thing by bringing Scarlett back to New Salem.
  


  
    “Let’s reverse the spell,” she said to him. “That’s what we came here to do.”
  


  
    Cassie showed no hesitation or doubt as she placed her hand on Scarlett’s forehead and began the process of disabling the restraining spell. But deep down inside she was terrified of what she was about to unleash on the Circle, and on her relationship.
  


  
    

  


  
    As soon as they arrived back in New Salem, Cassie and Adam escorted Scarlett into the dark woods. Cassie steeled herself against the dull throbbing in her gut, the urge to restrain Scarlett again and banish her not only from New Salem but from Adam, the Circle, and her life. But the rest of the group was already gathered, preparing for Scarlett’s initiation. There was no turning back now.
  


  
    Diana was the first to come into view. She was dressed in her white shift and wore the Master diadem upon her head. In her hand was a dagger.
  


  
    Scarlett stared at the blade of the dagger and at the moonlight shimmering on it. “I see we’re not wasting any time,” she said. “The situation must really be dire.”
  


  
    “It is,” a husky voice behind her said.
  


  
    Faye was wearing her black ceremonial shift and the leather garter around her leg. She held the silver bracelet out to Cassie. “Put this on,” she said.
  


  
    Cassie was the only leader dressed in her regular clothes, but they would each wear one of the Master Tools.
  


  
    Diana squared herself to Scarlett. Her long blond hair hung loose beneath the diadem and reflected the moon in such a way that it cast her face in an ethereal glow. “If you’re going to be a member of our Circle,” she said, “you have to act like one. This initiation is based on a set of promises.”
  


  
    “You mean rules,” Scarlett murmured coolly.
  


  
    “Yes, rules,” Diana replied. “For you and for us to follow.”
  


  
    “Don’t even bother trying to talk to her like a human being,” Faye said. “She’ll never be one of us. Let’s just get this over with. Everyone step inside the circle.”
  


  
    Scarlett smiled ingenuously and Cassie led her to her place just outside a gap in the circle that had been drawn into the ground.
  


  
    Diana stood in the center and formally began the ceremony. She raised the silver dagger to the sky—the same dagger used in Cassie’s initiation—and asked, “Who challenges her?”
  


  
    “I do,” Cassie said, at the same time as Faye.
  


  
    Everyone’s eyes bounced back and forth between the two of them. “Faye, I’ve got this,” Cassie whispered, and then much louder, she repeated, “I do. I challenge Scarlett.”
  


  
    Cassie went to the center of the circle and took the silver dagger from Diana. Then she stood before Scarlett with the blade in her outstretched hand. She held it up to Scarlett’s throat.
  


  
    “If there is any fear in your heart,” Cassie said, “it would be better for you to throw yourself forward on this dagger than to continue.”
  


  
    Cassie put a little more pressure on the blade, so it pressed lightly into the hollow of Scarlett’s neck. “Is there fear in your heart?”
  


  
    Scarlett smiled. “None.”
  


  
    Cassie stared hard at her, deep into the dark eyes that were just like their father’s. It occurred to Cassie that Scarlett’s life was completely in her hands. She could slice her open right there like a sheep in a slaughterhouse.
  


  
    “Cassie.” Faye sounded faint and far away.
  


  
    Cassie continued glaring at Scarlett, putting a little more pressure on the blade, just enough to prick the fine surface of Scarlett’s skin.
  


  
    “Cassie!” Diana shouted. “Scarlett gave her answer. Now step away.”
  


  
    Cassie swallowed hard and realized that Faye was at her side, guiding her back to her place on the circle’s perimeter. She wrenched the dagger from Cassie’s grip and passed it to Diana. Cassie suddenly felt weak.
  


  
    “Scarlett, please step inside the circle,” Diana instructed.
  


  
    Scarlett did as she was told, and Diana dragged the dagger through the ground to close the circle behind her.
  


  
    “Now come to the center.” Diana raised her arms over Scarlett and asked the initiation questions. “Will you swear to be loyal to the Circle? Never to harm anyone who stands inside it? Will you protect and defend those who do, even if it costs you your life?”
  


  
    Scarlett smirked before answering. “Yes.”
  


  
    “Will you swear never to reveal the secrets you will learn, except to a proper person, within a properly prepared Circle like the one we stand in now? Will you swear to keep these secrets from all outsiders, friends, and enemies, even if it costs you your life?”
  


  
    There was a disturbing triumph in Scarlett’s eyes. “Yes,” she said.
  


  
    “By the ocean, by the moon, by your own blood, will you so swear?”
  


  
    “I will so swear,” Scarlett said.
  


  
    Diana looked over each member of the group. “Scarlett has sworn,” she said. “And now I call on the Powers to look at her.”
  


  
    Just as she had when Cassie was initiated, Diana raised the dagger high above her head, with its blade pointed to the sky. She aimed it east, south, west, and north. And then, finally, she pointed it at Scarlett and said:


    
      Earth and water, fire and air,


      See your daughter standing there.


      By dark of moon and light of sun,


      As I will, let it be done.


      By challenge, trial, and sacred vow,


      Let her join the Circle now.


      Flesh and sinew, blood and bone,


      Scarlett now becomes our own.

    

  


  
    And that was it. Just like that, Scarlett was one of them. The Powers had welcomed her and the group had welcomed her, but it was nothing like when Cassie had become a member. There was no hugging, no real sense of welcoming.
  


  
    Diana and the other members of the Circle did what they had to do in the best way they knew how, but they didn’t have to celebrate it.
  


  
    “Are we done here?” Scarlett asked disdainfully.
  


  
    “Yes.” Diana sheathed her dagger. “We’re done.”
  


  
    Laurel blew out all the candles and collected them, one by one. Cassie was ready to get away from this sham of an initiation as quickly as possible, but Faye pulled her aside.
  


  
    “Can we talk about what happened back there?” Faye asked.
  


  
    “Back where?” Cassie asked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
  


  
    “I think you do.” Faye leaned in close to Cassie’s ear and brought her voice to a whisper. “The others may be willing to play along and pretend like you didn’t almost just make mincemeat of your half sister, but I won’t.”
  


  
    “You mean with the dagger?” Cassie said. “I was just testing her. I wanted to scare her.”
  


  
    “Cassie, I saw you. I saw your eyes. We all know what’s been happening to you, but everyone’s too afraid to talk about it.”
  


  
    “And you expect me to believe that you want to talk about it, why, Faye? Because you’re so concerned about my welfare? Or Scarlett’s safety?”
  


  
    “Heck, no. I think you should have stabbed her. It would have made things easier for all of us.”
  


  
    Cassie looked at Faye, stunned, and then Faye cracked a smile. “Okay, maybe that would have been going a little too far.”
  


  
    Cassie let herself laugh for the first time in a while, and Faye looked at her with a strange expression—something like understanding.
  


  
    “But I’m serious that I think it’s a mistake to keep trying to handle all this black magic stuff yourself,” Faye said. “It’s obviously not working.”
  


  
    Cassie examined Faye’s face for a clue as to what she was after. What strategy was she playing? After a moment, Cassie said, “You want me to show you the book.”
  


  
    “Of course I want you to show me the book.”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head. “Nice try.” She laughed again.
  


  
    Suddenly there was a rustling in the woods. Faye turned quickly to locate the source of the sound. They all did.
  


  
    “We’ve got a problem.” Adam focused on one of the trees in the distance.
  


  


  



  Chapter 25


  
    

  


  From behind a stand of bulky trees came Max, his dad, and the two hunters who’d escaped from the rooftop—Jedediah and Louvera Felton. Each of them held a stone carved into the shape of the hunter symbol—the same relics they’d used to kill Suzan. Scarlett bolted at first sight of the hunters, disappearing into the woods. Why wasn’t Cassie surprised? With all her big talk, of course at heart Scarlett was just a coward.


  
    A quick look passed between Diana and Max. He frowned at her with shame and sadness in his eyes, like he might have been there against his will.
  


  
    “Now!” Mr. Boylan screamed, raising his symbol into the air.
  


  
    Adam shot his hands toward the principal, calling out a defense spell. Nick tried throwing his energy at him with a fire blast. But Mr. Boylan and all the hunters appeared to be resistant to their magic. They clung to their relics and chanted their own curse, unhindered by anything cast their way.
  


  
    “We have to get those stones out of their hands,” Melanie said.
  


  
    Together Chris and Doug charged for Louvera’s relic, but the moment they came within striking distance, they both dropped to the ground, holding their heads.
  


  
    Melanie dove for Jedediah’s relic, but she was also quick to fall, holding her head as if the relic had struck her.
  


  
    Cassie, Diana, and Faye were still wearing the Master Tools. They joined hands and moved toward the hunters, chanting, “Earth my body, water my blood, air my breath, and fire my spirit.”
  


  
    Mr. Boylan showed no fear of the Tools. He stepped forward, holding his symbol out to them, muttering the same words Cassie remembered hearing on the rooftop:


    I sum eius agens,


    I occidere in eius nomen—


    I sum eius agens,


    I occidere in eius nomen—

  


  
    Cassie could feel that the Tools weren’t working. She felt weak to the bone and powerless, and the bracelet remained cool and lifeless on her arm.
  


  
    Mr. Boylan seemed to grow stronger every second he continued his chant. He was getting the best of them. Laurel, Deborah, and Sean had all fallen down onto the ground. Cassie could no longer see anyone else. Her own head began to throb, her vision blurred, and she knew it wouldn’t be long before she also lost all her remaining strength.
  


  
    “Cassie,” Diana said. “I’m …” She folded to her knees.
  


  
    Max turned to Diana and cried out. He ran to where she’d fallen, standing between her and his father. Mr. Boylan tried to wave him out of the way, but Max wouldn’t budge. He placed his stone relic on the ground and raised his arms. “We have to stop this,” he said. “Stop the curse.”
  


  
    Tears of joy and relief filled Diana’s eyes. Max had come through for her.
  


  
    Adam appeared at Cassie’s side, winded and confused. “What’s he doing?” he asked.
  


  
    The hunters had been thrown off by Max’s turnaround. For a brief moment they had ceased chanting, looking to Mr. Boylan for direction, but now they resumed again with full force.
  


  
    Max’s father picked up Max’s relic from the ground and held it out for him. “Take this,” he said. But Max refused to accept it. He stood tall with Diana behind him.
  


  
    “Don’t make a terrible mistake,” his father said. “Obey your destiny.”
  


  
    Max glanced back at Diana and then returned his eyes to his father. “I am obeying my destiny,” he said.
  


  
    The Circle watched Max in awe. There were a few seconds of silence, long enough for Cassie to hear Diana inhale with a quick, shallow breath and stumble to her feet. And then with a swift swipe to the head, Mr. Boylan knocked Max out cold.
  


  
    Diana dashed to Max’s aid, but Jedediah pummeled her with a few ominous words. She spilled onto the ground beside Max’s unconscious body.
  


  
    Laurel crawled over to Cassie, horrified. “Do something,” she screamed. “Whatever you did on the roof, do it again.”
  


  
    Faye leaned forward at Cassie’s side, breathless. “You have to,” she begged. “You’re our only hope.”
  


  
    But before Cassie could say a word, Adam winced as if he’d been shot. Then he dropped facedown onto the ground. Faye also buckled and then collapsed, holding her head in her hands.
  


  
    Cassie looked around. She was the only Circle member still standing. She locked eyes with Mr. Boylan and burned with a feverish heat. Book or no book, she had the power in her, and she knew it. All she had to do was let it take her over.
  


  
    Cassie centered her mind and took a deep breath. She told herself that just this one time it was okay to give in, to let the darkness wash over her and surge through her veins. But suddenly her legs went out from under her. Her head felt like it had been cracked open, and a splitting pain assured her she’d acted too late. All her energy was being drained from her body. It was the sensation of dying, she was sure of it.
  


  
    Through her hazy vision, she could see that Max had awakened and was trying to rise to his feet, but the other two hunters were restraining him. They held him back as they continued the curse, their relics still in hand.
  


  
    The entire Circle had been overpowered. Each of them lay scattered around the muddy ground like insects left for dead. The hunters’ chant became louder. Mr. Boylan had closed his eyes and raised his arms to the sky, ecstatic and triumphant. Cassie could hardly believe that after such a long, hard fight it could end so pitifully for her Circle.
  


  
    But then Mr. Boylan’s eyes shot open again and he suddenly drew back. “Not again,” he said. “It can’t be possible.”
  


  
    The other hunters anxiously scanned the surrounding area. They’d stopped mumbling their curse and tilted their heads toward the woods to listen.
  


  
    Cassie faintly heard what they were hearing. Another language, both foreign and familiar. It was Scarlett. She was in the distance, walking toward them, chanting a dark spell.
  


  
    Jedediah clutched his chest as he had on the roof. His face reddened as he gasped for air, and he screamed for their retreat. He and Louvera backed away from Max and fled in the opposite direction.
  


  
    Max was dazed. He was squinting his eyes, searching the ground for Diana, clambering like a baby deer new to its hooves. And then he shrieked in pain, clutching his heart.
  


  
    Chris, Doug, and Sean rose back up to a standing position. Deborah, Laurel, and Melanie did the same. The Circle was regaining its strength even as Max’s waned. Diana cried out to Scarlett. “You’re killing him!” But Scarlett was unstoppable.
  


  
    Mr. Boylan hurried to Max and helped him to his feet. “It’s an ancient,” he said. “We have to run.” He steadied Max’s arm around his neck.
  


  
    Max, writhing in agony, allowed his father to drag him away, and within minutes they were gone, swallowed up by the shadowy woods. Tragedy had been averted.
  


  
    “I guess we showed them,” Scarlett said, as she sauntered to the center of the pounded and baffled group. “Or at least I did.” Her eyes were still dark from the forbidden spell.
  


  
    Cassie recognized the aftermath of intense power and pleasure on Scarlett’s face. It made Cassie envious, resentful even. How was Scarlett able to tap into her dark magic without losing all control? She appeared able to turn it on and off at will.
  


  
    “Don’t worry,” Scarlett said. “I don’t expect a thank-you. Not yet anyway.” She made her way toward the car. “We’d better get out of here, in case they have any more surprises for us. We need time to regroup and restore our energy.”
  


  
    Everyone, a little dazed, obediently followed behind her as if she’d just proven herself the Circle’s most worthy leader.
  


  
    Cassie, Adam, and Diana hung back.
  


  
    “I hate to admit it,” Diana said. “But if we hadn’t initiated her, we’d be dead right now.”
  


  
    “But that was black magic that she used against them.” Adam glanced momentarily at Cassie. “Wasn’t it?”
  


  
    Cassie nodded.
  


  
    “Well, whatever it was,” Diana said, “she did it for us. She had the chance to escape into the woods and leave us for dead, and she didn’t.”
  


  
    Adam was in agreement. “We still can’t trust her, but maybe she can be useful to us after all.”
  


  
    “Maybe,” Cassie said. But she knew better than anyone that one good deed didn’t change who someone was.
  


  


  



  Chapter 26


  
    

  


  “You can’t hide it from us any longer, Diana,” Melanie said. “It was pretty obvious when he risked his life to protect you.”


  
    The group was gathered around the coffee table in the secret room trying to figure out what had gone wrong in the woods, when the conversation turned to Diana and Max. But the star-crossed lovers didn’t stop some Circle members from nervously eyeing Scarlett, on edge now that she was present for these private conversations.
  


  
    “He did prove himself out there,” Laurel said with a romantic breeziness. “In the moment of truth he chose love.”
  


  
    “Have you two totally lost your minds?” Faye had been seething quietly on the tufted sofa while Melanie and Laurel waxed poetic about Max’s turnaround, but she made up for it now by raising the volume of her voice well above theirs. “Max is the enemy. Remember? That’s what you all told me. But now that Diana’s fallen for him, he’s suddenly the second coming?”
  


  
    “Quit your complaining,” Melanie barked back from the opposite side of the coffee table. “You’re just jealous. Did you not see what he did for her out there?”
  


  
    “He did it for all of us,” Diana said. “Faye, I know you had feelings for him once. But you have to understand, we really are in love. Can you find it in your heart to be happy for us?”
  


  
    Faye turned up her nose. “You’re going to make me puke,” she said, and retreated to her foldout bed.
  


  
    “Max is dangerous,” Chris called out. “You girls need to get the hearts and stars out of your eyes.”
  


  
    “That’s right,” Doug said. “Love has nothing to do with this. This is war.”
  


  
    Cassie noticed Adam staring down at the wooden floor. Then he glanced at Scarlett, and Cassie caught a brief moment pass between them. Cassie couldn’t be sure what it was, but she could tell that regardless of what Adam thought of Max’s intentions, he did believe Scarlett had proven herself out in the woods. It was obvious in the humble way he was looking at her. And she returned his gaze with a sly smile.
  


  
    Cassie’s jealousies flared and an image flashed in her mind. This time she saw Scarlett and Adam in bed together—in Cassie’s bed—and they were kissing like hungry lovers. The scene was so vivid and graphic it was like Cassie had burst through the door and caught them in real life. Her rage seeped into the vision itself and she willed Scarlett off Adam, then doused her in a blaze of fire. She stepped closer to watch Scarlett’s face blacken and melt hauntingly into the flames, and the sight of it brought a wriggling satisfaction to her stomach. She wanted to watch Scarlett perish until there was nothing left of her but ash.
  


  
    It isn’t real. Cassie had to shake herself awake, repeating those words to herself until the image disappeared.
  


  
    Deborah stood up and stepped to the center of the room. “I think I speak for all, or at least most of us, Diana, when I say we want you to be happy. But apart from that, we’re in a bad situation here. Every single one of us is in the crosshairs right now. That’s what we need to be focusing on.” She paused and Nick picked up where she had left off.
  


  
    “And, no offense,” he said. “But if we get the slightest hint that Max is working against us, we’ll take him down. Whether he’s your boyfriend or not.”
  


  
    “How do you plan to do that, tough guy?” Scarlett said, finally chiming in. “Since it’s clear that the only thing that works against the hunters is dark magic.”
  


  
    She’d been sitting on an ottoman off to the side, alone. The only Circle member willing to be within arm’s length of her was Sean, and that was only because she was pretty. But now all eyes turned to her, and she looked to Cassie. “Isn’t that right?”
  


  
    Cassie solemnly nodded. “Yes, that’s right. Dark magic is how I forced the hunters to retreat on the roof of the school, and it’s what Scarlett used back in the woods.”
  


  
    “But neither of you were able to strip the hunters’ relics of their powers,” Deborah said. “What we need is a spell that will accomplish that. To remove the threat of the hunters forever. Otherwise they’ll just keep coming after us until we’re all dead and buried.”
  


  
    Diana winced at Deborah’s coldheartedness, but the rest of the group agreed.
  


  
    “Cassie,” Adam said. “Now might be a good time to go get your father’s book. Maybe Scarlett can help us with the spell we’ve been working on.”
  


  
    Cassie’s stomach dropped in a freefall.
  


  
    Scarlett said in a throaty, mocking voice, “That’s a great idea, Adam. Why don’t you do that, Cassie?”
  


  
    Cassie looked desperately at Diana, who remained tight-lipped and unmoving. Then she turned back to Adam. “I can’t,” she said. “I don’t have it.”
  


  
    Scarlett rose from her seat. “What do you mean you don’t have it?”
  


  
    “Cassie asked me to keep it safe for her.” Diana migrated protectively to Cassie’s side. “It’s hidden someplace no one will find it.”
  


  
    Faye shot up from where she’d thrown herself down onto her mattress. “Are you kidding me, Cassie? You gave it to Diana and not me?”
  


  
    “Weallhave a right to see it.” Melanie spoke over Faye. “And not just a few pages at a time that Cassie copies for us, but as a whole book. Diana, you should go get it and bring it back here.”
  


  
    “I agree,” Laurel said to Cassie. “We’re all in this together, we should all know what resources we have.”
  


  
    “None of you understand. It’s controlling me!” Cassie screamed.
  


  
    Everyone fell silent. They all averted their eyes except for Faye, who watched Cassie carefully, and Scarlett, who seemed to be enjoying the show.
  


  
    “None of you can possibly understand,” Cassie repeated. “It’s not just the burns. I haven’t been myself since I got the book. And if I start using magic from it, I don’t know what I’m capable of doing to the rest of the Circle. Or what using the book could do to all of you.”
  


  
    For a few seconds nobody said anything, and then Diana made an effort to break the quiet. “I’ll bring the book back here when Cassie feels she’s ready. Not a moment before.” She threw an angry glance at Scarlett. “But feel free to whine and moan about it all you want.”
  


  
    There was a suddenwhooshat the room’s entrance that startled everyone at once. It was the sound of the secret door opening.
  


  
    Cassie’s mom stepped forward and immediately locked eyes with the new face in the room, but her expression wasn’t one of unfamiliarity, it was cautious recognition.
  


  
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she faltered.
  


  
    “That’s okay, Mom,” Cassie said. “This is Scarlett Forsythe, our newest Circle member.”
  


  
    Her mother’s eyes flared. Cassie could tell she had nearly gasped but managed to restrain herself. “Really,” she said in a noncommittal tone and forced a smile.
  


  
    Scarlett grinned at her. “You knew my mother.”
  


  
    Cassie’s mom inclined her head slightly and an odd expression crossed her face, like she was trying to determine if this was a nightmare. “Yes. A long time ago. Your resemblance is striking.”
  


  
    “So I’ve been told.” Scarlett spoke loudly, aggressively, as if she were angry with Cassie’s mom simply for being alive when her own mother wasn’t.
  


  
    Cassie positioned herself between them, feeling protective of her mother. “We’re okay down here,” she said. “Scarlett is one of us now and we’re just finishing up some business. You can go up to bed.”
  


  
    Her mother’s eyes were still fixed on Scarlett, as if she couldn’t bear to look away from her.
  


  
    Cassie guided her out the door and across the basement, back to the stairs.
  


  
    “What is she doing here?” her mother hissed.
  


  
    “We had no choice but to initiate her after Suzan’s death. It all happened so fast. We need her and she needs us—at least for now.”
  


  
    “Be careful,” her mother whispered, hugging her tight. “You cannot trust her.”
  


  
    “Tell me about it,” was all Cassie could bring herself to say.
  


  
    

  


  
    The Circle decided to crash at Cassie’s that night for safety, “to watch over one another,” they’d said, but Cassie knew what they’d meant was to watch over Scarlett. Scarlett may have earned her spot in the Circle when she forced the hunters away in the woods, but she was a long way from securing the Circle’s confidence. Tonight they would all sleep with one eye open.
  


  
    Adam had crept into Cassie’s bedroom to say good night, and he was taking his time leaving, in no rush to separate from her. He was softly running his fingers up and down the inside of her arm, the way she loved. Cassie didn’t want him to leave her either. She wanted him to hold her tight until she drifted to sleep.
  


  
    Adam leaned in and began kissing her neck, tenderly and quietly. He was being gentle with her, but she could hear the heaviness of his breathing. She understood how much he’d been missing having her this way. But then a knock on the door disturbed them.
  


  
    “It’s Scarlett,” the voice on the other side of the door said. “Can we talk?”
  


  
    Adam held Cassie tighter and shook his head, but Cassie told him it was okay. Reluctantly, he got up and let Scarlett in.
  


  
    “I’d like to speak to Cassie privately,” Scarlett said, dismissing Adam with a flick of her wrist.
  


  
    “Now?” Adam asked, with a tinge of frustration to his voice.
  


  
    Scarlett stepped past him and climbed onto Cassie’s bed. “Yes, now.”
  


  
    Only after a nod from Cassie did Adam comply. “I’ll be right out here on the couch,” he said. “If you need anything.”
  


  
    Scarlett smiled at Adam’s overprotectiveness and waited for him to close the door before she turned to Cassie and said, “I thought we could tell secrets.”
  


  
    Cassie thought back to their first sleepover, how excited she was to have a sister to share things with. How naive she’d been back then. She wouldn’t be fooled again. “Okay,” she said icily. “You first.”
  


  
    “I knew you’d say that.” Scarlett nudged her on the arm. “I have a secret about … dark magic.”
  


  
    Cassie suddenly felt wary, but she reminded herself that her whole Circle was only one scream for help away. “Go on.” She braced herself for the worst.
  


  
    “I can read Black John’s book,” Scarlett said. “My mom helped teach me before she died.”
  


  
    Scarlett’s face was open and serious, and Cassie understood this was no trick. She was telling the truth.
  


  
    “It’s in our blood,” Scarlett continued. “The language. You’ll have to work to unlock it, but you know how to read the book, too, Cassie.”
  


  
    Cassie called to mind the few words in the book she could comprehend, and it all started to make sense to her. Instinctively, she’d known this all along.
  


  
    “I understand you’re worried about the dark magic taking over,” Scarlett said. “But we were built to control it. And with time, you will be able to.”
  


  
    “Why are you telling me all this?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    Scarlett laughed. “You love to keep those guards up, don’t you? I’m telling you all this because we’re on the same side now. And I want to defeat the hunters just as much as you do. They’ve killed people I loved, too.”
  


  
    Cassie thought back to Scarlett explaining how she first came to New Salem on the run from the hunters who had killed her mother—but Cassie doubted that was all there was to it. Then she remembered her daydream from a little while earlier, and how she was able to shake out of her evil thoughts. Maybe Scarlett was right about being able to control the darkness.
  


  
    “Do you trust me?” Scarlett asked.
  


  
    Trusting in Scarlett would never come easy. But for right now, Cassie didn’t have much of a choice. “No, I don’t trust you,” she said. “But I do believe you.”
  


  
    “Well, I guess that’s a start.” Scarlett got up and went to the door. “Get some rest,” she said. “We have a big day ahead of us.”
  


  
    She wrapped her hand around the doorknob and then released it again. “One more thing.” She swiveled back around on her heels. “I think it’s adorable that you and Adam are trying so hard to stick together through all this. I am so impressed by how accepting you’ve been.” She paused to draw the moment out, relishing it. “About the cord between him and me, I mean. You must have taken lessons from your friend Diana.”
  


  
    Cassie felt something inside her tighten and then unhinge. A caustic taste like battery acid filled her mouth, tainting her voice with venom. “You stay away from Adam.”
  


  
    “I just complimented you, Cassie. Don’t go spoiling it with your awful temper.” Scarlett lifted her eyebrows and pursed her full lips. And with that, she was gone.
  


  


  



  Chapter 27


  
    

  


  “What did Scarlett say to you last night?” Adam asked. He and Cassie were taking an early morning walk out on the bluff before the others woke up.


  
    “A lot.” Cassie stared off at the horizon as she spoke, imagining herself getting lost somewhere in that line between the ocean and the sky. She didn’t have the heart to tell Adam that Scarlett knew about the cord between them.
  


  
    “She got me thinking about my power,” Cassie said. “I don’t want to live in fear anymore. In fear of myself and what I’m capable of.”
  


  
    “You shouldn’t have to.” Adam was trying to be supportive, even though Cassie’s dark powers were far beyond his realm of understanding. He was afraid for her and she knew it. In his eyes she could see how much he wished he could take on the burden himself.
  


  
    “So what does Scarlett suggest you do?” Adam asked.
  


  
    “She said if I embrace my dark magic I can learn to control it. Which has obviously been my problem lately. Controlling it.”
  


  
    Adam stepped around Cassie to face her, blocking her view over the bluff. “Do you think you can learn to do that?”
  


  
    “I don’t know what I think. I’m not sure if I can even trust my own thoughts.”
  


  
    Adam wrapped his arms around Cassie and pulled her in. She could smell the salt water drifting in the air and off his skin. “Well, I’ll tell you what I think. I think we won’t know until you try. And I will stand by you every step of the way, no matter what.”
  


  
    “But what if it goes badly? What if it changes me, more than it already has?”
  


  
    “None of us knows what the future holds or who we’ll become, Cassie. But I do know that we can be true to who we are right now. And that applies to me loving you, and you loving me, and to you being able to connect to the light inside of you. That’s not going anywhere.”
  


  
    Adam kissed the top of Cassie’s head and then let her go. “But you also have to trust yourself. You have to have faith in your own fundamental goodness.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. “I think I’m ready to.”
  


  
    Without another word, Adam swooped in and kissed her. She almost laughed—it was the last thing she expected him to do at that moment. She had been on the verge of asking him about the brief look he had exchanged with Scarlett the night before, the one that had set her off in an internal jealous rage.
  


  
    But as she leaned in to kiss him back, she forgot all about that. She could feel the sun on her back and hear the ocean in the distance. Sometimes Adam knew just what to do to make everything all right.
  


  
    

  


  
    Everyone was groggy from sleep and clinging to coffee mugs when Cassie announced a Circle meeting in the secret room. Faye sat with her bedspread still wrapped around her and even Diana looked like she could have used another hour of rest, but Cassie’s news was sure to wake them right up.
  


  
    “I’ve done some thinking since yesterday,” she said to the group as they gathered round. “And I’ve decided that Diana should bring my father’s book here for Scarlett to take a look at.”
  


  
    Scarlett met Cassie’s eyes and something passed between them, a beat of understanding. But Cassie quickly looked away, breaking the moment. She didn’t want to feel like she had too much in common with her sister.
  


  
    “I know the spell my father used will work to defeat the hunters.” Cassie had everyone’s full attention now. “And Scarlett can translate it for us. She understands the book’s language.”
  


  
    All attention spun to Scarlett’s direction. Faye tossed her blanket off like a cape.
  


  
    Diana’s mouth dropped open. “Scarlett can translate it for us?” she repeated. Her green eyes flashed at Cassie. “That’s a huge responsibility for Scarlett to take on alone.”
  


  
    Faye smirked. “What Diana means is, how do we know we can trust her? If none of us know the difference. She can tell us to do anything she wants.”
  


  
    “Because I’m trusting her,” Cassie said.
  


  
    “That’s it?” Faye was expecting more.
  


  
    Cassie’s heart thumped and thrashed within her chest, but she maintained her strength and composure. “And because it’s time to end this, once and for all. Scarlett has no reason to mislead us. She wants to be rid of the hunters just as much as we do.”
  


  
    “Hear, hear,” Nick said from his sleeping bag. “So when and where do we go after them?”
  


  
    “I can help with that.” Diana shook off the surprise of the prior moment and spoke up. “Max knows where the hunters assemble. I bet we can infiltrate one of their meetings.”
  


  
    “We can ambush them,” Nick said. “When they least expect it.”
  


  
    “But in exchange,” Diana deferred to Cassie, “I ask that the Circle spare Max from whatever the curse will do.”
  


  
    “No way,” Faye shouted. “There’s no reason to believe Max’s puppy-dog love for Diana is any more real than his feelings for me were.”
  


  
    “Faye, we’ve been through this already,” Melanie said. “You have to let it go.”
  


  
    “I’m not going to let it go,” Faye insisted. “Because it was the same thing—”
  


  
    “It wasn’t the same thing.” Diana’s cheeks were flushed and her eyes were sharp. “It wasn’t even close to the same thing. I’ve tried to be nice about this, Faye, but you’re making that impossible. Do you need me to break it down for you?
  


  
    Youwere using magic to mess with Max’s mind.Ihave found my soul mate. Do you get the difference?”
  


  
    Faye defied Diana with a fixed stare. “As a leader of this Circle I hereby raise the issue of Diana’s inability to be impartial when considering Max’s trustworthiness.”
  


  
    “Oh shut up, Faye,” Melanie said.
  


  
    “Melanie!” Cassie shouted. “You’re out of line. Faye has the floor and she’s raised a legitimate issue to the Circle.”
  


  
    Diana swung around to look at Cassie. “Seriously? You’re going to let her go with this?”
  


  
    “She has a right to voice her concern,” Cassie said apologetically.
  


  
    “Thank you, Cassie.” Faye stood up to better command the space. She eyed Diana, Melanie, and Laurel, who were clustered on top of Laurel’s bed. Then she turned to Chris, Doug, and Deborah scattered around Nick’s sleeping bag on the floor. And finally she rested her eyes on Scarlett, who was seated off to the side with only Sean nearby.
  


  
    “I know what you all saw in the woods,” Faye said. “I was there. I know Max stood up to his father to protect Diana. But I also saw Max leave with his father, as you all did. Not with us. With him.”
  


  
    Faye paused to glare specifically at Melanie before continuing. “Yet now we’re going to trust Max to tell us where to find the hunters, where to find his father, so we can attack them on their own turf. Do I have to be the one to say it? Am I the only one who thinks this sounds like a trap?”
  


  
    Melanie was quiet. They all were. Even Cassie had to admit Faye had a valid argument.
  


  
    “Faye?” Diana said. “You’re right.” She took control of the floor. “I am partial. I do believe Max will truthfully lead us to the hunters, and in good faith I believe he should be spared from whatever negative effects the curse will have. But the rest of you are free to decide for yourselves.”
  


  
    Diana turned to Cassie. “I propose a vote to declare the Circle’s decision, and I will abstain from that vote.”
  


  
    After a few more seconds of tense quiet, Cassie called on Melanie. “Will you do the honors, please?”
  


  
    Melanie rose, cleared her throat, and said in her cool, authoritative tone: “All in favor of sparing Max if he leads us to the hunters, raise your hands.”
  


  
    To Cassie’s surprise, enough hands shot immediately up to decide the vote without counting. Even at a time like this there still seemed to be an inclination among the group to align themselves with Diana.
  


  
    Melanie beamed with satisfaction. “The majority of the Circle believes Max can be trusted. And we promise to spare him.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” Diana said. Cassie wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Diana more sincere, and that was saying something.
  


  
    Faye shook her head and sneered at her. “Cry your tears of joy now. But if Max betrays us, neither of you will be spared. I’ll see to that myself.”
  


  
    Cassie parted her lips to speak but instead found herself looking at Faye, whose eyes reflected a concentrated power. Then she quickly turned her attention to Diana and said, “I’m sure it won’t come to that.”
  


  
    But Cassie wasn’t really sure. Maybe Diana was being naive. Maybe she was, too.
  


  
    Scarlett whispered something into Adam’s ear and he nodded. It was getting more and more difficult to determine who was trustworthy anymore.
  


  


  



  Chapter 28


  
    

  


  Scarlett sat at Cassie’s desk, poring over Black John’s Book of Shadows while Cassie and Adam worked on their laptops—but Cassie was really keeping an eye on Scarlett. She watched Scarlett’s eyes scan the book’s text line by line, occasionally jotting down notes on her memo pad. Some of the time Scarlett just paged through the book, fully absorbed and too excited by what she was reading to slow down enough to copy it down. She was supposed to be looking specifically for the witch-hunter curse, but Cassie could see she kept getting sidetracked.


  
    “Knock knock,” Diana said, as she stepped inside. “How’s the research coming?”
  


  
    “Slowly.” Adam shut his laptop.
  


  
    “Well, I have some news that might cheer you up.” Diana sat down on Cassie’s bed. “I just talked to Max. He told me the witch hunters have their headquarters set up in the caves on the beach.”
  


  
    But Diana’s news was overshadowed by Scarlett’s shout of excitement.
  


  
    “I found it!” Scarlett said. She stood up so fast her chair fell backward onto the floor. “This is it. The spell Black John used against the hunters.”
  


  
    Cassie, Adam, and Diana all rushed to the book to see it for themselves, forgetting everything that came before.
  


  
    The page Scarlett held open looked much like the rest of the book. It was composed of a few short lines—inky black squiggles and glyphs.
  


  
    “Are you sure this is the one?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    “I’m positive.” Scarlett ran her fingers over the page, scanning its contents again. “And it’s not even that complicated. It’ll be easy for the Circle to memorize.”
  


  
    “Are you sure? Any small mistake, and who knows what we could do to them, or even to ourselves,” Diana said.
  


  
    “You’ll see,” Scarlett said to Diana in a patronizing tone. “It’ll be as simple as singing a song in a language you don’t understand. All you have to do is hit the tones right. The deeper meaning is beside the point.”
  


  
    “How does the curse work?” Diana asked, staring down at the book’s illegible text. “What will it do to the hunters?”
  


  
    Scarlett grinned. “Don’t worry. It’ll happen so fast they’ll hardly feel a thing.”
  


  
    “But what exactly will it do to them?” Diana persisted.
  


  
    “It’ll take away the power from their stone relics,” Scarlett said. “And break the bond between the hunters and their marks.”
  


  
    “So we’ll all be unmarked.” Cassie looked the spell over with Adam. Based on her instincts and their limited research, everything Scarlett said seemed right.
  


  
    “And anyway, Diana,” Scarlett added, “Max is being spared. As long as he’s nowhere near his relic when we cast this, he’ll be fine. So what are you so nervous about?”
  


  
    Cassie let the comment pass. “All right then,” she said. “We’re just about ready to do this.”
  


  
    Adam turned to Diana. “Those caves where the hunters have their headquarters are down by the rockier shores. We’ll need rowboats to get to them.”
  


  
    Diana pulled out her phone. “Max can help with that. If it’s all right with you, Cassie, I think he should be included in this discussion.”
  


  
    Cassie hesitated, but Adam didn’t. “Are you planning to invite him over? Here?”
  


  
    Diana squared herself to Adam. “Max is turning his back on hundreds of years of his own ancestry and is probably going to be disowned by his father for helping us. So yes, I’m planning to invite him over so he’s clear on how all this will go down.”
  


  
    Adam took a breath that sounded like assent and Cassie told Diana to go ahead. Within the hour Max was standing in her bedroom with his muscular arms crossed over his chest, hovering over her father’s book.
  


  
    Scarlett showed him the spell and he squinted at it. He scratched the stubble on the side of his face and looked at Diana. “Can you ensure their safety?”
  


  
    “The spell will deactivate the relics,” Scarlett said. “That’s what it’s designed to do. Beyond that, none of us are in a position to ensure anything. This is a battle we’re going into, after all. War doesn’t come with guarantees for either side.”
  


  
    Max chewed on his thick lower lip, mulling things over in his mind. “Well, I want to be there to make sure both sides play fair.” He rested his sharp eyes on Scarlett, understanding somehow that it was her spearheading this crusade. “Consider me the referee.”
  


  
    Scarlett grinned. “Then I guess the only question left is, how soon can we leave?”
  


  
    They all looked to Max for the answer.
  


  
    “Tonight,” he said confidently, reaching for Diana’s hand. “We’ll go tonight. The sooner we get this over with, the better.”
  


  
    

  


  
    They had an hour till dusk, just the right amount of time to arrive at the caves in sunlight, and to depart shrouded beneath the cover of night. It took three boats to get them all there. Cassie, Adam, Diana, and Scarlett were at the front, under Max’s guidance. As he rowed them closer and closer to the caves, Cassie’s nerves started to get the best of her, and she suddenly wished they’d composed a backup plan. She hadn’t wanted to appear doubtful at the time, but now that they were sitting out in the water with only Max’s word to go on, Cassie wished the Circle had at least considered an escape strategy. What if Max was simply delivering them to the hunters’ lair like cargo?
  


  
    Cassie looked to Faye in the boat behind theirs. They locked eyes and Cassie immediately understood that Faye was ready for anything. She was perched on the edge of her boat’s bow, watching and calculating. Cassie gave her a nod. For once, Faye’s suspicious, cunning nature served as the most necessary comfort, and Cassie was thankful for it. If this turned out to be a trap, Faye was fully prepared to take Max out to save the Circle—and Cassie would join her.
  


  
    As their boats neared the caves, the hulking fissures grew larger but no less threatening. By the time they had drifted within walking distance of the main cave’s entrance, Cassie got the sense that she was about to step into the mouth of a stone dragon.
  


  
    “We’re here,” Max said somberly. “Get up slowly unless you feel like going for a swim.”
  


  
    He smiled then and Cassie recognized the warmth in his face for the first time. She returned his expression as affectionately as she could. In a way, Max’s predicament wasn’t so different from her own. Like Cassie, he was caught between two opposing sides, between dark and light, his father’s nature and his own free will. It couldn’t have been a simple decision for him to assist them.
  


  
    “Thank you,” Cassie said to him, hoping to relay some sentiment of camaraderie.
  


  
    Max nodded, and Cassie said a silent prayer that they were right to rely on him. For his sake and hers.
  


  
    Cassie climbed out of her rowboat carefully and reached for Adam to steady her on solid ground. She squeezed his hand tightly, needing him close to her now more than ever. It occurred to Cassie that if this attack went poorly, if they failed, it could mean their deaths. These moments could very well be their last. Then a far scarier thought crossed Cassie’s mind. What if she survived but Adam didn’t? The idea of going on without him was unfathomable to her.
  


  
    Cassie tried to absorb every detail of Adam as he was now. His electric-blue eyes and wild hair, and the strength that shone in his features even at the worst of times—perhaps especially at the worst of times.
  


  
    “I don’t want to let go of your hand,” Cassie said.
  


  
    “That’s good, because I won’t let you.” Adam brought her fingers to his lips. “Ever.”
  


  
    The whole Circle joined hands then, to link their power. They walked toward the caves in a long line, ready to recite the dark chant they’d memorized.
  


  
    Cassie’s stomach twisted with fear and she struggled with the urge to return to the boats and row home. She glanced back to watch Max heading toward the caves behind them. He would be watching the confrontation from a safe distance. The look on his face was one of love and honor and he was focused solely on Diana. Any residual anxiety Cassie had that Max was leading them into a trap fell away. The cord that connected Max to Diana connected him to the entire Circle—and he was as devoted to this mission as the rest of them.
  


  
    Candlelight was the first thing Cassie noticed upon entering the cave. It flickered in orange and yellow flashes against the wall, illuminating their way deeper into the bowels of the dark cavern.
  


  
    Cassie could hear the hunters’ soft mumbling before she could see them. There they were: Mr. Boylan, Jedediah Felton, and Louvera Felton, along with two others Cassie hadn’t seen before. They were gathered just where Max said they’d be and they were kneeling in a meditative state, performing some kind of ritual. They all had their eyes closed and their heads bowed toward an intricately composed altar. Their ancient relics lay on the ground beside them.
  


  
    Adam gripped Cassie’s hand tighter, and with her other hand Cassie squeezed Diana’s fingers in her own. She was suddenly acutely aware of her own breath and the slight sound her own footsteps made upon the gravelly cave floor. She got the distinct feeling that the spell they were about to perform filled her heart and lungs. It rushed through her veins.
  


  
    This is it, she thought, and she could hardly contain her urgent desire to begin spewing forth the words. They contained her every wish, hope, fear, and need.
  


  
    The hunters remained motionless, clueless to their impending invasion. It was perfect timing. The words, or sounds really, that Cassie had memorized formed on her lips almost of their own accord. They had fully taken her over. The same must have been true for all the Circle members. Each of them appeared entranced, melded to the spell just as Cassie was.
  


  
    The twelve of them continued forward, all-powerful and bathed in darkness. They cast the curse, chanting in unison, before the hunters had any idea they’d even arrived.
  


  


  



  Chapter 29


  
    

  


  It felt different from any magic Cassie had ever done before. The energy behind the words surged through her like it did when she had uttered the spell on the rooftop, but this was exponentially more powerful. It had the strength of the whole Circle behind it. The cave started to tremble and shake around them. Rocks crumbled to the ground. The elements seemed to be bending to the Circle’s will.


  
    The hunters woke from their trance in a panic. Cassie registered the terror in each of their faces and the pure shock of being ambushed in their safe space. They’d been caught with their every defense down.
  


  
    The hunters began reciting the same words from the rooftop and the woods, and their relics brought out the marks on each member of the Circle. Like on the rooftop before Suzan was killed, the hunter symbols glowed brightly upon each of their chests. But against the Circle’s curse, the hunters’ relics had no other effect. Mr. Boylan shook his like a remote control with a faulty battery, frustrated and enraged by its failure to perform.
  


  
    Out of desperation, he picked up a rock from the ground and threw it at Cassie. The other hunters followed his lead, grabbing for whatever they could throw. But the Circle remained untouched. The air around them deflected the rocks and foreign objects hurled their way like a protective force field. The Circle’s command was impenetrable.
  


  
    Cassie felt calm and more in control of her magic than ever. And never before had all the members of the Circle worked together so seamlessly, so machinelike in their efficiency. Maybe Cassie had underestimated them, and herself.
  


  
    The hunters quickly weakened beneath the effects of the spell. Scarlett said it would be quick and painless, that it would be over before the hunters knew what hit them. It was hitting them now with full force. Mr. Boylan swayed back and forth on two wobbly legs, no longer able to even raise his arms in defense. The skin on his face and neck turned ashen and withered. He seemed to age decades right before Cassie’s eyes.
  


  
    The old man hunter, Jedediah, dropped to his knees, holding his head in his hands. He twisted his white hair around his wrinkled fingers and opened his mouth to scream, but no sound escaped. The sight of him reminded Cassie of a famous painting—that ghostly face wide-mouthed with shock. Like the painting itself, the old man’s shriek was still and silent.
  


  
    Louvera, his daughter, lifted up her stone relic like a shield and waved it back and forth in an attempt to protect herself. But her hands shook so furiously she could barely hold on to it. It slipped from her grip and hit the ground with a thud. She crawled around on all fours, urgently trying to recover it.
  


  
    The spell was working without a flaw. Cassie noticed that the hunter mark on her chest had begun to fade. With every second, the symbol grew dimmer, weaker, as if losing its charge. It couldn’t be long now before the relics were drained of all their power and their marks were erased for good. Then the Circle would be safe, and the hunters would never be a threat to them again.
  


  
    A strange calm and optimism came over Cassie. Her mind drifted to a kinder place, where she imagined a future for herself and her friends free from this heavy ancient rivalry. They were so close now to turning their world into one where Diana and Max would be allowed to love each other and none of them would have to hide in secret rooms or caves. Hunter and witch alike, they would all be released.
  


  
    Then Jedediah fell backward from his knees, flat onto his back. His ice-blue eyes were open and unblinking, but they were sapped of all emotion, all feeling. Cassie remembered that same cold look in others she had once known and loved—her grandmother, Melanie’s aunt Constance, and Suzan. She knew the look well, and she immediately understood that it wasn’t just the old man’s powers that had been taken away—it was his life.
  


  
    Louvera tried desperately to crawl to him, but she couldn’t make it. A moment later, she went limp with the same lifeless cold hardened to her eyes.
  


  
    “No!” Max rushed in from just outside the cave’s entrance. “You’re killing them!” he screamed.
  


  
    But Cassie couldn’t stop. None of them could. The spell had been unleashed and it was working through the Circle now. The words came from their own lips, but they were merely spectators to their effect.
  


  
    “You have to stop!” Max shouted directly into Diana’s face, but she made no reaction. It was as if her eyes couldn’t even see him.
  


  
    Passive as empty vessels, the Circle brought the other two hunters down to the ground, dead. Max just stood there, horrified. He could do nothing as his fellow hunters fell like dominoes all around him. Without his relic, he was both immune to the curse and powerless in trying to stop it.
  


  
    He ran to his father, wrapped his arms around him, and tried to lift him up. “Let’s get you out of here,” he said.
  


  
    His father appeared unsure if it was really his son who’d come to his aid, or if it was just a mirage. Either way, he was too feeble to be moved.
  


  
    Max started to cry. “Dad, I’m so sorry,” he said. “Forgive me, please.”
  


  
    Mr. Boylan made no response. He could only gaze up at his boy, bewildered and terrified.
  


  
    “I love you,” Max said. “Can you hear me, Dad? I love you.”
  


  
    But his father’s eyes had turned to stone. His breath had ceased. It was only his lifeless body lying in Max’s arms.
  


  
    The spell ended itself at the moment of his death. Everyone in the Circle suddenly woke up, as if from a dream, and looked at one another, stunned. There was a slight edge of relief in the air. They’d won; they understood that much. But had they just … killed?
  


  
    Cassie glanced at Adam. He looked pale and sick, like he might faint.
  


  
    Diana seemed a little dazed, too, unable to figure out what had just occurred.
  


  
    Cassie spoke up for her. “Max,” she said. “We had no idea that was going to happen. The spell was only supposed to disable the relics. We would have never performed it if we knew the hunters would lose their lives. That’s not how our Circle does things.”
  


  
    “You just killed my father,” Max said. “He’s dead! Do you understand that?” He passed his eyes despicably over each member of the Circle. “I trusted you,” he said. “And you betrayed me.” He set his father’s body gently down and stepped back with tears streaming down his face.
  


  
    He glared at Diana. “Don’t follow me,” he said, and the way he said it sounded like a brutal threat. Then he ran from the cave and quickly disappeared from their sight.
  


  
    Diana appeared stunned, but Cassie could feel her best friend’s heartbreak as her own. The guilt and remorse she must have been suffering was unimaginable, enough to put her into a state of shock.
  


  
    Cassie stepped slowly toward her. She placed her hand upon Diana’s shoulder, hoping to offer her some comfort. But Diana focused sharply on Cassie in a way that brought her to a frightened halt. Diana’s eyes were black as marbles.
  


  
    “He may flee thither,” she said. “But he shall be slain before his enemies.” Her voice was gravelly and harsh, nothing like its regular tone.
  


  
    Cassie was too alarmed to move a muscle. “Diana?” she asked. “Are you—”
  


  
    “Let us rejoice in our victory.” Diana turned grandly to Scarlett. “Thine, O leader,” she said, bowing to Scarlett, “is the greatest power. And thou art exalted as head above all.”
  


  
    Scarlett nodded and Cassie noticed the corners of her mouth raise up ever so slightly. “I told you I’d get my Circle,” she said.
  


  


  



  Chapter 30


  
    

  


  Cassie looked around in confusion. Something strange was happening to all the members of the Circle.


  
    Adam was sneering oddly. His hands were balled into fists and he was grinding his teeth. There was sweat dripping from his forehead down the front of his face, but he seemed not to notice. He also stared at Cassie with narrowed blackened eyes.
  


  
    A shiver ran down Cassie’s spine. “Scarlett,” she said. “Tell me what you’ve done to them.”
  


  
    “I didn’t do anything.” Scarlett smirked. “They did it to themselves, casting that spell against the hunters. Any spell cast from our family’s book by a nonfamily member calls on our bloodline. It gave the perfect portal into our world for a few unsettled spirits.”
  


  
    Cassie looked around at her friends, now all strangers to her. Sean was mumbling in an incoherent language while Chris laughed like a lunatic and Doug convulsed in a fit on the ground. Melanie’s and Laurel’s faces had altered. They looked nothing like themselves, and they chattered in voices that weren’t their own—Melanie’s was deep and husky while Laurel’s was high-pitched and playful like a child’s.
  


  
    “I am falsely accused,” Melanie declared, while rocking forward and back.
  


  
    Laurel laughed and clapped, and replied in a piercing singsong, “But you will be condemned to hang.”
  


  
    “Meet the family,” Scarlett said.
  


  
    Cassie wavered. “I don’t understand.”
  


  
    “Some of them are still working their way through.” Scarlett gestured toward Chris, Doug, and Sean. “But they’ll be up and talking like the others soon.”
  


  
    “Who are they?”
  


  
    Scarlett smiled. “Our ancestors. These are the people who passed down Black John’s Book of Shadows.”
  


  
    Cassie looked around at her friends, the truth registering slowly: speaking in tongues, convulsions, changes in vocal intonation and facial expression, superhuman strength.
  


  
    “The Circle is possessed,” she said.
  


  
    Scarlett rolled her eyes. “Well, duh. These spirits have been waiting to manifest for hundreds of years, to get their power back. And we gave it to them.”
  


  
    Adam stepped forward. His hands were no longer balled into fists and he’d stopped sweating, but his eyes remained dead and black. His body must have been fighting the possession before, but it had now been fully overcome.
  


  
    He nodded confidently at Cassie and then bowed before Scarlett. “In shackles no more,” he said. “To you I am indebted.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it.
  


  
    “Oh yeah,” Scarlett said, grinning. “And I’m their leader.”
  


  
    “You’re not my leader,” Faye called out. She blinked her eyes and looked around, surveying the situation. She appeared a little dazed, but her eyes had returned to their normal color.
  


  
    Cassie exhaled with relief. “Faye, thank goodness you’re all right.”
  


  
    Faye tossed back her mane of black hair and tilted her head. Just as quickly as Faye had seemed normal, her eyes went dark as night. Cassie started backing away in fear. Scratches and bite marks were reddening upon Faye’s hands and arms, and eel-like lesions were forming on her neck and face.
  


  
    “I’m on your side, Cassie,” Faye said, moving closer still. “And I want you to be on my side.”
  


  
    “Cassandra holds the book. She is ours,” a bold voice behind Cassie said. It was Adam. His features were now firm and serious.
  


  
    Diana curled her fingers and twitched. “Cassandra shall not be against us; her blood is required.”
  


  
    Cassie continued her backward retreat from the group and realized Scarlett had disappeared. She caught sight of her just as she was about to flee through the mouth of the cave.
  


  
    “So this was your plan all along?” Cassie ran after Scarlett, shouting. “To poison us this way just so you could have a black magic Circle?”
  


  
    Scarlett whipped around and put her hands on her hips. “What was it you asked me back at the Mission House? ‘Who’s Daddy’s favorite?’ Now you have your answer.”
  


  
    “But none of us have to be this way.”
  


  
    Scarlett continued toward the water and showed no sign of slowing down or even listening.
  


  
    “Bring us the book, dear one,” Adam called out.
  


  
    “I was falsely accused, but the book shall set us free,” Melanie’s deep voice repeated.
  


  
    Of course. Scarlett was going home to get their father’s Book of Shadows. But there was no way Cassie was going to let that happen. The dark energy was still coursing through her as well—the remnants of the evil spell remained in her veins. She reached for it mentally, through her own blood and bones. She raised her hands and harnessed every trace of its power toward Scarlett and shouted out, “Non fugam!”
  


  
    Scarlett was instantly thrown backward, as if she’d run up against a pane of glass.
  


  
    From the ground, she turned to Cassie, stunned. “You didn’t.”
  


  
    “Congelasco,” Cassie said, freezing Scarlett in place.Then without hesitation, Cassie lifted her hands to the sky. “Spelunca est a carcere!”
  


  
    Now no one but Cassie was free to leave the cave. Squeals came from the entire Circle as they scrambled in vain to follow her.
  


  
    “She doth betray us!” Diana shouted.
  


  
    “Cassandra,” Adam nobly called to her. “You’re making a terrible mistake.”
  


  
    But before any of them had the chance to try to stop her, Cassie ran for the water’s edge. She climbed into one of the boats and set the oars with a splash. She rowed hard, still facing the mouth of the cave. The sun was setting in vivid pinks and purples, outlining the cave’s arching shape in a brilliant silhouette. Under any other circumstances, Cassie would have considered the sight of it beautiful.
  


  


  



  Chapter 31


  
    

  


  Cassie arrived back at her house in a cold sweat. Her clothes had been splashed wet from her furious rowing; she’d wanted to get as far away from the caves as fast as she could. Now she was safe in her bedroom, but she was alone—she’d never been so alone in her entire life. Her friends and her one true love were lost to her. Her mother was out, but even if she were home, how could Cassie explain this terrible series of events, especially when it began with her disobeying her mother’s warning? This was all her fault. And only she could fix it. It was just Cassie, now, and her book.


  
    She turned to where it was resting on her desk among loose pens and paper clips, misleadingly tranquil. Because it was only posing as a book. It wasn’t just a bunch of pages sewn together within a cover—it was an entity, alive as she was. Cassie understood that now. She took the book into her hands and sat with it on the edge of her bed, holding it in her lap.
  


  
    She remembered the last time she had sat like this, in this same position, when her mother first presented her with it. Cassie had made so many mistakes since then.
  


  
    Cassie ran her fingers over the book’s aged, leather binding. When her mother first offered it to her she’d told Cassie that in the wrong hands, it could be extremely dangerous. But what she hadn’t known then was that even in the right hands it was extremely dangerous. Her mother had assured her that she was strong enough to handle it, but she wasn’t. Cassie wasn’t nearly strong enough then.
  


  
    She was now.
  


  
    Cassie traced the embossment of the book’s cover symbol with the tip of her pointer finger. She dug her fingernails into the indentations already scratched into its surface. The book still felt cruel in her hands, but this time would be different. This time she knew exactly what she was in for, and she would do it right.
  


  
    She took a deep breath and cracked the book open again, as if for the first time.
  


  
    Her eyes immediately melded to the page, to the words scrawled upon the paper’s yellowed surface. At first they appeared much the same as before, but then the text began to slowly wilt and lose its color. The squiggly lines and archaic symbols seemed to lighten and float up from the page. They reshaped and rearranged themselves into new forms, and the curl of each brushstroke straightened along a level plane of letters Cassie recognized. Suddenly she could decipher the book’s language and translate it at once to simple English.
  


  
    Specific words jumped out at her:spiritus immundus, evil spirit;daimonion, demon.Nytramancia, the black art.
  


  
    Some of the words formed into what Cassie understood were titles of other books.
  


  
    Das puch aller verpoten kunst, ungelaubens und der zaubrey. The Book of All Forbidden Arts, Heresy and Sorcery.
  


  
    De Exorcismis et Supplicationibus Quibusdam. Of Exorcisms and Certain Supplications.
  


  
    Sacrifices, Pacts.
  


  
    Conjurations, Commanding Spirits.
  


  
    These were the dark rites Cassie would have to learn in order to save her friends—and Adam. She must master the book’s evil, not be afraid of it, and not be ashamed of her connection to it. It was her destiny—there was no question. But she didn’t know how she was going to do it alone.
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  Chapter 1


  



  It was a cool, purple night, and the candles continued to burn, flickering orange and yellow against the cave walls. But the hunters no longer mumbled their soft chant. They’d fallen silent. Their hardened bodies littered the ground, with their faces frozen in a soundless eternal scream.


  
    Cassie looked at her hands, dirty and shaking. What had she done?
  


  
    She glanced at Adam. He appeared pale and sickened, unsteady on his feet like he might faint.
  


  
    Diana seemed a little dazed, unable to figure out what had just occurred.
  


  
    The smell of death was thick in the air. As Cassie breathed it in, her mouth filled with the heady, metallic taste of guilt.
  


  
    Then Max’s voice boomed. “You just killed my father. He’s dead! Do you understand that?”
  


  
    Slowly, Cassie’s friends surrounded her, but they were no longer themselves—their faces had altered into distorted and ugly shapes. Adam sneered with narrowed blackened eyes and spoke in a voice that wasn’t his own. “Give us the book, dear one,” he said. “Or die.”
  


  
    Diana curled her fingers and twitched. “Better yet,” she said, “give us the book and then die.”
  


  
    So much death, Cassie thought. When will it stop? Fear coursed through her.
  


  
    She tried to back away, but she found herself pinned against the rocky wall of the cave. There was nowhere to run.
  


  
    Melanie reached out and grabbed Cassie by the neck. She squeezed her long fingers tight around Cassie’s throat, cutting off her breath.
  


  
    Laurel clapped and cheered in a piercing, morbid singsong: “Die, die, die!”
  


  
    I’m not ready to die! Cassie tried to scream.
  


  
    But she couldn’t find her voice, and she couldn’t breathe, and soon the flickering cave walls went black—
  


  
    She startled awake, gasping for air.
  


  
    Cassie looked around her dark bedroom, confused about where she was. She mentally rifled through the last twenty-four hours, separating what was real from what she’d just imagined. The truth gradually snaked itself around her guts.
  


  
    Her nightmare was her reality.
  


  
    That evening at the caves, after performing the curse that destroyed the witch-hunters, the boy she loved and all her closest friends had turned into monsters before her eyes. The truth of it pierced her chest like a slick blade and remained there, stuck—there was no release.
  


  
    The alarm clock on her nightstand told her it was almost morning, but the sky through her window was clouded over in charcoal gray. A storm must be coming. She reached over to the lamp’s hanging beaded cord and tugged it to life. Scattered around her bedroom floor, Cassie saw pages and pages of her handwriting—translations, notes, doodles—all scribbled the previous night while she worked through Black John’s Book of Shadows. She’d fallen asleep trying to figure out a way to save her possessed friends.
  


  
    Now, beneath the soft yellow glow of her lamp, Cassie reexamined what she’d written on each page. She’d translated reams of dark magic spells and incantations, but, so far, she’d had no luck finding a single word referring to demon possession.
  


  
    Cassie picked up her father’s Book of Shadows from where it lay on the floor. She rested it upon her lap and stared at its aged cover. It looked like any old book, but she knew the power contained in its pages. Opening it didn’t burn her fingers anymore, the way it once did. Because it was a part of her now, and she was a part of it—for better or worse.
  


  
    A crack of thunder caused Cassie to flinch. Then the sky opened, unleashing a violent rain against the glass of her windows.
  


  
    She blushed at her own jumpiness. Her spell had trapped her friends in the cave, Cassie reminded herself, so at least for now, she was safe. However, running her fingers through the book’s tattered pages, Cassie reflected that safe was hardly how she’d describe what she felt at the moment. Determined was more like it.
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie awoke for the second time that morning to a room that was sunny and bright. She climbed out of bed, thankful the storm had passed, and went to her window to greet the ocean. Admiring the way it rolled and sparkled never ceased to calm her—but today the beach struck her as lonesome, abandoned. No person could be seen for miles.
  


  
    Cassie dressed quickly and went downstairs to find her mom making enough pancakes to feed an army.
  


  
    “Oh, no,” she said aloud.
  


  
    Her mother looked up from the sizzling butter in her frying pan. “What’s wrong?”
  


  
    “Everything,” Cassie said. “But for the moment, there’s the small problem that no one’s here to eat these.”
  


  
    Cassie picked a pancake from the top of a pile, rolled it in her hands, and bit into it like a piece of licorice. Sitting down at the kitchen table, she tried to figure out the best way to explain the events of last night to her mother. But there was no best way. She just had to come out with it straight: They’d gone to the caves, performed the hunter curse, and Scarlett betrayed them.
  


  
    “The hunters died,” Cassie said, still hardly able to believe it herself. “The spell killed them all, even Max’s dad.”
  


  
    Her mother’s naturally pale skin appeared to whiten. She pitched forward, ignoring the pancake currently sizzling and smoking in the pan, and motioned Cassie to continue.
  


  
    “Now the whole Circle is possessed. To perform the curse, we had to call upon Black John’s ancestors, and they’ve taken hold of everyone and won’t let go. I’ve been poring through Black John’s book trying to find a way to save them, but I haven’t been able to find anything remotely helpful.”
  


  
    “I told you to leave that book alone.” Her mother’s voice sounded severe, like a scolding. She turned off the stove and abandoned her pancake batter, then reached for a dish towel and wiped off her hands. She was quiet for a few seconds, twisting the towel sorrowfully in her fingers.
  


  
    Cassie knew she should have listened about not touching her father’s book. Maybe her mother thought she’d gotten what she deserved.
  


  
    But when she finally looked up, the only emotion on her mother’s face was concern. “Is it awful that all I can think right now is how happy I am that you’re okay?” she said. Her long dark hair framed her face like a shroud.
  


  
    “That’s one way of looking at it,” Cassie said, but the look she gave her mom betrayed her true concern.
  


  
    “Possession is serious, Cassie. If there’s a way to save your friends, it won’t come easy, and you surely can’t do it alone.”
  


  
    Cassie’s heart sank like a heavy stone.
  


  
    An odd expression crossed her mother’s face, a flash of discomfort, of pain. “There’s a man,” she said. “On the mainland. In Concord. He used to live in New Salem a long time ago.”
  


  
    Cassie waited for her mother to say more, but she didn’t.
  


  
    “Who is he?” As far as Cassie knew, her mother had broken ties with everyone from her past days in New Salem.
  


  
    “Last I heard, he was the head librarian at a research institute that specializes in the occult.” Her mother began cleaning up—something she always did when she was ill at ease. “He may know something.”
  


  
    “Why haven’t you ever mentioned him before?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    Her mother averted her eyes. “We didn’t exactly part on the best of terms.”
  


  
    “But you think he can help?”
  


  
    “If there’s a man alive who knows how to perform an exorcism, it’s him.”
  


  
    Exorcism, Cassie thought. Just the word brought a shiver to her spine. She imagined heads whirling around like spinning tops, projectile vomiting. Was that what was in store for the people she loved most?
  


  
    “He’s a scholar, an academic,” her mother said. “Not a priest or anything like that. His name is Timothy Dent.”
  


  
    She focused on the task of collecting the broken eggshells from the countertop and dropping them into the trash. “We should go see him right away. The more time that passes, the worse it’ll be for your friends.”
  


  
    Cassie took a sip of her mother’s cup of coffee and found that it had already become cold.
  


  
    “Have a little more to eat.” Her mother placed a plate of pancakes and a bottle of maple syrup on the table in front of Cassie and handed her a fork and knife. “You can’t help anyone else if you don’t take care of yourself first.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded, but the last person she was thinking of right now was herself.
  


  



  Chapter 2


  



  Cassie’s mother waited in the car while Cassie ran inside the Cup for two to-go cappuccinos and some biscotti for the road. She opened the door to the coffee shop with a shakiness she couldn’t name—part exhaustion, part dread. Why was her mother so tight-lipped about this man they were going to see? Her stomach felt too queasy for biscotti.


  
    Once inside the shop, she inhaled a deep breath of coffee-scented air and tried to steer her feelings toward hope. The Cup was crowded as usual, which gave her a few minutes to collect herself. She observed the line of people waiting at the counter: a twenty-something girl yapping on her cell phone, a taller, older woman deliberating over apple or strawberry rhubarb pie. Then Cassie spotted broad shoulders beneath a black T-shirt that she recognized instantly—Max. Her breath caught in her throat.
  


  
    With everything that had happened, it was hard for Cassie to believe that only a few hours before she’d seen Max at the caves, where he’d watched his fellow hunters fall dead at the hands of the Circle. Cassie knew she would never be able to forget the way Max passed his eyes over each member of the Circle as his father breathed his last breath in his arms. How he’d glared at Diana, threatening her not to follow him, before running from the cave and disappearing into the night.
  


  
    As if sensing her gaze, Max turned around and locked eyes with Cassie. He froze, his face reddened, and then he quickly ducked off line and headed for the exit.
  


  
    “Max, wait,” Cassie called out, chasing after him without knowing what she would actually say if she caught him.
  


  
    Max stormed through the bodies obstructing his way toward the door, trying to make a quick escape. In his haste, he bumped into a double-seat baby carriage. It was just the holdup Cassie needed. She reached out and caught him by the bicep.
  


  
    “Please,” she said, hoping Max would see how sorry she was.
  


  
    He aggressively shook off her hold, drawing the attention of everyone on line. “You’re the last person I want to see,” he said.
  


  
    “I know that.” Cassie took a step back and lowered her voice to a whisper. The whole coffee shop seemed to fall silent. “None of us knew that was going to happen. I know that doesn’t change anything, but...”
  


  
    Max scowled and looked away. Through clenched teeth he said, “My father’s body isn’t even cold yet. Have a little respect.” His eyes welled up.
  


  
    Cassie registered the intense look of pain on Max’s face and felt it as her own. It must have been what her face looked like after Suzan died—that unmovable mask that Cassie thought was strong but still betrayed her true feelings.
  


  
    There was nothing Cassie could say to ease Max’s pain. None of what had happened could be undone.
  


  
    “I trusted Diana,” Max said. “And I trusted you, too. Now my dad’s gone. Please, just don’t make it any worse.”
  


  
    He broke from Cassie’s hold, and she knew he was right. Trying to explain away what the Circle had done, or to bring Max further into the drama, wasn’t fair. This was his opportunity for a clean break, to not be part of this life anymore.
  


  
    Cassie nodded to Max, an almost imperceptible agreement to everything he’d said. He rushed for the exit, shoulder and hip checking everyone and everything standing in his way, but when he reached the door he turned back around. His eyes locked with Cassie’s.
  


  
    Was he having second thoughts? Did he consider hearing Cassie out? She waited for him to say something, anything.
  


  
    He hesitated for only a few seconds before breaking his gaze and continuing through the door.
  


  
    Cassie watched him go. She’d felt alone before, but now she felt... There weren’t even words for it.
  


  
    “Are you okay, miss?” the manager behind the counter asked. He frowned sympathetically at Cassie, as if she was the victim of a hot-tempered boyfriend.
  


  
    “I’m fine, thank you,” Cassie said, though she wasn’t fine at all. She rushed to order and escape the customers’ pitying stares. She couldn’t get out of there fast enough.
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie and her mother’s road trip destination was Concord, Massachusetts, a town made famous by some of Cassie’s favorite authors—Louisa May Alcott, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Henry David Thoreau.
  


  
    “It’s so pretty here,” Cassie said. “I wish we could actually explore it.” She soaked in the flowering oaks, leafy elms, and red and black maples. It was no wonder all those writers found inspiration here.
  


  
    “We’re getting close. Hopefully we’ll have some good news soon,” her mother replied. Her thumb had begun rubbing back and forth upon the leather of the steering wheel as she drove—a telling nervous tic. She wasn’t offering much in the way of conversation.
  


  
    Cassie tried to focus on the colonial architecture and bucolic country roads, but the suspense was killing her.
  


  
    “So why this librarian? What can you tell me about him?” she asked.
  


  
    Her mother took off her sunglasses, propped them up on the top of her head, and looked straight ahead. “You’ll meet him for yourself soon enough,” she said.
  


  
    “But how do you know him?”
  


  
    “He used to know your grandmother. He’s an elder, a bit of an eccentric.”
  


  
    Cassie noticed her mother’s grip tighten more securely around the steering wheel.
  


  
    “What aren’t you telling me?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    Her mother forced a smile. She watched the winding, barely paved road stretched out before them.
  


  
    “Timothy Dent had a falling out with John Blake sixteen years ago,” she said.
  


  
    Cassie knew there had to be more. She waited for it, and after a few more seconds, her mother added, “As a result, he was stripped of his power and banished from New Salem.”
  


  
    “So they were enemies,” Cassie said. “He and my father. What were they fighting over?”
  


  
    “By the end they were fighting about everything,” her mother said. “Timothy was extremely powerful back then. But he wasn’t a Crowhaven witch. He wasn’t a part of any Circle. Which was why your father did to him what he did.”
  


  
    “But he was friends with Grandma Howard,” Cassie said.
  


  
    “You have to understand, Cassie, it was a crazy time. People started breaking up into factions. Friends became enemies, former enemies became allies. Everyone was fighting with someone.”
  


  
    “About dark magic?” Cassie asked. “Is that what all the fighting was about?”
  


  
    But her mother didn’t respond to that question, perhaps because the answer was too obvious. “Let’s just say Timothy may not be very happy to see us.”
  


  
    She put her sunglasses back on and continued driving in silence.
  


  



  Chapter 3


  



  The library was on an unmarked road set back on a long stretch of rocky, barren land. The two-story building’s gray facade of crumbly mortar slanted slightly forward as if it were taking a bow. Cassie could barely make out the wording etched across a sign hanging over the door:


  THE TIMOTHY DENT LIBRARY OF THE OCCULT.


  
    Cassie stepped out of the car first, and then her mother followed suit. They stood side by side for a few seconds taking it all in before moving forward. By the looks of the building’s exterior, Cassie thought they might have come all this way for nothing. The library seemed empty, possibly even abandoned. But her mother assured her that Timothy would be in there, quite possibly alone, but there.
  


  
    They pushed open a heavy wooden door and stepped inside.
  


  
    It took a few seconds for Cassie’s eyes to adjust from the bright sunlight to the dimly lit foyer lined with tall wooden bookcases. The floor was a checkerboard of stone-gray squares that led to a high brown counter. Standing behind it was a small man leaning over a massive manuscript. He didn’t look up.
  


  
    Cassie’s mother led Cassie toward the counter. “That’s him,” she whispered.
  


  
    As they stepped closer, the man came into focus. Cassie could see his wrinkles and the raised freckle on the side of his face. Dust streaked his black short-sleeved dress shirt, and his fingernails were yellow. Still with his eyes on the tome before him, he spoke in a gravelly voice. “Alexandra.”
  


  
    Cassie’s mother remained quiet until he finally looked up. His eyes matched the gray of the floor tile.
  


  
    “After all these years, you show up here like this without warning,” he said. “I can only imagine the horrors that have driven you here. Too bad I don’t care.”
  


  
    The gravel of his voice shot across the foyer, ricocheting between the rickety columns lining the perimeter of the room like soldiers. Cassie realized she was holding her breath.
  


  
    Her mother stepped forward in spite of Timothy’s rebuke, and Cassie had the urge to pull her back.
  


  
    “You’re right, we are in trouble,” her mother said in a barely audible tone. “Please just hear me out.”
  


  
    “It’s exhausting, being right about everything.” Timothy shut his book and stared at Cassie’s mother with a curious expression.
  


  
    “This is my daughter Cassie,” her mother said.
  


  
    Timothy squinted his eyes and turned slowly to get a better look at Cassie. The sensation was similar to being on stage, under a glaring spotlight.
  


  
    “Black John’s daughter, you mean,” he said. “You poor, poor thing.” But it wasn’t sympathy he was actually offering her; it was pity. It was a condolence.
  


  
    Timothy tottered around the counter. Only then did Cassie recognize how frail his body was.
  


  
    “You.” He pointed a dirty fingernail at Cassie’s mother. “Come no further. I don’t trust your motives.”
  


  
    He turned again to look at Cassie while continuing to address her mother. “This victim of your foolishness and that evil man’s darkness can come with me.”
  


  
    He made his way toward a set of glass doors, which Cassie understood to be his office, without bothering to check if she was following him.
  


  
    She made no motion to until her mother gave her a sharp nudge. “Go,” she said. “Don’t let him scare you. Listen carefully to what he has to say.”
  


  
    Cassie obeyed and followed Timothy into his office. He closed the glass doors behind him and gestured for her to sit on the orange vinyl chair opposite his desk. Hesitantly, she settled into the chair.
  


  
    The office was much like the rest of the library: dusty, pulpy, and a little creepy. The wall behind Timothy’s desk was a row of dark cabinets protected by chunky brass padlocks. He unlocked one of them and retrieved an oversized book, thick with plastic-covered pages.
  


  
    “Have you always known what you are?” he asked, dropping the tanned leather book onto the desk in front of her.
  


  
    What, not who you are.
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said, looking at the book. Branded onto its cover were the letters B-L-A-K.
  


  
    “I worked closely with your grandmother, you know,” Timothy said. “To try to save your mother from that awful man. But their bond had been too strong. She was a lost cause.”
  


  
    “I’m not sure if you heard,” Cassie said. “But my grandmother passed away earlier this year.”
  


  
    Timothy’s face wrinkled forlornly. He sat down. “Oh,” he said, looking at his hands. “No, I hadn’t heard.”
  


  
    Cassie watched his reaction. He’d softened before her eyes.
  


  
    “She was an amazing woman,” he said. “But I’m sure you know that.”
  


  
    Cassie nodded.
  


  
    “She and I joined forces against your father,” Timothy continued. “We knew that awful man would play your mother for a fool. But she was charmed by him the way everyone else was. I’ll never forget the way your grandmother cried on my shoulder the day John Blake betrayed your mother.”
  


  
    Timothy touched his bony fingers to his shoulder as if Cassie’s grandmother’s tears might still be damp on his shirt. “She was devastated when your mother left New Salem. Not a day went by that she didn’t wonder about you, Cassie, the granddaughter she never knew.”
  


  
    Cassie felt a knot form in her throat. She’d gotten so little time with her grandmother before she died. If only she could have known her as well as Timothy had.
  


  
    “But I suspect you’ve dropped in on me today for a more pressing reason,” Timothy said, “than to reminisce about the past.”
  


  
    “Yes.” Cassie’s voice sounded meek to her own ears. “My Circle performed a dark-magic spell from my father’s Book of Shadows. A witch-hunter curse that left them possessed by...” She trailed off.
  


  
    “By evil spirits?” Timothy asked.
  


  
    Cassie looked down at a stain on the floor, an amoeba of coffee or soda that had never been properly scrubbed clean.
  


  
    “Your ancestors,” Timothy said.
  


  
    For some reason, relief settled into Cassie’s shoulders. This man might be a little strange, but he seemed to understand. “How did you know?” she asked.
  


  
    Timothy pointed to the leather book he’d dropped onto the desk. “I’ve studied the Blak family—that’s the Middle English spelling of Black without the ‘c’—for decades. All dark magic can be traced back to the early days of the Blak family.”
  


  
    All dark magic, Cassie thought. That was practically like saying all evil in the world had originated from her ancestors. She was beginning to understand why her mother had kept her from this man for so long. He had nothing good to tell her.
  


  
    “I assume you learned about the Black Death in school,” Timothy said. “The bubonic plague?”
  


  
    “Yes,” Cassie said, but what did she really recall? Some rats, thousands of people getting sick and dying. She hadn’t retained much else.
  


  
    “You only learned half the story,” Timothy said. “Medieval people called that same catastrophe many different names—the Great Pestilence or the Great Plague. It wasn’t until much later that people started describing the events as black.”
  


  
    Timothy paused to let his meaning sink in. “Historians today agree that the term Black Death refers to black in the sense of gloom, to denote the terror of the events, as well as the way the disease caused the skin to turn black with gangrene. But the actual truth is that by the fifteenth century people began to figure out what was really going on.”
  


  
    “What was really going on?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    “A line of witches who went by the name of Blak were wreaking havoc on the world,” Timothy said. “They hated the Outsiders for persecuting them, and they had no qualms about getting revenge.”
  


  
    Cassie’s stomach churned. “That was my family?”
  


  
    Timothy nodded grimly. “The scientific-minded argued that the plague was spreading through rats and their fleas. That was true—but the rats had been bespelled by your ancestors. It took years, as the death tolls rose and hysteria grew, for more and more people to believe there was a supernatural cause for the sickness. That sinister witches were at fault.”
  


  
    Cassie’s legs felt weak even though she was sitting down.
  


  
    “It was a terrible time for witches and warlocks who weren’t of the Blak bloodline,” Timothy continued. “There were persecutions and massacres. But the real witches responsible, the Blaks, were smarter and much more powerful than the thousands of innocent witches who were persecuted.”
  


  
    “But what started it all?” Cassie asked. “What did the Blaks want?”
  


  
    Timothy grinned. “That’s the mystery I’ve been trying to solve for more than thirty years.”
  


  
    “And?” Cassie asked. “Have you found the answer?”
  


  
    “It seems that very early on, the man who began your family’s Book of Shadows was determined to attain eternal life. He made a deal with the devil. Sold his soul in order to live forever, but it backfired. When he died, his bloodline was cursed. And so was his book.”
  


  
    “Cursed,” Cassie repeated.
  


  
    Timothy allowed her a few seconds to process this new knowledge. “You come from a line of ancestors cursed with black magic, and all the uncontrollable urges that come with it.”
  


  
    “I’m bound to my father’s book,” she said. “I wasn’t possessed like the rest of my friends because I’ve got his blood in my veins. So I must really be one of them. Is what you’re telling me, that I’m destined to be evil, too?”
  


  
    Timothy shook his head. “You’re an innocent child. You can’t help what you come from. You can only control what you do with it—though it may not always be so easy for you to control.”
  


  
    Timothy turned his attention to the leather album on his desk. “The Book of Shadows you’re bound to was composed over centuries and passed down through the Blak family, from the people I’ve just told you about, all the way to the Salem witch trials, where Black John’s younger sister fell victim to the inquisitions, and finally to Black John when he reappeared in New Salem as John Blake. That’s how the book ended up in your mother’s hands, I imagine.”
  


  
    Cassie had gotten stuck midway through Timothy’s explanation. Black John had a sister? It wasn’t such a far-fetched idea, just not one Cassie had ever considered. Did that mean Cassie had other family out there besides Scarlett?
  


  
    “What was she like?” Cassie asked. “Black John’s sister.”
  


  
    Timothy flipped through the leather album. When he found the page he was searching for, he turned it around for Cassie to view close up. It was an artistic rendering, a drawing of a girl just around Cassie’s age.
  


  
    “This was Alice Black,” Timothy said. “She was hanged in 1693.”
  


  
    Cassie stared down at the drawing, which was so detailed it looked like a black-and-white photograph. Alice’s hair was pulled tightly back in some sort of bun or braid. Her face was thin and slight, nearly lost within the lofty height of her collar. But it was her expression that was the most striking. She wasn’t pouting, but her lips protruded just so, into a natural sulk. And her eyes—though it was just a rendering, Cassie could feel Alice’s cavernous eyes watching her. They were filled with longing and sadness. No, not sadness, Cassie realized. Anger. Anger directed outward, for sure, but also turned brutally in on herself.
  


  
    Timothy continued talking before Cassie could fully digest the tragic face of her young aunt. “These spirits possessing your Circle,” he said, “are the souls of your ancestors that managed to return when your father’s spell was channeled. Only the strongest would have gotten through.”
  


  
    “But Alice was so young, and so beautiful,” Cassie said, nearly to herself.
  


  
    Timothy shut the book to fully regain Cassie’s attention. “That girl there was one of the most nefarious of them all. Don’t be fooled by her looks. Some say she was more evil than Black John himself.”
  


  
    Cassie wanted to reopen the album and look at the picture again, but she knew she had to focus on why she’d come to see Timothy in the first place. “What can I do to save my friends from these spirits?” she asked. “Is there a way?”
  


  
    “There should be an exorcism spell in your father’s Book of Shadows,” Timothy said. “From one of your ancestors from the sixteenth century.”
  


  
    Timothy opened the album again and turned to a different plastic-covered page. “This man.” He pointed to another drawing, more sparse and faded than the other. It was a sketch of faded lines, barely recognizable as a face.
  


  
    “Absolom Blak,” Timothy said. “He lived his life as a priest but corrupted the Church. He was rumored to have copied the forbidden text of the exorcism rite into his own book. The Book of Shadows that later became your father’s.”
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t stomach the thought that the dark soul of this evil priest could right now be in the body of one of her closest friends. It nauseated her so much she had to turn away.
  


  
    “The exorcism is the spell you have to find,” Timothy said. “But it might be dangerous. Absolom was an evil man who would have only copied the exorcism rite for wicked reasons. He may have doctored the text, changed things. And that could have consequences. But you must find it, Cassie. It’s a risk you’ll have to take. You’ll be shocked to see how quickly these evil spirits will adapt to your friends’ bodies and to the modern world. You don’t have much time.”
  


  
    “What am I even looking for?” Cassie asked. “How will I know when I find it?”
  


  
    “Absolom was definitely the one to add it to the book,” Timothy said. “So try to figure out which sections he might have contributed to.”
  


  
    He turned to another page of the album. “Here’s another ancestor you should keep your eye out for. Another one who died young, like Alice.”
  


  
    Timothy directed Cassie’s attention to a faded black-and-white pamphlet or what may have been a cutout of an old newspaper drawing. It was so frayed and soft at its edges it looked almost like felt. Cassie had to strain her eyes to make out its image.
  


  
    It was a picture of a persecution, not of one person but many.
  


  
    “It’s a witch trial,” Timothy said.
  


  
    The writing beneath the picture was in German, and a barely legible caption stated the year: 1594.
  


  
    “Beatrix Blak was burned alive in the Trier massacre,” Timothy said. “The charge was sorcery. They say her last words were ‘You haven’t seen the last of me.’ So you can be sure she’s one of the spirits who made it back—and is currently ravaging the insides of one of your friends.”
  


  
    Timothy shut the book again and pushed it toward Cassie. “Take it home with you,” he said. “Study it.”
  


  
    Cassie took the book into her lap.
  


  
    “You must be very careful,” Timothy continued. “These spirits will try to trick you. Some of your friends might appear normal at times, like their regular selves, but don’t be fooled. The only way you’ll be able to tell if they’re possessed or not is by their heartbeats. Hearts can’t lie. The heart of a possessed body will beat four times faster than a regular heart. Remember that.”
  


  
    “So it is possible then,” Cassie said. “For some of them to break through the possession.”
  


  
    “Possible, but not likely.” Timothy’s eyebrows crumpled sadly over his eyes. “Pretty soon, Cassie, these friends of yours will be long gone. If the possession lasts until the next full moon, it’ll become permanent.”
  


  
    “Permanent?” Cassie felt her face flush. “But the next full moon is less than two weeks away.”
  


  
    “I told you,” Timothy said. “You don’t have much time.”
  


  
    The sinking feeling in Cassie’s stomach dropped to a new low. This was a bad idea; she wasn’t strong enough to hear any more.
  


  
    “I have to go,” she said, and stood up abruptly. “Thank you for your help.”
  


  
    She turned toward the door, but Timothy grabbed her firmly on the wrist and pulled her back down to her seat. “Wait,” he said. “One last thing.”
  


  
    His hand felt warm on her skin. She’d expected it to be cold, like his eyes.
  


  
    “I’m a simple man,” he said. “A lonely, powerless man. Forgive me if I frighten you.”
  


  
    He was still holding Cassie’s wrist. “But in you, I can see light,” he said.
  


  
    Timothy gradually released his hold once he was sure Cassie wouldn’t run away. He stared deep into her eyes.
  


  
    “The strength inside you,” he said. “And the love you have for your friends. That love can be the most powerful spell of all.”
  


  
    Cassie wasn’t sure how to respond, or if she should respond at all.
  


  
    “Do you understand?” he asked.
  


  
    “I think so.” Cassie nodded hesitantly at first, then with more assurance. “Yes.”
  


  
    Timothy came around his desk and opened his office door to the foyer. “Then there’s nothing else you need but luck.”
  


  
    With the album tucked beneath her arm, Cassie ran back out to the library’s main room, though she wasn’t sure why she was running. Timothy was strange, but she didn’t think he was harmful. In a way, she felt sorry for him.
  


  
    As Cassie rejoined her mother in the car, she couldn’t get Timothy’s last few words out of her head—that love was more powerful than all of this.
  


  
    Silently, Cassie began to forge a plan. She needed to visit Adam in the cave. If Timothy was right about the power of love, maybe Cassie could break through to Adam after all. Whose love was stronger than theirs? And who better to help her search for the exorcism spell than Adam?
  


  
    Cassie was calmed by this thought. In her mind it was decided. She would bring Adam through tonight, and together they would save the rest of their friends.
  


  



  Chapter 4


  



  The caves felt frigid in the dark of night even though the temperature hovered around a balmy eighty degrees. Cassie found herself shivering as she rowed the final few feet to land. She wasn’t sure what to expect traveling here alone. In her imagination the whole angry mob of her friends would be waiting for her, salivating, hungry to return the pain she’d caused them by trapping them there.


  
    Dry-mouthed, she brought in her oars and awaited the worst. She was relieved to see there was only one person visible at the mouth of the cave. A dark shadow of the tall, strong body she knew well. Adam. He was sitting out near the exit, hugging his knees toward his chest, looking lonely. The others must have been deeper within the cave, sleeping.
  


  
    Cassie beached her rowboat and moved toward Adam with careful determination. Her heart knocked against her ribs as she took quiet steps, one foot in front of the other, until she stood before him—just out of his reach beyond the barrier in the cave. At first she said nothing, just watched him, and tried to locate the real him somewhere inside this shell of the boy she loved.
  


  
    “Cassie,” he said, sounding just like his true self. He stood up with joy. “I was just watching the water wishing you would appear, and now here you are.”
  


  
    He looked good, she thought. A little dirty, but aside from that nothing about him appeared different. His hair still shone with multicolored streaks of auburn in the moonlight, and his eyes were their natural, gorgeous blue. There was a vulnerability to their depth that couldn’t be feigned.
  


  
    “How do you feel?” she asked.
  


  
    “Better now that you’re here.” Adam reached out his hand, but it couldn’t pass through the bound cave entrance. “If only I could touch you,” he said, frowning.
  


  
    Cassie was careful not to get too close. “How do I know it’s really you?” she asked. “And not the demon.”
  


  
    Adam reached out his hand again, this time open palmed with his fingers outstretched. “It’s me,” he said. “I swear. Let me prove it to you. Raise up your hand to mine.”
  


  
    The binding spell Cassie had cast on the cave trapped all witches inside. If she entered the cave, she wouldn’t be able to come back out. But she could simply meet Adam’s hand like he’d asked her to.
  


  
    She watched his eyes. There was nothing strange or distorted about them.
  


  
    “I can’t,” Cassie said, though she wanted to.
  


  
    “Just meet my fingertips. You’ll still be safe.” He poked at the invisible border, causing it to sizzle against his skin. “See? I can’t reach through.”
  


  
    The truth was, Cassie longed for Adam’s touch, even if he was still possessed. It would be worth it to feel him for only a second and then pull her hand away.
  


  
    “Our bond is stronger than all of this,” Adam said. “Not even a demon can break it.” He stretched his fingers toward Cassie again. “Believe me.”
  


  
    Only for a second, Cassie thought, as she slowly raised her hand. That was all she’d allow herself. She guided her fingers to Adam’s, precisely at the border between the inside of the cave and out.
  


  
    The sensation was electric. From her fingertips, down her spine, all the way to her feet, sparks fired. Her skin tingled. It felt like the first time she ever performed magic.
  


  
    She looked at the meeting point between her hand and Adam’s, where the silver cord manifested and hummed. It wrapped itself around them, entwining their arms, their entire bodies, in a band of light.
  


  
    That was all the convincing Cassie needed. Adam was still in there, and she was sure this was him with her now. The cord binding them heart to heart, drawing them closer, didn’t lie. It couldn’t lie.
  


  
    Adam made no attempt to grasp Cassie’s wrist or pull her toward him, none of the things he could easily have done to overpower her if he’d been possessed by an evil demon. He simply enjoyed the sensation of the tips of his fingers joining hers and the cord reinforcing their bond.
  


  
    Cassie thought back to what Timothy had said, that love was the strongest of all magic. That’s what she felt coursing through her veins now—love. And Adam’s love for her was so strong that it was proving to be more powerful than the demon battling for his body.
  


  
    “I want to hold you,” Adam said. “I need to.”
  


  
    Cassie brought her hand back down to her side. “But if I let you out, the others will also be free.”
  


  
    “Together we can handle them, Cassie. There’s no telling what they’ll do to me if I’m stuck in here and they figure out I’m not one of them. Why do you think I’ve been sitting here, as far away from them as possible?”
  


  
    Cassie hadn’t thought of that. Adam could be in danger if she left him here another night. She’d never forgive herself if something happened to him.
  


  
    And she was so lonely. So alone. How different this battle would be with Adam at her side. Why not set Adam free and then quickly recast the spell to keep the others in the cave?
  


  
    “Okay,” Cassie said. “Stand back.”
  


  
    Without another thought, she raised both her hands up and called out in her most commanding voice: “Hoc captionem est levavi.”
  


  
    The rocky cave walls shuddered and shook. Cassie focused all her power on the cave’s entrance until the containment spell she had cast there was broken.
  


  
    Adam smiled and drew in a deep breath. He stepped forward to test his freedom.
  


  
    Looking at him made Cassie dizzy. She couldn’t take her eyes from his as she rushed into his outstretched arms.
  


  
    Their embrace was all she’d hoped it would be and more. He held nothing back, kissing her mouth, her neck. She closed her eyes to better enjoy him—the feel of his hair, the smell of his skin, the sound of his heavy breath in her ear. His heartbeat was fast—racing. Timothy’s warning echoed in her mind.
  


  
    She slipped from his embrace and took a step back. Even in the darkness she immediately noticed the change. First it showed itself in the bend of his lips, then the tilt of his head. The way he curled his fingers cruelly into his palms.
  


  
    “Adam,” she said, as if the familiar utterance of his name might keep him from turning on her. But then eel-like lesions formed on his forehead and face, and his eyes blackened.
  


  
    “Oh, Cassie,” he said in a voice generations more malevolent than his own. “You’re such a sweet girl, but so easily duped.”
  


  
    Just like that, he wasn’t her Adam at all. He was a many-faced monster, exactly like in her nightmare. Cassie was poised to recast the guarding spell on the cave, but with a flick of Adam’s fingers her legs spilled out from under her.
  


  



  Chapter 5


  



  Diana appeared from the deep shadow of the cave, followed by Melanie and Laurel. Faye, Deborah, and the others were behind them. They were all still visibly possessed, but more subtly than before. The irises of their eyes were less noticeably etched in black, and the slithering lesions festering on their faces were less pronounced. But it was obvious to Cassie they weren’t themselves.


  
    Scarlett hung back in the shadows—the only one besides Cassie who was not possessed. Satisfied, she watched Cassie writhing on the ground, struggling to regain her strength.
  


  
    “Did she bring us the book?” Melanie asked.
  


  
    Diana twitched awkwardly. “Search her,” she commanded.
  


  
    Faye kneeled down, her mouth leering threateningly. Deborah crouched at Cassie’s side and roughly patted her body up and down, frisking her for the book.
  


  
    Cassie scanned all the faces hovering over her. Weak as she was, limp on the ground, she strove to decipher which ancestors had invaded her friends. If she paid close enough attention, she thought she might be able to recognize who some of them were, based on what Timothy had told her earlier that day. If they revealed themselves, maybe she could use it against them.
  


  
    Deborah stood up and turned brusquely to the others. “No book,” she said.
  


  
    Sean and the Henderson brothers grimaced. Adam kicked a stone in frustration.
  


  
    “Patience,” Diana said. “We’ll get it from her one way or another.”
  


  
    Scarlett wrapped her arm around Adam’s waist and smiled down at Cassie. Her red hair was knotted and untamed, dusty from the cave. Adam drew her in and kissed her forehead. “It won’t be long now,” he said.
  


  
    Cassie flinched. Adam and Scarlett? Were they ... together?
  


  
    Adam was holding her so close. He rubbed the small of her back with his thumb, and Cassie could sense their silver cord now, humming and connecting them. Even with Adam possessed, their cord remained.
  


  
    It felt like Cassie had been knifed in the heart. She coughed, unsure if it was the spell Adam had cast or purely her heartbreak causing the twisting pain.
  


  
    Diana crossed her thin arms over her chest. Cassie concentrated on her familiar cheekbones and her long golden hair, searching for any sign as to who inhabited her body. Could it be Black John’s sister, Alice?
  


  
    Cassie looked at Sean, slinking and beady-eyed, and then at Chris’s and Doug’s sharp-featured identical faces. She wondered if each ancestor chose its host for a reason. It would make sense, she thought, that the spirits would identify the most comfortable body for their invasion. But for the moment, none of the spirits were immediately recognizable.
  


  
    Adam stepped forward and held his open hands—priest-like hands, Cassie thought—over her body. He stared down at her with his hard black eyes, and she grew weaker still. She could feel her life force draining from her veins, leaking out in a puddle beneath her body.
  


  
    “Leave her, Absolom,” Diana said. “This is a waste of your energy. We need to regain our strength.”
  


  
    Absolom?
  


  
    “She’s right.” Scarlett pulled Adam back by the arm. “We’re finally free. Let’s get out of here.” She turned to the group. “Follow me.”
  


  
    Diana and the others made their way to the boats behind her. In the darkness they appeared to vanish into thin air after only a few steps.
  


  
    Faye called back to Cassie from the void. “Don’t worry,” she said in her husky voice, which was at once both foreign and familiar. “This won’t be the last you see of us.”
  


  
    Those final words echoed inside the cave like a warning, ringing out with truth.
  


  
    

  


  
    Still lying on the ground at the mouth of the cave, Cassie shook with fear. She looked around to be sure she was alone, that—for the moment at least—all the ancestors had gone.
  


  
    But she wasn’t alone. Someone stirred behind her and sluggishly said her name.
  


  
    “Nick?” she said.
  


  
    It hadn’t occurred to Cassie that she didn’t see him earlier; he must have been hanging back in the cave all along.
  


  
    He stepped out into the moonlight and came into full view.
  


  
    Weak and sweating, uneasy on his feet, he looked like he was suffering from the flu. “Don’t be afraid,” he said feebly. But Cassie could see the darkness in his eyes and the slithering things beneath the skin of his face.
  


  
    With Diana and the others gone, Cassie felt her strength returning. She was able to climb up to a standing position and back away from Nick, watching him carefully.
  


  
    “Don’t come any closer!” she screamed.
  


  
    He inched nearer to her in spite of her warning. “Help me, please,” he said. “It’s taking every ounce of strength I have, but I’m fighting off whatever this thing is inside me.”
  


  
    “Stay where you are.” Cassie raised her hand and searched her mind for a spell.
  


  
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” Nick said. He dropped down to his knees. “You have to believe me. Ask me anything, I swear it’s really me.”
  


  
    Cassie knew questions would do no good, but she remembered Timothy’s warning and the feeling of Adam’s racing heart against her chest. Hearts can’t lie, she told herself.
  


  
    “Put your hands on your head, where I can see them,” Cassie said. “And leave them there.”
  


  
    Nick did as he was told, and Cassie took a careful step closer.
  


  
    “Stay very still,” Cassie commanded, as she slowly lifted the palm of her hand to his chest.
  


  
    It was a drum gone haywire. Fast as Adam’s, Nick’s heart was pounding as if it were trying to escape his body.
  


  
    Cassie was about to pull her hand away and take off running when she noticed Nick’s shoulders gently settle. He’d closed his eyes, reveling in her touch. Her contact seemed to soothe him. His breathing slowed, and then his heartbeat did, too.
  


  
    He didn’t move. Cassie kept her hand in place and felt his heartbeat return to a measured and regular rhythm.
  


  
    “It’s easier when you’re near me,” Nick said.
  


  
    Timothy had told Cassie that love was the most powerful spell of all—that’s what had made her trek out here to the caves in the first place. Her plan was to seek out Adam. But this, this she hadn’t planned for.
  


  
    Cassie released her hand from Nick’s chest. “You can relax,” she said.
  


  
    He was sickly and sweating, barely fighting off the demon within him. But he was doing it. He was winning.
  


  
    Cassie reached out again, this time to brush her fingers through his damp hair. Her love might not have been strong enough to save Adam, but Nick’s love for her was proving to be strong enough to save himself. He’d managed what no one else in her Circle could do. He’d broken through the possession.
  


  
    Why wasn’t Adam’s love strong enough to do that?
  


  
    “You’re going to be okay,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Nick’s eyes filled with tears. He reached for Cassie and held her with all the energy he had left. She buried her face in his shoulder, like she used to do with Adam, and she realized just how much she needed to feel the warmth of another human body. She clung to it—to him. Nick was shaking, and she could feel herself shaking right there with him.
  


  



  Chapter 6


  



  Cassie lay awake, staring at her bare bedroom ceiling. By now Nick was, she hoped, sleeping downstairs in the secret room. So far, he’d been able to keep the demon at bay, but he’d told her on the boat ride back to her house that he could still sense it inside him. He’d said it with such a calm honesty, so open and unguarded, as they rowed through pitch-black night, that Cassie wasn’t as frightened by the admission as she maybe should have been.


  
    But now, in the quiet of her bedroom, Cassie worried that Nick could be a ticking time bomb. There were no guarantees the demon wouldn’t get the best of him. How long could he possibly fight it off without being overpowered?
  


  
    Cassie sat up, resigned, and turned on her lamp next to her bed. She couldn’t sleep; her body insisted that she remain awake and ready for anything, at least tonight.
  


  
    On her nightstand was the chalcedony rose Adam had given her the first day they met. She took it into her hand and admired its tiny black spirals. She turned it over to watch its gray and blue swirls sparkle beneath the lamplight, and then pressed it into her palm. The jolt of electricity that ran through her hand and up her arm was exactly how it felt to touch Adam back at the cave. The sensation was so real and true—if only she could say the same of Adam himself.
  


  
    Cassie returned the chalcedony rose back to her nightstand and turned over on her side. As if the cord between Adam and Scarlett weren’t enough. As if his not being able to break through the possession weren’t enough. He and Scarlett had gotten together?
  


  
    Cassie swallowed down the urge to cry. She would obviously have to be the one to bring Adam back, since he couldn’t do it himself. And there was no time to lose.
  


  
    She retrieved her father’s Book of Shadows from its hiding place beneath her bed and sprawled out with it on her bedspread, alongside a notebook. Finding the exorcism spell was the only way to put a stop to all this pain—and at the moment the pain was almost unbearable.
  


  
    Cassie’s eyes moved swiftly across the book’s pages, searching for the section Absolom might have contributed. Every few minutes, though, she found herself zoning out, thinking back to her meeting with Timothy. He had said the exorcism spell was dangerous, that Absolom may have tampered with it.
  


  
    Dangerous how? she wondered. But if it was successful, well ... Cassie was driven by the possibility of it. She could do this, she thought. She would do it—but suddenly a gust of wind shot her sheer curtains open and sent her papers whirling into the air.
  


  
    Cassie fell backward, momentarily disoriented. Before she could figure out what was happening, Faye was standing in her bedroom, her pitch-black hair blowing wild. It was unclear to Cassie if Faye had come through the window or if she had just appeared.
  


  
    Faye’s eyes were lit black coals, and she splayed her fingernails like claws. Her dark dress flapped across her body in silk waves.
  


  
    All she did was casually wave her fingers, and Cassie lost her sense of space. Her bedroom seemed to buckle beneath the overbearing energy of Faye’s presence.
  


  
    Cassie’s vision went hazy, and the walls began to spin as if she were on a carnival ride. She couldn’t tell if Faye was growing larger before her eyes, or if she herself was shrinking, or if the whole thing was a hallucination. This was nothing like the magic Cassie was used to seeing. Faye was using dark power that didn’t follow any rules of nature. She didn’t even need to call out spells. All she did was focus her mind and her black eyes on her intentions, and they manifested.
  


  
    Cassie concentrated as best she could and called out a spell: “I protegat ipse a veneficia!”
  


  
    Faye paused to smirk at Cassie’s feeble attempt before casting another spell that drove Cassie to the ground. Then she honed in on Black John’s Book of Shadows. A simple nod of her head, and the book began to tremble. It levitated up from the bed at Cassie’s side, seemingly light as a feather.
  


  
    That’s what she came for, Cassie realized. The book. Cassie lunged for it, catching it in midair, and hugged it close to her chest with both arms.
  


  
    Faye narrowed her searing eyes and reharnessed her energy. She appeared huge to Cassie now, hovering above her, a force of evil so sinister she couldn’t be contained.
  


  
    Cassie cried out.
  


  
    To her own ears, Cassie’s scream sounded as faint as the squeak of a mouse, a whimper lost in the wind. But somehow the book had heard her. She felt it warm to her chest like a living being. It clung to her, desperate as a child.
  


  
    Faye shook with aggravation, but she would not relent. She exhaled deeply, sending a draft through the room, and then inhaled again. A dark shadow emitted from her eyes, encircling the book. She raised her outstretched hands, finally resorting to calling out a spell. “Obedire me!”
  


  
    Her voice crashed like thunder, unnerving Cassie. The whole room shuddered, and Cassie’s hair blew back from her face, but the book remained still.
  


  
    The book was bound to Cassie. It was hers, and it might have been the only thing in this world Faye couldn’t command at will.
  


  
    Faye’s recognition of this drove her into an even more violent rage. She roared at the room, a human hurricane, sending lamps smashing against the wall and Cassie’s nightstand tumbling onto its side. The walls shook, and everything not nailed down toppled over helplessly against the force of Faye’s wrath.
  


  
    Cassie shouted out a protective spell to keep from being crushed, but Faye’s magic was too powerful.
  


  
    There was a flash of lightning and a cold wind, and then water—icy pellets of rain falling from ... where? The ceiling? It poured down fast and hard in soaking gray sheets.
  


  
    Within seconds, Cassie was up to her ankles in water, then up to her knees. She looked down and could see the clouded tops of her feet, tinted green and submerged.
  


  
    But she still held tight to the book. The slithering things rose up from Faye’s skin, on her face and neck, up her hands to her elbows. They squirmed like flesh-hungry maggots.
  


  
    The water continued to rise over the tops of Cassie’s shivering thighs. No longer able to support herself, she began to slide through it—swept in by a current. The lighter furniture in her bedroom floated and spun along with her, like driftwood in an angry river.
  


  
    Finally, Cassie’s head went under. She struggled, kicking her limbs and fighting to breathe, gasping at the surface, until she remembered to relax—as she would have done in the ocean if caught in a riptide. She buoyed herself up with the book, letting the water flow freely around her, and soon she was able to right herself and begin to float.
  


  
    The book fed her a line: non magis pulvia, non magis aqua.
  


  
    She said the words quietly, but they were enough.
  


  
    The rain stopped falling. Cassie repeated the words again, and the raging water, which had threatened her life a moment before, began to sink down, as if a stopper had been pulled on its drain.
  


  
    Cassie held tight to the book as the deluge disappeared, and it whispered something else to her: reformidant et regredi.
  


  
    Somehow Cassie knew to aim this spell directly at Faye. She screamed it out as loud as she could.
  


  
    “Reformidant et regredi!”
  


  
    Faye shrieked with what sounded to Cassie like sincere pain as she shrank back down to size. She no longer radiated that blinding iridescence onto the room.
  


  
    Cassie repeated the spell again, and Faye began to retreat. The storm water she’d conjured had become nothing but a damp memory, and her power was clearly depleted. It was only then that Cassie became aware of someone pounding on her bedroom door. Nick was frantically turning the handle and jiggling the lock, yelling for Cassie, asking if she was okay.
  


  
    Faye glanced at the door and back at Cassie. Then just as quickly as she had appeared, she was gone. If not for the damage left in her wake, Cassie would have believed she’d imagined the whole encounter.
  


  
    A moment later Nick broke through the door.
  


  
    “I’m okay,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Nick was wound up, breathing heavily. “Who was it?” he asked.
  


  
    “Faye,” Cassie said, and then corrected herself. “Beatrix.”
  


  
    Nick looked around Cassie’s soaked and trashed bedroom, then down at the book she was still hugging close to her chest.
  


  
    “You need to find a better place to hide that thing,” he said. “And it wouldn’t hurt for us to try to put a protective spell on the house.”
  


  
    Cassie stepped over a broken lamp and placed her hand on Nick’s heart. She waited until she felt it slow to a regular rhythm. “You came to my rescue,” she said. “Again.”
  


  
    Nick blushed and moved toward Cassie’s bed. “Come sit with me a minute.”
  


  
    He closed his eyes to center his energy, and called out a simple spell. “Power of Air, make dry this room. Water damage be undone.”
  


  
    The wooden surfaces of Cassie’s furniture lightened in color as they dried. Her bedspread crinkled like it had just come back from the laundry.
  


  
    Pleased with his success, Nick plopped down and waited for Cassie to join him, but she couldn’t relax just yet. She began putting her bedroom back together as quietly as she could. She righted the nightstands and gathered her papers from every corner of the floor.
  


  
    “Faye couldn’t command the book,” Cassie said, as she cleaned. “But with all that power she could have easily killed me to get it. She could have destroyed the entire house and everyone inside it with barely the blink of an eye.”
  


  
    “But she didn’t,” Nick said. “So the book was obviously not all she was after.”
  


  
    “She must want me alive for some reason,” Cassie said. “Maybe the ancestors even need me alive.”
  


  
    She joined Nick on the bed, finally. “Do you think that’s just my own wishful thinking? That they don’t want me dead?”
  


  
    Nick wrapped his strong arms around her. “I think you’re special, Cassie, and they know that.”
  


  
    “But they may come after you,” Cassie said. “Or my mom. Luckily she took a pill to help her sleep tonight. Can you imagine her reaction if she’d been the one to break through my door instead of you? The shock alone may have killed her.”
  


  
    She thought for another minute. “They’ll probably go after Max, too. He’s the last hunter left in New Salem.”
  


  
    “Max is pretty tough,” Nick said. “He can take care of himself. But if you’re worried about it, you should warn him. Go talk to him tomorrow. I can keep a close watch on your mom and begin researching a protective spell.”
  


  
    Nick’s presence quieted Cassie’s aching loneliness. His friendship meant the world to her at the moment. “I don’t want you to go back downstairs,” she said.
  


  
    Nick pointed to the plush chair in the corner of the room. “Why don’t I sleep right there tonight?” he asked. “The closer we are, the better it is for both of us.”
  


  
    “But you’ll be so uncomfortable,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Nick grabbed a pillow and the extra blanket off the edge of Cassie’s bed. “I’ll be just fine.”
  


  
    Cassie could feel her eyes closing. “If you’re sure,” she said, already drifting off. At last she would be able to get some sleep.
  


  



  Chapter 7


  



  Cassie walked down Crowhaven Road the next morning alert to her surroundings, ready for anything. If the ancestors were following her and sensed the book hidden deep in her bag—if they jumped her, mauled her—she was prepared to fight.


  
    She knocked gently on the red wooden door she hadn’t thought she’d ever come within ten feet of. Her knuckles on the door’s surface made a dense muffled sound, not hollow like she’d thought it would. It was solid oak.
  


  
    She looked around apprehensively and waited.
  


  
    Max opened the door a few inches and poked his head outside. Then he instantly began to shut it in Cassie’s face. She had expected this reaction, so she was ready with a spell to hold the door open.
  


  
    “Aperire non clausa,” she said softly but firmly.
  


  
    No matter how hard Max tried, he couldn’t force the door closed. He looked furious.
  


  
    “I came here to warn you,” Cassie said. “You might be in serious danger.”
  


  
    “I have nothing left to lose,” Max said.
  


  
    Cassie peeked inside the door and saw an older man and woman in the kitchen.
  


  
    “Who are they?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    “Family friends,” Max said. “My new guardians, now that I’m parentless.”
  


  
    “They could be in danger, too,” Cassie said. “Please, Max. Just hear me out, and then I’ll leave you alone. I promise.”
  


  
    Maybe it was the regret in her eyes or the desperation of her voice. It was impossible to know for sure what convinced him, but Max stepped aside and allowed Cassie to enter.
  


  
    Once inside, she closed the door behind them.
  


  
    The house itself was modest but clean, less extravagant than Cassie had imagined. It was the house of a family that moved around a lot, filled with mismatched furniture, most likely from a thrift store or the cheap local shops. Some things were still in brown boxes stacked in the corner of the living room, and hardly anything was hung on the flat beige walls. The house was all function, no decoration.
  


  
    Cassie followed Max up a narrow carpeted stairway to his bedroom. The moment he opened its door, Cassie sensed how much it differed from the rest of the monotone house.
  


  
    Max had painted the space a soothing light blue, and he’d taken great care to adorn the walls with pictures. One wall was a grid of shelves crowded with shiny sports trophies and awards. It was neat and clean, not a speck of dust anywhere.
  


  
    Cassie could tell Max had gone out of his way to make his bedroom comfortable—to make it feel like his own, like home.
  


  
    On a long rectangular dresser were a variety of photographs set in frames. Cassie ambled toward them. The largest one was of Max’s parents, each holding one of his hands when he was just a toddler. They appeared to be at a park. Surrounding that photo were portraits of him and various friends at different ages, and landscapes of other places he’d lived. Other countries. Max had once petted a baby Bengal tiger. He’d jumped from the top of a cascading waterfall. He’d climbed mountains. Cassie picked up the most majestic of the mountain photos, the one of Max red-faced and bundled in gear at the peak of a snowy summit.
  


  
    “That’s the top of Mount Kilimanjaro,” he said. “It’s the highest mountain in Africa.”
  


  
    Cassie set the frame back in place and looked at Max in a new way. “What a life you’ve lived,” she said.
  


  
    There was so much more going on beneath the surface of Max than she’d ever imagined. No wonder Diana fell so hopelessly in love with him.
  


  
    “May I sit down?” she asked.
  


  
    Max nodded but remained standing. Cassie explained, to the best of her abilities, what had really happened that night in the caves. She described how Scarlett had deceived the Circle, and she told Max that anything for which he blamed Diana wasn’t her fault. Finally, Cassie broke the news about how Diana and the rest of the Circle were now possessed.
  


  
    “The spirit that has control over Diana might try to use Diana’s love for you as a sort of weapon,” she said. “That’s what I came here to warn you about.”
  


  
    Max finally allowed himself to sit down across from Cassie. He took a deep breath. “I really don’t want anything to do with this,” he said. “I’d rather forget this whole thing ever happened.”
  


  
    “I get that, believe me,” Cassie said. “I’m so sorry you got dragged into all this.”
  


  
    Max’s eyes filled with a sadness Cassie couldn’t identify. It wasn’t for his father, or even for Diana. It was older than that: a long-standing sadness he held inside, tinged with a sense of responsibility.
  


  
    “What are the spirits after?” he asked.
  


  
    “I’m not entirely sure. Revenge would be my guess. Most of them were killed by Outsiders for being witches. And I know they want my father’s Book of Shadows.”
  


  
    Cassie had been carrying the book with her, thinking it was safer with her than at home, unprotected. She pulled it out of her bag.
  


  
    Max eyed the book apprehensively. “What do they need it for?”
  


  
    Cassie considered what could occur if the spirits did get hold of the book. “I honestly have no idea what they’d be capable of,” she said. “What I do know is that all dark magic can be traced back to the early days of this book. And to these ancestor spirits.”
  


  
    “Dark magic,” Max repeated.
  


  
    Cassie nodded. “The magic your family line devoted their lives to stopping.”
  


  
    Warily, Max took the book from Cassie’s hands and examined it. “If you need to keep this book hidden from the spirits, you should leave it here.” He paused. “If you think it’ll keep New Salem any safer, I mean.”
  


  
    “Max, they’re going to come after you,” Cassie said. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. They’ll want to destroy any threats, and you’re the last hunter left in town.”
  


  
    “But they’re not coming after me for the book,” Max said. A half-grin snuck across his face. “They wouldn’t expect you to give it to a witch-hunter for safekeeping.”
  


  
    Cassie realized he was right. The ancestors would never think to search for the book at Max’s house. She also realized that his sense of duty, the oath he took as a hunter to protect non-witches from dark magic, now made him her ally—in spite of everything.
  


  
    “That’s a brave offer,” Cassie said. She tried to convey with her eyes her appreciation and her trust in him. A witch and a hunter joining forces was no small feat. “The only problem is that I need to continue studying the book, to find a spell that will save my friends. If I don’t figure out a way to get the demons out of their bodies by the next full moon, their souls will be lost forever.”
  


  
    Max’s slight smile disappeared as quickly as it had come. Cassie could tell his heart ached at the thought of Diana being lost this way.
  


  
    “You need to perform an exorcism,” he said. “I can help you with that.”
  


  
    A glimpse of sunlight seemed to fill the room. Of course. As a hunter, Max might know more about fighting evil spirits than Cassie ever could.
  


  
    “Thank you,” Cassie said. “Diana would be—”
  


  
    “Don’t thank me,” Max said abruptly. “And don’t even say her name to me. I’m doing this for the safety of this town and the innocent people in it. Not for you or Diana.”
  


  
    Cassie was taken aback, but she understood. Max had every right to still be angry. She nodded, knowing not to thank him aloud again.
  


  
    “I’ll take a look through this”—Max tossed the book onto his desk—“and let you know what I find.”
  


  
    Cassie recognized that was her cue to leave. “Okay” was all she said before letting herself out of his room.
  


  
    She quietly stepped down the carpeted stairs. The man and woman were still in the kitchen, seated at a table, eating breakfast. They didn’t acknowledge her as she slipped out of the door. How would they react if they knew the man whose house they were in had died at her hands? Accident or not, Cassie had to live with that fact for the rest of her life. And so did Max.
  


  



  Chapter 8


  



  Nick caught Cassie watching him and smiled. He stuck out his tongue and crossed his eyes like a clown.


  
    “Sorry,” Cassie said. “I don’t mean to stare.”
  


  
    “That’s okay. I don’t blame you. But you can trust me to tell you if I sense something strange coming on.” He laughed and put his arm around her. “Besides, the more I’m with you, the better I feel.”
  


  
    Cassie and Nick were walking along Crowhaven Road. Nick pulled a handful of glossy green leaves from a low-hanging sumac tree. He tore off little divots as they walked, leaving a trail of misshapen pieces behind them. So far Nick had remained strong enough to persevere through the possession.
  


  
    Since Cassie had led Nick out of the cave, there were moments she could sense his exhaustion, and it pained her to see how hard he was working. Then other times were like this. Easy, comfortable, cozy. They were able to enjoy a pleasant breeze and the warm morning sun on their backs.
  


  
    It gave Cassie hope that things with her other friends could still turn out okay. If Nick could be saved, they could all be saved.
  


  
    The wind stirred, and Nick’s face took on a softness in the sunlight that Cassie hadn’t seen in a long while. She was so moved by it that, without thinking, she reached out her hand to stroke his cheek.
  


  
    He leaned in to her fingers.
  


  
    They were both so caught up in the moment that they didn’t notice Scarlett and Adam step out onto the sidewalk in front of them, blocking their path forward.
  


  
    “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” Scarlett crossed her arms over her chest. “Got a minute to talk?”
  


  
    “No, we don’t,” Nick said.
  


  
    Scarlett was unfazed. She appeared healthy, which meant she had regained all her strength. Adam kept close to her side, protective, domineering. Cassie couldn’t bear to look at him.
  


  
    “I don’t have the book on me,” she said. “Now if you’ll excuse us, we’re going to be late for school.”
  


  
    “Forget school.” Scarlett guffawed. “I’ve got a much more enticing offer.”
  


  
    “We’re not interested.” Cassie made an attempt to storm past them, pulling Nick along with her, but Scarlett blocked their way again.
  


  
    “Just hear us out,” Scarlett said. She twirled a ringlet of her red hair around her pointer finger. “Otherwise I’m going to have to get vicious, and we both know how that usually ends.”
  


  
    Cassie scoped out the surrounding area. There weren’t any other people on the street, only a few stray pigeons clucking on an overhead wire. If Scarlett and Adam wanted to, they could use magic against Cassie and Nick without much consequence.
  


  
    Cassie noticed Nick’s teeth were clenched, and his chest heaved up and down with each labored breath.
  


  
    Adam watched him. For any sign of the demon getting the best of him, Cassie assumed. He seemed to be calling to it, summoning it.
  


  
    “What do you want?” Cassie said, terrified Adam just might push Nick over the edge. “We don’t have all day.”
  


  
    “You’re almost there,” Adam whispered to Nick. “I can feel how close you are to crossing over. Can’t you?”
  


  
    “Leave Nick out of this!” Cassie shouted.
  


  
    Adam looked at her, amused. But Scarlett remained serious. “Come with us to the abandoned warehouse on State Street,” she said. “Where the Circle is staying.”
  


  
    “Why?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    Scarlett smiled wide. “Isn’t it obvious? We want you, Cassie. To be part of our Circle.”
  


  
    “You want the book,” Cassie said. “Faye made that pretty clear when she trashed my bedroom last night and tried to steal it. What’s in there that you want so badly?”
  


  
    “Everything,” Adam said, his face blank.
  


  
    “But it’s you who means something to us,” Scarlett added, in a more innocent tone of voice. “Both of you. The book would just be a bonus.”
  


  
    “Don’t insult my intelligence,” Cassie said.
  


  
    “It’s true, sis. And you know it’s the truth, because we all benefit from having a complete Circle. You can appreciate that as well as anyone.”
  


  
    “Your Circle isn’t ours,” Nick shouted, loud enough to make Cassie jump.
  


  
    Cassie looked at Nick and saw the obvious strain on his face. He was losing his cool, struggling to maintain his defenses against the demon. Sweat poured down from his forehead, and his hands shook. Cassie worried she might be losing him.
  


  
    Adam eyed Nick with satisfaction. “What’s the matter, Nicholas? Aren’t you feeling well?”
  


  
    Cassie placed her hand on Nick’s back to calm him. “He’s fine,” she said. “And he’s right. Your Circle isn’t ours, and it never will be.”
  


  
    Scarlett let out a sigh. “Never say never, Cassie.”
  


  
    “Never,” Cassie said, louder. As she spoke, she could feel Nick trembling. She could make out the rapid thumping of his heart. She rubbed small ovals on his T-shirt, silently willing the demon inside him away. But his heart raced faster and faster.
  


  
    “That’s a good boy,” Adam said.
  


  
    The irises of Nick’s eyes darkened, and Cassie noticed a wiggling on his neck, what looked like a vein worming its way onto his face.
  


  
    “Mark my words,” Scarlett said to Cassie. “You’ll change your mind. It’s only a matter of time.”
  


  
    Cassie held tight to Nick as he calmed himself back to normal.
  


  
    Scarlett grabbed Adam’s hand and pulled him toward her. “He’s stronger than he looks, isn’t he?” she said to Adam. “He’s got it for her that bad.”
  


  
    Adam narrowed his eyes and snaked his arm around Scarlett’s waist. “It won’t last forever,” he said. “Nothing does.” Together they crossed the street, close as lovers, Scarlett’s red hair bouncing along behind her like an accomplice.
  


  
    “You should have accepted my friendly invitation while you had the chance, Cassie,” Scarlett called back over her shoulder.
  


  
    Cassie didn’t have the time to deal with Scarlett’s threat or her manipulative mind games. She turned to Nick and searched his face and body for more signs of trouble.
  


  
    Adam’s last comment had rattled him. His eyes were black pinpoints, and the skin on his face squirmed.
  


  
    “Nick,” Cassie said, rubbing his back. “Stay with me.”
  


  
    He groaned quietly and subconsciously at Cassie’s touch.
  


  
    “You’re Nick Armstrong,” Cassie said. “Your parents’ names were Nicholas and Sharon.”
  


  
    Nick’s face softened in a way that made Cassie believe she was reaching the real him in there.
  


  
    “Your favorite song is ‘Beast of Burden’ by the Rolling Stones,” she said.
  


  
    “I remember,” Nick said without looking at her. “Do you remember our first kiss? I’d just been listening to that song.”
  


  
    Cassie continued rubbing his back with one hand. With the other she monitored the beating of his heart.
  


  
    “It was the night you and the girls did that candle ceremony,” Nick said. “And you’d gone out alone to bury that trust box, and Black John attacked you.”
  


  
    He appeared to get lost in the recollection. “You were so scared, but you still looked so beautiful in the moonlight. And your lips were so soft ...”
  


  
    Cassie felt the rhythm of Nick’s heart slow beneath her hand.
  


  
    “How about one of the most vivid memories of my life?” Nick asked. “The time we were on the bluff and the hunters attacked us with fire. A lightning bolt struck that tree, and—”
  


  
    “And you jumped in front of it and saved my life,” Cassie said. How could she forget?
  


  
    “And when we were at the spring dance,” Nick said. “It was just the two of us when Scarlett showed up.”
  


  
    Cassie finished Nick’s sentence for him. “And you risked your life by performing magic out in the open, getting marked to save me.”
  


  
    Nick nodded and smiled.
  


  
    It occurred to Cassie that Nick was recalling these memories to hold on to who he really was, but they were actually proof of his persistent love for her since she’d known him. His love.
  


  
    “I’m okay now,” Nick said. “I’m still with you.”
  


  
    His heartbeat was steady and regular, almost peaceful. Cassie removed her hand from his chest.
  


  
    Nick was so obviously beaten down and in pain, Cassie had the urge to cry. But she couldn’t lose her nerve and let him see her weaken now.
  


  
    “You did well,” she said. “You managed to bring yourself back.”
  


  
    She put her arm around him, and they continued their walk to school. “You’re the strongest boy I know,” she said.
  


  



  Chapter 9


  



  Cassie arrived at her locker to find it wide open and emptied. Ransacked was more like it. All her books were strewn about the floor, split at their spines. She’d been at school less than an hour, and the possessed Circle had already begun wreaking havoc.


  
    She looked to the left and right, then began picking up her books. The hallway was crowded with students, but hardly anyone paid her much attention. It wasn’t until she piled the last textbook into her locker that Deborah, Sean, and Doug came thundering down the hall.
  


  
    They walked shoulder to shoulder. They were dressed in all black. Cassie could see the sheen in their eyes. They were performing magic right out in the open.
  


  
    Like Faye, they were capable of doing magic without having to call out spells. With only the power of their minds, they took aim at people in the hallway. Sean focused on Mr. Tanner, a teacher Cassie knew had once unfairly punished him. Mr. Tanner’s briefcase flew from his hand, cracking open onto the hallway floor. Its contents—test papers and attendance sheets, late passes and pencils—swirled up around him in a tornado.
  


  
    There was no longer any doubt in Cassie’s mind that the spirits were somehow absorbing the feelings of her friends and using them for their own purposes. The possession was becoming more seamless and, most likely, closer to permanent.
  


  
    Mr. Tanner’s face and neck reddened as he tried to catch hold of his things. He was trembling, looking around embarrassed and terrified, unable to fathom where this stiff wind came from.
  


  
    Sean stepped in front of him, meeting his eyes. He smiled wickedly, then snapped his fingers. Mr. Tanner’s belongings dropped to the floor.
  


  
    Deborah shot Cassie a menacing look that made her understand the danger unfolding at school this morning was only the beginning. Cassie wanted to turn away but found she couldn’t. Deborah was forcing her to watch what would happen next, as if she’d peeled Cassie’s eyelids back and fastened them open with clothespins.
  


  
    Sally Waltman was unlucky enough to turn the corner at that moment. The bullying smile on Deborah’s face twisted into something more frightening. She glanced upward, and Cassie followed her line of vision, knowing she had only a few seconds to react.
  


  
    Cassie leapt before she fully knew why and knocked Sally out of the way just before a fluorescent light fell from the ceiling. It shattered on the floor where Sally had been just a moment before.
  


  
    Everyone nearby dove for cover. Shards of glass slashed through the air. A single sliver nicked Cassie’s cheek.
  


  
    Mr. Humphries came running down the hall, commanding everyone out of the way. Cassie stood up from where she was lying on the floor, but Sally remained stretched out, facedown.
  


  
    Deborah winked at Cassie and then gave Sean and Doug a nudge. They moved along, out of the way, blending with the other students. Cassie didn’t have it in her to chase after them.
  


  
    Mr. Humphries turned Sally over, ordering the cluster of onlookers to stand back. Her eyes were closed, and Cassie couldn’t tell if she was breathing. Specks of shiny glass dotted her pink cardigan.
  


  
    Mr. Humphries squeezed Sally’s wrist and felt her neck for a pulse as the surrounding crowd of students gathered closer and closer to her unmoving body.
  


  
    “Somebody call an ambulance!” Mr. Humphries screamed out, but in the next second Sally’s eyes opened and sharpened with a gradual consciousness to the situation. She tried to sit up.
  


  
    Cassie exhaled, realizing only then that she’d been holding her breath. She and Sally locked eyes before Sally checked her body over for injuries.
  


  
    “I’m okay,” she said to Mr. Humphries.
  


  
    Cassie could see that only her hands were speckled with tiny dots of blood. The rest of her body had been spared, thankfully.
  


  
    Mr. Humphries’s face was white as a sheet. “Cassie, will you take her to the nurse?” he asked. “I have to find the head custodian. That light was obviously not installed properly. She could have been killed!”
  


  
    Sally was visibly okay—just shaken—but Mr. Humphries might have been even more upset than she was. Cassie agreed to take Sally to the nurse to appease him.
  


  
    Once he was gone and out of earshot, Cassie put her arm around Sally. “You’re safe now,” she said.
  


  
    The crowd dispersed, and Sally looked at Cassie warily. “Do you think that falling light was really the custodian’s fault?”
  


  
    Cassie shook her head. Of all the Outsiders at school, Sally was the only one who knew the truth about the Circle and their magic—and she’d proven herself an ally. She didn’t deserve to be placated or lied to.
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said. “That was no accident.”
  


  
    Sally was still trembling.
  


  
    “But I’m working on it,” Cassie added.
  


  
    “Let’s just go to the assembly,” Sally said. “I’m fine.”
  


  
    

  


  
    The auditorium was full by the time Cassie and Sally arrived, but none of her possessed friends were to be seen. Cassie tried to breathe easy. She hoped they’d taunted her enough for one day and had gone back to the warehouse.
  


  
    Sally spotted Nick in the crowd, and they joined him.
  


  
    “Why do you have glass in your hair?” Nick asked, as he pulled a tiny sparkling shard from Sally’s rust-colored curls. It resembled a diamond earring.
  


  
    “It’s a long story,” Cassie said. “I’ll tell you later.”
  


  
    Mr. Lanning appeared on stage and tapped on the microphone. Once he quieted everyone down he began to say a few words about Principal Boylan.
  


  
    “We’re gathered here to mourn the death of a kind and generous man,” he said. “A man we unfortunately didn’t have the pleasure of knowing longer.”
  


  
    He paused to let his words settle over the crowd in waves. “By now you’ve all heard about the terrible car accident that took Principal Boylan’s life. And I’m sure you’re all still processing the pain and confusion that comes with this tragedy. For this reason, there will be grief counselors on hand immediately following this assembly. But first, it’s with a heavy heart that I’d like to call Principal Boylan’s son, Max, to the stage.”
  


  
    Nobody seemed sure if they should clap as Max took his place at the podium. There were a few stray coughs. All eyes scrutinized his every movement.
  


  
    How awful, Cassie thought as she watched Max adjust the microphone and swallow down the lump in his throat, for him to be obligated to say a few words about his father’s “accident.” But Max carried himself with the utmost dignity as he spoke. His voice echoed over the auditorium.
  


  
    “My father was a leader,” Max said. “A man with a strong moral code, who never abandoned what he believed to be right.”
  


  
    Cassie recognized many of those same traits in Max, too. Watching him and listening to him, and thinking back to all the photographs in his room, Cassie truly understood his goodness.
  


  
    “He cared about this school and this town very much,” Max continued. “He wanted what was best for all of us, and he worked for that every day of his life.”
  


  
    Max appeared to be wrapping up, finally reaching the end of those treacherous minutes in the spotlight, when both doors to the auditorium swung open, crashing loudly against the wall.
  


  
    All heads turned to witness the disturbance. Every muscle in Cassie’s body tightened.
  


  
    It was the possessed Circle. Five at one door, five at the other. They formed a line barricading the exit.
  


  
    Diana’s posture was foreboding. Faye’s dark hair tumbled onto her shoulders like a black shadow. Adam’s eyes were electric with vengeance.
  


  
    Just then the only empty seat in the auditorium, the one in the front row where Max had been sitting, burst into flames.
  


  
    Mr. Lanning rushed for the fire extinguisher but was thrown backward—through the air and hard onto the ground—when it also exploded into flames. The fire spread quickly: up the wall, across the timbered auditorium floor, flaring like kindling.
  


  
    Teachers and students shoved one another, trying to escape through the narrow exit doors. The room became a jumble of screams and elbows; the weak and small were trampled beneath the bigger shoes of the strong. Cassie lost sight of the ancestors in the smoke and panic.
  


  
    She turned to Sally. “Get out of here. Nick and I will do what we can.”
  


  
    More seats exploded, and fire swelled high into the aisles. Sally crouched down below the heavy cloud of smoke and crawled on her belly to safety.
  


  
    Nick raised his arms and called out: “No air for fire! No air for fire, no air for fire!”
  


  
    The flames momentarily became still, and then bowed to him, shrinking gradually—suffocating.
  


  
    Max was standing motionless on stage with his arms down at his sides. He looked directly at Cassie with his mouth hanging half open.
  


  
    Nick continued to talk down the flames, overpowering the fire with his will. Through the lessening black smoke, Cassie took inventory of the bodies rolling and coughing, or lying unconscious on the ground. She ran toward Max but was distracted by a low rumble, then a loud crack.
  


  
    She stopped short.
  


  
    The ceiling overhead began falling down in pieces all around her—slowly at first, then in a rapid avalanche of cracked plaster and splintered wooden beams.
  


  
    Cassie covered her head with her hands and turned around just in time to see Nick knocked down by the falling debris. Max had also been buried, out of sight. No one made a sound.
  


  
    Cassie looked up, thinking she might actually see blue sky, so much of the ceiling had come down. And there they were: Adam, Diana, Faye, and the rest of her friends, hovering in the air. They were levitating, safely among the only standing rafters left to the auditorium’s roof.
  


  
    Cassie closed her eyes and searched her mind for a spell. She steadied her breath and called to the dark pit that resided in her belly.
  


  
    She felt herself flush with heat from the inside out, and that ominous feeling from deep within rose up. She knew that it was her dark magic—the only magic that would be strong enough to overpower the ancestors. Cassie gave herself over to it, allowing the spell to come to her: Cadens obruta, consurget.
  


  
    Like vomit, the words spewed from her mouth. “Cadens obruta, consurget!”
  


  
    As Cassie raised her arms, the fallen wreckage rose with them.
  


  
    “Consurget!” she shouted.
  


  
    All the wood and beams and broken shards of plaster that had rained down over Cassie’s head flew back up from the floor toward the ceiling.
  


  
    Her friends ducked and dodged the oncoming wave of debris. Shafts of plywood and metal shot up at them like arrows.
  


  
    “Duratus!” Cassie called out, and they were unable to move. They were swiftly becoming buried from the ground up, pinned to the ceiling with more and more rubble.
  


  
    No longer trapped beneath the wreckage, Nick climbed to his feet. He wiped the shadow of plaster and ash from his eyes.
  


  
    “Check on Max,” Cassie said.
  


  
    But Max, too, had climbed back up to a standing position. His face was battered and his lip leaked blood, but aside from that he appeared unharmed. He brushed the white dust and dirt from his clothes.
  


  
    Nick touched a swelling bruise above his eyebrow. “How long do you think they’ll be trapped up there?” he asked.
  


  
    Somewhere in the distance, outside the school building, Cassie could hear a siren coming closer. “Long enough for us to get out of here.” She turned to Max. “What do you say we get right to work on that exorcism spell?”
  


  
    “I’d say we’re overdue,” Max said, making his way through the ruined auditorium toward the exit.
  


  



  Chapter 10


  



  Max leaned both his skinned elbows on the tabletop as he hovered over the page of Black John’s Book of Shadows they were trying to translate. He and Nick were banged up from the auditorium, with fat lips and puffy bruises purpling their faces, but neither of them showed any pain—tough guys that they were.


  
    Max pointed at an odd triangular shape. “This symbol is a triskelion within a circle,” he said. “I recognize it from somewhere.”
  


  
    Cassie and Nick had gone directly to Max’s house from the auditorium so they could study the book together. They were shut up in his room with the door locked and Black John’s book open between them.
  


  
    Cassie took her eyes away from the symbol momentarily to watch Max pull a few cardboard boxes out from beneath his bed. There were many boxes under there, Cassie noticed. The ones visible appeared to be filled with old maps and yellowed papers, coins and amulets. One was stacked full with leather journals. That was the box Max dug through.
  


  
    He pulled out an ancient-looking book.
  


  
    “Is that your own Book of Shadows?” Nick asked.
  


  
    “Pretty much. Well, the hunter version of it anyway,” Max said. “Same idea.”
  


  
    The book was delicately bound, and when he opened it, dust fell from its spine. By the writing and markings covering its pages, Cassie could tell it had been passed down for generations.
  


  
    In a few minutes, Max found the page he was looking for. “Here,” he said.
  


  
    Nick took the book from Max’s hands. “I don’t believe it. It’s the same triangle shape.” He placed the two books side by side.
  


  
    The symbols were identical.
  


  
    “My ancestors tried exorcism as a way to fight off witches,” Max said. “That’s what this page in my book talks about.”
  


  
    The text Max pointed to was partially written in what Cassie recognized as Latin. The rest was composed of an ancient language she couldn’t identify.
  


  
    “It didn’t work for them,” Max said. “But they did know about this symbol.”
  


  
    “Which means this page of my father’s book must contain information about performing an exorcism,” Cassie said, finally catching up to Max’s train of thought. “Otherwise why else would the symbol be printed on it?”
  


  
    “Exactly. It’ll still take some time to translate,” Max said. “But it’s good to know we’re on the right track. This section of your father’s book is definitely the area we should be focusing on. The entire exorcism spell might be right here on this page.”
  


  
    Cassie’s pulse raced. She felt as though she’d been shaken awake. “You’re the best,” she said to Max. “You know that?”
  


  
    Max looked away, not meeting her eyes. “I’m only doing what I can to make sure more people don’t get hurt.”
  


  
    “That’s as good a reason as any,” Nick said, seeming to appreciate Max in a whole new way. He gave him a brotherly smack on the back.
  


  
    Cassie copied the page with the symbol on it from her father’s book onto a fresh sheet of paper. Max would still hold on to the book for safekeeping, but now Cassie had a copy of what she needed to continue working on.
  


  
    The papers crinkled as she stuffed them deep into her bag. “This was the best thing to happen to me all day,” she said.
  


  
    Max squinted at her and allowed himself a half-smile. “On a day like today, that’s really not saying much.”
  


  
    “Good point,” Cassie said, and laughed.
  


  
    

  


  
    Enjoying a sense of accomplishment, Cassie and Nick stepped in the front door to Cassie’s house. They each carried a brown bag from the grocery store filled with ice cream and potato chips and assorted other goodies to fuel their night’s work translating the spell. Then Cassie heard a crunching beneath her shoes.
  


  
    “Shattered glass,” Nick said. “Could only mean one thing.”
  


  
    They both dropped their bags on the floor and then noticed the path of overturned chairs leading to Cassie’s mother. She was tied to the one chair upright in the kitchen, gagged and unable to speak.
  


  
    “Untie her,” Cassie said. “I’ll check upstairs.”
  


  
    Cassie heard Diana, Adam, and Faye ripping apart her bedroom before she saw them. Everything they touched, they left tattered and torn.
  


  
    “You’re wasting your time,” Cassie said from the doorway. “The book isn’t here.”
  


  
    Diana was the first to look up. “Tell us where it is, or we’ll burn this whole house down.”
  


  
    “We’re good at burning things,” Faye said. “As you know.”
  


  
    “And I’m good at putting fires out,” Cassie said. “As you know.”
  


  
    Adam narrowed his eyes. “She’s becoming less fearful,” he said. “Let’s show her why that’s a mistake.”
  


  
    Together, Adam and Faye stared Cassie down. She fell to her knees, gasping for air—but she had anticipated this attack. This time she was ready.
  


  
    When she’d tapped into her dark magic earlier in the day, it had left a resonance. A tingle of that power remained on the tip of her tongue and fingers. She urged it to come again, more easily this time. The words uttered themselves: Audire sonum malum.
  


  
    Suddenly Adam, Faye, and Diana all covered their ears with their hands. They wailed. Whatever spell had come to Cassie hit the spirits like a screeching alarm.
  


  
    Cassie felt her strength flare. She stood up tall and repeated the spell again.
  


  
    Her friends backed away, crouched over, trying to escape the sound blaring inside their own heads. They could barely drag themselves to the doorway.
  


  
    Cassie stepped aside, allowing them to stumble by her and down the stairs. She followed them, guiding them with her spell, past Nick and her mother in the kitchen and out the way they came in.
  


  
    Cassie pursued them until the blur of their doubled-over bodies disappeared down the block, lost to the sunshine. Then she rushed to her mother, who was untied but sitting in the same chair, drinking a glass of water.
  


  
    “I’m fine,” she said. “I only wish I could have stopped them.”
  


  
    Nick surveyed the damage their visitors had done to the front door and windows. “I can replace the glass and repair the door,” he said. “But they’ll probably just break through it again.”
  


  
    Cassie’s mother appeared unreasonably calm considering what she’d just been through. She rubbed at the tender rope burns on her arms and wrists, but she spoke loudly and clearly. “We have to take stronger precautions.”
  


  
    “Nick and I have been trying to research a guarding spell to protect the house,” Cassie said. “But we haven’t been able to find one that would work on a demon.”
  


  
    “I know one,” her mother said matter-of-factly. “I still remember the spell your grandmother used when she built the secret room.”
  


  
    She gave Cassie a somber look. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had to worry about demon spirits entering the house.”
  


  
    Nick had been pushing some broken glass into a small pile near the door. When he looked up, he asked, “Does that include me? Do I count as a demon or a human?”
  


  
    Cassie’s mother blushed, feeling Nick’s shame for him. “You’ll be fine here as long as the spirit doesn’t take full possession of your body.”
  


  
    Nick returned his focus to the pile of glass. “Then that should be no problem,” he said. “As long as I’ve got Cassie pulling for me, there’s no way that’ll happen.”
  


  
    Cassie looked at Nick’s face and saw so much weariness there, but also extraordinary strength. She wasn’t sure what she would have done without him.
  


  



  Chapter 11


  



  Cassie and Nick were sprawled on the couch, watching a movie to unwind. They’d treated themselves to a day home from school, so she and Nick could make the necessary repairs to the house after yesterday’s attack. But they’d finished the job in record time, leaving the rest of the afternoon for just the two of them. The movie was a romantic comedy, one Cassie had seen before and loved—yet she couldn’t help watching Nick as much as she watched the film.


  
    She wasn’t searching him for a sign of the demon any longer. This was different, looking more for the comfort Nick’s face brought her. His dark eyes and strong jaw, the way he could focus on her in such a way that made her feel like the only person in the world, or at least the only one that mattered. And he was warm. Always, like a heated rock to curl up beside.
  


  
    While watching the screen, Nick subconsciously ran his fingers up the length of Cassie’s arm, from her wrist to her elbow, and back down again.
  


  
    Or maybe it wasn’t subconsciously.
  


  
    Cassie felt the sensation in her whole body. She knew she should pull her arm away, but instead she found herself closing her eyes to better enjoy it.
  


  
    From the sound of the movie alone, she recognized the scene of the hero getting to kiss his dream girl for the first time. When she reopened her eyes, she found Nick watching her as he continued stroking her arm.
  


  
    Finally, she pulled away from him.
  


  
    Nick clicked off the TV and leaned in closer.
  


  
    Cassie felt her face get hot. Was he going to kiss her? She could tell he wanted to. His breath was heavy, needy, close to her ear.
  


  
    “Nick, no,” Cassie said.
  


  
    He exhaled with frustration and looked down. “Because of Adam?”
  


  
    Cassie nodded.
  


  
    “But these past few days have been ... and you know how I feel about you, Cassie.”
  


  
    If only Adam were as strong as Nick, Cassie thought. Why wasn’t his love enough to break through the possession?
  


  
    “You know how I feel about you, too,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Nick shook his head. “Not really.”
  


  
    He tried to reach for Cassie’s hand again, but she didn’t let him. “I think we should get back to work translating the spell.”
  


  
    She stood up and made her way to the stairs without looking Nick in the eyes.
  


  
    He followed behind her, sullenly.
  


  
    Up in her room, Cassie went right to the top drawer of her desk. She opened it roughly and pushed aside the decoy pile of sketchbooks and folders set there to hide the pages she’d copied from her father’s book.
  


  
    Cassie unfolded the pages carefully upon her desk, straightening out their edges. To the naked eye, they appeared to be blank because of the protective spell she’d cast on them.
  


  
     Nick plopped down on her bed as she rested her palms upon the papers. She whispered the secret incantation to reveal their text:

    Hidden words, dark to pale


    I who concealed you, now lift your veil

  


  
    Gradually the familiar ink-black swirl of Cassie’s handwriting reappeared.
  


  
    She sat at her desk, bent over the pages, examining the strange triangular symbol that she hadn’t been able to get out of her head since Max pointed it out to her. A triskelion within a circle, Max had called it. Once believed to exorcise evil spirits. Other than that symbol, the text on the page was mostly nonsense to Cassie, a jumble of ink that meant nothing.
  


  
    She stared at the string of writing before her until the lines all blurred together. There were a few characters she understood, a few dozen ancient words, a handful of symbols. But it was the same characters and words that she understood every time, and the same ones she didn’t understand over and over again. She wasn’t figuring out anything new.
  


  
    Nick lay on her bed playing a game on his phone.
  


  
    “Nick,” she said, trying to regain his attention. “I don’t understand why translating these pages has been so difficult.”
  


  
    Nick tossed his phone down and joined Cassie at her desk, standing behind her, with his hands on the back of her chair. “Well, if you can’t translate it, no one can,” he said, sounding annoyed. “You’re the one who’s bound to the book. And this isn’t even a language.” He smacked the papers with his fingers. “Don’t your translation skills come from within you? From your blood?”
  


  
    “That’s just it,” Cassie said. “Timothy said Absolom might have doctored the exorcism, which means he probably made it a dark-magic spell. But it must be a level of darkness even I can’t access. I’ve tried and tried, but I just can’t do it.”
  


  
    “Then we’re doomed,” Nick exclaimed, sweeping the papers off Cassie’s desk.
  


  
    He was sweating, and his chest heaved up and down with his breath.
  


  
    Could their conversation downstairs have left him upset enough to stir the demon?
  


  
    He turned around so Cassie couldn’t see his face.
  


  
    “Nick, come closer,” Cassie said. She put her hand on his back, but he shrugged it off and bent down to pick up the papers from the floor.
  


  
    “I have it under control,” he said, shaking the papers at her. “It’s just this spell—”
  


  
    He stared at the writing on the crinkled page in his grip. “It’s ...”
  


  
    Suddenly his eyes turned black. His upper lip curled oddly to the left. He began to mumble: Discedere, malum spiritus. Exi, seductor. Relinquere haec innocens corpora.
  


  
    Cassie tore the papers away from him and smacked her hand onto his heart. It was beating faster than even Adam’s had, that night at the caves.
  


  
    “Calm down!” she screamed. “Stay with me, Nick.”
  


  
    He took a few deep breaths, and his heartbeat slowed, thankfully, but his eyes were still darker than their usual mahogany brown.
  


  
    “I could read it,” he said, with a tremble in his voice. “For a few seconds I could understand the spell.”
  


  
    Cassie glanced at the indecipherable text on the paper in her hand and then back at Nick. It all became clear. “Not you,” she said. “The demon inside you.”
  


  
    Nick wiped the sweat from his brow. “I could read it because I’m possessed?”
  


  
    Cassie nodded. “Whatever Blak ancestor of mine that’s trying to possess you can decipher the spell.”
  


  
    They both got quiet as they allowed this new possibility to settle over them: Nick would have to give himself over to the demon in order to translate the spell.
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said, before Nick even opened his mouth to speak. “It’s too dangerous.”
  


  
    “It’s our only hope,” Nick insisted. “I have to give up control to the demon. Then I’ll come back again.”
  


  
    “But what if you can’t?”
  


  
    Nick took the papers from Cassie and went to her desk. He let his eyes pass quickly over the text. “I’m strong enough,” he said. “And once the spell is translated, you’ll be able to rid the whole Circle of demons.”
  


  
    Cassie wanted to believe that Nick would be able to return, that she would be able to bring him back—but she couldn’t really be sure.
  


  
    “I don’t want to do this,” she said.
  


  
    But Nick had already opened Cassie’s notebook to a blank page and picked up a pen.
  


  
    Cassie was terrified of what they were about to attempt, but Nick refused to be deterred. He closed his eyes for a moment, pen in hand, with the spell before him.
  


  
    “I know I can do it,” he said, and when he reopened his eyes, they were black as marbles.
  


  
    Cassie stepped back.
  


  
    Nick sat up, unusually rigid. For a few seconds, he made no sound or movement. Then he began talking in a voice that wasn’t his own, in a language he could have never known—a low, guttural growl. And then he began writing.
  


  
    Cassie watched from over his shoulder.
  


  
    Nick’s whole body trembled, his neck twisted in impossible ways, but he continued to move the pen across the paper.
  


  
    His script was shaky but clearly legible. Across the top of the blank notebook page, he wrote:
  


  
    R i t e
  


  
    F o r
  


  
    E x o r c i s m
  


  
    He was doing it. Cassie could hardly believe her eyes.
  


  
    The veins on the insides of Nick’s arms wriggled beneath the skin. A disturbing high-pitched sound escaped his mouth, the screech of something sinful and starving.
  


  
    The letters spurted from his pen faster and faster. He worked for about two minutes without pause. Then with one sudden motion he slammed the pen down onto the desk and looked up at Cassie. His face bubbled; his lips effervesced.
  


  
    “Cassandra,” he said. His voice was unfathomable, a bottomless cavern. “Get me out of here.”
  


  
    Cassie shuddered. Get who out of where? “Nick? Is that you?”
  


  
    Nick’s eyes rolled back into his head. His whole body shook, and he fell onto the floor, convulsing.
  


  
    Cassie leaned over him, smacking his cheek, pressing on his racing heart. “Nick, come back to me,” she screamed. “It’s Cassie, please come back to me.”
  


  
    A gurgling sound came out of Nick’s mouth, and she realized he was choking on his own tongue. “Nick!” she yelled, pulling him upright and hugging him close to her chest. She held him so they were heart to heart.
  


  
    “Please don’t leave me,” she said into his ear. “I can’t go on without you.”
  


  
    The awful gurgling sound stopped, but Nick’s body still convulsed.
  


  
    “I’ve got you,” Cassie said. “I’m here, and I’m not letting you go.”
  


  
    She kissed his soaking-wet head and his face. She encircled his torso so tightly they could have melded together as one.
  


  
    Gradually, the shaking lessened.
  


  
    Cassie continued holding him, rocking him back and forth, as his heartbeat began to steady.
  


  
    In those few minutes, the spell ceased to be relevant. Nick, heavy in her arms, was her whole world.
  


  
    It was a while before he coughed and startled himself awake. She reawakened with him. He blinked his eyelashes rapidly and looked around the room. When he locked eyes with Cassie, she saw they were back to their normal color.
  


  
    “What just happened?” Nick asked.
  


  
    Cassie reached for the notebook that now contained the full text of the exorcism spell. “This happened,” she said. “You did it.”
  


  
    “And I made it back?”
  


  
    “Yes,” Cassie said, throwing her arms around him again. “You did.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Nick was exhausted by the possession. Cassie had to help him to the bed and give him water to drink. She watched him sleep for almost an hour, following the rise and fall of his chest, listening to his even breaths. She wanted to touch him but wouldn’t dare disturb his slumber. He’d given everything, and now he needed his rest.
  


  
    While Nick continued to sleep, Cassie examined the spell. It was mystifying to look at, all hard-pressed inky lines, abrupt starts and stops. Nick’s distress was visible in every stroke. Cassie read it over, and over again.
  


  
    Nick woke to her still analyzing its contents, absorbing each and every detail. “What does it say?” he asked groggily, wiping the sleep from his eyes.
  


  
    “We need a personal item from each of our friends,” Cassie said, turning to him. “Something that’ll contain some of their energy or essence.”
  


  
    She looked around her bedroom as Nick threw off the covers and stood up. In her closet, she found the hoodie Adam had left at her house, and in her jewelry box was a pair of gold hoop earrings Diana had recently let her borrow.
  


  
    “That’s a start,” she said, placing the two items side by side on her bed, in the center of the Nick-shaped indentation lingering on the sheets. “But how will we find stuff from everyone else?”
  


  
    Then she remembered everything that had been left in the basement when her friends were all sleeping there.
  


  
    “The secret room,” Nick said, sharing the thought with her.
  


  
    The two of them hurried downstairs to rummage through their friends’ belongings. They tore through the room, pulling at every drawer and opening every closet, tossing useless finds aside and out of the way.
  


  
    Nick found a pair of Sean’s sneakers, Doug’s skateboard, and Chris’s baseball cap. Cassie grabbed Deborah’s motorcycle helmet, Laurel’s favorite scarf, and a pair of Melanie’s eyeglasses.
  


  
    Then Nick held up a satiny red thong. “I’m pretty sure this is Faye’s,” he said.
  


  
    Cassie ripped it from Nick’s hands, laughing. She couldn’t help it. She was giddy. Their friends were as good as saved.
  


  
    They stood over the great pile of stuff they’d accumulated, admiring it.
  


  
    “Where should we perform the spell?” Nick asked.
  


  
    Cassie reached into her pocket and unfolded Nick’s translation. “It says here it should be performed at the point of origin. What do you think that means?”
  


  
    “Maybe where the possession took place,” Nick said. “That would be the caves.”
  


  
    Cassie agreed. The remote caves where all this began seemed like an appropriate location.
  


  
    “Do you think we should bring Max?” Cassie asked. “Someone besides us should be there in case something goes wrong. Though the caves are probably the last place he wants to see again.”
  


  
    “He might say no, but we should ask him.” Nick gathered their friends’ belongings into his arms to carry upstairs. “I’ll go over to his house and talk to him about it while you gather the rest of the materials.”
  


  
    Cassie felt her chest fill with hope. “We make quite the pair,” she said.
  


  
    “The daughter of an evil witch,” Nick said, smiling. “And a half-possessed screwup.”
  


  
    “The dream team,” Cassie laughed.
  


  
    

  


  
    That evening, Cassie, Nick, and Max rowed through the dark, out to the caves. Max wanted to come. He’d told Nick he felt it was his duty to see the demons’ destruction through—after all, they were his father’s true murderers.
  


  
    Nick docked the boat, tying it with thick rope to a protruding stump. He and Cassie entered the cave, with Max following close behind. They got right to work, solemnly preparing the spell. But the strange energy of the space didn’t go unnoticed. So much had happened there. Max stood over the spot where his father had lain dead. His shoulders seemed to fold in on themselves; his head hung down listlessly.
  


  
    Cassie went to him. “You can wait outside by the boat,” she said. “It means a lot that you’re here, but I know this must be painful for you.”
  


  
    “It’s not only that,” Max said. The hard dirt of the cave floor shuffled loudly beneath his feet. “Do you really think they’ll be saved?”
  


  
    “I hope so.” When Max remained quiet she added, “Don’t you?”
  


  
    “Of course,” he said immediately. “I want Diana to be okay.” Then he lowered his voice. “I just don’t know if I’m ready to see her again, to have her be back for real.”
  


  
    Cassie glanced at Nick preparing the spell. “In all honesty, I feel the same way about Adam. I’m nervous to face him after ...” She paused. “After all that’s happened.”
  


  
    Max appeared surprised by this.
  


  
    “Nobody’s relationship is perfect,” Cassie clarified. “No matter how it appears on the outside.”
  


  
    “But the cord,” Max said. “It’s supposed to be this bond that overcomes everything. We’re supposed to be soul mates. But I’m still so—” He stopped himself.
  


  
    “Angry,” Cassie said. “Hurt, confused. It makes sense for you to feel all of that.”
  


  
    She reached for Max’s hand and squeezed it. “Adam’s my soul mate, but his love for me wasn’t strong enough to break through the possession. In fact, he’s been with Scarlett all this time. You know how that makes me feel?”
  


  
    Max shook his head. “I can’t imagine.”
  


  
    “The cord begins the bond, Max. But it’s something you have to work on.”
  


  
    “Everything’s in place,” Nick interrupted, blowing out a match.
  


  
    Max was still holding Cassie’s hand. “You know what, Cassie?” he said. “You’re alright.”
  


  
    “Feeling’s mutual,” she said.
  


  
    Nick brought Cassie the Master Tools—the bracelet, the garter, and the diadem—and she put them on. Max took a step back, and Nick entered into the circle with everyone’s stuff.
  


  
    Cassie lit the final four candles, one at each compass point, and closed the circle with her dagger. She stood at the northernmost point. The only sound aside from their breathing was the whistle of wind from the cave’s mouth.
  


  
    Cassie shut her eyes and began to chant. Once she felt like her energy was balanced, she started reciting the words of the exorcism.

    Mando vobis, spiritus, quicumque es, et omnes clientes tui inferri haec corpora migrare.


    She opened her eyes to let her gaze pass over Nick and the items belonging to her friends. She could see the spirit and energy contained in each item as a hovering color. All the items together created a multicolored cloud.


    Litteris mando tibi me servire. Minister sum bonorum.

  


  
    Cassie raised her hands over the pile and called out, “Recesserimus adverse potentiae.”
  


  
    Then she dug her hand into a bowl of salt Nick had prepared. She filled her fist with its fine translucent grains, then sprinkled them over the pile of her friends’ belongings and upon Nick’s head.

    Eicio a daemone amici. Purgátæ sis salis per salutem corporis et animae sanitatem. Omne malum quod te colit omnis malitia et astutia, qua te longe repellantur.

  


  
    Next Cassie dipped her hands into a bowl of water. She sprinkled its droplets over the pile just as she did with the salt.

    Eicio a daemone amici. Mundata sitis aqua vi fugant potestatem hostium excidere ex animo amoveas malis.

  


  
    She raised both her arms up in a V and called out in a confident voice, “Discedere, malum spiritus. Exi, seductor. Relinquere haec innocens corpora. Abire!”
  


  
    Cassie bowed, closing her eyes. A surge of energy welled up in her chest. It spilled over and flooded her veins with an icy hot rush. She strove to maintain her footing, to not cry out. But this gushing energy was more than she could bear—she had to succumb to it, falling to her knees with a desperate gasp.
  


  
    When she reopened her eyes, she felt better, empowered, almost blissful. She thought she sensed a change in the air, but only Nick would know for sure.
  


  
    “How do you feel?” she asked him, rising back to her feet.
  


  
    He looked at Cassie and at Max, who were watching him carefully. “I’m not sure.”
  


  
    “Try accessing the demon,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Reluctantly, Nick closed his eyes for a moment and went inward. It only took a few seconds for the slithering things to show themselves on his neck.
  


  
    “Whoa!” Max yelled. “Okay, stop.”
  


  
    Cassie quickly dropped down to wrap her arm around Nick’s shoulders. “Stop,” she said. “We failed.”
  


  
    Nick breathed deeply until he was back to himself.
  


  
    “What could have gone wrong?” Max asked.
  


  
    Cassie removed the diadem from her head, as well as the bracelet and the garter. “I don’t know,” she said. “I felt like it was working, but I couldn’t maintain it. It was too much.”
  


  
    “You need help,” Nick said. “This spell is too powerful to perform on your own.”
  


  
    “What about your mom?” Max suggested.
  


  
    Cassie shook her head. “Too risky. And my mother’s magic isn’t ...”
  


  
    She trailed off and Nick finished her sentence for her. “It isn’t Blak magic.”
  


  
    “Which only leaves one person strong enough to help me,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Max looked at both of them, unsure what they were getting at.
  


  
    “Scarlett,” Nick said. “You need Scarlett’s dark magic.”
  


  



  Chapter 12


  



  It was just after dawn, and Cassie was walking along the beach, thinking of everything and nothing at once. She climbed up the bluffs and over the dunes, getting pebbles in her shoes, until she found a soft patch of sand free from driftwood and beach grass. She sat, pulled her knees up, and took a breath of salty air. The ocean roared in front of her.


  
    What could be worse than needing someone you couldn’t stand, someone you literally never wanted to see again? It made Cassie sick to her stomach. If all of Cassie’s problems could be embodied in one person, it would be Scarlett: She’d brought havoc and dark magic to Cassie’s Circle; she knew Cassie’s friends would be possessed by performing the hunter curse and allowed it to happen; not least of all, she’d managed to steal Cassie’s boyfriend—for now. But Nick was right. Cassie had to get Scarlett on her side. As much as she hated to admit it, she needed her.
  


  
    If Cassie couldn’t perform the exorcism successfully by the full moon, her friends would be lost to her forever. And so would Adam.
  


  
    Cassie let the memory of her failed attempt at the exorcism wash over her. It was a terrible disappointment, but alone here on the beach she could admit something else—she’d felt a flash of relief at the failure.
  


  
    Of course she wanted Adam back. But what would it actually feel like now to have him return? What if she felt nothing at all?
  


  
    First save him, and then address the state of their relationship, she told herself.
  


  
    That afternoon Cassie headed to the abandoned warehouse where Scarlett was staying. The warehouse she swore she’d never step foot in. Scarlett was right about one thing: Never say never.
  


  
    It was too risky to bring Nick to a place that was swarming with ancestor spirits. As strong as she knew he was, and as much as she feared being there alone, it would be reckless to deliver him to them that way. It took some convincing, but eventually Nick agreed.
  


  
    The building was a fifteen-minute walk down the coast. Everyone in town casually referred to it as “the warehouse,” but it was actually an old naval base that had been closed in the late 1980s. The main floor had been used as barracks to house soldiers and military families. Some of the upper floors were used to store weapons. And a section toward the back of the building, below ground, was known as the Bomb Wing. It had been used for raids and drills.
  


  
    Cassie had heard stories about this place since she first moved to New Salem—scary stories, in fact—but she’d never believed them or experienced them herself. There were tales that the warehouse was haunted by evil spirits, the ghosts of fallen soldiers. Neighborhood children dared one another to knock on the windows without running away. Cassie had the urge to run away now as she crossed onto the property. She knew that the building was indeed haunted, not by ghost soldiers, but by the Blaks.
  


  
    From the front, the multistory building looked like a run-down industrial factory. Most of the windows were boarded up, and its exterior was dotted with rusty metal signs that read: U.S. GOVERNMENT PROPERTY, NO TRESPASSING. Vandals had spray-painted over many of them with rainbowed graffiti tags, pictures, and the occasional political statement.
  


  
    Cassie approached the main entrance’s corroded door, and Scarlett slid it open before she even had the chance to knock.
  


  
    “To what do I owe this pleasure?” Scarlett asked.
  


  
    “We need to talk,” Cassie said.
  


  
    “I knew you’d come around.” Scarlett gestured for Cassie to enter.
  


  
    Cautiously, Cassie stepped over the rickety threshold that reminded her of a barn door. Inside, the warehouse looked almost like a movie set, a backdrop to a film about World War II or Vietnam. Camouflage jackets hung on hooks, helmets above, jungle boots below. There was weaponry everywhere and an odor of metal and dirt. At any moment, Cassie believed, a whistle-blowing drill sergeant might storm the set, calling for attention. After nearly thirty years of this building being abandoned, standing in it now felt like traveling back in time. It was amazing that it had never been looted, perhaps because everyone who visited here recognized its rare timeless quality.
  


  
    Chris, Sean, and Doug appeared from the shadows. They gathered around Cassie, up on the balls of their feet, their fingers spread. Cassie steeled herself for whatever spell they were ready to hurl her way.
  


  
    “Leave us alone!” Scarlett commanded.
  


  
    Then Diana called to them from upstairs, snapping them to attention. Cassie could see her standing at the top of the stairwell.
  


  
    They lowered their arms, deflated, and made their way up the steps. Cassie checked every shadow and corner. There was no sign of Adam.
  


  
    Scarlett waited for Chris, Sean, and Doug—and Diana—to fully disappear before inviting Cassie to join her in a makeshift living room. They sat across from each other on drab green military cots, opposite a metal ammunition box that served as a coffee table. Kerosene lanterns propped up on rusted crates provided the only source of light.
  


  
    Cassie looked up and all around the vast mildewed room. Old paint chipped from the walls in broken, musty shards. The air was stuffy and stale, though the ceilings were high. Cassie felt a damp chill. This was a dismal place, and she didn’t want to be here a moment longer than necessary.
  


  
    “I’ll get right to the point,” she said, edging forward to the corner of her rank cot. “You’ve won, Scarlett. I’m done.”
  


  
    Scarlett’s lips cracked slightly into a smile and her dark eyes widened, but Cassie could see she was doing her best not to reveal too much emotion. “Continue,” she said. “I trust there’s more.”
  


  
    “I’ve come to offer you a trade,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Cassie glanced at each corner of the warehouse floor to check for spying spirits, but she saw none. Still, she couldn’t help but feel like she was being watched.
  


  
    “I’ll trade you Black John’s Book of Shadows,” she whispered, “in exchange for your help in exorcising the Circle.”
  


  
    Scarlett’s face brightened, but she still appeared dubious. “You must be joking.”
  


  
    “I’ve translated most of the book at this point anyway,” Cassie continued in a hushed tone. “And it’s brought me so much trouble, I want nothing more to do with it.”
  


  
    “But giving it to me could unleash hell,” Scarlett said. “You understand that. So what’s the trick?”
  


  
    “No trick. All I want is to save my friends.”
  


  
    “So let me get this straight,” Scarlett said. “You’re willing to sell out the entire world for friendship.” She uttered the last word like it was a disease.
  


  
    “Yes,” Cassie said. She knew this was a dangerous deal, but she was desperate. And she had a plan to get the book back once her friends were on her side again. For now, she had to take it one step at a time.
  


  
    “I just need your help to properly perform the exorcism,” Cassie said. “I can’t do it without you.”
  


  
    “You’re serious.” Scarlett finally allowed herself to laugh out loud. “You’re even weaker than I thought.”
  


  
    Cassie rested her hands on the rough green wool of her cot’s blanket. Its coarse fibers pinched the surface of her palms like tiny slivers of glass.
  


  
    “No wonder Adam was bored by you,” Scarlett said.
  


  
    Cassie made no reaction. She wouldn’t give Scarlett that satisfaction.
  


  
    “You’ve got yourself a deal,” Scarlett said finally.
  


  
    Cassie eyed her warily. For once it appeared that Scarlett didn’t have an angle. It must be in her best interest to be rid of the ancestors.
  


  
    “I said I’ll do it.” Scarlett raised her voice. “I’m agreeing to what you want; the least you can do is say thank you.”
  


  
    “I’ll want to do it right away,” Cassie said. “The text of the spell called for performing it at the point of origin. So we should meet at the caves.”
  


  
    Scarlett shook her head. “The point of origin would mean the place the spirits rose from. That would be the old cemetery, where many of their bodies were buried. And where our father is.”
  


  
    Cassie remained quiet for a few seconds. This was another reason she needed Scarlett’s help. She was simply good at this kind of thing.
  


  
    For a moment Cassie wondered if having the wrong location was the reason the spell didn’t work before, but it was already too late to go back on the deal.
  


  
    “I’ll gather the Circle tonight,” Scarlett said. “At midnight, near our father’s crypt. We’ll need to harness as much of our family energy as possible if this is going to work. The crypt is the best place.”
  


  
    “How will you get them to the cemetery?” Cassie asked.
  


  
    “I’ll tell them I got one of you to cross over, that we’re performing a binding spell to complete the Circle.” Scarlett stood up and signaled for Cassie to do the same.
  


  
    She led Cassie to the door by the arm. “Are you sure you’ve really figured out the text to the exorcism spell?” she asked. “It’s a tough spell to get right.”
  


  
    What was it that Cassie was hearing in Scarlett’s tone? Mockery? Condescension?
  


  
    No matter. There wasn’t time to worry about Scarlett’s mind games. Once her friends were saved, she’d deal with Scarlett.
  


  
    “I’ve got it covered,” Cassie said.
  


  
    She continued forward and out the sliding door. The bright afternoon sun struck her eyes as a surprise, and the gust of fresh air was welcome.
  


  
    “I’ll see you at midnight,” she said to Scarlett, trying to sound unafraid. But she didn’t slow her pace away from the warehouse’s shadow until she was halfway down the sun-kissed block.
  


  



  Chapter 13


  



  It was ten minutes till midnight. Cassie, Nick, and Max were walking to the old cemetery, along Crowhaven Road. Nick carried a giant duffel bag over his shoulder filled with the belongings of their friends. Cassie carried the rest of the supplies they’d need to re-perform the exorcism.


  
    Max pushed open the wrought-iron gate that led to the cemetery grounds, but then hesitated, looking like he couldn’t bear to step through. He glanced at Cassie and then down at his shoes. “We just buried him here,” he said, meaning his father.
  


  
    Nick put his hand on Max’s shoulder. “Why not let us handle this on our own?”
  


  
    “Because I want to be there to see these ancestors go down,” Max said. “They tried to burn me to death with the rest of the school, remember?”
  


  
    “I know,” Nick said, backing off slightly. “Then why not watch from here? It’ll be safer, for Cassie and me, in case anything goes wrong. You won’t be able to help anybody from the middle of it all.”
  


  
    Max considered this and after a moment agreed. “Good luck,” he said.
  


  
    Cassie and Nick continued through the gate, but they only walked a few feet when Nick also came to a halt.
  


  
    “What’s wrong?” Cassie asked. “Did we forget something?”
  


  
    “No, we’ve remembered everything.” Nick slid the tip of his boot back and forth in an arc across the crunchy gravel path. “It’s going to work this time, I can feel it. This’ll all be over soon,” he said, without qualifying what exactly he meant by this.
  


  
    Cassie knew what Nick was getting at: that she would soon be reunited with Adam.
  


  
    She exhaled deeply, unsure what to say.
  


  
    Nick reached out and took Cassie by the arms. “Not everything has to automatically go back to the way it was before,” he said. “You have choices.”
  


  
    Cassie could see the love in his eyes. But what could she do? Adam was her soul mate. “One thing at a time,” she said, taking his hand. “Come on.”
  


  
    Walking across the soft, uneven grass brought an instant flood of awful memories. So many of Cassie’s loved ones had died recently—her grandmother, Melanie’s great-aunt Constance, Suzan. Their faces, both alive and dead, all came back to her now.
  


  
    She and Nick marched straight down the middle row, which bisected the cemetery grounds, lined on both sides with stone arches. Some of the monuments were cracked like broken teeth. Others were white and solid as bleached bones. Cassie tried to avoid looking at the ones that were crudely etched with skulls and ominous images. The grim reaper had been carved into more than one.
  


  
    When I die, Cassie thought, I want a much more pleasant figure on my headstone. When I die. Not if, but when. This was what coming to the cemetery always reminded her—that life was precious but finite, that one day she would be dead.
  


  
    Nick wrapped his free arm around Cassie’s shoulders, and she leaned into his hold.
  


  
    Scarlett and the Circle were waiting just where Scarlett had said they’d be. Under the moon they appeared like ghosts swaying in the wind around Black John’s crypt. Cassie could barely look at the colossal stone chamber of his burial vault. The hairs on the back of her neck tingled as she and Nick came upon it. She hugged her father’s book to her chest—a moment later she would be handing it over to Scarlett.
  


  
    Gaslight lanterns provided extra light, which flickered across Scarlett’s face, not unlike the way it had in the warehouse. Cassie saw that a circle had already been drawn into the ground and her friends were standing within it, waiting for her.
  


  
    Diana, Adam, and Faye came to attention at the sight of the book, but otherwise they remained still. It appeared that Scarlett had cast a spell freezing them in place.
  


  
    Cassie joined Scarlett in the center. Nick emptied the duffel bag of their friends’ belongings onto the ground and arranged them into a neat pile beside Cassie and Scarlett. He worked quickly, lighting the necessary incense and candles with his Zippo. When all was set, he took his place on the circle with the others.
  


  
    He gave Cassie a reassuring nod and, finally, a smile.
  


  
    Scarlett closed the circle on the ground with her silver-handled knife.
  


  
    Cassie lifted her father’s book with quivering hands and held it out to Scarlett.
  


  
    Dropping her knife on the ground, Scarlett accepted the book. “Let’s do this,” she said.
  


  
    Cassie exhaled a breath of relief. Scarlett must have been satisfied enough to have the book to herself to keep up her end of the bargain.
  


  
    Cassie and Scarlett linked hands to meld their energy. Cassie scanned the faces of each of her friends. It appeared they truly believed they were about to perform a binding spell for a full Circle. Their enthusiasm was palpable.
  


  
    Together, Cassie and Scarlett began the exorcism spell exactly as Cassie had done on her own at the caves. They recited the chants and performed the purifying rituals with the salt, and then with the water. But this time there was a quivering excitement within Cassie’s chest, a tingling in her legs. The energy Cassie felt coursing through her body was double what it was last time she performed the spell.
  


  
    Cassie got the sense that she was rising, swirling, higher and higher. It was a dark feeling, there was no doubt about that; it was thick with power, equal parts pain and bliss. Her breath came quickly.
  


  
    She forced her eyes open to watch the effect on her friends. They appeared just as overcome by the incredible force of the spell as she was. She could see the darkness pouring out of their eyes like tears, and their mouths, like blood. It ran down their chins, their necks and chests, down the insides of their legs, until it seeped into the moist dirt.
  


  
    Cassie and Scarlett raised their arms up in a V and called out the final incantation in their strongest voices: “Discedere, malum spiritus. Exi, seductor. Relinquere haec innocens corpora. Abire!”
  


  
    Cassie could see the black shadows within her friends rise up and out of their bodies like smoke, coiling, wheeling. The spirits were breaking free, she was sure of it. Cassie felt their energy rush over her head and past her sides, cold and dark and quick, in an icy, deathlike whoosh.
  


  
    Cassie heard herself scream. She’d flown backward, and found herself on the ground.
  


  
    She lay flat there, still for a moment, gazing at the starless midnight sky. Her head was spinning. Her bones ached. Shakily, she sat up and refocused her vision.
  


  
    As her sight sharpened, she recognized what had come into view. She was seeing Adam’s eyes looking back at her. They were the truest, most beautiful blue she had ever seen—the color of the ocean at its most radiant. The rest of his face was the same as ever: arresting and kind, with pride showing in his high cheekbones and determined mouth.
  


  
    “Cassie,” he said, like an apology.
  


  
    He wrapped himself around her, and his heart beat evenly and steady against her chest. She’d never felt so thankful for anything in all her life.
  


  
    From the moment their eyes met, neither of them could turn away. The world had gone still, and only the two of them remained. It wasn’t possible to squeeze his body close enough.
  


  
    He kissed her on her trembling mouth, and she was swept away.
  


  
    When she returned to her surroundings, a little dazed, she noticed that the whole group had climbed to their feet.
  


  
    The gentle composure of Diana’s features had returned. Melanie’s cool strength reentered the sharp angles of her face. And Laurel’s pixielike air had settled back into her smile. Faye ran her hands down her neck and torso, feeling herself returned. Cassie looked at each of her friends, finding that every one of them had come back to being the person she loved.
  


  
    They were saved.
  


  
    Cassie glanced at the cemetery gate and caught sight of Max walking away. He’d seen enough, Cassie assumed. All he could manage for now.
  


  
    Adam wrapped himself around Cassie again. She breathed him in, not even realizing how much she’d missed the little things about him, like the smell of his skin and the feel of his hand flat upon her back. Now that he had returned, she felt the full force of the loss of him. It was like a dream to be in his arms again, too good to be true.
  


  
    Then she glanced at Nick.
  


  
    He tried to force a smile at her before looking away.
  


  
    Cassie felt a pang of guilt. In her heart she knew getting Adam back had come at the expense of what she’d had with Nick, but this moment was too powerful to be spoiled, too perfect.
  


  
    As Nick continued staring straight down at the ground, Cassie wanted to go to him, to scream out, We did it! But she couldn’t.
  


  
    Adam was holding her so tightly now. He rested his chin on top of Cassie’s head the way he always used to do. He spoke in a quiet, sorrowful voice.
  


  
    “I was in there the whole time,” he said. “I was screaming at this spirit to stop. That he was hurting you, Cassie ...”
  


  
    “I know,” Cassie said. “It wasn’t your fault.”
  


  
    “I’m just so glad you’re okay.” He held Cassie tighter. “I wanted to come through for you, but I just couldn’t. The demon was too strong.”
  


  
    Diana and the others then entered into the fold of Cassie and Adam’s hug. But Nick stayed to the outside. It was a bittersweet moment. She wanted him near her, too.
  


  
    Scarlett, Cassie realized, was also keeping to herself, not rejoicing in the least.
  


  
    Cassie called to her. “Get in here! We couldn’t have done this without you!”
  


  
    But Scarlett made no motion toward the group. She stared at them oddly and then glanced upward.
  


  
    The sky above the cemetery had filled with storm clouds. Ravens flocked from the nearby trees, and the resident stray cats fled. Cassie felt her relief tiptoe away, replaced by a tightening, choking fear.
  


  
    There was movement in the shadows around them, a stirring of shrubs. Cassie realized they were not alone. Footsteps and dim shapes approached them, and she could hear the sound of breath—of breathing. Then Cassie noticed a wicked grin sneak onto Scarlett’s face.
  


  



  Chapter 14


  



  Figures emerged from the shadows around the Circle, creeping out from behind the cover of trees and tombstones. Cassie could see they were bodies. People. And they were wearing ancient garb that was half-rotted away. Cassie watched them and shuddered, understanding immediately that these were the demons that had possessed her friends for the past week, returned to their corporeal form. Her ancestors had been truly resurrected now.


  
    Cassie stayed close to her Circle. Instinctively, they packed in tightly to one another as a unit. They all knew. Adam reached for Cassie’s hand.
  


  
    Cassie turned to Scarlett, who smiled with the satisfaction of someone who has had the pleasure of watching her plan unfold perfectly.
  


  
    “Scarlett was one step ahead of us the whole time,” Nick whispered. “Again.”
  


  
    “What can we do?” Deborah let out a heavy breath. “We don’t even know if they’re dead or alive.”
  


  
    “They look pretty alive to me,” Laurel said.
  


  
    As the figures of Cassie’s long-dead ancestors grew nearer, she thought back to all that Timothy had told her about these relatives. She recognized Black John’s sister, Alice, immediately. The rope burn from her hanging in the witch trials had chafed and bruised a chokerlike ring across her throat. Other than that, she looked just like she did in the drawing, but slighter and with even gloomier eyes. Her pain was more palpable in three-dimensional form than it was on paper. She may have been the saddest girl Cassie had ever seen.
  


  
    “I say we run,” Sean said. “Get out of here while we have the chance.”
  


  
    Diana was eyeing Alice with a fearful curiosity. “No,” she said. “We have to stand our ground.”
  


  
    Cassie lost track of Scarlett in the approaching crowd, but she recognized another ancestor—the man Timothy had said lived his life as a priest corrupting the Church. Absolom. He was the one who had copied the forbidden text of the exorcism rite into the Book of Shadows, and Cassie knew he was the ancestor who had possessed Adam.
  


  
    Absolom appeared younger than he was in the drawing Timothy had showed her, but she was sure it was him. He wore the black garb and white collar of a priest, and he stood with the posture of a man used to an audience.
  


  
    Adam couldn’t take his eyes off him. He was enraptured by Absolom’s saintly yet demonic presence, his wickedness cloaked in righteousness.
  


  
    “Don’t show them any fear,” Nick said. But all of Cassie’s friends were trembling.
  


  
    One of the female ancestors had drawn in close to Faye, sizing her up. Cassie could identify who she was most easily because she had been so badly burned. Beatrix. The flesh on her face and arms was browned and stiff, all mottled and blistered. Her hands were gruesomely charred, each finger reminding Cassie of burnt meat on a skewer. But even so, Cassie could see that Beatrix was beautiful. The shape of her nose and lips demanded attention despite their disfigurement, and she carried herself with confidence and grace, like a dancer. Her eyes and hair were so dark Cassie imagined they’d blackened to that gloomy hue in the fire that had consumed her.
  


  
    Cassie surveyed the remaining ancestors, whom she didn’t recognize. They ranged in age and appearance, but none were very old. Aside from the fact that life spans were shorter in the past, Cassie understood that most of her relatives had also been hunted and killed for being witches. Not one of them had passed forty years old, by the looks of them.
  


  
    One of the male ancestors wiggled his dirty fingers and swung his mud-encrusted arms forward and back. He was dressed in the clothes of a peasant, or possibly a farmworker. Cassie recognized him from the album Timothy had given her. His name was Samuel, and he was from the Providence Plantation—one of the original thirteen colonies—which, after the American Revolution, became Rhode Island.
  


  
    The woman standing nearest him was wearing a Civil War–era day dress with red and white stripes that would have been charming if it weren’t half-decomposed. In the Blak family album she was described as a Southern belle: Charlotte Blak of Louisville, Kentucky.
  


  
    Another man, whom Cassie recognized as Thomas Blak from England in the seventeenth century, wore a torn gray riding habit with matching breeches. He took off his hat and examined it.
  


  
    But it was Alice who most captivated Cassie. She could hardly take her eyes off Alice’s pouty-lipped scowl. And she noticed that Alice had the same effect on Diana. Timothy had warned Cassie not to be fooled by Alice’s looks. He’d told her that Alice was so obsessed with dark magic that some said she was more evil than Black John himself. But now that Alice had appeared in the flesh, with her heartbreaking gaze and her longing, with her girlish hair nestled into a braided bun, Cassie felt like she understood her—who she really was.
  


  
    “It’s good to be back,” Alice said. Her voice was startlingly deep. It was a voice vacant of all emotion, concave, as if Alice herself believed her words to be utterly worthless even as she said them.
  


  
    “Better than good,” Absolom announced, with a cadence that thundered over the group. He spoke with an accent Cassie couldn’t decipher. “Triumphant.”
  


  
    Beatrix nodded. Her face cracked into a distasteful grin. “This town is ours for the taking,” she said. She raised her burned hands and aimed them at Cassie and her friends, poised to cast a spell.
  


  
    “Not yet,” Alice said, stepping between Beatrix and the Circle. She rested her terrible eyes on Cassie. “First we get stronger.”
  


  
    Scarlett emerged from the back of the crowd then, shoving her way to the front. “I can help,” she said. “I’ve prepared a place for us.”
  


  
    Beatrix eyed Scarlett like she was a fly to be shooed. “Can I at least destroy this one?” she asked Alice.
  


  
    Alice shook her head. “Show us this place,” she said to Scarlett, and then she positioned her thin hand on Beatrix’s back. “We’ll destroy them all in good time.”
  


  
    Adam took a step forward, as if he were preparing to fight them.
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said, pulling him back.
  


  
    She tried to keep her Circle corralled behind her as Alice and the others retreated to wherever Scarlett was leading them.
  


  
    “We can’t just let them go,” Adam said.
  


  
    “Conant’s right,” Nick said. “They’re weak right now; this might be our only chance.”
  


  
    “You’re all weak right now, too,” Cassie said. “And so am I after performing that spell.”
  


  
    She looked around at the surrounding graves and headstones with their skulls and grim reaper etchings, and then at her father’s massive chambered crypt. She looked into the faces of her dear friends, thankfully returned to her, and at the backs of her resurrected ancestors in the distance. “We’ll have our chance to fight them,” Cassie said. “This is only the beginning.”
  


  



  Chapter 15


  



  The Circle walked straight to Cassie’s house, barely talking. Maybe they were traumatized, or just exhausted. Cassie held Adam’s hand, but much of the joy from their initial embrace had vanished. Once again triumph had led immediately to setback, this one possibly far worse than the first.


  
    But it was a minor victory not lost on Cassie when each of her friends was able to cross the property line to her house unhindered. Cassie hadn’t been sure she’d ever see that wish realized. She glanced at Nick to share in the appreciation of the small blessing, and he half-smiled in response.
  


  
    The group congregated in Cassie’s living room, and it was just like old times, everyone lying about. Adam hovered close to Cassie on the couch—but for a change, Nick wasn’t keeping a little off to the side. He sat down right beside Cassie, sandwiching her between himself and Adam.
  


  
    “I’m going to text Max,” Nick said. “He deserves to know what’s going on.”
  


  
    “You two have become friends?” Diana blurted out.
  


  
    Cassie offered Diana a reassuring glance.
  


  
    “Would he really come here?” Diana asked. “I wouldn’t blame him if he never wanted to see me again.”
  


  
    “He’s been really helpful these past few days,” Nick said, without looking up from his phone.
  


  
    “But he may not be ready to forgive the rest of us,” Diana said. “Me especially.”
  


  
    Cassie feared Diana might be right. Max was still feeling torn. Cassie understood how that felt, with Adam on one side of her and Nick on the other.
  


  
    No sooner had Cassie come to this conclusion than there was a knock at the door. Diana straightened her posture at the sound.
  


  
    “It’s Max,” Cassie said, recognizing his light brown hair and lacrosse jacket through the window. She opened the door and invited him in. He stood stiffly in the doorway, eyeing the group before taking the first step toward them. Nobody spoke. Everyone in the Circle was watching Diana, and Diana was watching Max.
  


  
    “Hi,” was all he said. It was the shortest, most noncommittal word he could have offered Diana, but it was something. Diana rose from where she was seated but restrained herself from running to him.
  


  
    Max’s eyes filled with emotion. He looked at her now with a long, measured glance. The goodness and purity that shone back at him from Diana was undeniable.
  


  
    Max took another careful step forward and slightly opened his arms.
  


  
    Diana nearly collapsed into his embrace. The air around them crackled with electricity. Cassie could feel their connection as if it were her own with Adam. The whole group must have felt it, because everyone’s shoulders settled and their jaws relaxed.
  


  
    Max became conscious of his audience. He blushed and looked at Cassie and Nick. “So I guess it’s safe to say the evil spirits are gone once and for all.”
  


  
    Nick let out a snort. “Nothing is ever that simple for us, unfortunately.”
  


  
    Diana led Max to an empty seat among the group. “The spirits are out of our bodies,” she said. “But now they’re in their own, running around free in New Salem.”
  


  
    “And we need to figure out how to get rid of them,” Cassie said, taking the floor. She looked at Nick specifically.
  


  
    “While you were all possessed, the ancestors were insistent on getting the Book of Shadows,” she said. “The book must be the key to it all.”
  


  
    Nick agreed. “If the book is what invited them back into the world,” he said, “maybe it’s the way to get them out.”
  


  
    Melanie and Laurel leaned forward. Sean, Chris, Doug, and Deborah were visibly plotting in their minds how they might use the book to thwart the dark ancestors’ plot.
  


  
    “Then let’s go through the book right now,” Faye said. “Analyze it until we figure out how to get rid of these bastards.”
  


  
    Cassie’s friends had somehow overlooked the fact that she no longer had the book. They were all still possessed when she’d handed it over to Scarlett. The spell must have occupied all their attention.
  


  
    Only Nick realized the truth. “Cassie can’t go get the book right now,” he said.
  


  
    Adam wasn’t used to being one step behind, especially when it concerned Cassie. “Why not?” he asked, frustrated.
  


  
    Cassie dropped her eyes. “I gave the book to Scarlett. I traded it for her help with the exorcism spell.”
  


  
    A deadly silence washed over the room.
  


  
    Cassie shrank beneath it, for having played so easily into Scarlett’s plan. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But it was the only way I knew how to get you all back.”
  


  
    There were attempts at encouraging nods all around, but the morale of the group had nosedived.
  


  
    “Well then,” Max said unexpectedly, catching the whole Circle off guard with his tone of cooperation. “The first item of business is to get the book back.”
  


  
    “Yes.” Diana took Max’s hand. She practically glowed. “That’s exactly what we’ll do.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie closed and locked the front door as the last of her friends left for the night.
  


  
    “Alone at last,” Adam said.
  


  
    It was finally just the two of them, for the first time since he’d been himself again. Cassie took him by the hand and led him upstairs to her room.
  


  
    She dropped onto her bed, and Adam joined her.
  


  
    It suddenly occurred to her how exhausted she was. She couldn’t get the sight of those wretched ancestors out of her mind. It left her with a weighty sense of dread, as if she’d swallowed a heavy stone and it had gotten lodged in her chest.
  


  
    Adam let his hand fall on her leg and kept it there. “You’re glad I’m back,” he asked, “aren’t you, Cassie?”
  


  
    “Are you kidding? I never want to let you out of my sight.”
  


  
    Adam looked down at his hand, which he still hadn’t moved. “I wish it had been me to help you these past few days, not Nick. It should have been me.”
  


  
    Cassie wondered if Adam remembered how close he’d gotten to Scarlett. Was that contributing to his shame?
  


  
    “I don’t want you to think it’s because my love wasn’t strong enough,” Adam continued. “It wasn’t that. It was that Absolom was too strong.”
  


  
    Cassie cuddled up to Adam, covering them both with her heavy cotton comforter. It sheltered them like a tent. “I do know that,” she said, as much for her own benefit as for Adam’s.
  


  
    The pillow behind Cassie’s head was soft, and her sheets smelled fresh and clean. Having Adam with her made everything better.
  


  
    “I want things to go back to normal,” Adam said. “Between you and me. And I’m willing to do whatever it takes.”
  


  
    “I want that, too.” Cassie rested her head on his shoulder. “It’s already starting to feel that way.”
  


  
    Adam pulled her in closer. “Good.”
  


  
    Cassie closed her eyes to draw out the moment, to listen to his breath and his heartbeat. It was a slow and steady rhythm now, and she found her own heart adjusted to match it. Their chests rose and fell together, perfectly and unconsciously synchronized.
  


  
    They began to doze off that way, wrapped up in each other’s arms, descending to restful sleep and sweet dreams.
  


  



  Chapter 16


  



  “Did you hear what happened at Old Town Hall?”


  
    “I heard it was vandalized. And someone also broke into the history museum.”
  


  
    “The shopping mall, too. The police are saying it may have been a group of people. They aren’t sure if all the incidents are related.”
  


  
    Cassie was in English class, eavesdropping on Sally Waltman’s conversation with her friend Tina.
  


  
    Sally shot Cassie a knowing look when she realized she’d been listening. Cassie returned the gaze and then politely looked away.
  


  
    These stories of robbery and vandalism weren’t unique, unfortunately. Cassie had been hearing about similar strange things happening around town in the last few hours. The ancestor witches were creating havoc all over New Salem now that they had their bodies back. Cassie kept a mental list of it all, and she feared the worst: that the ancestors were seeking retribution for all they’d lost in their lifetimes, all that had been taken from them by Outsiders.
  


  
    After the bell rang, Cassie approached Sally as she was packing up her books. “I couldn’t help but overhear,” she said.
  


  
    Sally scanned the surrounding area to be sure nobody was listening. “I knew something was up when your friends attacked me and ambushed the auditorium, but now it seems like the trouble is spreading into town. What’s going on?”
  


  
    “It’s a long story,” Cassie said.
  


  
    “It is witch-related, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “Ancient witches,” Cassie said as the two of them exited their classroom. “The worst in history.”
  


  
    They reached Cassie’s locker. She opened it to exchange her English notebook for her math textbook. “I’m afraid what they’re after is revenge—on New Salem, on the whole world.”
  


  
    “On Outsiders,” Sally added.
  


  
    “You can be sure of that.” Cassie slammed her locker shut. “Even before they were killed, they wanted to destroy all non-witches. Now they have their own untimely deaths to avenge.”
  


  
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” Sally asked.
  


  
    The offer warmed Cassie’s heart. If only her ancestors had encountered Outsiders so willing to set aside their differences, they might not be so quick to judge.
  


  
    “Thank you,” Cassie said. “I’ll let you know. For now, keep your eyes open, and be careful.”
  


  
    Cassie turned around to make her way to her next class, and she came face-to-face with Alice.
  


  
    She gasped.
  


  
    “Sally, I’ll see you later,” Cassie said, and Sally had the good sense to walk away.
  


  
    Black John’s sister still had a sadness about her, but she looked different from the last time Cassie had seen her. She’d let down her dark brown hair, and Cassie noticed it had been cut into layers. Her blue-gray eyes were subtly etched with liner, and her eyebrows had been plucked to a cleanly lined arch. She wore tight jeans, a sheer black blouse, and about a dozen necklaces of various sizes and styles, probably to cover the mark on her neck. She looked good, Cassie thought, and a second later the deeper truth sunk in: She looked modern.
  


  
    So that’s what the ancestors were doing at the mall. They’d gone on a shopping spree and given themselves makeovers.
  


  
    Lurking behind Alice was the other ancestor who was young enough to easily pass as a student: Beatrix. She had also updated her look to blend in unnoticed at school, but more shockingly, she no longer appeared burned. She must have done a spell to heal her mottled skin, because it shimmered in a way Cassie could only describe as magical. Her face was pale and smooth and new, untouched by her difficult life.
  


  
    Alice blinked her cheerless eyes at Cassie. “Niece,” she said.
  


  
    Her voice startled Cassie just as it did the first time she heard it. It reminded Cassie of the way her own voice had sounded when she had strep throat. She remembered how it felt like someone was stabbing her in the tonsils every time she tried to utter a word.
  


  
    Cassie unconsciously brought her hand up to her own neck. She swallowed carefully.
  


  
    Alice reached out to her, but Cassie took a step back, suddenly repulsed by the idea of this body—practically a living corpse—touching her.
  


  
    Alice wrinkled her eyes, seeming hurt by Cassie’s aversion.
  


  
    “I want nothing to do with you,” Cassie said, her voice cracking. Before she even realized what she was doing, she took aim at Alice and Beatrix and called out a spell: “Infirmitate super vos!”
  


  
    Alice deflected Cassie’s magic with a leisurely wave of her hand. “See,” she said. “Now that’s the Blak spirit.”
  


  
    Cassie’s own surprise at casting that spell wasn’t lost on Alice.
  


  
    “Those instincts of yours,” she said. “Don’t you feel it? You’re with us. You’re one of the greats.”
  


  
    She exchanged a side glance with Beatrix. “We need a twelfth member to our Circle, Cassie. And we want that member to be you.”
  


  
    Cassie considered this. Was she one of them regardless of how hard she tried not to be? So many people, loved ones, had died on her watch as she’d striven to be good. And she was the one who performed the spell that released them into the world in the first place. She’d resurrected their evil, willingly or not.
  


  
    The thought of it made Cassie sick. The urge to cast another dark spell at them was overwhelming.
  


  
    “You’ll never have me,” Cassie said, fighting off her baser impulse.
  


  
    A flush of anger crossed Alice’s face, and Cassie was shocked at how quickly her expression could change from hurt to raw rage. “You think quite highly of yourself, don’t you? Good. You should. But you can’t resist your destiny.”
  


  
    “My Circle is my destiny,” Cassie said. But her self-assurance was immediately overshadowed by another thought: What about the rest of her friends? The ancestors wanted Cassie, but if they couldn’t get her, they’d just try for someone else. And they’d keep trying until they—
  


  
    “Forget her,” Beatrix said to Alice. “Every family has a weak link.”
  


  
    “She isn’t weak,” Alice snapped back.
  


  
    It occurred to Cassie that the other ancestors might already be going after the members of her Circle—at this very moment. She didn’t have time for this standoff with Alice and Beatrix.
  


  
    Cassie turned on her heels and left them standing there. Let them think her a coward if they wanted to. She didn’t care. She needed to find her friends, and fast.
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie texted the entire Circle: Emergency meeting. Meet at the Colony Diner ASAP!
  


  
    The Colony Diner was just off school grounds. Close enough to walk to within minutes, but far enough away to be private and protected. Cassie arrived first and sat alone for a few minutes, tapping her fingernails on the orangey-yellow faux wood table. She ordered a strawberry milkshake to keep the waitress occupied. With each second that passed, the knot in her stomach tightened. What if none of them came? What if she’d already lost them?
  


  
    But Adam arrived within minutes, then Diana, and finally Cassie calmed down enough to take a sip of her shake. Nick, Deborah, and Faye had been in the middle of Phys. Ed together, their least favorite class, so they were quick to cut out and make their way to the diner.
  


  
    Melanie and Laurel appeared next, from study hall at the library, with overstuffed book bags weighing down their shoulders.
  


  
    “What’s the emergency?” Melanie asked.
  


  
    “Has anyone heard from Sean, Chris, or Doug?” Cassie asked. It was no secret those three were all on the impressionable side. Some might even call them reckless.
  


  
    Just after placing a food order with the waitress, Cassie caught sight of Chris’s Jeep zipping into the parking lot. It settled into a spot, and Sean and Doug jumped out of the backseat. Cassie’s whole body relaxed as she watched them dash for the diner’s entrance.
  


  
    “Sorry we’re late,” Sean said, squeezing into the booth beside Nick, with Chris and Doug behind him. “We were at the park.”
  


  
    “In the middle of the school day?” Melanie raised her eyebrows.
  


  
    “Never mind that,” Doug said. “What did we miss?”
  


  
    Cassie pushed her milkshake away and cleared her throat. “Alice and Beatrix showed up at school today. They need a twelfth member for their dark Circle. Which means they’re going to be coming for every one of you.”
  


  
    Cassie focused on Sean, Chris, and Doug, and then, finally, Faye. “They’re going to corner you, try to manipulate your weaknesses.”
  


  
    The waitress arrived with their order just as Cassie’s last words trickled into the air. She set down plate after greasy plate and over-full cups, leaving no portion of the tabletop uncovered. It gave the group a much-needed moment to process what Cassie had just told them.
  


  
    Once the waitress stepped away, Diana spoke. “We have to stand strong,” she said. “We have to be a united front.”
  


  
    “I think it’s a given,” Deborah said, reaching for the pickle off Melanie’s plate. “Who here wants to side with the demons?” She waited dramatically for a hand to go up. When none did, she said, “I rest my case.”
  


  
    “You’re missing the point,” Adam said. “You may not want that now, but these spirits were in our bodies. They know every one of our weaknesses, our every dream and desire. They’re experts at manipulation.”
  


  
    Sean shoved a french fry into his mouth. “Being able to perform dark magic would be pretty cool.”
  


  
    Nick smacked him on the shoulder, causing him to choke.
  


  
    “I was kidding,” Sean said, coughing. “Jeez.”
  


  
    “Not funny,” Laurel said. “Everyone has to promise to have no contact with any of the ancestors. We can’t give them the chance to tempt us.”
  


  
    “Why are you looking at me?” Faye asked.
  


  
    It had been obvious that Laurel directed her statement at Faye, but she denied it.
  


  
    “I said everyone,” Laurel insisted.
  


  
    “At this point,” Melanie said, tapping the top of Laurel’s hand with her own, “I think it’s safe to say we’re all committed to avoiding the ancestors. We’ll just have to watch each other’s backs to keep it that way, that’s all.”
  


  
    Faye forked at her Caesar salad without looking up. “Fine,” she said. “As long as the puritanical goody two-shoes of our group don’t use that as an excuse to butt into my private life.”
  


  
    Laurel opened her mouth to defend herself, but no sound came out.
  


  
    “Agreed,” Diana said. “We’ll watch each other while respecting one another’s privacy.” She passed a stern look over the group until they all showed their assent.
  


  
    “Sounds like a good plan to me,” Cassie said. But she was more worried than she let on. Faye’s face had changed at the mention of dark magic. It was no secret that she’d always been jealous of Cassie’s powers.
  


  
    After they finished eating, and the group dispersed to make it to their next classes, Cassie took Adam and Diana aside.
  


  
    “I think the three of us should go tonight to steal the book back from Scarlett,” she whispered. “Just the three of us. I’m worried about exposing the others to the ancestors.”
  


  
    Adam nodded, and a look of trepidation crossed Diana’s face. “How will we do it?” she asked.
  


  
    “By any means necessary,” Cassie said.
  


  



  Chapter 17


  



  It was a well-known New Salem fact that the old warehouse where Scarlett was staying had one window in the back that was large enough to crawl through. For years it had served as the entrance to secret rendezvous and underage keg parties. Tonight it would be Cassie, Adam, and Diana’s way to the book.


  
    Adam ran ahead of Cassie and Diana to make sure the window was still penetrable and unguarded. Cassie watched him fiddle with the half-rotten wooden board and slide it out of place. The gaping hole in the building’s facade reminded her of a missing tooth.
  


  
    “You’re as good as in,” Adam said. “Just wait for the diversion to make your move.”
  


  
    Adam and Diana left her there to sneak around to the front of the warehouse. Cassie wasn’t supposed to climb into the window until her cue, but she couldn’t help herself. She desperately wanted the few extra minutes to look around.
  


  
    She silently lifted herself inside and eyed the surrounding space, mentally calling to the book, alerting it that she had arrived—that she’d come to take it back home. She knew the book would answer her call.
  


  
    It only took a few seconds for Cassie to hear the voices coming from the warehouse’s makeshift dining room. She recognized Scarlett’s high shrill and Alice’s oppressive monotone, as well as an ambient collage of tapping forks upon plates, and water glasses shifting.
  


  
    Cassie inched toward their sounds and ducked behind some old metal containers to watch them for a few seconds. She was surprised by the portrait that spread before her eyes. Scarlett and all the ancestors were gathered around a circular table that was covered with fine foods: roasted chicken, baked potatoes, salad greens, and vegetables. They were enjoying a meal together, smiling, laughing, debating. They looked like a family, a happy family.
  


  
    Charlotte sliced a loaf of corn bread into thick squares while Samuel doled out crisp-looking cobs of yellow corn.
  


  
    “Those hunters you killed,” Alice said, “were of the same bloodline as the ones who had me hanged at Salem. Just as your bloodline is the same as ours, Scarlett.” She raised her glass. “True justice.”
  


  
    “That’s what family’s for,” Scarlett said, clinking her glass to Alice’s.
  


  
    They all seemed so at ease with each other. Witnessing their interaction made Cassie wonder if this was what Scarlett had been longing for all along—the connection of a family. The thought made Cassie’s own heart begin to beat more heavily.
  


  
    “It’s a shame about Cassie,” Beatrix said to Alice. “She’s a stubborn girl; I don’t think there’s any convincing her.”
  


  
    “But we still need a twelfth,” Absolom said. “By the full moon. Otherwise we’ll have to wait another whole month to perform the spell.”
  


  
    What spell? Cassie wondered.
  


  
    Alice glumly set down her water glass. “I really wanted it to be Cassie,” she said.
  


  
    Cassie felt a lump form in her throat, and she was overcome with a grief she couldn’t identify. From the Blak family album, she’d learned that Alice began her life trying to be good. It wasn’t until she turned fifteen that she came into her full power and was overcome by her own dark magic. Then the curse Timothy spoke of got the best of her—it drove her to do awful things to the non-witches of Salem. A year later she was hanged.
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t help but see a little of herself in her young aunt; they were both the same age when they discovered their magic. And she sensed Alice also saw something of herself in Cassie.
  


  
    “I just wouldn’t be able to stand it,” Scarlett said, “if we have to wait another whole month to perform the spell.”
  


  
    Cassie primed her ears to take in more. She needed to learn about this spell they were planning—but just then Adam and Diana’s commotion from outside became audible.
  


  
    “Ssh,” Thomas said. “What was that?”
  


  
    All the ancestors halted their talk and listened. Scarlett dashed for the front of the warehouse, and Alice followed just behind.
  


  
    Scarlett slid the rusty door open. The ancestors gathered around it to an unexpected spectacle. Diana and Adam had conjured a brilliant sphere of light, like a planet or spinning disco ball in the sky. They recited a chant:

    Dark spirits, look at this light, look not away, give no fight.

  


  
    The ancestors were dazed, caught off guard. Their eyes widened to the hypnotic shimmering orb before them. They were mesmerized by it.
  


  
    Cassie knew this was her cue to snatch the book. She raised her arms and whispered her call: “Liber, libri exaudi me venire ad me.”
  


  
    From across the warehouse she heard movement, and then a sound like a latch coming undone. She repeated her call again and waited with open hands.
  


  
    The book showed itself to her. Freed from its hiding place, it hovered above an open metal chest.
  


  
    “Venire ad me,” Cassie said, and the book swiftly flew to her hands.
  


  
    Cassie could see that Alice and Beatrix and a few of the stronger ancestors were beginning to resist Adam and Diana’s conjuring. It couldn’t be long before they harnessed enough energy to break their spell.
  


  
    With the book safely in hand, Cassie ran back to the window. She’d almost made it through when Absolom dropped in front of her, like a bat from the ceiling. He was wearing his black clothes and priest’s collar, and his face was twisted in a cruel sneer. He readied himself to cast a spell, and Cassie froze with terror.
  


  
    “Give me the book,” he said.
  


  
    Then he turned and pointed at Adam and Diana, bursting their ball of light into thick black smoke.
  


  
    Alice shook herself awake. Alert now to her surroundings, she locked eyes with Cassie and saw the book in her grasp.
  


  
    She and Absolom simultaneously hurled a spell at Cassie, or at the book—it was difficult to tell which—because the book immediately heated in Cassie’s arms. But it wasn’t burning her. It was reacting. And whatever spells they had cast had no other effect.
  


  
    The book suctioned itself to Cassie’s chest. She clasped it close and sensed its attachment, its energy. The book, she felt, was empowering her like a battery.
  


  
    Absolom’s brow wrinkled with confusion. He tipped his head at an angle, unable to comprehend how his power was being deflected.
  


  
    Alice and the other ancestors stood in similar disbelief.
  


  
    “Run!” Cassie screamed out to Adam and Diana, suddenly understanding that the book wanted to be with her—that she would be able to safely escape with it in her arms, but they might be held captive.
  


  
    Adam and Diana did as Cassie said. But the ancestors weren’t concerned with them or their escape. They moved in on Cassie with blackened eyes. Samuel had his hands raised and stared, expressionless, at her. Charlotte and Thomas whispered evil chants beneath their breath. But nothing could touch her. The book acted as Cassie’s shield.
  


  
    “Just let her go,” Scarlett called out to them. “She can have the dumb book. It doesn’t matter anymore. We’ve got what we need.”
  


  
    The ancestors ignored Scarlett. Absolom attempted the same spell Cassie had used to bring the book to her arms, but coming from him they were just empty words.
  


  
    The book wasn’t leaving Cassie.
  


  
    Beatrix screamed at the others, “Don’t let her get away!”
  


  
    But Cassie was quick to turn around and jump through the window, then sprint toward the road. A few paces ahead of her in the shadowy distance, she could see Adam and Diana running safely through the dark night toward home.
  


  
    

  


  
    Back on Crowhaven Road, Cassie, Adam, and Diana finally stopped running. “We’re alright,” Cassie said, trying to calm herself as much as them. “We’re safe.”
  


  
    “Thanks to the book,” Adam said, trying to catch his breath. “Otherwise we would have been finished.”
  


  
    Diana kneeled over with her hands on her knees, gasping for air. “But you did it, Cassie, you got it back!”
  


  
    Cassie stuffed the still-warm book beneath her shirt, securing it under the belt around her waist. She wanted to feel victorious, but Scarlett’s voice still echoed in her ears. The ancestors had already gotten what they needed from the book: whatever spell Absolom had mentioned during their dinner.
  


  
    “But they’re planning something,” Cassie said. “By the next full moon. With or without the book.”
  


  
    Adam put his arm around Cassie, and she didn’t resist him. “You should be proud of yourself,” he said, trying to keep her morale up as best he could. “For today at least, we won.”
  


  
    Still, as the three of them continued the walk home, a sense of defeat descended upon them. Adam became lost in thought, kicking up pebbles with each step. Diana hopelessly watched the tranquil night sky. For Cassie, running away from a battle never felt good. Even if it was her only option, and even if she’d gotten what she wanted—it still didn’t feel dignified.
  


  
    Cowardly. That was how Alice or Beatrix would have described her retreat. Shameful.
  


  
    Diana came to a stop when they reached the turnoff that led to Max’s house. “I’m heading this way,” she said.
  


  
    Cassie offered her a grin. At least Diana had Max back in her life, her one and only soul mate. That was one joyful thing Cassie could focus on.
  


  
    “You’ve earned it,” Cassie said. “We’ll regroup tomorrow and figure out our next move.”
  


  
    Diana trudged off alone, quickening her pace a bit, Cassie noticed, but still watching the sky.
  


  
    Adam took Cassie’s hand and walked her the rest of the way to her house. When they climbed up the porch steps, Cassie invited him in, even though she didn’t need to. Neither of them had to say aloud that they, too, didn’t want to be alone.
  


  
    Cassie led Adam right up to her room, closed the door, and lay down on her bed.
  


  
    “I’ve never seen Diana so head over heels for a boy before,” Adam said.
  


  
    Cassie smirked. “Not even you?”
  


  
    “Not even me.” He laughed, pulling Cassie in for a kiss.
  


  
    For some reason the silver cord flashed through Cassie’s mind—not the cord between her and Adam but the one between Adam and Scarlett. The fear it instilled in Cassie had been overshadowed lately by all the other more immediate threats she faced, but it never ceased to exist somewhere in the background.
  


  
    Adam was still kissing her, and Cassie was kissing him back, but her mind drifted to Nick, and the incessant questions began rolling in: How can you ever know for sure that you’ve found your one true love? Is there even such a thing, silver cords aside? Can you have more than one soul mate?
  


  
    Adam pulled back a moment. “You okay?” he asked.
  


  
    Cassie took his face into her hands.
  


  
    For tonight, she had to push all the questions and anxiety out of her mind. There weren’t always going to be clear answers. She had to accept that.
  


  
    Gently, she drew Adam’s face toward her own.
  


  
    Sometimes bodies could communicate in a way language couldn’t. Adam’s mouth on Cassie’s said all there was to say.
  


  



  Chapter 18


  



  Cassie climbed into Adam’s car the next morning wishing he would drive them anywhere but school. She’d woken up exhausted, like she could sleep away the whole day and still be tired.


  
    Adam reached affectionately for her hand. “I know,” he said. “I’m kind of dreading this day too. There’ll probably be a retaliation coming our way.”
  


  
    Cassie barely had the energy to respond. But that was exactly what she’d been thinking. The book was safely hidden in her house, where no demons could cross onto the property, but she and her friends were fair game—especially at school. And after being showed up yesterday, Cassie was sure the ancestors were primed to flaunt their power.
  


  
    Adam let Cassie zone out for a few minutes and focused on the road, but when they were nearing the Cup, he slowed the car. “You want to stop for a quick coffee?”
  


  
    “I already had some this morning,” Cassie said.
  


  
    “It looks like you could use another,” Adam replied, and then he immediately backpedaled. “I meant that in the nicest way possible.” He smiled weakly.
  


  
    Cassie sighed and gazed out the window. “Okay,” she said. “I guess it couldn’t hurt.”
  


  
    Then she saw something that snapped her right awake. “Wait,” she said. “Is that Faye? With Beatrix?”
  


  
    Adam squinted his eyes until he spotted them. “We have to follow her,” he said, jerking the steering wheel sharply to the right.
  


  
    He parked the car, and they made their way to the coffee shop’s alternate entrance, a side door from which they watched Faye and Beatrix get their drinks and search for a place to sit.
  


  
    Cassie strained to hear their conversation, but the shop was loud and bustling with the morning rush. Faye and Beatrix found an empty table near the front, too far away for Adam and Cassie to make out anything they were discussing. Slowly she and Adam inched nearer, but it was no use.
  


  
    Adam thought for a moment. “I have an idea,” he said. “An eavesdropping spell.”
  


  
    Cassie hated the idea of doing even the simplest spell in public, but she agreed.
  


  
    

  


  
    
      Adam grasped her hand, closed his eyes, and whispered a chant:
    


    


    
      Echo and hum, racket and din,
    


    
      Clamor and clatter, outside and in
    


    
      Hush to silence, heed our call
    


    
      To tacit peace and quiet do fall
    

  


  
    Adam opened his eyes to recite the final line: “Voices we seek, rise above all.”
  


  
    The sensation was similar to the moment just before passing out, or diving under water. Every sound blended into a quiet mumbling hum. Then two distinct voices emerged crystal clear.
  


  
    Faye asked, “You want me?”
  


  
    It was just as Cassie had suspected. Beatrix was tempting Faye to join the dark Circle, and Faye was taking the bait.
  


  
    “Of course.” Beatrix’s skin shimmered, pale and smooth and new. Her voice was equally smooth but aged with experience.
  


  
    She focused her flat, level eyes on Faye. “We have a very specific mission for you. We need you to steal the Book of Shadows from Cassandra. Now that Scarlett was stupid enough to let it slip away.”
  


  
    Faye made no immediate response, but she seemed to be mulling this challenge over.
  


  
    Beatrix continued talking in a low, steady tone. “If only she weren’t so pathetic,” she said. “You understand what I mean, don’t you, Faye? Haven’t you always felt deep down that you’re smarter than everyone else around you? You’ll never reach your full potential in that Circle. They’re all cowards but you.”
  


  
    Beatrix was the ancestor who had possessed Faye’s body, which meant she was aware of the best way to win Faye to her side. She knew what Faye was unhappy about, and every pet peeve she had with the Circle.
  


  
    Faye was looking down, faintly nodding.
  


  
    “Haven’t you always felt different, like the black sheep of your own Circle?” Beatrix asked.
  


  
    Faye’s nodding grew less restrained. She met Beatrix’s gaze head on, barely able to resist her fixed stare.
  


  
    “That’s exactly how I’ve felt all my life,” Faye said.
  


  
    “She’s weakening by the second,” Adam whispered.
  


  
    “It’s because you are different,” Beatrix said. “You’re much smarter than Scarlett and Cassie.”
  


  
    “So is this a test?” Faye asked. Her voice came out with a tremble. “If I get the book, will I be chosen as your twelfth member?”
  


  
    Beatrix grinned, and not a single wrinkle appeared around her mouth or eyes. “You’ve already been chosen. It’s up to you now to choose us, and prove your loyalty.”
  


  
    “And then I’ll have black magic,” Faye said.
  


  
    “I can’t stand to watch this anymore.” Adam stood up. “We have to stop her.”
  


  
    Before Cassie could say otherwise, Adam barged in on Faye and Beatrix’s conversation, interrupting them mid-sentence.
  


  
    “Faye, what a surprise to see you,” he said, much too loudly.
  


  
    Faye sat back with a jolt, and Beatrix’s expression soured.
  


  
    “Good thing I ran into you or else you’d be late for school.” Adam took Faye by the arm and tried to pull her from her seat. “Come on.”
  


  
    Beatrix stood up briskly, her chair falling back behind her. She took hold of Faye’s other arm.
  


  
    Cassie remained still and straight. “Both of you, let go of her,” she said.
  


  
    Faye was standing up now between Adam and Beatrix, each of them reluctant to release their grip.
  


  
    Faye eyed Cassie and then wrenched both her wrists free. “I should be going,” she said to Beatrix. “I don’t want to be late for homeroom.”
  


  
    “We can pick up right where we left off,” Beatrix said, completely ignoring Adam’s and Cassie’s presence. “You know where to find me.”
  


  
    Faye turned on her heel, leaving all three of them standing there, and pushed her way to the door. Cassie and Adam followed after her.
  


  
    “Hey!” Adam yelled. “We need to talk about what just happened. You have to be stronger than that, Faye. Beatrix had you eating out of her hand.”
  


  
    Faye got to her car and, ignoring Adam, fished through her bag for her keys.
  


  
    “Faye, we saw you.” Adam was still yelling, despite Faye’s indifference. “We heard you.”
  


  
    Faye climbed into the front seat of her car and slammed the door closed. She gunned her engine and screeched out of the parking lot.
  


  
    Adam pursed his lips and looked at Cassie. “She’s impossible.”
  


  
    “Maybe we shouldn’t jump to conclusions,” Cassie said halfheartedly, trying to calm Adam down.
  


  
    “Are you kidding me? If we hadn’t stopped that conversation, how do you think it would have ended up? She would have followed Beatrix’s carrot wherever she dangled it, straight to hell.”
  


  
    Cassie knew Adam was right. “We’ll keep a closer eye on her,” she said. But she knew the real challenge would be keeping Beatrix at bay. And figuring out what key Black John’s book contained to destroying the ancestors once and for all.
  


  



  Chapter 19


  



  As Mrs. Walker paced the front of the classroom, giving a lecture on the bubonic plague, Cassie thought about her family. Concentrating became difficult when the brutal historical facts she learned in school could be taken personally. Her ancestors’ role in spreading the plague was not an association she was proud of, to say the least. But Mrs. Walker persisted through her lecture nonetheless.


  
    “Circulated by rodents and their fleas,” she said, “the bubonic plague, also known as the Black Death, killed an estimated twenty-five million people.”
  


  
    She fiddled with a marker as she walked in figure eights at the front of the room. “Once bitten,” she said, “symptoms would appear rapidly. Seizures. Delirium. A blackening of the fingers and lips. Vomiting blood and, in some cases, bleeding from the ears.”
  


  
    Cassie cringed. It was a gruesome picture, worsened by the knowledge that the Black Death was actually the Blak Death. The scientific-minded argued that the plague was spreading through rats, Timothy had told her. That was true—but the rats had been bespelled by your ancestors.
  


  
    “It was the worst human disaster in history,” Mrs. Walker continued. “Society became increasingly violent as more and more people died. Crime was rampant; there was revolt, and persecution.”
  


  
    But what started it all? Cassie had asked Timothy. What did the Blaks want?
  


  
    Timothy’s answer had been vague. Very early on, the man who began your family’s Book of Shadows was determined to attain eternal life. He sold his soul, but it backfired. When he died, his bloodline was cursed. And so was his book.
  


  
    Mrs. Walker halted her pacing for a moment. “Some people blamed supernatural causes for all the denigration. They’d carve crosses on the front doors of their houses to ward off evil spirits. But we know better today.”
  


  
    Cassie shifted uncomfortably in her chair. She tried to fit the differently shaped pieces of this story together.
  


  
    “I have a question,” she called out as her hand shot up. “How did it all start?”
  


  
    Mrs. Walker wrinkled her brow at the interruption. “The rats,” she said. “Haven’t you been listening?”
  


  
    “But who, and where?” Cassie stuttered. “The origin. Who was the first?”
  


  
    Mrs. Walker tossed the marker she’d been holding onto her desk. “The first recorded epidemic was as far back as the sixth century, the Byzantine Empire. At the time they called it the Plague of Justinian after the emperor, Justin the first, commonly known as Justinian the Great. The records show he’d been infected, but miraculously survived. His wife succumbed and most of his children, but he lived on for some time, perfectly healthy.”
  


  
    “So he started it?” Cassie said.
  


  
    Mrs. Walker scowled. “Cassandra, what’s gotten into you? You know better. A pandemic can’t be blamed on one man.” She chuckled condescendingly. “The Plague of Justinian was simply the first outbreak of a disease that would return for generations, in waves. It was most likely brought to the city of Constantinople by infected rodents on grain boats arriving from Egypt. That was the original source of the contagion—not a person.”
  


  
    Cassie tapped her pencil on the surface of her notebook.
  


  
    Was Justinian the Great the man responsible not only for the Black Death but for her bloodline being cursed?
  


  
    Was her father’s Book of Shadows the book Justinian started?
  


  
    Was his desire for eternal life still driving him, even now?
  


  
    A few of the pieces clicked into place in Cassie’s mind. But the rest would require an expert.
  


  
    Cassie tuned back in to the lesson just in time for its conclusion. “It was an age of unprecedented regression,” Mrs. Walker pronounced. “A halt on progress that we’re not likely to ever see again.”
  


  
    Wishful thinking, Cassie thought. If Faye crossed over and Cassie’s assumptions about the ancestors were correct, they would become impervious to destruction. There would be no telling how dark the days ahead would be—forever.
  


  
    The bell rang, startling Cassie from that final reflection. She dashed for the door, feeling like she was literally racing against time. She had to find Adam and Diana, and they needed to leave immediately, for a quick road trip—to see Timothy Dent. He might be their last hope.
  


  
    

  


  
    Adam, Diana, and Max all grew quiet at the sight of the library’s crumbly gray mortar. “We’re going inside there?” Adam asked, shifting gears into park.
  


  
    “That building looks like it’s about to tip over,” Max said.
  


  
    Cassie got out of the car, and the others reluctantly followed behind her.
  


  
    “Are you sure this place isn’t abandoned?” Diana asked, struggling over the uneven ground in her thin ballet flats. She held Max’s hand for support. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s here.”
  


  
    “He’s here,” Cassie said. She pushed open the creaky door, revealing the dimly lit foyer and tall wooden bookcases she remembered from her last visit.
  


  
    Timothy was standing behind the same tall countertop, but unlike the previous time, his head shot up immediately.
  


  
    Cassie could tell he’d been expecting her.
  


  
    “Mr. Dent,” she said from across the long hall of stone-gray squares.
  


  
    “Who is this stranger?” he asked defensively.
  


  
    “Two members of my Circle,” Cassie said. “Adam Conant and Diana Meade.”
  


  
    “No. Him!” Timothy shouted, cutting Cassie off. He was pointing his long, wrinkled finger at Max.
  


  
    Max held his breath. He backed away toward the door they’d entered through. Cassie understood that Timothy must somehow sense that Max was a witch-hunter.
  


  
    She reached out and grabbed Max’s wrist to keep him from going back to the car.
  


  
    “He’s one of us,” she said to Timothy. “He’s a former hunter, but he’s proven his loyalty to our Circle. Without him, it wouldn’t have been possible to get my friends back from the demons.”
  


  
    Timothy eyed Max for a few seconds, then the three of them as a group. “Well, I’m glad to know the exorcism spell worked,” he said, letting his guard down for the first time since they’d arrived. “For what reason are you here?”
  


  
    Cassie stepped forward, and the others followed. Timothy was wearing the same black short-sleeved dress shirt Cassie had last seen him in. Again, it was streaked with dust. Does he ever wash his clothes? she wondered.
  


  
    “We need your help,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Timothy scoffed. “I figured that much.”
  


  
    “I was able to perform the exorcism,” Cassie replied. “But the ancestor spirits returned to their corporeal form. Now they’re free in New Salem and trying to secure a twelfth member to bind their Circle.”
  


  
    Timothy’s gray eyes went still, but they revealed no surprise. He turned toward his office.
  


  
    Cassie assumed they were expected to follow him. The four of them entered the double glass doors in a straight line and found places to sit down.
  


  
    Timothy scrambled through a number of cabinets and file drawers, stacking a few books and folders upon his desk before falling into his brown leather chair.
  


  
    “As I feared, Absolom must have altered the exorcism,” he said. “He recrafted it to a resurrection.”
  


  
    “So we did exactly what he wanted us to do,” Adam said.
  


  
    Timothy gave a nod to Cassie. “She did, yes.”
  


  
    “I did what you told me to!” Cassie shot back.
  


  
    Timothy squinted his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Please, no shouting. Your voice goes right through me.”
  


  
    “Why didn’t you tell me about Justinian the Great?” Cassie said.
  


  
    Timothy’s eyes opened wide. His mouth fanned to a crooked, toothy smile. “You’ve been doing your homework. Good for you.”
  


  
    “He was the man who began my family’s Book of Shadows,” Cassie said. “The one you told me was determined to attain eternal life.”
  


  
    “Yes, I told you he sold his soul,” Timothy said. “I told you when he died, his bloodline and his book were cursed.”
  


  
    “You didn’t tell me his name,” Cassie said. “Why?”
  


  
    “His name doesn’t matter.”
  


  
    “Why wouldn’t it matter?” Cassie persisted.
  


  
    Timothy’s face reddened.
  


  
    “You can’t only tell me half the story,” Cassie said. “You’re either willing to help us or you’re not. If your hatred for my father is what’s preventing you from—”
  


  
    “His name changed!” Timothy shouted.
  


  
    Cassie was startled by his anger. They all were.
  


  
    Timothy pointed to a portrait on the wall behind his desk. “Justinian the first,” he said. “He’s the source. Are you happy?”
  


  
    Cassie gazed at the crowned man, decorated in the riches of an emperor. A circle enclosed his head like a saint’s halo.
  


  
    “He was determined to attain eternal life,” Timothy said. “But he still died. And when he managed to rise from the dead, he died again. And the final time he resurrected himself, you and your Circle killed him.”
  


  
    Cassie’s heart went still. “Do you mean—”
  


  
    Timothy brushed down his few white hairs that flared up during his brief rage. “Your father was the source, Cassie,” he said more calmly. “But all your ancestors have left of him is that book. His drive for eternal life lives on in them. It’s their quest now.”
  


  
    Cassie allowed herself a few seconds to think, to adjust. She could see the shock of her own face reflected on the faces of her friends. “Does my mother know?” she asked.
  


  
    Timothy shook his head. “Not even your grandmother knew. It’s taken me my whole life to figure it out.”
  


  
    “It makes sense,” Cassie said. “The way the book clings to me.”
  


  
    “Mr. Dent,” Diana said, “Cassie overheard the ancestors talking about a spell.” But before she could say anything more, Timothy cut her off.
  


  
    “It’s an eternal-life spell. That’s what the ancestors have come back for. But lucky for you they need a bound Circle, and it has to be done beneath a full moon.”
  


  
    “Yeah, lucky,” Max said sarcastically.
  


  
    Cassie took one last look at the awful painting of Justinian I. “So what do we do now?” she asked. “Can they be stopped?”
  


  
    “I’m not sure,” Timothy said. “I was on the trail of figuring out this spell when I was stripped of my powers sixteen years ago.”
  


  
    He leaned in uncomfortably close to Cassie. “When your father stripped me of my powers sixteen years ago.”
  


  
    His breath smelled of fried onions.
  


  
    “If you can manage to burn Black John’s book using this spell,” he continued, mercifully backing away, “it will destroy the book’s dark magic and the demons that came out of it. Including the demon that originated in Justinian the Great.”
  


  
    Timothy unrolled a parchment scroll upon his desk and weighted it down to keep it from flapping closed. It contained the tiny, carefully handwritten text of his spell.
  


  
    “The ancestor spirits are bonded to the book just like you are, Cassie,” Timothy said. “But for them, it’s their life force.”
  


  
    Cassie scrutinized the scroll’s painstaking text.
  


  
    Adam grabbed a magnifying glass from Timothy’s desk and honed in on a few specifics. “If the Circle uses this spell to burn the book before the eternal-life spell happens,” Adam asked, “we’ll be free from these demons forever?”
  


  
    Timothy closed one eye and nodded. “If you do it right, all the dark magic that grew out of the book will be eliminated.”
  


  
    He waddled back around his desk, mumbling. “I was robbed of my power just before I had the chance to perform this spell, and no one else would try it. They were too wary of the consequences. And not a single one of them would lend me their power, either. Not a single witch in all of New Salem.”
  


  
    “I get the sense you’re still not telling us the whole story,” Diana said. “Why wouldn’t anyone try the spell? What consequences were they afraid of?”
  


  
    Timothy’s eyes flared at Diana’s forwardness.
  


  
    Cassie shot her a look to be quiet. The last thing they needed was for Timothy to kick them out now.
  


  
    “All magic has consequences,” he said curtly. “It’s the simple law of cause and effect.”
  


  
    “Of course,” Adam said. “We understand that.” He picked up the parchment scroll and began rolling it back into its container. “This is exactly what we need.”
  


  
    “You need more than just that, young man.” Timothy pulled a set of dull metal keys from his desk drawer and shuffled over to an iron cabinet within the wall that resembled a bank vault. He unlocked it, opened the enormous door, and disappeared for a moment inside.
  


  
    He reappeared carrying a large wooden box. “You must burn Black John’s book,” he said. “But you need a complete Circle to do it. You will also need everything in here.”
  


  
    He handed the box to Max. “It’s heavier than it looks,” he said. “But you have big muscles.”
  


  
    Max half-smiled, unsure what to do with the box for a moment, before deciding to set it down on his chair.
  


  
    It was sealed tightly shut with tarnished brass latch closures, but it didn’t appear to be locked.
  


  
    “Go on, open it,” Timothy said.
  


  
    Max lifted the top off the box and began digging through it. It was filled with neatly folded ceremonial robes, crystals, incense, and candles.
  


  
    As Cassie, Diana, and Adam examined its contents, Timothy disappeared into the vault again. He returned carrying a similar, smaller wooden box that he handed to Cassie.
  


  
    Cassie set the box down upon Timothy’s desk and reached for both latches.
  


  
    “No, not now,” Timothy said urgently. “Don’t open this one until you have no other choice. It’s the only way.”
  


  
    Cassie looked at Adam, then Diana and Max. “But what’s inside?” she asked Timothy.
  


  
    “I hope you can do what I failed to years ago,” Timothy said. He either didn’t hear her question or simply chose to ignore it.
  


  
    Cassie had a bad feeling about this.
  


  



  Chapter 20


  



  Cassie stood surrounded by the faces of her friends as Coach Kaelin’s whistle echoed from the football field. It was the next day at school, and the Circle was having a meeting under the bleachers. Max was among them. He and Diana sat side by side on the ground, fiddling with each other’s fingers, unable to suppress smiles in spite of the dire circumstances. If only the Circle could induct Max as their twelfth member, Cassie thought. A hunter initiation, imagine that.


  
    Adam looked up at Cassie, waiting for her to break the news of what they’d learned from Timothy to the rest of the group. He’d barely taken his eyes off her since they’d left Concord, understanding without her having to tell him that this new revelation about her father’s history was weighing on her. Would she never truly be rid of him? But as Timothy said, it was the ancestors who were the Circle’s problem—they were the ones on the brink of attaining immortality, closer than Cassie’s father had ever gotten, in all his wretched lifetimes.
  


  
    Nick had on a dark pair of sunglasses so Cassie couldn’t see his eyes, but she could feel that he was looking at her. She pretended not to notice. Truth be told, she’d been avoiding him as she and Adam were becoming more and more inseparable. It wasn’t the most mature way of dealing with her conflicted feelings, but for now it was the best she could do.
  


  
    “We’ve learned that the ancestors are after more than just revenge,” Cassie said to the group.
  


  
    “Who’s ‘we’?” Faye called out.
  


  
    “A few of us went to see a man my mother told me about,” Cassie replied. “He’s devoted his life to studying my family. And he told us that the ancestors’ plan is to perform an eternal-life spell. That’s why they need a twelfth member.”
  


  
    She passed her eyes over each of them. Cassie had all the faith in the world in her Circle, but these dark ancestors had a lot to offer. Limitless power. Everlasting life. And after losing so many loved ones to the hunters recently, she wouldn’t blame anyone for being tempted.
  


  
    “But if we secure a twelfth member before they do,” Cassie said, “and perform a spell to burn my father’s book, the ancestors will be destroyed forever.”
  


  
    “No sweat,” Doug said mockingly.
  


  
    Nick turned away for a moment and slid his sunglasses down. “Do you hear that?”
  


  
    Cassie listened. There was a whistling coming from the trees. “The wind?” she asked. And then her ears popped as if free-falling on a roller coaster.
  


  
    The whole Circle flinched, jerking their necks back. It was a shared sensation, whatever was happening.
  


  
    Cassie’s vision hazed; the surrounding world went fuzzy.
  


  
    “I can’t see,” Sean said. “What’s going on?”
  


  
    An image appeared before Cassie’s eyes, as if in a dream. It was a room, an elaborate ballroom, with marble pillars and a gilded gold ceiling. It was crowded with people dressed in fancy clothes, dancing and laughing, drinking champagne from long-stemmed glass flutes. Cassie was overcome with a sense of well-being, by the gentle energy of their rich joviality—until the shock of a shattering glass broke the scene. Everyone began to scream. The lights flickered, and the edges of the image darkened, like an aging photograph. No, Cassie realized—like a photograph burning slowly over a flame. The ornate ballroom, the revelatory guests, the once strong pillars, crumpled and blackened until they disappeared to ash.
  


  
    Then came a voice. Absolom’s booming tongue. “Tonight,” he said, “New Salem burns.”
  


  
    Cassie snapped awake. Her ears popped a second time, and her vision cleared.
  


  
    Nick came into view, looking around with his sunglasses suspended in his fingers. Adam and Diana blinked, adjusting their eyes.
  


  
    “I guess this means we’re going to the benefit tonight,” Faye said.
  


  
    “Is that what that place was?” Doug asked.
  


  
    Melanie nodded. “The New Salem Historical Society benefit. The ancestors are going to burn it to the ground.”
  


  
    So this was the great revenge the ancestors had been building up to. Cassie realized it made perfect sense. The benefit was the ideal place to take vengeance on New Salem. Everyone who was anyone would be there.
  


  
    “Why would they give us this warning?” Chris asked.
  


  
    “Because they don’t want us to miss it,” Deborah said.
  


  
    Nick finally put his sunglasses back on. “We have to try to stop them.”
  


  
    “How?” Melanie said, almost to herself. “They’re so much more powerful than us. The only way we can stop them is to destroy them.”
  


  
    “Melanie’s right,” Diana said. “All the more reason we need to complete our Circle. Our only hope is to get Scarlett to cross over.”
  


  
    “Like that’ll ever happen,” Faye murmured. “Stopping the ancestors from destroying the benefit is one thing. Getting Scarlett to come to our side is another.”
  


  
    Cassie thought back to Scarlett’s initiation. After the hunters killed Suzan and Scarlett inherited her place in the Circle, it had felt like the worst thing in the world. If only Cassie had known then just how incorrect that premonition was. Things had since gotten much worse.
  


  
    “How could we possibly win Scarlett over?” Laurel’s voice cracked with frustration. “What do we have to tempt her with? Nothing that competes with being all-powerful and having eternal life.”
  


  
    Cassie studied Adam’s face. He was looking down, seemingly lost in his own thoughts, totally unprepared for what Cassie was about to bring to the table.
  


  
    “We have Adam,” Cassie said, and his head shot up.
  


  
    “Scarlett wants Adam,” she said declaratively. “He’s our best shot to win her over.”
  


  
    Adam stuttered, unable to find the right words. He shook his head. “No.” Slowly, painfully, he said, “That can’t be our only option.”
  


  
    A cold determination flooded Cassie’s veins. “There’s no escaping this,” she said.
  


  
    Diana placed a comforting hand on Cassie’s shoulder. “That’s a brave sacrifice to make.”
  


  
    At first Cassie thought Diana meant it was a brave sacrifice for Adam to make, then she realized that Diana was speaking to her.
  


  
    Only after Cassie acknowledged Diana’s compliment did she turn her attention to Adam. “You have to do it,” Diana said to him. “For the Circle.”
  


  
    Adam stared straight down at the ground as if he couldn’t face any of them. “How do I ...” He paused.
  


  
    Faye laughed out loud. “I think you know exactly how, Adam. You already have.”
  


  
    Adam looked sadly at Cassie, and she strained to return his gaze with love. She had to be calm now. She couldn’t lose control.
  


  
    Bleary-eyed and nauseated, she said, “You have to use the benefit to get closer to Scarlett. Convince her you’re in love with her, not me. It’s our only hope of getting her to cross over.”
  


  
    “We’ll all be there with you,” Diana added.
  


  
    “You can’t say no, man,” Nick said.
  


  
    “Alright,” Adam said finally. “I’ll do it for the Circle.”
  


  
    And though it’s what Cassie had insisted upon, something inside her shattered.
  


  
    

  


  
    Sally Waltman was the flyer on New Salem High’s cheerleading squad. Cassie watched from the bleachers as she got tossed, flipped, and thrown about, all while maintaining her bright white smile. Sally is really something, Cassie thought, an overachiever in the best way. And she came from a long line of prominence. Her father was the chairman of the board of the Historical Society—that’s why Cassie had come to watch her practice. It was time to take Sally up on her offer to help the Circle.
  


  
    Sally had spotted Cassie midway through practice, so when the squad broke up, she headed straight in her direction. Her face was flushed and shiny, and she dabbed it softly with a white towel. “What’s up?”
  


  
    “I need a favor,” Cassie said. “But that’s not the worst of it.”
  


  
    Sally flipped her towel back in a roll around her tiny shoulders and took a seat beside Cassie. “Don’t leave anything out.”
  


  
    Cassie described how the ancestors planned to trap everyone inside the Historical Society benefit and then burn the place to the ground.
  


  
    Sally kept her eyes on her teammates making their way across the field to the locker room. “After what they did to the auditorium, I doubt they’re bluffing.”
  


  
    She seemed to be replaying the horror of that event in her mind, frame by frame, the color leaching from her face. “I can’t tell my dad. Not without explaining how I know.”
  


  
    “You shouldn’t,” Cassie said. “The Circle will stop them, but we need to be there. Can you get us in?”
  


  
    “That’s a given; I’ll put you all on the list. But how will you stop them, Cassie? All the people who’ll be at that benefit ... I can’t imagine ...”
  


  
    “We’ll do whatever we can,” Cassie said, careful not to make any false promises. “Armed with defense spells, we’ll counter them one for one, the way Nick and I managed to do at the auditorium.”
  


  
    It almost sounded like a plan. But what Cassie didn’t mention was that in the auditorium she was battling her possessed friends. The ancestors were much stronger and more powerful now that they had their own bodies.
  


  
    Sally brushed back a strand of hair that had fallen in front of her eye, and Cassie noticed her hand tremble.
  


  
    “I won’t let anyone get hurt,” Cassie said. “You have nothing to worry about.”
  


  
    It was the false promise she probably shouldn’t make, but it seemed to calm Sally. She rose and stepped down the bleachers toward the field.
  


  
    “I’ll see you there,” she said.
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie unzipped the garment bag holding her beaded halter-neck evening dress. Diana crossed her bedroom to admire it.
  


  
    “It’s beautiful,” she said. “Is it new?”
  


  
    “Suzan picked it out for me, one day when we were shopping,” Cassie said. “I told her I had no use for an evening dress, but she insisted I buy it. She said it was too perfect to pass up.”
  


  
    Faye looked away, and all the girls got quiet.
  


  
    Suzan had always been the best when it came to prepping for a fancy party, so it was with a little bit of a heavy heart that Cassie and the others continued the tradition in her absence.
  


  
    “I’ve been thinking about her all night,” Deborah said.
  


  
    Laurel marveled at the dress’s intricate beadwork. “We all are,” she said.
  


  
    Now it was Diana’s bedroom instead of Suzan’s serving as the backdrop to their primping. It looked like a movie studio dressing room. There were backlit mirrors propped up on every flat surface, curlers warming on the dresser, perfume in the air.
  


  
    Melanie directed Cassie to sit down on the chair facing the largest mirror. “We’ve got to get your hair done,” she said. “What are you feeling tonight, up or down?”
  


  
    “Do it up,” Laurel shouted from inside Diana’s closet.
  


  
    Cassie agreed. “Up,” she said, and Melanie went to work, massaging lavender-scented oil onto her scalp.
  


  
    Cassie closed her eyes, enjoying the soothing smell of the oil and Melanie’s strong fingers kneading the tension from her temples. For a moment everything felt like normal. What a long-missed luxury it was to listen to her friends debate over something as insignificant as which dress most brought out the color of their eyes, and which shoes made them appear taller but not too much taller.
  


  
    Faye stepped out of the bathroom holding up two nearly identical skimpy black satin dresses. “I can’t decide,” she said to Deborah. “Which one?”
  


  
    Deborah, who was lounging on Diana’s bed already dressed in a white tuxedo with purple trim, somehow noticed a distinction between the dresses. “That one,” she said definitively, pointing to the one on the left.
  


  
    “That’s what I thought, too,” Faye said.
  


  
    Diana asked Cassie to zip up her pearl-colored gown. It cascaded down her legs in a long, flowing train.
  


  
    Cassie caught herself relaxing. She almost felt happy. But then Diana began talking about Max.
  


  
    “This’ll be our first fancy party as a couple,” she said, and that was all it took for the girl talk to veer into the territory of boys.
  


  
    Cassie grew sullen and quiet. She remembered the stomach-curdling fact she’d been striving to force away—that Adam would be spending the night flirting with Scarlett.
  


  
    “Cassie,” Diana said, “come back to us.”
  


  
    Cassie tried to smile.
  


  
    “You have nothing to worry about,” Laurel said. “Whatever happened with Scarlett while Adam was possessed only happened because he was possessed. He was literally someone else.”
  


  
    “You’d have to be possessed to get with that girl,” Deborah added.
  


  
    “Adam couldn’t stray from you even if he wanted to,” Melanie said into the mirror, with a bobby pin between her lips. “That cord works better than a short leash.”
  


  
    Cassie exchanged a nervous glance with Diana that gave all the girls pause.
  


  
    “What was that?” Faye asked, stepping between them. “One of those words made you uncomfortable, either cord or leash, and either way we want to hear the story.”
  


  
    Diana averted her eyes, but Cassie said Faye was right. She turned around on her chair to face them and described the cord that had appeared between Adam and Scarlett.
  


  
    “The first time I saw it was when I was half-unconscious after battling Scarlett at the broken-down cottage on Hawthorne Street,” Cassie said. “And the second time, it caught Adam off guard the night of the spring dance.”
  


  
    “How is that even possible?” Melanie asked.
  


  
    “I don’t understand how,” Cassie said. “I wish it wasn’t real, but it is.”
  


  
    Diana’s lips formed a pout. Even she was at a loss for what to say to make the truth less painful.
  


  
    Melanie was mentally sorting through this new information. “So when Adam was possessed,” she said, “and he and Scarlett were so close ...”
  


  
    “It wasn’t just the possession making him act crazy like we thought,” Laurel said. “He and Scarlett have an actual connection?”
  


  
    Cassie’s heart sank. “I guess it’s possible to have more than one soul mate. At least if you’re Adam.”
  


  
    Melanie and Laurel stared down at the carpet, heartbroken for Cassie.
  


  
    Then Deborah hopped off Diana’s bed. She placed one hand on Faye’s shoulder and the other on Cassie’s.
  


  
    “I don’t know about the rest of you,” she said. “But I will personally take Scarlett out with a debeautifying spell tonight if she tries anything with Adam.”
  


  
    Faye gave Deborah a high five. “Now you’re talking! We’ll make her so ugly that the sight of her will make babies cry.”
  


  
    Cassie let herself laugh. It was going to be a difficult night, but she was glad she had her friends back on her side.
  


  



  Chapter 21


  



  The town hall ballroom, with its marble floors and high ceilings, was the setting for all formal events in New Salem—and the Historical Society benefit was the nicest event of all. Tonight’s party would be crowded with the town’s elite: academics, politicians, and everyone wealthy enough to spring for a table.


  
    Cassie spotted Sally across the dance floor, dressed in a peach cocktail dress with a bow around the waist. She was standing with Max.
  


  
    “They’re already here,” Sally said, pointing to Scarlett and the group of ancestors huddled in the corner.
  


  
    They appeared more sinister than ever in formal wear. Absolom, whose dark hair was slicked back with a shiny gel, murmured something while looking at Cassie, and the group exploded with laughter.
  


  
    “No sign of Adam yet?” Diana asked, extending her hand to Max. He wore a gray suit that was just tight enough to show off his physique.
  


  
    Melanie scanned the crowd. “Nope.”
  


  
    Laurel glanced at the corners of the room and each emergency exit. “There’s nothing out of the ordinary going on,” she said. “Yet.”
  


  
    Faye gave Deborah a nudge. “Let’s go get a drink.”
  


  
    Cassie checked the door at the exact moment Nick stepped inside. He was wearing a black suit and tie, and for once he had traded his leather boots for a pair of shiny oxfords.
  


  
    He headed straight for Cassie. “I hear you came here stag,” he said playfully. “Does that mean I get the first dance?”
  


  
    Melanie raised her eyebrows and politely led Laurel away. Diana was off somewhere with Max.
  


  
    Cassie allowed herself to smile. “If we can stop whatever’s coming tonight, I’ll dance straight through till morning.”
  


  
    “Is that a promise?” Nick said. “Because I’ll hold you to it.”
  


  
    Sean, Chris, and Doug entered the doorway and caught sight of Nick and Cassie immediately. They made their way over, almost unrecognizably clean-cut in tailored suits and their hair combed back.
  


  
    “Any action yet?” Chris asked.
  


  
    Cassie gazed around the enormous room. The black-and-white tiled floor reminded her of dance scenes in old classic movies. It gave way to marble pillars and cloth-covered banquet tables. Since this was a benefit for the Historical Society, the walls and tables were adorned with New Salem history pieces on loan from the museum—statues of prominent figures, old maps in glass frames, photographs of the founding families.
  


  
    The ancestors eyed it all like vultures preparing for a feast. Sally’s father was too busy shaking hands and smiling for cameras to notice. He and his board members had not a clue what was coming. Equally oblivious, the Outsiders drifted around them, enjoying appetizers off silver trays. Lambs to a slaughter, Cassie thought.
  


  
    Cassie noticed Alice and Beatrix had broken off from the others. They whispered to one another, conspiring, in the corner.
  


  
    Alice’s dress was black, long, and straight. It could have been very old, or just designed to look that way. Beatrix’s was similar, but she wore a red shawl over her shoulders.
  


  
    Cassie approached them.
  


  
    “So, you made it,” Alice said in her deep monotone.
  


  
    “I told you they wouldn’t miss it,” Beatrix said.
  


  
    Alice set her heartbreaking eyes on Cassie. “We’re going to seal this place like a tomb,” she said. “Then the fire will rage. Do you know what it feels like to be burned alive, Cassie?”
  


  
    “I do,” Beatrix said. “The skin of your face melts first. Then your neck. Your hands, as if they could protect you from the relentless flames. You’ll be wide awake, more awake than you’ve ever been, and you can smell yourself cooking. Flesh bakes so slowly, Cassie. It seems to take forever.”
  


  
    Cassie cringed. “No one here tonight is burning alive,” she said. “My Circle won’t allow it.”
  


  
    Just then Adam appeared in the doorway, wearing his best blue-gray suit. He offered Cassie a quick apologetic glance as he headed toward Nick, Chris, and Doug, who were sloppily progressing through an hors d’oeuvre plate of sliders.
  


  
    While he ate and laughed with the guys, Adam eyed Scarlett and the ancestors gathered in the back corner. Within a few minutes he casually got himself a drink and meandered toward them.
  


  
    Feeling Alice’s and Beatrix’s eyes on her, Cassie did her best to look distressed by the idea of Adam going over to talk to Scarlett. It wasn’t hard to do as she made out the thin cord drawing them together.
  


  
    Cassie watched Adam closely. His face had relaxed in Scarlett’s presence.
  


  
    “Look at that smile,” Beatrix said, nodding toward Adam. “You can’t fake a smile that bright. It’s obvious he’s smitten.”
  


  
    Adam led Scarlett onto the dance floor. Cassie tried to remind herself that he was playing a part, but his affection seemed so real.
  


  
    Scarlett ran her fingers up and down the length of his suit-jacketed arm. Did he shudder? No, it was more of a quiver.
  


  
    Adam’s flirting had to be convincing. It was the Circle’s only hope of getting Scarlett on their side. But within a few minutes of watching them, everyone else in the room dropped away, and Cassie began to sweat.
  


  
    Scarlett had secured Adam’s rapt attention. She was speaking softly to him, her face up close to his, swaying to the music. And he was leaning in slightly, watching her mouth, those full red lips of hers getting perilously close to his own.
  


  
    But when Scarlett went in for a kiss, Adam quickly backed away. That was where he drew the line. Scarlett had leaned in and kissed the air.
  


  
    Cassie took a breath. Her tunnel vision ceased, the room came back to life, and all the other guests reappeared.
  


  
    Adam, when he was really Adam, couldn’t betray her.
  


  
    “You should seriously reconsider your previous decision to snub us, Cassandra,” Beatrix said. “Look around.”
  


  
    She directed Cassie’s gaze around the room. “All of these innocent people are about to die.”
  


  
    Alice placed her cold, bony hand on Cassie’s shoulder. “Wouldn’t you rather be on our side than theirs?”
  


  
    “No,” Cassie said firmly. She shook herself from Alice’s grip.
  


  
    “Our side is going to win.” Alice’s eyes were smoldering, but Cassie wouldn’t be intimidated.
  


  
    “No!” she screamed out again, not caring who heard her over the jazz band.
  


  
    Alice let out an exasperated breath and turned away. “Forget this,” she said to Beatrix. “Let’s bring this place down.”
  


  
    Wasting no more time, Alice signaled to Absolom, ordering the ancestors into action.
  


  
    Before Cassie could even raise a hand in protest, the centerpiece of the ballroom, a stone statue of New Salem’s first mayor, exploded to a million bits that scattered across the checkered floor like hardened raindrops.
  


  
    People screamed and ducked, covering their heads. Cassie’s friends searched for one another through the pandemonium.
  


  
    Mr. Waltman, Sally’s father, waved his arms. “Just a freak accident,” he called out. “Nobody panic. Is everyone okay?”
  


  
    Then another statue burst, and another. The black-and-white floor rumbled. Plaques slid down the walls. Mr. Waltman covered his balding head and began running, along with the rest of the crowd, toward the exit.
  


  
    “Earthquake!” people yelled.
  


  
    Cassie and her friends had anticipated this. They huddled close to each other and bound their energy.
  


  
    “Power of Earth,” Diana said, leading the defense spell. “We call upon you to protect us, to help us defend this room and the innocent people in it from harm.”
  


  
    A momentary calm swept through the air, enough to trick the terrified Outsiders into believing the worst had passed.
  


  
    But the ancestors countered the Circle’s defense with an even stronger attack, breaking down their protective barrier.
  


  
    All the smashed stone and shattered glass upon the floor whirled into the air like a tornado. It spun through the room, a storm gone wild, destroying everything in its wake.
  


  
    A ruined brass picture frame boomeranged toward the back of Sally’s head. Max dove, knocking her out of harm’s way just in time.
  


  
    The Circle cast another spell. This time Cassie took the lead. “Guardians of the defenseless,” she called. “We entreat you! Combatants of right causes, join us against this malevolent attack. Let the innocent rise up against this evil.”
  


  
    But the ancestors were too powerful. A dark shadow descended upon the room, like night. The Outsiders banged on every exit door to no avail. There was no way out. They were sealed in, just like Alice had said.
  


  
    Smoke clouded the air. Max and Sally tried breaking down one of the doors, using a table as a battering ram, while the Circle’s defense spells continued to falter.
  


  
    Cassie exchanged a look with Adam. He had joined the Circle in their attempts to block the ancestors’ destruction, forgetting his feigned allegiance to Scarlett.
  


  
    “They’re so strong,” he said. “You have to do something, Cassie. You’re the only one.”
  


  
    Deep down Cassie had known it would come to this. Her black magic was their solitary chance. She went inward to her darkest place and stirred around for the right words. A heat flooded her veins just as the ballroom caught fire.
  


  
    Cassie felt her eyes harden like calluses. She raised her arms and stretched her fingers taut.

    


    
      Malignis vis intra me, perdere hoc malum.
    


    
      Purgare eam. Purgare.
    


    
      Haec entia non gerunt nequam auctoritas!
    

  


  
    Cassie’s whole body trembled. The flames crawling up the ballroom walls settled, as if in sudden fear.
  


  
    Absolom shouted out new instructions in a language Cassie couldn’t understand. The ancestors lifted their hands, and the fire roared twice as high as before.
  


  
    It was at that moment that Cassie realized the Circle was going to lose. All along the ancestors had been holding back, merely toying with them—with her.
  


  
    This was their show.
  


  
    Outsiders began collapsing left and right from smoke inhalation. Many fell unconscious. Max and Sally lay on the ground among them. Those who were still awake were hysterical, tumbling over one another. They shrieked and cried for help, banging senselessly on the locked doors. It sounded to Cassie like hell on earth.
  


  
    She wanted to run, but she couldn’t. Yet she couldn’t fight either. She had nothing left. This room would be their shared, ovenlike tomb. Hers and her Circle’s, and the town’s. It was over, at last.
  


  
    Then Absolom clapped his hands three times, and the room fell silent. All movement ceased. Only the ancestors and the Circle remained cognizant.
  


  
    “You’ve already lost,” Alice said. “But we’re willing to make you an offer.”
  


  
    Cassie exchanged a cautious look with Adam.
  


  
    “These people can still go home tonight, safely,” Alice said. “If one of you is willing to cross over right now.”
  


  
    “These Outsiders won’t remember a thing,” Beatrix added. “It’s in your hands.”
  


  
    Cassie turned to her friends. They were exhausted, defeated. All the historical relics had been destroyed, reduced to charcoal and ash.
  


  
    It wasn’t in their hands, Cassie thought. Because suffering would still be the end result, it was only a question of when. Either way, she’d failed to protect New Salem as she’d promised Sally she would—as she’d promised herself she would.
  


  
    “I’ll do it!” Faye shouted out.
  


  
    Cassie felt a writhe of panic in her stomach.
  


  
    “Call off the fire,” Faye said to the ancestors. “And I’m yours.”
  


  
    With a nod from Absolom, Alice waved her hand and the flames died, the smoke dissipated.
  


  
    “Come,” Alice said.
  


  
    Faye stepped across the black-and-white ballroom floor with a confident stride.
  


  
    Alice rested her heartbroken eyes on Cassie while Samuel, Charlotte, and Thomas gathered around Faye, drawing her in, murmuring their approval.
  


  
    “We should do something,” Nick said.
  


  
    Melanie agreed. “We can’t let this happen.”
  


  
    But no one made a move to cut in. There was really nothing to be done. The Circle, and Cassie alone, had expended all of their energy, and it wasn’t nearly enough.
  


  
    “Faye’s only going with them to save all these people,” Deborah whispered. “She’s doing the right thing.”
  


  
    Diana looked to Cassie. “But we can’t just let them have her, right?”
  


  
    Beatrix wrapped her arm around Faye.
  


  
    “You were my first choice all along,” she said, leading her to the door. She opened it with a silent spell. “Let’s go home.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Adam rushed to catch up with Cassie as she made a beeline for the door, trying to get away before anyone could see her cry. It was all just too much. At a certain point a girl had to break.
  


  
    Adam caught her by the wrist. “Can I at least walk you home?” he asked.
  


  
    Cassie agreed, but as they trudged down the road neither of them said much. Cassie watched the ground, feeling silly now in her fancy clothes and makeup in the midst of so much defeat.
  


  
    “It’s going to be okay,” Adam said. “We’ll figure out how to get Faye back.”
  


  
    He put his arm around Cassie’s bare shoulders.
  


  
    “I’m not so sure,” Cassie said. “Defeating the ancestors feels so impossible.”
  


  
    Adam came to a standstill and made Cassie face him. His hands trembled slightly on her arms.
  


  
    “This is not over yet. And you’re not giving up,” he said. “I won’t let you.”
  


  
    It amazed Cassie how Adam never lost his hope, how he never surrendered to defeat or despair. He truly was one of a kind.
  


  
    “And did I mention how beautiful you look tonight?” he added.
  


  
    “Well,” Cassie said, “in spite of the great failure of the night, at least you aren’t going home with Scarlett.”
  


  
    “Were you worried about that?” he asked, sounding honestly surprised. “I only did all of that because you told me to.”
  


  
    “I wasn’t worried,” Cassie lied. She rested her head on Adam’s chest and breathed him in. “But I’ll take whatever small victory I can get right now.”
  


  
    Then she lifted her head and kissed him softly on the lips.
  


  



  Chapter 22


  



  Gathered in the secret room, everyone’s body language spoke for them. Melanie, Laurel, and Deborah hunched in their chairs. Diana and Max slumped on the bed. The guys were sprawled across the sofa, slouching as if holding up their own heads took too much effort. The words no one said aloud were that the next full moon was only three nights away. It wasn’t much time before the ancestors would be a threat forever.


  
    Cassie disappeared to the kitchen and returned with some snacks to liven the mood. She set down a plate of cookies and a bowl of popcorn that nobody touched, and then sat beside Adam on the couch.
  


  
    Deborah took the floor. “Our magic isn’t strong enough against them,” she said. “How are we supposed to rescue Faye?”
  


  
    Sean widened his eyes. “We should burn down the warehouse.”
  


  
    Chris approved, but Doug shook his head. “That’ll never work.”
  


  
    “We only need to distract the ancestors long enough to give Faye a chance to escape,” Diana said. “Maybe a fire would do the trick.”
  


  
    “I have a better idea.” Laurel stood up. “Somnus pulvis,” she said, looking at Diana. “Sleep powder.”
  


  
    “Seriously?” Chris laughed out loud. “You think a little pixie dust can take down the most powerful witches of all time?”
  


  
    “For about two or three minutes,” Laurel said defensively. “And that’s all we need to get Faye out of there.”
  


  
    She turned to Cassie. “I was up all night studying the ingredients. All we have to do is get it into their eyes and they’ll go right down.”
  


  
    Cassie tried to sound appreciative. “That sounds great, Laurel, but I don’t think any potion or powder will work on a demon.”
  


  
    “A regular potion won’t,” Laurel said. “But if I spell it, and mix in the proper herbs, it will.”
  


  
    Diana’s face broke into a half-smile. It was the first of its kind all day. “You really think you can do it?”
  


  
    “Of course she can,” Melanie said. “Laurel’s a genius!”
  


  
    Laurel pulled a slip of paper out of her pocket and began reading off ingredients. “We’ll need lavender, chamomile, valerian, boneset, foxglove, marjoram.”
  


  
    “What are we waiting for?” Adam stood up. “Let’s head to the garden.”
  


  
    Cassie followed the group outside. It was a long shot, one she wasn’t even sure she believed would work. But seeing her Circle hopeful was worth going along with the idea.
  


  
    

  


  
    As soon as it grew dark outside, the Circle left for the warehouse. They’d collected all the ingredients from Laurel’s list, crushed them into a fine powder, and spelled it with magic. They each held a small felt sack of that powder now, to be tossed into the eyes of their enemies.
  


  
    Their plan of action was straightforward: stun the ancestors, put them to sleep, rescue Faye. Every Circle member had an ancestor to target. Cassie would pursue Scarlett.
  


  
    Nick checked the loose pane in the warehouse’s back window. “These ancestors are so cocky,” he whispered, “they still haven’t bothered to cast a guarding spell to keep us out.”
  


  
    They hadn’t even secured the broken window, Cassie realized. They obviously revered themselves as too powerful to take such precautions.
  


  
    Nick pulled aside the loose pane, and the Circle climbed through, catlike, one at a time. The ancestors didn’t hear them come in. They were seated in the main room having a discussion, totally unguarded. Cassie squeezed her fistful of powder in her right hand and located Scarlett leaning on a crate, off to the side of the group.
  


  
    “Let’s go,” Nick said, and the Circle descended upon them, scattering into battle.
  


  
    Adam was the first to hurl his fistful of dust into Absolom’s eyes.
  


  
    Absolom blinked rapidly and hobbled on his feet for a few seconds, then covered his face and screamed. He fell over onto the floor as an acidic smell rose to the air. His skin sizzled gruesomely beneath his hands. Cassie wasn’t sure what was happening.
  


  
    Laurel was horrified, but she still managed to hurl her dust into Charlotte’s face.
  


  
    Diana took out Alice. Deborah handled Beatrix. It may as well have been battery acid they were throwing, singeing the ancestors’ eyes and faces so badly that an acrid cloud of smoke filled the room. They dropped, shrieking, one by one.
  


  
    Cassie locked eyes with Faye, standing with her hands down at her sides in the middle of all the action. She didn’t move; she appeared mesmerized that this battle was being fought on her behalf—that she was the prize.
  


  
    Scarlett raised her hands in defense, to stop Cassie’s approach with a spell, but it only took one second to heave her handful of toxic dust into Scarlett’s eyes. She went down, the same as the others, writhing on the floor between Samuel and Thomas.
  


  
    Soon Faye was the last left standing. The Circle assembled around her.
  


  
    “Come on, Faye,” Cassie said. “Let’s get you out of here.”
  


  
    “Quickly,” Melanie added. “We may only have a few minutes.”
  


  
    Faye began backing away. “What makes you so sure I want to leave?”
  


  
    The ancestors were already climbing up to their feet, but they still cradled their faces and covered their burning eyes.
  


  
    “Faye,” Diana said, reaching out to her, but Faye batted Diana away. “No,” she said. “I like it here. They understand me. And they have power, real power.”
  


  
    “We don’t have time for this!” Melanie shouted.
  


  
    “I’m not coming with you,” Faye said.
  


  
    Deborah grabbed her by the arms. “Yes, you are.” She tried to wrestle Faye toward the window, but Faye pushed her off, filled with rage. She splayed her fingernails, which were long and painted bloodred.
  


  
    “I’ve learned a few new spells since I’ve been here,” she threatened. “Don’t make me show you.”
  


  
    Cassie centered her energy. Faye left her with no choice but to use magic against her. A simple binding spell would do. Just enough to haul Faye out of here.
  


  
    But before Cassie could get the words out, Laurel screamed.
  


  
    Absolom was firmly on his feet. He let out a muffled groan and shook his head from side to side. His eyes were singed, the skin around them pink and raw, but he could see.
  


  
    Cassie shot Faye with her spell, but Faye blocked it with a deflection.
  


  
    Then Alice lurched forward.
  


  
    “Retreat!” Diana yelled out.
  


  
    Faye still had her hands set and ready to defend herself against any spell hurled her way.
  


  
    Cassie gave Diana a nod. “Retreat,” she repeated, and everyone fled to the open window.
  


  
    Cassie was the last to jump through. By the time the fresh air hit her face, she heard all the ancestors grumbling, swearing their revenge. The smell of their scalded flesh was still strong in the air.
  


  
    Cassie ran with the others toward Chris’s rusted Jeep. Sean gripped the leather steering wheel, ready to gun the accelerator as Cassie climbed into the back. In all, the Circle was a sorry sight.
  


  
    Melanie patted Laurel on the back. “I know the powder didn’t do what we thought, but it still did the job.”
  


  
    Gentle Laurel was too traumatized by her potion’s grotesque effectiveness to reply.
  


  
    “I hadn’t expected Faye to put up that much of a fight,” Deborah said, breathing heavily.
  


  
    “I guess we took for granted that she only crossed over to save the people at the benefit,” Diana said. “So much for that idea.”
  


  
    Cassie said nothing. What was there to say? The clock was ticking, and their chances of winning back Faye’s loyalty weren’t looking good, not good at all.
  


  
    

  


  
    It was the middle of the night when Cassie sprang awake. She’d been thinking about Faye in her sleep, replaying the scenes of her crossing over and the Circle’s failed attempt at winning her back, in different combinations. In each version the details changed, but the outcome always remained the same: failure. Coming up short.
  


  
    There was no use trying to go back to sleep now. Cassie was too wound up. It felt like two tennis balls had been lodged into the space between her neck and shoulders. She climbed out of bed, wrestled into her favorite hoodie, pulled on her sneakers, and quietly made her way outside.
  


  
    Unlike Cassie, Crowhaven Road was sound asleep. She could almost hear the street itself snoring peacefully, unconscious to the horror of waking life.
  


  
    She turned east toward the water, following the smell of salt in the air, to the rocks that guarded the beach. Climbing them strained her muscles, but once she jumped down to the other side of their divide, a stretch of white sand welcomed her. This late at night the beach was deserted, a forsaken paradise. It was quiet enough to hear the waves lapping uninterrupted at the shore.
  


  
    Cassie looked up at the yellow moon. Only two more nights till it would be a full bright circle and the ancestors would cast the eternal-life spell.
  


  
    She inched closer to the water. Out of the corner of her eye she thought she saw a shadow. She searched left, then right. It must have just been her imagination. Then there it was again—for sure this time—a quick, sharp movement behind an outcropping of rock near the water.
  


  
    Cassie told herself to turn around and run right home, but her legs remained in place like two wooden posts stuck in the sand. Her eyes widened to searchlights. She wanted this, didn’t she? Isn’t this what she’d come looking for? To just have it out and be done with it already, to end this battle of wills against Scarlett and the ancestors once and for all.
  


  
    But in the next moment, the shadow detached itself from the rocks and came into view. It wasn’t an ancestor or Scarlett. It was Nick.
  


  
    Cassie felt a jolt at the sight of his face, the rough shape of his shoulders. “You scared me,” she said.
  


  
    Nick stood tall and watched Cassie with steady eyes. “You don’t look very scared,” he said.
  


  
    It was true. Her adrenaline was pumping and her heart was fluttering within her chest, but she wasn’t afraid. She was excited.
  


  
    “Cassie,” Nick said. He surprised her by taking hold of her arms, just above the elbow. His hands felt strong, rugged, as he squeezed tighter. He grazed his lips against her ear. “I miss you.”
  


  
    If the ancestors had won, Cassie thought, and she really was facing the end of her days, then why not?
  


  
    Nick’s lips found the soft spot on her neck, just below her ear.
  


  
    If she was soon to die ...
  


  
    No.
  


  
    If she was soon to die, she wanted to die beside Adam. No one else.
  


  
    “I’ve been meaning to talk to you, Nick,” Cassie said, taking a step back, breaking free from his urgent hold.
  


  
    “About what?”
  


  
    “Everything.” She took a seat upon the moist rocks, to rest her quivering legs. “What we haven’t had time to talk about.”
  


  
    “I’m not sure what you mean.” Nick sat beside her. She’d lost his eyes again.
  


  
    “What was building between us,” Cassie said softly. “While Adam was gone.”
  


  
    In the moonlight Cassie could see Nick’s carven, handsome features with their hint of defensiveness.
  


  
    “I think it was a confusing time for both of us,” Cassie said as honestly as she could. “We’ve always had a connection, Nick, and we probably always will. But that doesn’t mean ...” She couldn’t finish her sentence.
  


  
    Cassie couldn’t ignore the depth of Nick’s feelings for her, not when his love was so strong it allowed him to fight his possession. But she would be lying if she said that what she felt for him was equally as strong, or the same.
  


  
    “I know I haven’t been fair to you,” she continued. “You were there for me when I needed you, in a way no one else has been. But Adam is my one true love. I have to let you go, for real this time.”
  


  
    Nick’s jaw tightened. She’d caught him completely off guard by being so blunt. In fact, she’d caught herself off guard as well.
  


  
    “I think we may be facing the end, Nick, all of us. Once the ancestors have eternal life, they’re likely to unleash another bubonic plague on the world. It’s more important than ever for us not to be distracted.
  


  
    “I really do love you,” she added, after a few seconds of uncomfortable silence. “But not the same way I love Adam. And you deserve someone who loves you that way.”
  


  
    Nick nodded, stone-faced, and then brushed off Cassie’s words in his usual manner. “I’ll get over it,” he said, as if their moment was nothing. “What we should be thinking about right now is Faye. Look at that moon.”
  


  
    He pointed at the sky. “That’s our stopwatch.”
  


  
    Cassie didn’t allow herself to glimpse the waxing gibbous moon another time. It was too terrifying to look at.
  


  
    “If only we could catch Faye in a moment of weakness,” he said. “But she’s never weak. She’s Faye.”
  


  
    It was true, Cassie thought. The last time Faye had allowed herself to be vulnerable was—
  


  
    Of course.
  


  
    Cassie snapped to attention. The sound of the ocean was crisp in her ears. It was whispering to her, sharing its deeply hidden secrets.
  


  
    “What is it?” Nick asked.
  


  
    “I know just the place,” Cassie said. “To catch Faye with her heart open.”
  


  



  Chapter 23


  



  Cassie stepped across the crooked stream and around the few small ponds that led to Suzan’s grave. It was evening but still light as day, barely a shadow upon the ground.


  
    Even from afar, Cassie could see that Suzan’s headstone was whiter and cleaner than those surrounding it. It was newer. The dirt it stood upon was just sprouting with freshly planted grass. It would take weeks for the tiny green pinpoints to grow as long and lush as the adjoining lawn. As Cassie expected, Faye was there, standing over the stone. She’d wrapped herself in a knit black shawl, even though the breeze tonight was warm and summery and the humidity high.
  


  
    One evening a while back Cassie had come upon Faye in just this spot by accident, but she left her undisturbed. She’d understood at the time that mourning Suzan’s death was a process Faye needed to go through on her own. But after that encounter, it didn’t take long for Cassie to notice that Faye visited there every week at the same time, on the anniversary of Suzan’s death.
  


  
    Tonight was no different. Cassie approached her quietly and respectfully. It took a few moments for Faye to turn around. When she did, Cassie noticed her eyes were red rimmed and soft. She quickly wiped a long-tailed tear from her cheek.
  


  
    “What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice sounding hoarse and raspy.
  


  
    The warm breeze rustled the foliage over their heads, and Cassie began speaking before Faye had the chance to react more harshly. “Death is a terrible, frightening thing, isn’t it?” she said.
  


  
    Faye stared out into the distance to the east, where the coastline was visible. She didn’t reply, but she also made no move to run away.
  


  
    Cassie continued talking. “But eternal life isn’t the solution to what happened with Suzan. Dark powers won’t bring her back, Faye, you know that. And losing Suzan only proves just how much we need each other right now.”
  


  
    Faye began shaking her head, so Cassie spoke louder and faster. “The ancestors are manipulating you into believing they really care about you, but they don’t. All they care about is—”
  


  
    “Enough already,” Faye said, cutting Cassie off. “Do you really think I don’t already know all that?”
  


  
    Her tone was condescending but not outraged. It sounded to Cassie, well, almost sensible.
  


  
    “That’s why I went over to the other side to begin with,” Faye said. “I was the only one who could do it without suspicion.”
  


  
    “I don’t understand,” Cassie said.
  


  
    Faye’s expression, framed by a background of rolling hills and granite cliffs, completely altered. She brought her voice down to a whisper.
  


  
    “I went to their side to spy on them. I couldn’t go back with you all because I didn’t have enough information, and I didn’t want to blow my cover.”
  


  
    Cassie was taken aback. “Do you mean—”
  


  
    “I outsmarted all of you,” Faye said. “Aren’t you used to it by now?”
  


  
    Cassie tried to look past Faye’s cocky surface, to decipher if she was telling the truth.
  


  
    “As I suspected, the ancestors are a bunch of backstabbers,” Faye continued. “I thought it all along, but now I have proof.”
  


  
    She glanced left and right. “I found something at the warehouse. A small glass bottle that contains a lock of Scarlett’s hair and some other things. Her fingernails, a drop of blood, and a piece of hematite, which is Scarlett’s working stone. It’s bespelled, Cassie. And if the ancestors smash it to the ground, Scarlett will be stripped of her powers.”
  


  
    Cassie was quiet for a few seconds, shocked that even the ancestors would stoop so low, but also feeling a little ashamed. Cassie had been so quick to assume the worst about Faye.
  


  
    “I underestimated you,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
  


  
    “I knew you would.” Faye let her eyes drop to Suzan’s grave. “That’s how I was sure my plan would work.”
  


  
    Cassie had the urge to give Faye a hug, but she knew better than to try. “She’d be proud of you,” she said instead, placing a hand on Suzan’s headstone.
  


  
    Faye looked away, but Cassie noticed a solitary tear fall from her chin onto the fresh grass.
  


  
    “I’ll steal the bottle,” she said, “and come to your house tonight. Time’s just about up.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Faye sat on the edge of what used to be her bed in the secret room, soaking in all the attention. The Circle listened in awe as she described every detail of the previous few days—how she’d managed to fool everyone.
  


  
    “This calls for a celebration,” Chris said. “A party on the beach. It’s been so long since we went night swimming.”
  


  
    Even Cassie got swept into the idea. This was cause for celebration, wasn’t it? She was about to run for her swimsuit when Nick let out a deep, aggravated breath.
  


  
    “I know getting Faye back feels like a big victory to the Circle,” he said. “And it is, but it doesn’t automatically solve any of our problems.”
  


  
    He passed his severe eyes over each of them. “We’re not in the clear just yet. We need to destroy these ancestors, and we need Scarlett to do it. Remember?”
  


  
    Faye sprang up from the bed and took charge of the floor. “Nick is absolutely right,” she said. “And fortunately I’ve learned some things during my Oscar-worthy performance as a double agent.”
  


  
    She held her head high as she waited for everyone to begin listening intently. “Eternal life is what the ancestors have been after all along,” she said. “First they needed to be resurrected. Scarlett did that for them, but she also tried to set herself up as their leader. And that was her fatal mistake. They don’t think she’s even worthy of being a Blak. Cassie’s the one they wanted. She’s the stronger sister.”
  


  
    Faye paused to let her words sink in. “The ancestors are only using Scarlett to get eternal life, but as soon as they have it, they plan to betray her.”
  


  
    “Untrustworthy demons, go figure,” Sean called out.
  


  
    Faye began prowling the room like a panther. “They don’t like the idea that Scarlett tried to situate herself as their boss. They see her as a greedy young girl, a know-it-all.”
  


  
    Faye went for her bag and carefully pulled out the small glass bottle she had told Cassie about. It was corked tightly with a rubber stopper. “Once the ancestors perform the eternal-life spell, they’re going to smash this bottle to the ground, stripping Scarlett of her powers forever.”
  


  
    She held the bottle up high for everyone to see.
  


  
    “I went along with their plan,” she said. “I didn’t say anything because then they’d turn on me, too. But I can promise you that Scarlett has no idea how much the ancestors resent her.”
  


  
    “She’s got it coming,” Deborah said.
  


  
    Chris agreed. “We should let them hurt her. It’s what she deserves.”
  


  
    Cassie thought back to the scene of Scarlett and all the ancestors having dinner together at the warehouse. Scarlett had been so content in that moment, foolishly so.
  


  
    “All Scarlett wants is to feel connected,” Cassie shouted out. “To have these ancestors be her family. That’s why she’s so blind to their deception—she wants to believe in the best of them.”
  


  
    “Well, poor Scarlett,” Doug said, pretending to wipe away tears.
  


  
    “Don’t you see?” Cassie said. “That’s our in.”
  


  
    Cassie reached out for the glass bottle. “I’m going to go talk to Scarlett and show her this.”
  


  
    Faye handed it over without argument.
  


  
    “Why can’t we all go?” Melanie asked.
  


  
    But Cassie only repeated herself, examining the tiny but dangerous bottle in the palm of her hand. “I’m going to talk to her, sister to sister.”
  


  



  Chapter 24


  



  Cassie glanced at the time on her cell phone. She was sitting on a green wooden bench watching kids play on a jungle gym. Mothers pushed their toddlers on a squeaky swing set. She’d arranged to meet Scarlett here at the public park to talk, but it had been almost an hour and she was still waiting. She checked the time on her cell phone again and mentally rehearsed her speech. But it was all beginning to feel like a wasted effort if Scarlett wouldn’t be there to hear it.


  
    The group of children Cassie had been watching were ushered away, immediately replaced with a new set—uniformly loud and rambunctious, and equally doted upon by protective parents and nannies. Sometimes Cassie looked at children like these, with their heedless innocence and their unconditional love, and she wondered, Was I ever like that?
  


  
    But the thing was, she wasn’t. That version of childhood had never been available to her.
  


  
    Kind of like sisterhood, she thought. Self-pitying or not, Cassie had been shortchanged on both. And here she was, still not having learned her lesson, still trying for what she could never have.
  


  
    Just as Cassie was about to give up, Scarlett appeared beside her. Maybe she’d been watching out of sight, testing Cassie to see how long she could keep her waiting before she’d give up and go home. She was wearing blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and her favorite brown bowler hat. There was no apology for arriving more than an hour late.
  


  
    “Have you been sitting here awhile?” she asked. “You’ve got a little sunburn on your nose. With your fair skin, Cassie, you should really be more careful of the sun.”
  


  
    Cassie’s patience had been worn thin. With Scarlett and her oversize attitude hovering in her face now, she had the urge to lash out at her. All the mental preparations of the past hour had slipped right away, all the rehearsing of every perfect word had been replaced by a tingling in her gut and the itch to knock Scarlett right back down to size.
  


  
    “Before you start shooting your mouth off,” Scarlett said, “just know that you can’t convince me to leave my Circle. Even though you’ve got Faye on your side right now, we’ll get someone else to cross over.”
  


  
    Cassie silently counted backward from a hundred to remain calm.
  


  
    Scarlett joined Cassie on the bench and observed the kids at play. “What a bunch of brats,” she said flippantly. “I never want kids.”
  


  
    “I asked you here today to warn you,” Cassie said, giving no credence to Scarlett’s attempt at levity. “It’s not our Circle that’s against you, it’s your own.”
  


  
    Scarlett rolled her dark eyes. “Here we go,” she said.
  


  
    “I’m telling you the truth,” Cassie insisted. “The ancestors plan to strip you of your power once they have eternal life.”
  


  
    “And you know this how, exactly?” Scarlett asked, giddy with sarcasm.
  


  
    “They confided in Faye,” Cassie said. “Once they have what they need, they won’t hesitate to dispose of you.”
  


  
    “No.” Scarlett shook her head. “I don’t believe you. They’re my family. They’re our family, Cassie. If only you’d let yourself see it.”
  


  
    Cassie thought again of Scarlett’s dinner with the ancestors. How hard she was trying to build a home out of that dilapidated warehouse—a kitchen, a living room, a treasured dining table and chairs from discarded, long-forgotten castoffs. Maybe the two of them weren’t so different. They both had so much empty space to fill within them.
  


  
    “You and I are each other’s family,” Cassie said. “They’re nothing more than our selfish, evil ancestors who don’t care about us.”
  


  
    She could see Scarlett was having a hard time accepting this brutal truth. “Think about it,” she said. “They’ve been dead for centuries. They have no humanity left in them. Imagine being stripped of your power—or worse. Is that a gamble you want to take?”
  


  
    Scarlett opened her mouth indignantly and then closed it again. “You’re lying.”
  


  
    “If I’m lying, then why do I have this?” Cassie opened her bag and carefully pulled out the glass bottle.
  


  
    Scarlett froze at the sight of it.
  


  
    “Faye took this from the warehouse,” Cassie said. “That’s your hair, your blood.”
  


  
    Scarlett took the bottle from Cassie and examined it. Her dyed red locks were unmistakable.
  


  
    “I understand the importance of building a family,” Cassie said. “But they’re using you, Scarlett, and you deserve better than that.”
  


  
    Scarlett cupped the bottle gently with both hands and brought it into her lap. For a moment the sound of a child’s laughter drowned out every other sound. It was immediately followed by another child’s crying.
  


  
    All the meanness escaped Scarlett’s face. “But they’re so much more powerful than we are, Cassie. Even if I join your side, there’s no stopping them.”
  


  
    “Yes, there is.” Cassie felt the crushing sense of helplessness she’d been experiencing for days slightly rise, but it was a tenuous moment. This is it, she thought. Don’t mess this up now.
  


  
    “I have a spell,” she said, “that we can use to burn our father’s Book of Shadows and destroy everything that’s come from it. Including the ancestors. We’ll be free of all of it forever.”
  


  
    “Where’d you get this spell?” Scarlett asked defensively, but Cassie sensed a tinge of hope in her voice.
  


  
    “From an old witch,” Cassie answered. “Our father stripped him of his power years ago. It’s a spell he created.”
  


  
    “And you trust him?” Scarlett asked.
  


  
    “It’ll be dangerous; he told me as much. It’s never been performed before. But I believe it’ll work—with your help.”
  


  
    “You believe or you hope?” Scarlett asked.
  


  
    “Both, I guess,” Cassie answered.
  


  
    She joined Scarlett in staring forward for a moment. “Timothy knows a lot about our family. If this spell wasn’t something our father feared, he wouldn’t have had to strip him of his magic.”
  


  
    Together Cassie and Scarlett watched two toddlers in matching blond pigtails each pulling on the arm of a plastic doll. Both girls were hysterical, tears the size of winter hail tumbling from their eyes. Seconds before, the toy had just been lying on the grass, ignored. Their father had to step in to mediate. He yanked the doll from both their hands, tossed it out of sight, and then distracted his daughters from their grief by guiding them, hands held, to the monkey bars. Just like that, their anguish was forgotten. The tears were still wet on their cheeks as their faces brightened.
  


  
    Cassie turned to Scarlett. It wasn’t lost on either of them that they’d missed out on something crucial in not having a proper father or sister.
  


  
    Scarlett choked back tears, and Cassie realized a hard knot was forming in her own throat as well. She had to strive to keep herself dry-eyed.
  


  
    “I guess you’re all I have left, Cassie,” Scarlett said. “You’re my only chance of saving myself. How’s that for pathetic?”
  


  
    Cassie reached for Scarlett’s hand and squeezed it in her own. “We’re each other’s only chance, Scarlett. Pathetic or not.”
  


  



  Chapter 25


  



  In the dark of night, the group walked upward, past all the other houses on Crowhaven Road, including Cassie’s house at Number Twelve. When they reached the highest point, it looked just as Cassie remembered it. Timothy’s spell called for performing the book-burning outdoors, on grounds that would have had some significance to Black John, so here they were at the ultimate point on the headland, where Black John’s ruined house used to sit, Number Thirteen. It was the last place Cassie ever wanted to be. She walked to the cliff’s edge and stared down at the waves below.


  
    The Circle stepped over and around the bits of foundation left over from the razed house. Cassie had brought three things with her: Black John’s Book of Shadows, a sack containing the Master Tools, and the wooden boxes Timothy had given her.
  


  
    Scarlett, Faye, Diana, and Adam kneeled down closest to Cassie as she unclasped the larger box’s brass latches and lifted its heavy top.
  


  
    Cassie unpacked its contents: robes, crystals, incense, and candles; a black-handled dagger, a spade, and some wooden logs. Then she found a tiny vial of clear liquid that could have been holy water but she understood was a potion. Lining the bottom of the box was a yellowed piece of paper that contained detailed pictorial instructions on how to prepare the spell, but no words. Probably so anyone from any time, a speaker of any language, could read and understand it. Timothy had thought of everything.
  


  
    “These robes are handmade,” Laurel said. “They’re beautiful.” They were pagan ritual robes of various styles, from many different centuries. Black, red, green, purple. There were twelve of them in all, one for each member of the Circle.
  


  
    Once everyone else had put one on, there was one robe left. It was white with gold trim. The creases in its pristine cloth were crisp and sharp.
  


  
    “That one’s yours, Cassie,” Diana said. “It goes to the spell master leading the ritual.”
  


  
    Cassie felt lofty and proud as she slipped one arm, and then the other, through the robe’s soft cotton sleeves. Faye reached for the black-handled dagger.
  


  
    “An Athame,” she said, sliding the blade from its sheath. “It’s so old, and solid. And sharp.”
  


  
    “A what?” Sean asked.
  


  
    Laurel took the dagger from Faye’s hands and examined it. “The Athame knife is reserved for special ceremonies and rituals,” she said. “It’s used for summoning or banishing spirit entities.”
  


  
    Deborah reached for the knife, but Laurel wouldn’t give it up.
  


  
    “If it’s a proper Athame,” she continued, “when it’s used to draw the circle at the beginning of a ritual, it can cast away negative energies like a shield.”
  


  
    “Well, it had better be a proper Athame then, because that’s exactly what we’re going to need,” Scarlett said. She flipped through the different forms of incense that came out of the box. “Golden copal, dragon’s blood, pine and cedar,” she said. “This Timothy guy didn’t leave anything out.”
  


  
    Melanie gathered together a multicolored heap of crystals. They were all different shapes and sizes. She pointed out a stack of flesh-colored candles. “Those are incredibly rare,” she said. “Made with tallow, the fat from cows or sheep.”
  


  
    Nick picked up the wooden spade. “I’ll do the digging,” he said. “For the fire pit.”
  


  
    Cassie observed the medieval-looking tool in his hand. It resembled an axe, with a T handle, pointed toward the tip.
  


  
    Adam reached for the logs, which were seasoned oak, and the vial of liquid that would be used as lighter fluid. “I’ll help,” he said to Nick. The two of them calculated what would be the center point of the foundation.
  


  
    Diana, Faye, and Cassie each put on one of the Master Tools.
  


  
    Cassie looked up at the almost-full moon. It looked like an oddly formed egg, an imperfect oval. She listened to the waves crashing at the base of the cliff they stood upon. In her arms she clutched the book. It felt warm against her skin, needy and alive, like a loving child.
  


  
    It isn’t real, she told herself. The affection she felt emitting from the book wasn’t love; it was darkness, temptation, the embodiment of everything she had to fight against.
  


  
    She set the book down for the moment, inside Timothy’s now-empty box, and focused on her friends as they prepared the spell.
  


  
    Laurel held the instructions with both hands as Melanie laid out the proper formation of crystals to enhance the flow of energy from the ground to the air. Sean, Chris, and Doug lit the candles and incense, cleansing the space with swinging censers.
  


  
    Nick’s hands and arms grew filthy as he dug a deep circular pit into the ground. Adam and Deborah lined it with a crosshatch of logs.
  


  
    Diana came into view, beautiful and majestic in her sunlight-colored robe and sparkling diadem. Faye gleamed in red beneath the moon, with the garter tight around her leg.
  


  
    Cassie imagined what she looked like in her white and gold robe, with the silver bracelet shining upon her arm. She wished she could see herself in this imperative moment, as she and her friends were on the brink of rewriting the course of their history—their future.
  


  
    Cassie gripped the dagger’s cool handle and stabbed it into the hard, dry dirt. She drew a deep circle around the ruined foundation, encircling the wood-filled pit with a wide ring.
  


  
    Silently, everyone stepped inside to the inner perimeter of the circle, and Cassie closed it shut.
  


  
    Adam handed Cassie the vial of clear fluid. Cassie lifted its cap and poured its contents out over the logs. Next Adam handed her a lit match. She held it up to her eyes for only a second before letting it slip from her fingers.
  


  
    The fire blazed into flames not unlike wild demons newly unleashed from the ground.
  


  
    Cassie turned toward the eastern sky and held up both her arms. “I call on the Watchtower of the East,” she shouted. “Powers of Air, protect us.”
  


  
    In a few seconds a gentle breeze blew through her hair and around the circle, fueling the fire with new life.
  


  
    Next Cassie turned southward. “I call on the Watchtower of the South,” she said. “Powers of Fire, protect us.”
  


  
    She closed her eyes and felt the heat of the high flames on her face.
  


  
    Then Cassie turned again. “I call on the Watchtower of the West,” she said. “Powers of Water, protect us.”
  


  
    The waves in the distance below them crashed loudly upon the shore, and the strong briny smell of the ocean rose up to fill their lungs.
  


  
    Finally, Cassie faced north. “Watchtower of the North,” she said. “Powers of Earth, protect us.”
  


  
    The ground beneath their feet suddenly began to quake. The book rumbled. Cassie could feel herself breathing hard. The circle she’d cut into the soil with the dagger split from the rest of the foundation, leaving them standing on an island of ragged dirt.
  


  
    Then she gazed into the flames that flailed from deep within the pit, and harnessed her energy. This was it. She closed her eyes.
  


  
    But then someone gasped, and someone else choked.
  


  
    Cassie opened her eyes and quickly turned around. Alice was charging toward them, and close behind her the rest of the ancestors advanced across the empty lot like an army of ghosts.
  


  
    “They must have followed me,” Scarlett said.
  


  
    Cassie’s friends were gasping for air. Sean, Chris, and Doug were the first to collapse, but all of them except Cassie and Scarlett were gripping their necks, suffocating.
  


  
    Scarlett raised her hands and performed a spell to restore their breath. But by then the ancestors had reached the Circle, close enough to knock Sean, Chris, and Doug out with an even stronger suffocation spell.
  


  
    Adam and Nick launched an attack, a binding spell to constrain the ancestors’ strength, but Absolom shielded it easily, with the help of Thomas and Samuel. They retaliated with a hard stare that threw both Adam and Nick violently onto the ground. Adam hit the dirt with a thud and was immediately knocked unconscious. Nick landed gruesomely on a protruding beam from the ruined foundation of the house. It stabbed straight through his upper thigh, impaling the flesh like a thick, rusty skewer. He cried out in pain. The sight of his blood weakened Cassie at the knees.
  


  
    Alice targeted Diana and Deborah. Melanie and Laurel tried to protect them with a defense spell, but all four of them dropped lifelessly beneath Alice’s open hand.
  


  
    Faye lifted her hands and focused her energy on Alice. She managed to steer Alice back, away from her friends, but only long enough to attract Charlotte’s attention.
  


  
    Charlotte gestured toward Faye and sent her flying backward into the air. Cassie and Scarlett were the only two Circle members left standing.
  


  
    The ancestors surrounded them.
  


  
    “Our brethren,” Alice said. “We left you for last.”
  


  
    Beatrix grabbed Scarlett by the neck and pulled her face close to her own. “You, we’ll kill,” she said, “while you”—she signaled to Cassie—“watch.”
  


  
    Absolom placed his palm over Scarlett’s forehead. He whispered words Cassie didn’t recognize.
  


  
    “Then you’ll be ours,” Alice said to Cassie. “At last.”
  


  
    “I maledicentibus vobis in mortem,” Absolom mumbled over Scarlett’s forehead. “I maledicentibus vobis in mortem.”
  


  
    If not for Beatrix holding Scarlett’s thin body up, she would have slid to the ground. Her wide eyes glassed over, and her neck drooped down. Her face became a mask. Cassie understood what she was witnessing all too well: Scarlett was beginning to die.
  


  
    Cassie raised her arms to harness her energy, to go inward and find a spell, but Alice’s gaze left her mind blank, powerless. Her spells, even her dark magic, were just out of her own reach.
  


  
    She surveyed the surrounding area. Her friends lay scattered, unmoving. She couldn’t be sure who was alive, if any.
  


  
    Then Cassie caught sight of something else. The wooden box Timothy had given her. The one he had said not to open until she had no other choice.
  


  
    This had to be that moment.
  


  
    Cassie dashed for the box before Alice or any of the ancestors could stop her. She kneeled down beside it, unlatched its hinges, and lifted its top.
  


  
    Cassie drew back at the sight of its contents.
  


  
    Rats. Dead rats, piled on top of one another in a mass grave of matted fur and desiccated tails. One whiff of their putrid scent made Cassie gag. She stood up and backed away from the box. Was this some sick joke? Was Timothy on the ancestors’ side all along?
  


  
    Cassie glanced back at the ancestors still hovering over Scarlett. Alice watched Cassie, unafraid, unthreatened, confident there was nowhere for her to run to.
  


  
    Then Cassie heard a squeak, followed by a scratching. She peered cautiously over the top of the wooden box. What seemed like a thousand beady, blinking eyes stared back at her. Their bodies began to twist and move, slinking free from their entanglement. Cassie held her breath as the whole herd of them scurried out over the top of their box and raced for the ancestors.
  


  
    Their long rodent tails dragged behind them as they charged for whatever exposed skin they found—the vulnerable flesh of ankles and calves. Scratching and clawing, the leader of the pack leapt for the nearest target first: Alice. She lifted her hands in defense, but her fingers only provided an easier-to-reach mark.
  


  
    The rest of the squealing herd hurried up the length of the ancestors’ legs. They bit at their faces, gnawed on the soft, chewy lobes of their ears.
  


  
    Absolom shrieked and abandoned his spell, thrashing. Beatrix released Scarlett and struggled to shake her limbs free of the teeth-clenching vermin. She flailed like a person on fire.
  


  
    Samuel scrambled to pick up a broken metal rod from the ground, a remnant of the house’s foundation. He swung it hard and wide in an arc, like a baseball bat, but was successful in fighting off the rats for only a moment before being overcome. He soon fell beneath a hungry, squealing mountain of fur and tails, just like the others.
  


  
    Cassie rushed to Scarlett. She listened for her breath and felt for her pulse. She was alive, but barely. Cassie strived to concentrate in spite of her surroundings, to recall a spell to restore Scarlett’s energy. She placed her hands over her body and waited for the words to come. When they did, she whispered them softly: “Recuperabit, reddere, renovare.”
  


  
    Scarlett groaned, then opened her eyes, and the color returned to her cheeks. She took a deep breath and climbed to her feet.
  


  
    “Oh, my god,” she said, at the horrible sight of the ancestors.
  


  
    They’d managed to ward off the rats, so they were no longer being devoured, but the damage had been done. Thomas’s clothes had been chewed through to pieces. His skin showed through the shredded cloth, bloody and oozing. All of the ancestors’ skin was pockmarked and pus-filled. The whites of their eyes had yellowed, and their breathing was slack.
  


  
    Charlotte bent over and coughed, and a black sludge poured out of her mouth.
  


  
    Cassie noticed the tips of Alice’s fingers were blackening, and so were her lips.
  


  
    “What’s happening to them?” Scarlett asked.
  


  
    Absolom and Beatrix were next to double over and retch putrid mucus into a dark, wet pile on the ground.
  


  
    “The Black Death,” Cassie said.
  


  
    The rats banded together in a tight pack, eyes ablaze, their mouths foaming with blood. They scurried back to their wooden box, twitching and satisfied.
  


  
    “Those weren’t just any rats.” Cassie threw the top back over the box and observed the ancestors writhing in pain, heaving, spitting, their limbs rotting to deadened stumps.
  


  
    “The bubonic plague just came back to bite them,” Cassie said to Scarlett. It looked worse than she’d ever imagined.
  


  
    But the ancestors weren’t giving up that easily. They crawled across the dirt to clasp hands. They were pooling their energy.
  


  
    Cassie wouldn’t put it past them to overcome even this. “We have to finish the spell,” she said. “Get everyone together.”
  


  
    Scarlett helped Diana and Faye up to standing position. Adam, Sean, and the Hendersons rose of their own accord.
  


  
    Cassie hurried over to Nick. He’d lost a lot of blood, and his skin felt cold to the touch, but his eyes were open. He tried to talk, but Cassie quieted him.
  


  
    “Just relax,” she said. “You’re going to be okay.” She held her hands over his injury and searched her mind for the right spell.
  


  
    “I don’t need magic.” Nick’s voice was raspy but forceful. “I only need you.” He reached for her hand and squeezed it.
  


  
    Cassie could see that the injury to his leg was serious. Nick was in shock. Magic was the only chance of saving him.
  


  
    Cassie hovered her free hand over the spear of metal impaled through the flesh, and silently cast a spell: Periculosum metallic tutum esse liberum.
  


  
    The hole in Nick’s leg opened like a mouth, releasing the metal beam to the air. It rose and fell to his side, into the red pool of his blood.
  


  
    “I’m okay,” Nick insisted. “I can get up. Don’t waste your energy on me. You have a spell to cast.”
  


  
    Resanesco, Cassie thought. Resanesco.
  


  
    Nick stirred as the wound stitched itself sealed, cleanly. Still squeezing Cassie’s hand, he lifted his head just high enough to catch a glimpse of his injury.
  


  
    “It’s not even as bad as I thought,” he said.
  


  
    Cassie inhaled a thankful breath. Nick would be okay. She was about to help him up when a new string of words entered her mind.
  


  
    Let him feel the love I have for him, and let it be enough. She said them to herself silently, just as she had the others.
  


  
    “Thank you, Cassie,” Nick said, rolling over onto his side. “But I’m really fine.”
  


  
    “Hurry up!” Scarlett called out. She’d managed to get everyone else in formation. The ancestors were still trying to regain their strength.
  


  
    Cassie helped Nick to his feet and led him to the Circle. When they stepped into place, the fire began to smolder. Gray smoke rose from its source, darker and darker, until it formed a coal-black cloud overhead.
  


  
    Cassie picked up her father’s book from its place on the ground. She held it up high for all her friends to see. Then she held it over the fire and allowed the spell to come:

    


    
      I cast you out, unclean spirit, in the name of goodness.
    


    
      All sources of light and truth, we appeal to you and your sacred boundless power.
    


    
      Be gone, darkness. Leave us a dwelling place of light.
    


    
      We renounce you, all symbols of darkness, demons, and all evil.
    

  


  
    The fire hissed and sizzled. Red-hot embers shot up like sparkles from the flames.
  


  
    For a moment Cassie had a thought: What if she didn’t drop the book into the fire? What if the infected rats had accomplished enough to weaken the ancestors? Maybe they were soon to die anyway. Then Cassie and her Circle could have the best of both worlds—she could keep the book without her relatives trying to control it.
  


  
    One by one, the ancestors climbed to their feet and struggled toward the circle’s perimeter. Their sickened eyes were furious and helpless as they watched and waited for what Cassie would do next. Blood dripped from their noses and ears.
  


  
    The book called to Cassie. It screamed her name. She pulled it back slightly from the heat of the flames. This book was her past, she thought. It was her last and final connection to her father and to her lineage.
  


  
    It felt like a living precious diamond in her hands. A one-of-a-kind power. Could she really just cast it away? Destroy it forever?
  


  
    No. She couldn’t.
  


  
    She took one giant step back from the fire and hugged the book tightly, embracing it over her heart. It had a heartbeat, too, she realized—its own. And their two hearts beat together as one.
  


  
    All other sound drifted up and away. Only the book existed to Cassie now. And then he spoke to her.
  


  
    “Cassandra, my one and only,” he said. Him. Her father.
  


  
    His voice was like a poison that seized Cassie’s throat.
  


  
    “Don’t disappoint the long line of witches that brought you here,” he said. “The witches that made you. They are all you have.”
  


  
    Cassie’s pulse quickened. She couldn’t catch her breath.
  


  
    “All their knowledge is yours,” he said. “Their power is yours. Don’t throw it away.”
  


  
    Everything began to spin. Cassie lost all sense of up from down, left from right. Her own body felt like nothing. An empty shell.
  


  
    “Don’t turn your back on your past,” her father said. “Destroying that book will destroy who you really are.”
  


  
    Who am I? Cassie thought.
  


  
    I am Cassandra Blake, child of Alexandra and John, beloved daughter, loving friend.
  


  
    I am power.
  


  
    But I can surrender that power to the flames.
  


  
    If I have power without love, I have nothing.
  


  
    Something inside Cassie’s mind clicked. If evil was what she really was, who she really was, then so be it. Let evil be destroyed. Let light triumph over darkness once and for all.
  


  
    A feeling of warmth enveloped her like daybreak.
  


  
    She shouted the final words of the spell: “Depart, evil spirits. Leave this good and innocent world!”
  


  
    Cassie lifted the book up and heaved it into the fire. “Depart, Father!” she screamed out. “Depart!”
  


  
    Her father’s cry rang out for all to hear.
  


  
    The ancestors could do nothing to stop her. The moment the book hit the flames their bodies stiffened, and as it burned, they burned.
  


  
    Flames penetrated the ancestors’ chests as if the fire started in their hearts and spread upward and out from there. Their mouths softened as they wailed. Noses liquefied, eyes dissolved. The ground beneath their melting bodies broiled and withered. Alice moved her head from side to side on her shoulders. Her face took on a mournful expression as she stretched her neck and cried out. The grief-stricken sound seemed to ricochet off the moon.
  


  
    The fire pit popped.
  


  
    The book glowed orange like a lit coal. From its flame-engulfed pages, Cassie’s father’s scream went quiet. It was their final requiem. Scarlett, Cassie noticed, had begun to tremble. A darkness drained from her eyes and mouth like a black, smoky mist.
  


  
    The wind stirred, making a rushing sound through the air. It carried with it a strange sense of change.
  


  
    Cassie stared down into the fire, and it suddenly seemed to be everywhere. Far and wide, hers was the only screaming voice now. It echoed from within the center of the flames. I’m in the fire, Cassie thought. I am it.
  


  
    When it exploded, an ashy mist rose like a mushroom cloud, throwing Cassie skyward.
  


  
    She landed flat with her arms wide open to her sides. There was an unnatural warmth to her face and a heaviness in the air. She sat up, blinked her eyes, and looked around.
  


  
    Only her Circle remained. All else was gone: the ancestors, the book, even the fire.
  


  
    They’d done it. In her soul, Cassie knew they had won.
  


  
    The Circle gathered around her, bending, leaning.
  


  
    “Cassie?” Adam said. He was staring at her strangely. So was Diana.
  


  
    “Are you okay?” one of them said, just before everything went soft and gray, and all Cassie saw was darkness.
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie reopened her eyes to the Circle huddled around her. Adam was holding her hand.
  


  
    She sat up slowly, weak and woozy. “I feel different,” she said. “Do any of you feel different?”
  


  
    Adam told her to keep calm, that the spell must have been too much for her.
  


  
    “Nobody else feels different?” she asked. “Scarlett?”
  


  
    Scarlett’s face appeared airy and open. “I do,” she said. “I feel good.”
  


  
    But Cassie didn’t feel good. There was a new void in herself, an emptiness. She felt powerless.
  


  
    She got up on her feet and focused her energy on a small round rock upon the ground. It was the simplest spell she could think of, to try and make it rise. She focused every ounce of energy she had on that little pebble, and nothing happened. It didn’t budge.
  


  
    “Timothy warned us that there would be consequences,” she said.
  


  
    “Cassie, what are you talking about?” Adam asked.
  


  
    “There needed to be a sacrifice,” Cassie said. “And it was me. I’ve lost my magic.”
  


  



  Chapter 26


  



  “Let’s just get you home, Cassie,” Adam said. “Everyone else can take care of cleaning up.”


  
    Cassie didn’t have the strength to decline, so she made a motion toward the bluff. Adam put his arm around her shoulders and guided her along. Cassie didn’t offer much more than a nod good-bye to her friends, but they seemed to understand.
  


  
    Only Scarlett ran after them. “Wait,” she said. “I have to tell you something.”
  


  
    Cassie stopped and turned.
  


  
    Adam tensed up. “Can’t it wait?”
  


  
    “I’m sorry, but it can’t.” Scarlett spoke almost directly to the ground. “The cord that you saw, Cassie. The one between Adam and me. It was just a ruse.”
  


  
    Cassie felt her heart skip a beat.
  


  
    “A ruse?” Adam said for both of them.
  


  
    Scarlett nodded. “It was a visualization spell that I cast. It wasn’t real. I was just trying to tear Cassie down however I could.”
  


  
    Cassie let this truth settle over her like ash. It felt like both a final moment of destruction and a cleansing rebirth. Scarlett continued talking.
  


  
    “I realize now that it was the darkness controlling me all along,” she said. “I was out of control. And I’m so ashamed.”
  


  
    Cassie closed her eyes for a moment. She couldn’t decipher if the trembling in her chest was happiness or anger or sadness. She’d had so many doubts about Adam these past weeks because of something that was a lie.
  


  
    “I don’t know what to say,” she mumbled. “I need some space right now, Scarlett.”
  


  
    Cassie ventured toward the beach. She heard Adam tell Scarlett to head back to the others, to help clean up. Then he chased after Cassie.
  


  
    He caught her by her hand, pulled her in toward him, but at the sight of her face he faltered.
  


  
    Why wasn’t she smiling?
  


  
    Cassie turned to the water. Only a gentle wind was blowing, but it felt to her like a frigid gust beating against her skin.
  


  
    “I knew it,” Adam said to the back of her head. “I told you. I never doubted for a second that you were my one and only soul mate.”
  


  
    But Cassie did have doubts. She’d been so fooled by a fake cord that she almost let Adam go.
  


  
    She wanted to feel moved now, to be calmed. But everything hurt too much.
  


  
    She’d heard her father’s voice calling out from the book, warning her not to turn her back on her past. He told her that destroying the book would destroy who she really was. And it had.
  


  
    Her power was gone. She’d surrendered it to the flames—and she knew! She had known, somewhere deep inside herself, that this would happen. It was a decision she had made. If I have power without love, she’d thought, I have nothing. If evil was what she was, who she was ... she chose to sacrifice it all to the fire.
  


  
    Now she had to live with that choice forever.
  


  
    Adam held Cassie from behind, by the shoulders. “Aren’t you the slightest bit relieved the cord was just a trick?”
  


  
    She was, but it seemed almost beside the point under these new circumstances. Love without power, she thought. If I have love without power, do I still have nothing?
  


  
    “I’ve lost my magic, Adam,” she said, turning to face him. “Do you not understand that?”
  


  
    Adam averted his eyes.
  


  
    “Now our Circle is unbound.” Cassie found herself frantically worrying aloud. “And you might need to replace me. A loss of magic would probably have different terms than death, so it might not necessarily have to be a replacement of bloodline.”
  


  
    Adam cautiously placed his hand upon Cassie’s shoulder. “Calm down,” he said. “You’re getting ahead of yourself. Maybe there’s a way we can get your powers back.”
  


  
    He brought Cassie in for a warm, firm embrace. “And I hope you know that I will stand by your side, no matter what happens.”
  


  
    Of course Adam would. Cassie didn’t doubt that for a second. But he was refusing to acknowledge certain facts. A powerless witch was a liability.
  


  
    She pulled away from Adam’s hug and looked out at the ocean spanning in front of her. She thought of Timothy, on his own and driven mad by not being able to practice witchcraft. That was the lonely, discouraged fate of a powerless witch—they were better off alone, better off isolated than to drag everyone around them under with their frustration.
  


  
    Cassie wouldn’t say so out loud, but she wondered if there might be a better place for her than New Salem after all.
  


  
    She turned and began walking toward her house again. Adam loyally trailed behind her, having given up on trying to make her talk, on trying to get her to look on the bright side. But he followed her the whole way home.
  


  
    For the first time since they’d met, Cassie knew that Adam couldn’t understand what she was going through. He could never comprehend how sometimes love, even true love, just wasn’t enough.
  


  



  Chapter 27


  



  Cassie was slumped in the leather recliner in the corner. She hadn’t even wanted to attend this meeting, but coming and zoning out seemed easier than formulating a decent excuse to miss it. She stared at the modern artwork that decorated the walls of Diana’s living room. Abstract lines in black and gray and beige. Completely bereft of emotion, like she felt at the moment. Dead inside.


  
    The group discussed their situation—an unbound Circle and a powerless Cassie—in hushed tones. What Cassie noticed in their quiet voices wasn’t compassion so much as pity. None of them could even look at her.
  


  
    “We have to figure out what the heck to do now,” Scarlett said.
  


  
    Max was seated beside Diana on the couch. “There must be a spell you all can do. Isn’t there a spell for just about everything?”
  


  
    Laurel shook her head. “Not everything.”
  


  
    “So we have an unbound Circle,” Sean said. “So what? We’ve already beaten all our enemies.”
  


  
    Deborah cracked her knuckles. “There will always be more enemies.”
  


  
    “That’s not the point,” Adam called out. “Cassie will never feel like herself again without her power. And she deserves to ...” He paused, and his cheeks flushed. “Well, she deserves to feel like herself. I’d give her all my power if only I could.”
  


  
    “If only,” Melanie said. “I would, too.”
  


  
    “That’s it.” Diana had a stroke of inspiration that brought her right off the couch.
  


  
    “Cassie,” she said, turning to her. “Timothy muttered something that time we saw him that I haven’t been able to get out of my head. About no one being willing to give him their power after he’d lost his.”
  


  
    “I remember that, too,” Adam said.
  


  
    Cassie did recall Timothy’s comment, but she hadn’t thought much about it at the time. “So?” she said.
  


  
    “That means power can be transferred from one witch to another.” Diana sprinted to her bedroom to retrieve her Book of Shadows.
  


  
    She returned to the room a minute later, flipping through its pages so quickly, Cassie feared the delicate old paper might get torn. “I think I saw a spell like that once.”
  


  
    Diana was nearly frantic with new hope, but Cassie felt hardly any. If Timothy, who was brilliant and old and wise, hadn’t figured out how to get his powers back after all these years, how could Cassie expect to?
  


  
    “This is it,” Diana said, finally finding what she was looking for. “It’s a variation of a binding spell.”
  


  
    Everyone leaned forward as Diana silently read over the text.
  


  
    “A group of witches can pool their energy and life force together,” she said, looking up. “And offer it to another witch.”
  


  
    “So this is a way for Cassie to get her power back?” Scarlett asked.
  


  
    Diana read over the text again. “She’d be given a small amount of power from everyone willing to bind themselves to her.”
  


  
    She glanced at Cassie. “Timothy’s problem was that no one was willing to give up any power to him.”
  


  
    Melanie spoke up before the group could prematurely celebrate. “It’s a lot to ask,” she said. “Anyone who participates would be choosing to make themselves weaker so Cassie can become stronger.”
  


  
    “Just a tiny bit weaker, though, right?” Faye asked.
  


  
    “We’re already bound to each other through the Circle,” Adam said. “Shifting some of that to Cassie might not make a big difference.”
  


  
    Diana crossed the room to Cassie’s recliner. She sat on its wide leather arm. “I’m willing to give it a try,” she said. “But it might take even more than our Circle to gather enough magic to get Cassie back to normal.”
  


  
    “We can ask the elders,” Laurel said. “My grandma Quincey and Adam’s grandmother, old Mrs. Franklin. And don’t forget about Cassie’s mom.”
  


  
    “There are all of our parents,” Diana said. “The ones who are still alive.”
  


  
    Faye tensed at this idea. “Our parents haven’t performed magic in almost twenty years. They’d rather go on pretending they don’t have powers.”
  


  
    “We’ve come this far without their help,” Sean said. “We don’t need to start asking for it now.”
  


  
    “I agree.” Deborah was as resentful of their parents’ generation as Faye was. “Between the eleven of us and the old crones, we’ll give Cassie all that we can. Our parents could never be counted on to come through.”
  


  
    The room fell silent at last, and all eyes turned to Cassie for her reaction.
  


  
    But Cassie’s feelings seemed to be on a delay, like someone had carved out the parts of her brain responsible for emotion. She couldn’t risk the disappointment that could come with getting her hopes up.
  


  
    “Nobody should feel obligated to participate in this spell.” Cassie forced herself to the edge of her chair. “I can’t ask that of you, not when I’ve put you all through so much already.”
  


  
    Nick, Cassie noticed, had remained quiet during the whole discussion. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking.
  


  
    Melanie cleared her throat and raised her voice. “I believe this calls for a vote,” she said, taking the center of the floor.
  


  
    “All in favor,” Melanie said, “raise your—”
  


  
    “No!” Cassie called out. “I don’t want there to be a vote. Whoever wants to do it should just show up. And whoever doesn’t, no judgment.”
  


  
    She stood up too quickly and immediately felt dizzy. “Until then, I really need to go home. I’m sorry.”
  


  
    She traversed the room to the screen door and stepped down Diana’s stone porch steps. No one chased after her. Even Adam had let her go.
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie pushed open the front door to her house to find all the lights turned off. The interior of the old rooms seemed cavernous in the dark, and the wooden floorboards creaked with each step Cassie took to the stairs. She headed up the narrow flight, holding tight to the banister, until she reached her mother’s bedroom door. Gently, she knuckled a soft knock.
  


  
    A groggy voice replied, “Cassie?”
  


  
    “Can we talk?” Cassie asked, turning the knob.
  


  
    Her mother sat up. Cassie climbed into bed with her, deep into the folds of her warm, tangled sheets, as if she were a child. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d actively sought her mother’s affection this way.
  


  
    Perhaps because she’d been woken from a sound sleep, her mother asked no questions, she only stroked Cassie’s hair and listened.
  


  
    Cassie explained everything that had happened as a result of destroying her father’s book, how the Circle had defeated the ancestor spirits, but Cassie had lost her power in the process. She told her mother about the spell her friends were going to try.
  


  
    “They want to offer me some of their power,” Cassie said. “But it seems so impossible.”
  


  
    “The spell might not work,” her mother clarified. “You understand that, don’t you?”
  


  
    Cassie did know that, but hearing it now, uttered so plainly from her mother’s lips, brought tears to her eyes.
  


  
    “There’s a chance you might just be a regular girl from now on.” Her mother’s hand went still on the back of her head. “Normal.”
  


  
    That word sent a curious tingle up Cassie’s spine. Such a loaded concept: normal.
  


  
    “And it’s a huge gesture for other witches to give up some of their power for you,” her mother continued. “There’s no more precious gift. Have you considered the possibility that it might not even be what you really want?”
  


  
    Cassie pulled away from her mother to look her squarely in the eyes.
  


  
    Her mother’s face appeared honest and true. “I’m only saying that you shouldn’t let your friends make this decision for you. You have to choose for yourself what you want your future to be. You’re in a very unique position, Cassie, to be able to decide if you want magic or not. You didn’t have that choice the first time.”
  


  
    Cassie returned her head to her mother’s shoulder, and her mother resumed soothing her.
  


  
    “Besides,” her mother said, “if you’re not truly open to accepting the power offered, no matter how hard everyone tries to give it to you, it’ll have nowhere to go.”
  


  
    Cassie gave her mother’s words some serious consideration. She thought about this past year. Since she had learned she was a witch, she’d often longed to be a normal girl again. She sometimes pitied herself for the complications that came with her magic.
  


  
    But now, more than anything, she wished she’d appreciated her abilities more—and she hoped she could return to being the strong, powerful girl she’d grown into since she’d moved to New Salem.
  


  
    Cassie had changed in the past year. She’d grown up. Being a witch was normal to her now, and there was no going back.
  


  
    A regular life would never be enough anymore, even if it would be easier.
  


  
    “I do want my power,” Cassie said. She sat up straight and proud. “And I want to use those powers for good. To create change, to make a difference.”
  


  
    Her mother smiled. “Then I’ll offer you all the power I can.”
  


  



  Chapter 28


  



  Cassie woke up early to shower, and she already heard her mother moving around downstairs. They were equally anxious about the day before them, Cassie supposed. Anything could happen.


  
    Cassie turned on the shower’s tap to let the water heat up, then went to the mirror. She stared at herself as it began to fog over. Her face appeared the same as always. With power or without, she’d look the same to the outside world. But she felt different—hazy as the cloud overrunning the mirror’s surface. Until this moment Cassie hadn’t really allowed herself to become too hopeful; the spell might not work. But as she slipped out of her pajamas and stepped into the steaming stream from her showerhead, she realized how much she wanted this.
  


  
    She’d never wanted anything so badly in all her life.
  


  
    But what if no one came?
  


  
    Why hadn’t she reacted better when her friends first proposed the idea of offering up their power? She’d showed them no appreciation at all. She practically threw a tantrum, getting up and walking out on them. It would be her own fault if her mother was the only one to join her at the ceremony today.
  


  
    That thought trailed Cassie through the rest of her morning, right up to the moment she and her mother were approaching the beach.
  


  
    From afar the sand looked like a white sheet with a few clusters of people standing upon it. Cassie couldn’t make out any faces through the mist and fog. It might have been another group, some party or gathering of strangers. But as she inched closer she was overwhelmed by the sight that spread, clear and vivid, in front of her.
  


  
    Faye was there, looking majestic with her dark dress blowing in the wind. Scarlett’s hair shone red in the sun. Adam and Diana were helping everyone get organized. Her whole Circle had come. Max, who was standing close to Nick, gave him a nudge when he caught sight of Cassie and her mother approaching. Nick smiled warmly and waved.
  


  
    Then Cassie began to look around more carefully. She saw Adam’s grandmother, Mrs. Franklin, alongside Laurel’s grandmother Quincey.
  


  
    The crones came, she thought to herself. Her own grandmother wouldn’t have believed it, to see these elders out in public fully prepared and willing to perform magic. Cassie said hello to each of them.
  


  
    “Thank you for coming,” she said, slightly breathless.
  


  
    Adam’s grandmother squeezed her hand. Her skin felt soft and wrinkled, so old. “I know you’ll use my power well,” she said.
  


  
    “I promise to,” Cassie answered.
  


  
    Then Cassie noticed a tall, somewhat awkward man. It was Mr. Meade, Diana’s father. He was standing beside a shorter man Cassie recognized as Suzan’s father, Mr. Whittier. She hadn’t seen him since his daughter’s funeral.
  


  
    Cassie greeted him, said thank you for coming, and then turned to her mother in disbelief. “You gathered the parents?”
  


  
    Her mother modestly shrugged her shoulders. “All I did was go door to door and explain the situation. They decided for themselves to come.”
  


  
    If Cassie hadn’t seen them with her own eyes she wouldn’t have believed it. Chris and Doug were standing beside their nervous, long-limbed parents, who were known to be adamantly against magic. And Deborah’s mom and dad, who had always denied ever being witches at all, were asking her to explain one more time how the spell would work.
  


  
    Sean’s father, slouching, beady-eyed Mr. Dulaney, who looked just like an older version of Sean, stood beside his son with his hand on Sean’s bony shoulder. And if Cassie wasn’t mistaken, Sean was leaning into his arm ever so slightly. His dad had come through for him. All of the parents had.
  


  
    Even Faye’s mom, Mrs. Chamberlain, an infamous recluse who never set foot out of bed, had come to the beach this morning. She was pale, lingering a bit apart from the others in a bulky gray sweatshirt that she clutched to her body like a cocoon—but she’d come.
  


  
    Cassie jumped when a barking dog sprinted toward her. Even Raj had showed up on the beach for the spell. He sniffed his wet nose at her hands as Cassie giggled.
  


  
    Adam chased after him, carrying a neon nylon leash. “He didn’t want to miss out,” he said, laughing.
  


  
    There was a sparkle in Adam’s blue-gray eyes, so much like the sun glinting off the ocean. “Can you believe this turnout?” he said. “There’s a lot of love for you on this beach right now, Cassie. I hope you can feel it.”
  


  
    Cassie’s heart swelled within her chest. Adam was right. This crowd had assembled for her—all of this was just for her. The sight of all these friends, all these loved ones, suddenly brought tears to her eyes. She realized she had a much bigger family than she’d ever known.
  


  
    

  


  
    Cassie stepped to the center of the gigantic circle composed of every witch left in New Salem. Diana stood at the circle’s northern point with her Book of Shadows in hand. She spoke in a loud, musical voice.
  


  
    “Thank you for gathering here today,” she said. “As the spell gets under way, each witch present must willingly offer Cassie a portion of his or her power, as a gift. You will get nothing in return. It has to be a completely selfless act.”
  


  
    Cassie looked around at all the willing faces, old, young, and in-between. Not one of them held her past against her, or her father’s past against her. No one here today blamed her for being a Blak.
  


  
    “Is everybody ready?” Diana asked.
  


  
    A murmur of assent was all the prompting she needed. “I’ll go first,” Diana announced and took a step forward, holding up a clear quartz crystal for everyone to observe.
  


  
    Cassie stood perfectly still, open-handed. She cupped her palms as if she were trying to catch water from a fountain.
  


  
    Diana ceremoniously placed the quartz in her open palms. She said, “I gift you this crystal, Cassandra Blake, as a symbol of my faith in you, and my allegiance to the community of witches, past, present, and future. Use this power well.”
  


  
    Her eyes radiated a shining love, for Cassie and for all who were present. Then she quietly returned to her place in the circle.
  


  
    Adam was the next to step forward. He held up a vivid blue sapphire, then placed the stone beside Diana’s in Cassie’s open hands, repeating the same words: “I gift you this crystal, Cassandra Blake, as a symbol of my faith in you, and my allegiance to the community of witches, past, present, and future. Use this power well.”
  


  
    Adam kissed Cassie softly on the cheek before returning to his place in the circle.
  


  
    Melanie offered Cassie pale green jade. Laurel gave her a majestically deep-hued amethyst. Deborah placed a yellow citrine into Cassie’s hand that resembled the high morning sun. Suzan’s father stepped forward holding up Suzan’s favorite gemstone, an orange carnelian. Both of them had tears in their eyes when he offered it to Cassie.
  


  
    Cassie’s mother had brought her namesake stone, a color-changing alexandrite. She placed it on top of the crystal pile forming in Cassie’s hands with a proud, loving smile.
  


  
    There were twenty-one of them in all. One by one, each witch present stepped forward and made the offering.
  


  
    Cassie’s cupped hands filled with a pile of crystals like a multicolored glass mountain. In her palms lay pink danburite, translucent topaz, and precious tourmaline. There was silky tiger’s eye and brassy pyrite; shimmering opal and speckled rainbow jasper. Their surfaces sparkled and felt cool upon her skin. The mass of them grew heavier with each stone, like a sinking, tipping scale.
  


  
    Nick stepped forward holding up a hefty chunk of green selenite, which was a friendship stone with metaphysical properties. “Just knowing you,” he whispered into her ear, “is enough for me. Seeing you every day, being there. I’ll be your friend for life.” He gave her a tender kiss on the forehead after placing the stone in her hands.
  


  
    Cassie felt her heart brimming, abundant with love, spilling over.
  


  
    Faye stepped to the center of the circle just after Nick. She offered Cassie her rare red star ruby. It was a grand gesture—the most powerful stone Faye owned—but she made no grandness of it. She gave Cassie a humble nod when she added it to the pile. “You deserve it,” she said.
  


  
    Scarlett was the only witch left who hadn’t come forward. Cassie waited, her hands growing shaky now beneath the weight of all the stones. She could already feel their power charging through her, completing her. She was careful not to let a single one slip through her fingers.
  


  
    Scarlett reached deep into her pocket and pulled out her offering. She held up a silvery black iron rose for everyone to admire. It was a variation of hematite, Cassie’s and Scarlett’s working crystal, with flat hexagonal edges clustered in a formation that resembled a flower. Its sheen reflected the sun like a mirror as she stepped forward. With both her hands, she placed it on the apex of the mountain of crystals in Cassie’s palms.
  


  
    Cassie felt her eyes widen as she took in the crystal’s natural beauty. It was the perfect stone to top the pile, an exquisite gleaming rosebud. When Scarlett returned to her place in the circle, the offering was complete.
  


  
    Cassie closed her eyes. The final recitation of the spell was hers to deliver.
  


  
    She took a deep breath, allowing the power of all the crystals she held in her hands to fill her heart and soul.
  


  
    She thought hard about the words on the brink of leaving her mouth. She had to mean them. She had to feel them. She had to be sure.
  


  
    And she was.
  


  
    “I am open to the power and love offered to me today,” she said. “I accept it with unguarded gratitude.”
  


  
    She repeated those words three times, louder each time, and the moment the final consonant left her lips, the crystals heated in her hands—all of them together, as one. She suddenly became aware of the salt smell in the air and the splashing waves against the pier. She listened to it and felt her breathing slow. She could feel her own pulse and the pulse of the earth, and she became immersed in its rhythm. Then she felt a warmth flow from the stones, up her arms, through her heart, and out through the top of her head. She felt a light radiating from her pores. She was glowing.
  


  
    She opened her eyes and looked around. She could see in the faces of her friends and loved ones that they also felt it. They, too, were flushed—not with the reception of power but by giving it freely. The whole group was radiant.
  


  
    Cassie suddenly felt whole again, but without the darkness fighting her from inside. She felt part of the earth, and the sky, and the sea—she felt both tiny and vast all at once. The spell had worked. She felt like Cassie.
  


  



  Chapter 29


  



  Cassie reached for Adam’s hand. “I love you so much,” she said.


  
    She looked down at their intertwined fingers, and it appeared: the silver cord, wrapping around their fingers and their hearts, roping their torsos like a lasso.
  


  
    Adam rested his parted lips against her hair. “Always.”
  


  
    He kissed her on the mouth, and her whole body felt warm. She could feel the cord pulling them closer, humming and shimmering, more vibrant than ever.
  


  
    A bright sun shined down on the vast blue water. Adam’s eyes were wide and loving, and Cassie felt like she was collapsing into them as he looked at her. The moment was perfect.
  


  
    With a swift motion, Adam swept her up into his arms. “I think we deserve a swim,” he said.
  


  
    “To the ocean!” Cassie called out for everyone to hear.
  


  
    Nick raced for the tide. Chris, Doug, and Sean followed him. They ran knee-deep into the water, fully clothed.
  


  
    Scarlett chased after Sean, diving for his head and dunking it underwater. Melanie, Laurel, and Deborah floated in up to their chins. Adam carried Cassie in deep enough for the sandy floor to dip down, and then shot ahead to join the game.
  


  
    Max and Diana held one another close, treading water together. Cassie could see the filaments of their cord between them as they kissed the water droplets off each other’s face.
  


  
    Then Cassie noticed Faye, who was bobbing nearby, smiling sideways. Cassie grinned back at her, and Faye slapped a wave of water into her face.
  


  
    Cassie caught the coming rush of saltwater right in her mouth, and Faye laughed aloud before she fled, kicking up more splashes through the surf behind her.
  


  
    Cassie wiped the stinging wetness from her eyes. After everything they’d been through, Faye would continue being Faye—she wouldn’t want her any other way.
  


  
    The Circle drifted farther out into the horizon, chasing and fleeing one another, spraying through the surf.
  


  
    The dark times are over, Cassie thought. At last. She felt like she could float here, watching her friends like this, forever—her amazing and powerful friends, laughing and playing beneath the shining sun.
  


  
    This was her destiny, and the things worth fighting for: friends, family, love.
  


  
    Connection.
  


  
    Why had she ever wanted to be anything other than what she was? A witch. With a Circle. Eternally linked to one another.
  


  
    Cassie swam in toward the center of the action.
  


  
    She was home, and she was herself. Everything was as it should be.
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