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The Captive Part II





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
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