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CHAPTER 1[image: fire graphic]

Okay, girls, listen up. Today is the twenty-eighth. That means we have a little more than two weeks to get organized. Does anyone have any ideas besides the tired old hearts-and-flowers thing? We have to announce the theme this week. How about you, Kate. Any thoughts?

Kate Morgan looked up from her carton of blueberry yogurt, the spoon still in her mouth. Sherrie and the other girls were all looking at her, waiting for an answer, and she had no idea what the question was. She had been trying to get a look at Scott Coogan, who was sitting four tables over with the rest of the guys from the varsity football team. By turning her head she could just catch a glimpse of Scott, who was laughing at someone’s joke, and she had been wondering what it would be like to sit with him and gaze into his blue, blue eyes.

I’m sorry, Kate mumbled, swallowing her yogurt. What were we talking about?

Sherrie rolled her eyes and tossed her long, curly black hair over her shoulder indignantly, the way she always did when she caught someone not listening to her. The Valentine’s Day dance, she said, as if the answer should be obvious. You know, that little party we’ve been talking about for the past month? Maybe if you spent a little less time mooning over a certain dumb jock and paid more attention to us, your very best friends, you’d know what was going on.

Kate felt herself blushing. She’d thought she’d hidden her crush on Scott, but she should have known her friends would notice. By the smirks on their faces, she saw that they had.

I’m not . . . she started to say defensively, but they cut her off with shrieks of laughter.

Come on, said Jessica mischievously. We’ve seen the way you space out whenever he comes near you.

Yeah, added Tara. And whenever he passes your locker you suddenly forget your combination. Don’t try to fool us. You’ve got it bad for that boy.

Not that it will do you any good, said Sherrie, popping a potato chip into her mouth and looking very pleased with herself, as if she knew some vital piece of information they didn’t know.

Tell, said Jessica and Tara simultaneously.

Well, said Sherrie dramatically, leaning over the table so she wouldn’t have to talk too loudly. After cheerleading practice yesterday I was in the locker room changing. You guys had already left—thank you very much for waiting, by the way—and the varsity team came in. I heard Linda Thomson telling Sarah Jennings that Scott is planning on asking Terri Fletcher to the dance. Linda is going out with Evan Markson, who, as you know, is Scott’s best friend and—

We know who Evan Markson is, said Jessica, interrupting the story. You aren’t the only one around here who’s up on the social scene at Beecher Falls High School.

I was just citing the source, said Sherrie. I’d hate to be accused of spreading false information.

You and the Enquirer, Jessica teased.

Terri Fletcher, said Tara thoughtfully, twirling a strand of her red hair around her finger. She’s that blond girl who played the lead in the drama club production last year, right?

Right, said Sherrie. She’s a junior.

Scott would look good with her, said Tara, then she grimaced. Sorry, Kate. I didn’t mean you wouldn’t look good with him or anything.

Kate doesn’t have a chance with Scott Coogan, said Sherrie decisively. No offense, Kate. But look what you’re up against. Terri’s a junior. You’re a sophomore. She’s blond. You’re blond-ish. She’s a dainty little drama club girl. You’re a jock. Clearly, Mr. Football likes them ditzy and helpless.

Thanks for the reassurance, said Kate, wadding up her napkin and shoving it into her brown paper lunch bag. I didn’t realize I was so highly undatable.

Relax, said Jessica, trying to smooth things over the way she always did when she felt someone getting upset. You’re gorgeous. I’d kill for your skin. We’re just saying that clearly you’re not what Scott is after. That’s all.

I don’t know why we’re even talking about this, Kate said angrily as she stood up from the table. I don’t care if he likes me or not any—

She was cut off as she turned to leave and bumped into someone. The cup in her hand fell, splashing soda across the tabletop and onto Kate’s shirt, soaking her.

Sorry, said a male voice.

Why don’t you look where you’re going? Kate cried as she grabbed some napkins and dabbed at her shirt. She was already embarrassed by her friends’ teasing, and now because of some guy’s carelessness she was covered in soda. She looked up to see who had run into her, ready to give him a piece of her mind, and saw none other than Scott and his friends leaving the cafeteria without even a glance back at her. When she looked at her friends, they greeted her with we-told-you-so expressions.

Now that that is out of the way, can we please talk about the dance? asked Sherrie. We can worry about who Kate’s date is going to be once we decide on a theme.

I need to go change my shirt, said Kate. I’ll catch you guys later. That is, if you can stand to be seen with someone so deeply socially challenged.

Before any of them could protest, Kate walked toward the cafeteria doors. Tossing her lunch bag into the trash, she stormed into the hallway and made her way to the girls’ locker room. Being a member of the junior varsity basketball team meant that she had her own locker, and she was pretty sure she’d left an extra shirt in it. Besides, she wanted to be alone for a few minutes. She generally didn’t stay mad for long, but when she was upset she hated to be around other people.

The locker room was empty, and Kate was relieved to see that there was indeed another shirt in her locker, right there beside the one she wore for practice. It was a white, long-sleeved oxford she’d stolen from her older brother, Kyle, the last time he was home from college, but it would have to do. Removing her sticky T-shirt, she pulled on the fresh shirt and buttoned it up, leaving it untucked. Shoving the dirty T-shirt into her gym bag, she slammed the locker door more forcefully than she meant to and sat down on the long wooden bench that ran between the two rows of lockers. There was a full-length mirror attached to the wall at the end of the row, and she stared angrily at her reflection in it.

Why did I get stuck with such boring looks? she thought to herself. Her shoulder-length mousy hair was pulled back into the ponytail that she wore to keep it out of her face while she was playing ball. She wished it was curly, like Sherrie’s, or dramatically red, like Tara’s. She imagined herself with straight blond hair and startling blue eyes, like Jessica had, or with Tara’s freckled Irish complexion. Anything but plain old brownish hair and grayish eyes, she thought.

She knew she was just indulging in a little self-pity, but she was still smarting from their comments about her and Scott. The truth was, she was just as pretty as her friends were. Her body, lean from all the sports she played, certainly wasn’t as filled out as the bodies of some other girls. But she looked good, even in old jeans and an oversized men’s shirt.

So why did her friends just assume that a boy like Scott Coogan would never consider going out with her? What was it about her that made the idea of them together so hard to believe? They appeared to be right, though, judging from the fact that she didn’t seem to register on Scott’s radar, even when he bumped into her. Thinking about how he’d walked away with only a mumbled apology made her even more depressed and angry.

It wasn’t like she wasn’t popular. She had lots of friends, both on the team and off. She and her three best friends had even been elected to the social events committee of student government, and now they were planning the big Valentine’s Day dance together. She was always going to parties, and tons of guys noticed her. So why was she so upset that one guy out of the entire school wasn’t paying attention to her? Why did she have to have a thing for him anyway? She didn’t even really know him. It was just something about him. It was such a cliché, the sophomore girl falling for the senior football player. She felt stupid even thinking about it.

The ringing of the bell for sixth period interrupted her thoughts. Gathering up her books, she left the gym and walked to her next class. It was history with Mr. Draper, and she wasn’t looking forward to it. Today was the day they had to tell him what the topics for their term papers were, and she still had no idea what she was going to do hers on. History was far from her favorite subject, and the period they were studying—Europe in the sixteenth century—was nothing to get excited about.

She made it to class just as the second bell was ringing. Slipping into her seat, she hoped maybe Mr. Draper would forget about the paper topics and spend the forty-five minutes showing them slides of ancient castles or something so that she could think about other things.

But he hadn’t forgotten. As soon as everyone had settled down, Mr. Draper closed the door and faced them. Okay, he said. Term paper topics.

There was a collective groan as everyone slid down in their seats, hoping they wouldn’t be called on. 

Please, said Mr. Draper, holding his hand over his chest as if he were having a heart attack. Don’t show so much enthusiasm. I don’t think I can take it.

Kate smiled in spite of herself. Even though she didn’t find his class very interesting, she liked Mr. Draper. He was young—just out of college—and he didn’t treat his students like they were stupid. He couldn’t help it if he was stuck teaching the most boring subject in the tenth grade.

Does anyone have a topic picked out? asked Mr. Draper hopefully.

A couple of hands went up tentatively. Mr. Draper called on those students one at a time and wrote down the topic each one had selected. When he was done, he picked up a box that was sitting on his desk.

I suspected there might be some of you who wouldn’t be able to choose from among all the thrilling possibilities available to you, he said, getting a laugh from the class. So I took the liberty of drawing up some ideas.

He handed the box to the girl at the head of the first row of desks. Inside this box are pieces of paper with various topics written on them, he explained. Those of you who haven’t chosen a topic may pick one at random out of the box.

What if we don’t like the topic? asked Jerry Hoban doubtfully.

If you could think of one you liked better, Jerry, you wouldn’t be picking one out of a box, said Mr. Draper.

The first girl reached into the box and pulled out a piece of paper. The life of Shakespeare, she read, sounding relieved as she passed the box to the next person.

As the box went down the line, Kate listened to the topics chosen by the other students. Suddenly they all seemed fascinating, and she wondered why she hadn’t thought to write about the beheading of Anne Boleyn, Magellan’s explorations, or the excommunication of Queen Elizabeth I. When the box was passed to her, she hesitated for a moment and then reached inside. Grabbing a piece of paper, she drew it out and opened it.

The witchcraft persecutions, she read, frowning.

As the box continued around the room and others chose their topics, Kate kept looking at the slip of paper in her hand. She didn’t really know anything about witches, although the class had briefly discussed the fact that a lot of people had been tried and executed for participating in witchcraft during the Inquisition. Writing a report on the subject was going to mean a lot of work, and what with basketball and planning the Valentine’s Day dance and everything else she had to do, she didn’t have a lot of time to be hanging out in the library.

The box reached the end of the last row, and finally everyone had a topic. A couple of people traded, but no one offered to take Kate’s topic, so she was stuck with it. Mr. Draper spent the rest of the period going over material for their upcoming midterm, so Kate was able to zone out and daydream about what she was going to wear to the Valentine’s Day dance. Not that it mattered if she didn’t have a date. That thought made her even more miserable, so she just sat and drew meaningless pictures in her notebook until the bell rang.

Kate’s next period was phys ed. Because she was on the basketball team, she got to spend her time in the gym practicing with other members of the team who had p.e. then too. When she arrived, Tara and Jessica were practicing free throws along with a few other girls. Kate changed into shorts and her practice T-shirt and joined them.

You in a better mood? Jessica asked as she tossed Kate a ball.

Give me a few minutes and I will be, Kate said as she attempted a shot and watched the ball bounce off the rim. Or maybe I won’t.

Still mooning over jock boy? her friend teased.

No, it’s Mr. Draper, Kate answered, retrieving the ball.

I don’t think Mr. Draper would go with you to the dance, Tara commented. But it’s a nice thought.

Cute, said Kate, making another throw and feeling slightly better when the ball swished through the net. I got a lame topic for his term paper.

It can’t be any worse than trying to come up with an idea Sherrie likes for the dance, said Jessica. She’s been on a rampage since lunch.

That’s Sherrie, said Kate. She lives for planning things like this. Once she picks something, she’ll be fine. You know she always asks us for ideas and then does exactly what she wants to anyway.

I know, said Tara. But now she’s talking about doing some kind of doomed lovers theme. You know, Romeo and Juliet, Anthony and Cleopatra, those whiners from Titanic. We have to stop her.

We’ll talk her out of it, said Kate, taking the ball and passing it to Jessica.

We’ll get a chance after school, Jessica said. She wants us to meet at her house when she’s done with cheerleading.

Maybe, Kate said as the ball returned to her. I’ve got to go to the library and do some research for Draper’s paper. It’s going to take a while.

Are you hoping to run into Scott? Jessica asked slyly.

Like he’d be in the library, Kate replied sarcastically. Besides, Jess, as you all pointed out so thoroughly at lunch, I’m most definitely not his type. She’d pretty much forgiven her friends for their comments, but she was still stung by the truth of them, and she really wanted to change the subject. Let’s just play, she said. 

The girls formed two teams, and moments later Kate was racing down the court, her mind emptied of everything except the way the ball was moving and where the other players were. As the game went on, Kate forgot about Scott and about her history paper. The score was close, but just as the bell signaling the end of the period rang, Kate sank the shot that carried her team over the edge. She felt great as they went into the locker room to shower and change. As she walked out of the gym with Jessica and Tara, she felt as if the day wasn’t nearly as bad as she’d thought it was forty-five minutes before. Kate’s last period class was study hall, but the library was an option when needed, so that’s where she headed.

We’ll be at Sherrie’s if you finish early, Jessica told her as they parted at the library doors. See you later.

Kate went into the library and put her backpack on a table in a corner. Going over to one of the computers, she sat down and started to search for anything she could find on her assigned history topic. Typing witchcraft into the search engine, she waited to see what the library’s collection would come up with. To her surprise, there were quite a number of books on the list. She jotted down their locations and went to find them.

Seated on the floor between the shelves, Kate scanned the row of books in front of her, reading some of the titles: Witchcraft Through the Ages, The Devil’s Hiding Place, The Witch Trials of Europe. There were more books than she had expected to find, and she didn’t know where to start. Eventually she pulled a book out at random and flipped through it. It was filled with old engravings of people being burned at the stake, hung from gallows, and tied to strange torture devices. The images made her uncomfortable, and she quickly shut the book and picked up another one.

For the next half hour Kate browsed the books, trying to decide if witchcraft was something she could write about. Some of the stuff she found seemed sort of interesting, but nothing really grabbed her. Plus her left leg was asleep from sitting on the floor. She stood up and tried to walk it out. As she stumbled out from the shelves, the library doors opened and two people came in, talking loudly. When she saw Scott Coogan coming toward her with Evan Markson, her heart jumped in her chest. Suddenly, everything bad about the day came back to her, and Scott was the last person she wanted to see. All she wanted to do was get out of the library and go home. Gathering up the books around her, and ignoring the monstrous pins-and-needles traveling up and down her left leg, she carried them as quickly as she could to the front desk to check them out.

Looks like you’re doing a paper, the person behind the desk said as she took the circulation cards out of the books and stamped them with a due date.

Yeah, it’s for my history class, Kate answered, glancing up. When she saw who it was, she froze. Of all the people she didn’t want to see, she’d thought Scott was number one. Now she realized he was number two—next to his alleged dream girl, Terri Fletcher. As Kate stared at Terri, all she could think was that she would never be as pretty as her, that Scott would never ask her out, and that she was a social failure. Then, to make things worse, she heard Scott’s voice coming toward her.

Could you hurry? she said, anxiously watching Terri stamp each book methodically. I really need to get home.

I’m almost done, Terri said. Just one more to go. She stamped the last card, put the book on top of the others, and pushed the stack toward Kate. There you go.

Thanks, Kate said hurriedly. She picked up the pile of books and moved away from the desk as quickly as she could, trying to keep her back to Scott. She didn’t want to bump into him again—and, even more, she didn’t want to see him smiling at Terri.

Dumping the books into her backpack and grabbing her coat, Kate took off, deliberately not glancing at the circulation desk, where Scott was leaning over the counter, talking to Terri. Instead, she focused on the doors as if they were the net in a basketball game. The goal was to get to them and out into the hallway without looking anywhere but straight ahead.

When she felt the door handle beneath her fingers, she pushed hard and practically burst into the hallway. Then she ran down the hall to the front doors and out into the cold January afternoon. As she began her walk through town and toward home, she couldn’t help but think about how she wished she was the one Scott had come into the library to talk to instead of Terri. As much as she hated to admit it, her friends were right. She would give almost anything to have him be interested in her. If only she could find some way to make him notice her.



CHAPTER 2[image: fire graphic]

Hello? Kate called out as she shut the front door of her house behind her.

There was no answer. Kate hung her coat in the hall closet and looked into the living room, but it was empty except for the tools her father never managed to put away. Although they’d lived in the old house on Halifax Street since before Kate was born, her father was always finding something else to fix or restore. At the moment he was repairing the tiles around the fireplace, and there was a mess all over the floor. The dining room was empty as well. But in the kitchen Kate found a note from her mother on the counter.

Kate:

I’m catering a party this evening and your father is working late at the store. Dinner’s in the fridge. Hope you like it. We should both be home by 10:00.

Love,

Mom

Normally, Kate loved having dinner with her parents. Unlike some of her friends, she got along really well with her family. She liked telling them about her day as they ate together, and she enjoyed hearing her mother talk about her catering business and laughing at her father’s good-natured complaining about the neophyte hikers and cell phone–toting outdoor enthusiasts who flocked to his sporting goods store to get outfitted for their trips into the forests that surrounded Beecher Falls. But tonight she was happy to have the house to herself so she wouldn’t have to answer any questions. As much as she liked her parents, she didn’t want to talk to them about how awful she was feeling over what had happened at school.

Kate peeked into the fridge, saw that her mother had left her some pasta salad and chicken for dinner, and grabbed a soda to take up to her room with her. Upstairs, she put a CD into the stereo, took off her shoes, and flopped onto her bed. Outside the window the sky was gray and stormy, which was exactly how she felt herself.

She opened her backpack and dumped the library books onto her bed. She’d been in such a hurry to get out of the library that she hadn’t even really looked at which books she’d grabbed. Now she went through them, hoping one of them would give her something to work with. It looked as though she was going to have to find out all she could about witchcraft, whether she liked it or not.

She picked up the first book and started reading. At first she found it difficult going because there were a lot of dates and numbers, and the style was dry. But the longer she read, the more interested she became. According to the book, hundreds of thousands of people had been tried as witches in Europe during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Many of them had confessed to being witches after enduring horrible tortures, and most ended up being executed anyway.

The more she read, the more Kate found it incredible that anyone would believe the stories told by the people who accused others of being witches. Flying through the air? Talking to the Devil? Making people die? None of it made any sense. Yet thousands and thousands of people had died because someone did believe that they were witches and could do these things. People had been so frightened by the idea that witches existed and had terrible powers that in some villages in Europe entire populations had been wiped out.

There was definitely enough material for her to write a paper. Relieved, she shut the book she was reading and put it back on the pile. She’d been reading for a long time and was feeling more than a little hungry, especially since she’d left most of her lunch uneaten. She decided to get the dinner her mother had left her and get back to the books later. Now that she knew there was enough for a report, she wasn’t in such a hurry.

As she got off the bed, she knocked the pile of books over and they fell onto the floor. She bent down to pick them up, and the cover of one of them caught her eye. It had a picture of a woman sitting behind a burning candle, and it was called Spells and Charms for the Modern Witch. She didn’t remember choosing it at the library. I must have grabbed it by mistake, she thought as she picked it up and opened it.

Unlike the other books, this one wasn’t a history book. It appeared to be an actual book of spells and rituals. The contents page listed all kinds of weird things, like charms for warding off evil, rituals for bringing good luck, and directions for making potions. It all sounded like a bunch of nonsense, but Kate found herself leafing through the pages anyway.

There were some photographs in the book of people doing the different spells and rituals. Unlike the creepy engravings in the other books, these photos showed normal-looking women and men. They weren’t wearing pointy hats or black capes or anything. Some were dressed in plain old jeans and T-shirts. They didn’t look much different from the people Kate might see at the mall—or even at church on Sunday mornings. As she looked at their faces, Kate wondered if they were really witches. She would have expected them to look different somehow, but they looked just like her.

She turned to one of the spells and started reading. It was a spell to cleanse a place of negative energy. She was surprised to see that there were no complicated rhymes or incantations. In fact, the spell didn’t seem difficult at all. It just involved lighting some candles, doing some kind of meditation, and saying a few words. Anyone could do it.

Kate was sort of disappointed. From her few impressions of witchcraft, she’d expected spells to be at least a little bit spooky. But the ones in the book sounded about as easy and mysterious as making Jell-O—just add hot water and wait. There were no strange ingredients, and the book didn’t say anything about having to do the spells in a secret place in the woods or under a full moon or anything like that. The woman in the picture that accompanied the cleansing spell was doing it in her living room.

Anyone could do that, Kate thought. Then she had another thought: I could do that if I wanted to. The idea of trying to perform a spell herself made her laugh. She’d feel so silly sitting in front of a candle, saying the words of the spell, and waiting for something to happen. Besides, she was no witch. She was just plain old Kate Morgan, who needed to do a report for school. This wasn’t really her kind of thing at all.

Leaving the book on her bed, she went down to the kitchen and took out her dinner. A quick three minutes in the microwave had the chicken smelling like it was fresh from the oven, and Kate sat down at the table to enjoy her mother’s cooking. As she ate, she found herself thinking about the people accused of witchcraft by the witch-hunters. What would she have done if she’d been accused of witchcraft? Would she have proclaimed
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