
[image: images]

    [image: images]


        For Warren Murphy, who taught me
                everything I know about anything

    

Acknowledgments

Many thanks to my talented and hardworking editor, Alexandra Penfold; my brilliant and amazingly organized agent, Lucienne Diver; to my initial readers, Pam Williamson and Lynne Carrera, who make sure my course steers true; to BFF Michele Horon, without whom I could plot nothing; to all the bloggers who took the time to read and review my first YA novel, Legacy; and finally, to my new readers whose support has given me a new future.



PART ONE

THE EMPORIUM OF REMARKABLE GOODS


[image: images]



CHAPTER


•

ONE

[image: images]

I probably went to the only school in the country with a rule against practicing witchcraft.

That wasn’t really as crazy as it sounded. The Massachusetts town where I lived was sort of known for its rumored history of magical residents. Some said it was even more haunted by witches than Salem, our famous neighbor. The story went that while the Pilgrims in Salem were burning innocent women at the stake, the real witches went to Whitfield and vanished into a fog.

Of course, that wasn’t entirely true. Nobody had actually been burned at the stake in Salem. Oh, there had been plenty of murders, jailings, and torture of women who hadn’t done much more than piss off their neighbors. Lots of widows had their property stolen, and one guy got crushed to death. But the burnings were pretty much left to the Europeans. The part of the story that was true was the part about the real witches going to Whitfield.

I knew because I was the descendant of one of those witches.

A lot of us were, although we kept quiet about it. That was because even there, in the town where at least half the population were witches, we had to live among cowen, aka non-magical people. Actually, we thought of ourselves as talented—we could all do different things—rather than magical. But that wouldn’t have mattered to cowen. They had a nice tradition of destroying anything they couldn’t understand. Look at Salem.

At school there were two kinds of students, the Muffies and the witches. Muffies were the kinds of girls you’d find at every boarding school in the Northeast: fashionable, promiscuous, and clueless. Okay, that wasn’t fair. There were plenty of cowen kids at Ainsworth School who weren’t Muffies. Half of them weren’t even girls. But those non-Muffies generally left us alone. It was the Muffies who were always making life difficult.

They sneered at us. They called us names. (Yeah, these were the same people who were legally named Bitsy, Binky, and Buffy.) “Geek” was probably the most popular name for us, since it was pretty much true, at least from their point of view. We generally didn’t have problems with drugs, alcoholism, reckless driving, kleptomania, credit card debt, or STDs. To be fair, we did sometimes have issues with ghosts, apparitions, disappearing, transmogrification, rainmaking, telepathy, demon rampages, telekinesis, and raising the dead. And maybe a few other things.

Hence the injunction against performing witchcraft at Ainsworth. This rule had been in place ever since my ancestor Serenity Ainsworth had founded the school. (I liked to think that one of her pupils had given some Puritan Muffy a pig nose in a catfight.)

The Muffies didn’t know about this rule. They didn’t know that Whitfield was the biggest and oldest community of witches in the United States, or that the geeks at Ainsworth School could summon enough power to make a hydrogen bomb seem like a fart in a bathtub if we wanted to. They thought that Whitfield was an ordinary place and that Ainsworth was an ordinary school.

Or did they?

I’d often wondered if they knew. . . . I mean, how could they not know? On every major witch holiday the Meadow—that was a big field in the middle of Old Town—filled up with fog so dense that you couldn’t see through it. It was the same fog that saved the witches from being grabbed by the Puritans back in the day. When the fog appeared, the witches all tumbled into it like lemmings, but cowen couldn’t—physically couldn’t—enter. And that was only one of the weird shenanigans that went on there. Even the dumbest Muffies must have had an inkling once in a while that Whitfield, Massachusetts, was a little different from wherever they called home.

At least that was my theory about how the whole mess started. With a jealous Muffy.

And an idiot who should have known better than to forget the no-witchcraft rule, since it was her relative who’d made it in the first place.
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Right. It was me. But in all fairness I had a good reason. I was protecting my friend Verity from Summer Hayworth, the most evil of the evil Muffies at Ainsworth. More accurately, I was protecting her boyfriend, Cheswick, from expulsion, and possibly arrest, for what he was about to do to Summer in Verity’s defense.

I could still see it—Summer, who had the taste level of a dung beetle, laughing when Verity opened her locker and found a stuffed witch doll hanging by its neck. The doll had been made to look like Verity, with striped stockings and red hair. Its eyes had been removed and replaced by Xs, and someone had sewn a red tongue hanging out the side of its mouth.

There was no doubt about who’d done it. Even though none of them had classes near Verity’s locker, Summer and her three main cohorts—A. J. Nakamura, Tiffany Rothstein, and Suzy Dusset—just happened to be hanging around the area. Aside from Verity, me, and our boyfriends, Cheswick and Peter, the evil Muffies were the only people within a hundred feet of the locker in question. As for the witch doll itself, well, it had “evil Muffy” stamped all over it. A.J. was an artist, and the tongue definitely looked like her work, but the idea had to have been Summer’s because nobody else in the school could possibly have been so crass.

If it had been my locker, I wouldn’t have thought much about it. The witch doll was actually kind of cute, X-ed out eyes and all. But Verity was, well, sensitive. More to the point, she was a QMS—a quivering mass of sensitivity—of the highest order. She got emotional if someone swatted a fly or squashed a mosquito. She went into coughing fits if anyone in the room was wearing perfume. She was a vegan, of course, and only wore plastic shoes. Frankly, she wasn’t the most fun person to party with, but that wasn’t the point.

The point was, she was from a very old witch family, and being outed by Muffies in high school was, for Verity, pretty much on a par with being ravaged by wild dogs. She went all pale and started shaking so hard that Cheswick had to hold her up. Her eyes filled with tears. Her nose ran. Her fingertips turned blue.

“She needs something to drink,” Cheswick said. He was looking at me, but Summer answered:

“What would she like? Bat’s blood?”

“Shut up, Summer,” I said.

“You going to make me, or are you just going to turn me into a frog?”

“I’d turn you into a jerk, except someone must have beat me to it,” I said. Peter poked me in the arm. He thought I asked for trouble. Not true. I never had confrontations with horrible people if I could help it. Peter was just more of a “go with the flow” kind of person than I was.

Tiffany almost laughed at my little comeback, but she checked herself. Summer had no sense of humor, especially about herself. A.J. and Suzy just stared, as bored and clueless as ever.

“Let’s get out of here,” Peter said.

“Yeah,” Cheswick agreed, slamming Verity’s locker with a little more force than necessary.

“Oh, yeah. Go with your cool boyfriend,” Summer said. A.J. and Suzy smiled. Cheswick, who looked like a dandelion puff and was the all-school champion in Lord of the Rings trivia, was not considered cool, even by the geeks.

I think this, more than Summer’s offending Verity, was what set him off. Before any of us knew what was happening, Cheswick hurled Verity at Peter like he was passing a football, and threw five fingers at Summer.

The Muffies laughed at that, which showed how dumb they really were. When witches did that—flicked their fingers at someone—it was like aiming a wand at them. And when the witch was as pissed off as Cheswick was, the result usually wasn’t good.

“Cheswick!” I whispered, but it was too late to stop him. All I could do at that point was try to weaken his spell by throwing out one of my own to cross his.

“Stink!” I shouted. Don’t ask me why I chose that one. It was probably at the core of what I felt about Summer and the skank girls. Anyway, at that moment A. J. Nakamura, Japanese-American princess that she was, let loose with this tremendous salami-scented belch. Tiffany sniffed at her armpits, and then gagged. Suzy Dusset grabbed her belly and headed for the bathroom, sounding like a Formula One race car the whole way.

“What the hell do you think—” Summer began, then stopped to sniff the air she had just fouled with her breath. The rest of us shrank backward. Verity started to retch. Summer narrowed her eyes at me. “You’ll be sorry,” she said. Then she smiled at Peter and made the Call me gesture with her fingers. That was how crusty she was.

“Er . . . you wouldn’t happen to have some air freshener in your locker, would you?” I asked Verity.

Cheswick led her away. Figuring that Verity didn’t need a repeat of what had just gone on, I opened the locker and took out the doll.

“I don’t think you should be touching that,” Peter said.

“Hey, somebody has to get rid of it.”

He sighed. “Okay, but why does that person always have to be you?”

“It’s just better if we avoid complications,” I said. “Look, I’m not doing anything wrong, okay?”

“Exactly what are you doing, Katy?” a pleasant voice behind me asked. It was Miss P, the assistant principal.

“Oh, no,” Peter muttered.

“Move along, Peter,” Miss P said, her eyes never leaving mine. “Is that your locker?”

Quickly I stashed the doll behind my back. “Miss P, I can explain.”

“I don’t think so,” she said in a tone she might have used to discuss the weather. “I saw you using special ability on those girls.” “Special ability” was code for “witchcraft.”

“Then you know I didn’t—” I thrust out my arms, having forgotten about the doll, whose head bobbed in mute accusation.

“I’ll take that, please.”

Abashed, I handed it to her as I watched Peter recede into the distance, shaking his head.

“Do you have a minute?” Miss P said cheerfully. That was code for “Bend over and kiss your butt good-bye.”
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Actually, it wasn’t so bad. Miss P was pretty decent most of the time. She rounded up everyone who had been near the locker and heard us all out. Of course, no one said anything. Peter said he hadn’t seen anything, Cheswick wouldn’t admit to throwing out five fingers, Summer didn’t confess to putting the doll in Verity’s locker, and naturally, the Muffy posse would die before they’d say they smelled bad.

In the end everyone was dismissed except for me.

“I needn’t remind you about your responsibilities as a member of this community,” Miss P said. That was all code. Translation: “Do that again, and you’ll not only get kicked out of school, but you won’t be welcome in Whitfield anymore either.”

Witches were strict. If you didn’t fit in—that is, if you weren’t magical enough, or if you broke one of the million unwritten rules that had been passed down through the centuries, most of which had to do with not drawing attention to yourself—then the whole town stopped talking to you, and you had to go live among cowen if you wanted any kind of life at all.

Fortunately, that didn’t happen often. Peter had been afraid it might happen to him last year because he wasn’t very proficient in witchcraft (sorry, guys, but it was one area in which females seemed to have a slight edge), but his friends helped him through that. Besides, it was better to have too little magic than too much. No one was kinder, smarter, or more loyal than Peter Shaw. Or better-looking, if truth be told. To be honest, if he got kicked out of Whitfield, I wouldn’t want to stay there either.

But Peter wasn’t the problem this time. I was.

“I understand,” I said. I tried to sound reasonably contrite, but I knew that causing four nasty girls to have BO wasn’t going to put me on the FBI’s Most Wanted list, especially since the Muffies hadn’t even complained about it.

“I’m aware that the infraction wasn’t severe,” Miss P said. “It’s that it happened at all. This is an open school.”

I nodded. Ainsworth needed the Muffies, because most of them came from rich families. Without them (and their sizable tuition checks) a lot of us would have to go to Liberty High, the area’s twelve-hundred-student public school, where we’d stick out like sore thumbs and probably end up being beaten into jelly.

“You really should try not to involve your friends in your misadventures,” she said crisply.

That hurt. “Involve . . . They involved me!” I protested.

Miss P sat back in her chair. “Really?” she asked quietly. “How did Peter Shaw involve you in this?”

I swallowed. “Well, not him, maybe,” I said, reddening. I didn’t want to drag Peter into anything. He had enough problems of his own.

“I understand you’re considering applying for early admission to Harvard next year.”

“Uh, yeah,” I answered warily.

“So is your friend Peter,” she said. “However, despite his excellent academic record, he lacks some of your advantages.”

Meaning, I suppose, my father, who had been lobbying to get me into Harvard since the day I was born. An academic himself, he planned to pull every string he could get his hands on to guarantee my early acceptance and a hefty scholarship.

Peter wasn’t so lucky. The poorest relation of the richest family in town, he’d been disowned by his relatives and regarded as an outcast by the Shaws after his parents had died.

Miss P leaned forward and looked earnestly into my eyes. “I want to help Peter get the education he deserves,” she said. “I’m sure you do too.”

“Of course,” I said. She knew that Peter Shaw meant more to me than anything else in the world.

“So you must know how important it is that Peter’s record not be marred by disciplinary issues.” Her eyes bored into mine.

“Oh.” She’d struck a nerve. If my stupidity caused anything bad to rebound onto Peter, I’d never forgive myself. “I get it,” I said quietly. “There won’t be any more . . . issues.”

“Good.” She smiled at me as she got up and held open her office door for me.

•  •  •

Peter was waiting by my locker when the final bell rang. “Hey,” he said softly, touching my hair.

“Hey,” I answered. I wrapped my arms around his waist and leaned my head against his chest. Just hearing his heart beat, as deep and steady as Peter himself, made me feel as if I’d gone into a safe place.

“Are you okay?”

I nodded silently, afraid that my voice would betray me.

“No, you’re not,” he said, and lifted my chin. He was smiling, his gray eyes twinkling beneath his thick honey-colored hair. “Listen, if you’re going to break all the rules, you’d better get used to being yelled at.”

“Thank you, Judge Shaw.”

“So what’d you get, detention?”

“Not even.” I got out my coat. “Miss P gave me a pass this time.”

“Well done,” Peter said with mock admiration. “Now if you can just avoid flying through the halls on your broom . . . ”

“Ha-ha,” I said humorlessly. I closed my locker and turned to leave—Peter and I were both due at work in half an hour—but I couldn’t get out of my mind what Miss P had said. “Peter, I’m so sorry,” I said, throwing my arms around his neck. “You know I’d do anything for you.”

“Oh?” He grinned, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively. “Want to prove it?”

I pulled away and thumped him on the arm.

“It was worth a try,” he said with a shrug.

“I was hoping you’d take me seriously,” I said hotly, heading for the exit.

“Come on, Katy.” He loped after me. “You know I was kidding.”

We walked through the doors into the crisp late-autumn air. “I guess,” I said. There was a cold drizzle falling, which felt good after the superheated classrooms of the school’s ancient building.

“So tell me what’s up.” Casually Peter took my books and tucked them under his arm with his own.

I shook my head. “It’s just that Miss P said I was involving you in my . . . infractions or whatever, and that you were going to suffer for it.”

“Me? Suffer how?”

“By not getting into Harvard.”

He burst out laughing. “Because you gave Summer Hayworth BO?”

“Or something. Miss P was serious, though.”

“I doubt that. Besides, we’re not even allowed to apply to colleges until next year.”

I stopped in my tracks and turned toward him. “She wants you to go to Harvard, Peter. She’s going to help you. But everything we do from here on in is going to count. Don’t think it won’t.”

“Okay, I get it. No fraternizing with criminals. But I hardly think you fit into that category.” He put his arm around me as we walked into the Meadow.

Hattie’s Kitchen, where Peter and I worked after school, was on the far side of the grassy expanse that had stood in the middle of Whitfield since the town’s founding three hundred and fifty years ago. For cowen it was just a nice little park with a quaint old cemetery that had headstones dating from the sixteen hundreds, and a lot of twisting, narrow pathways leading into the woods that protected the town from the Atlantic winds blowing off Whitfield Bay. But to the witches whose families had settled the area, the Meadow was the wellspring of their magic.

I’ve mentioned that on Wiccan holidays the Meadow filled with a supernatural fog so thick that only the descendants of those original settlers could enter it. But even on ordinary days the place exuded a sense of peace that always made me feel better.

I put my arm around Peter, matching his arm around me, and we walked together through the wet fallen leaves. “I love you,” I whispered.

“I love you, too.” He pressed me close to him and kissed the top of my head. “Even if you are a bad influence.”

“I’m really sorry about what happened today,” I said. “The next time you see me doing something stupid, don’t bother trying to talk me out of it. Just run the other way.”

“I promise,” he said, crossing his heart. “Although I really had hoped to see you beyond next week.”

I scowled.

“Oh, come on.” He ruffled my hair. “You’re the smartest person in school. You can’t even do anything stupid.”

Right. Which is why I had been almost burned at the stake last year. If it hadn’t been for Peter—and a few helpful ghosts—I’d have finished out the summer as an ember, thanks to one of my bright ideas.

“So I’m officially asking the smartest person in school to Winter Frolic.”

I looked up at him. “The dance? Really?” I tried to look enthusiastic, but actually I hated events like Winter Frolic. People looked forward to it so much, and then when it finally came around, everyone was too nervous to have a good time. So they would just hang out pretending that they were having fun. Plus there was always somebody who cried in the bathroom all evening, somebody who acted like a jerk, somebody whose dress ripped, and somebody who got reamed out by a teacher in front of everyone. Please.

“You don’t want to go?” Peter asked, knowing full well how I felt about Winter Fwow-up. “Zounds.”

“I get it,” I said. “You don’t want to go either. You only asked me so I’d feel good about being invited.”

He smiled. “I’d do anything for you.” He kissed me on the lips. Our books fell to the ground in a whoosh of slick leaves. Some boys who were passing by whistled and whooped at us, but we ignored them. All I could think about was the touch of his soft lips on mine and the feel of his body pressing so closely against me. “How about ten minutes?” he asked.

“Huh?” I just wanted to keep kissing him.

“We can go to the dance for ten minutes,” he said. “That way you can at least put on a pretty dress. Unless you don’t want to do that.”

I licked my lips. They felt chilled in the cold air now. “I guess I could handle ten minutes,” I said, loving him more than ever. “Then can we go for pizza?” I leaned against him.

“Sounds like a plan,” he said. “An excellent plan.”
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Hattie’s Kitchen was warm and dry and brightly lit. “We’re here!” Peter yelled as we hung up our coats and put on our aprons.

“Good,” Hattie answered, brushing flour off her ebony-colored arms as she bustled into the room.

Peter gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“You have a good day at school?” she asked, straightening his collar. Hattie had raised Peter since he was six years old. She still kept his room in the cottage attached to the restaurant, even though, like most other witches, he had a room in the school dorms.

“I did,” Peter answered. “How’s Eric?”

“Sleeping.”

Eric was Peter’s eleven-year-old brother. He was a witch too, and about a thousand times more powerful than Peter. He was more powerful than just about anyone in Whitfield, really, even though he couldn’t speak or walk or feed himself.

Nature is weird in the distribution of genius, but there it was. The greatest magician in a town filled with magicians was a brain-damaged eleven-year-old kid.

Hattie consulted the menu she’d been writing. “Katy, start on pies,” she ordered. “Six pumpkin, six Dutch apple. And a cheesecake. Peter, you go call Jeremiah Shaw.”

Peter and I looked at each other. “What?” we asked in unison.

Hattie raised her hands in submission. “Don’t ask me. His secretary called to command you into the old coot’s presence. You have to negotiate when that’s going to happen.”

“I don’t think I want it to happen at all,” Peter said. “He stood me up the last time.”

I remembered vaguely that Jeremiah Shaw had invited Peter to meet him at Shaw Enterprises last summer, but that hadn’t amounted to anything. When Peter had shown up, he’d been told that his great-uncle was out of the country.

“Well, that’s up to you,” Hattie said. “But if you ask me, enough bridges have been burned. Maybe you ought to hear old Jeremiah out.”

Peter puffed out his cheeks. “All right,” he muttered. He shot me a look as he left the kitchen. His expression looked like that of a drowning man going under.

I felt for him. Peter had been dealt a bad hand from the beginning, with both parents dead and a brain-damaged brother who would never be able to take care of himself. Their father, the lowest-ranking member of the patrician Shaw family, had left both children in the care of Hattie Scott, who was not only poor and cooked food for a living, but was also known even to tourists, although half jokingly, as the village witch woman. It wasn’t a set of characteristics that appealed to the upper-crust Shaw family, who all seemed to have been born with long sticks up their butts.

When he couldn’t reverse his nephew’s will, Jeremiah, as head of the family, had disinherited Peter and had seen to it that none of their relatives would have anything to do with either of Hattie’s wards again.

“So why would Jeremiah Shaw want to contact Peter, after all these years of ignoring him?” I asked out loud.

“Just tend to your pies,” Hattie snapped. “Lord, but that girl is nosy,” I heard her grumble.

It seemed like forever until Peter came back. He looked dazed.

“Well?” I demanded. Hattie was looking at him expectantly.

“He—he apologized,” Peter stammered. “For everything. Just . . . everything. He wants me to go see him.”

“Again?” I asked skeptically.

“You hush,” Hattie said.

“I think he wants to train me to work for his company.” Peter’s hands were shaking. “He says he’ll put me through college.”

“Oh, my stars,” Hattie whispered, looking heavenward.

“Harvard?” I asked breathlessly.

He nodded. “If I can get in.” He bit his lip. “And if I work out with Shaw Enterprises.”

“Meaning what?” I wanted to know. Hattie waved me away.

“He says I’ve been gone from the family for too long,” Peter said. “Maybe he wants to adopt me. Or re-dopt me. Whatever.”

The phone rang. Hattie held up her index finger, then went to answer it.

“You’ve already been adopted,” I spat, casting my eyes toward Hattie. Peter looked pained. “But I guess it wouldn’t hurt to see what’s what,” I relented.

Peter nodded mutely.

Then Hattie got off the phone and came over. “Don’t you worry about a thing, Peter Shaw,” she said gently, hugging him. “Everything’s going to work out just fine.”
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So things were more or less okay until the next day, when my hamburger turned into slugs.

Let me stress that I am not kidding. I was eating lunch with Peter and noticing how his calm gray eyes had flecks of gold in them, when Becca Fowler, who’d been sitting across from us, suddenly stood up shrieking like a prom queen in a horror movie.

My first thought was that maybe Verity had puked in the food line—it wouldn’t have been the first time—but Becca was pointing at me. That’s when I noticed that my bun had sprouted antennae and was traveling. My fries, too, had taken on a new appearance. They had become a pile of severed fingers.

I jumped up so fast that my chair fell over behind me. Everyone at my table—all witches—was either staring and speechless or scrambling toward the exits, because there was no question at all about this being an unnatural occurrence, and a fairly advanced one. What I mean is, most of the witches at Ainsworth School, even seniors, wouldn’t have had the skills to pull this off. Whoever made fingers out of potatoes knew something about the Craft.

I looked around. By this time the place was in a state of utter confusion, with a lot of shouting and laughter and gross sounds of all descriptions and people getting up to check out the spectacle for themselves. The only ones who didn’t seem to be at all perturbed were Summer and the Muffies, sitting on the other side of the cafeteria. All of them were facing me. A.J., Suzy Dusset, and Tiffany were giggling behind their napkins, but Summer was just watching me with this little half smile on her face.

“Summer?” I was basically talking to myself, but the thought was so surprising to me that I guess I spoke out loud.

“What?” Peter asked. Apparently he hadn’t made that connection at all.

Becca did. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “Summer may be heinous, but she’s still cowen. Besides—”

At that moment a huge black dog leaped through the open cafeteria doors and bounded down the aisle, stopping momentarily near my table to shake mud on everyone and help himself to a half dozen hamburgers.

“Ewww,” someone said as the dog belched dramatically.

“Hey, he left yours alone,” Peter said with a grin.

“Very funny.”

“Everyone calm down,” Miss P commanded, the heels of her shoes clicking across the floor. Actually, she didn’t exactly say anything. She only thought those words, but that was enough. Even though the room was practically vibrating with noise, all we heard was her voice in our heads and the sound of her walking through the silence.

“What is going on here?” she demanded in her real speaking voice, moving unerringly toward my table.

“N-nothing,” I stammered.

“I do not wish to warn you again, Katy.”

“But I didn’t . . . ” I gave up. I couldn’t explain anything anyway. “Sorry. I guess I knocked my chair over by accident.”

Miss P studied me for a moment, trying to figure out what I’d done to cause so much commotion. Well, sorry, kemo sabe, I thought. Can’t help you there. My eyes drifted toward Summer.

Miss P caught my look. “Do you have a problem with someone here?”

No issues, I thought. “No.”

She clacked away. “You.” She pointed to the dog that had been sitting obediently, licking his chops. “Out!” The dog barreled through the caf doors like he was on fire. “Carry on,” she said aloud.

Right. Business as usual. Welcome to my world.

“I don’t suppose you feel like dessert,” Peter said finally.

I shook my head. Most of my hamburger had fallen—or crawled—onto the table. “Go ahead,” I said miserably. “I think I’ll go to the library.”

•  •  •

Summer!

How could that be? She was not only cowen, she was übercowen. Math was magical to Summer Hayworth. If her parents hadn’t donated the school’s auditorium, she’d have been in someplace like Las Palmas High in south Florida, where I used to go to school. There were no witches at Las Palmas, only surfer dudes with six-pack abs and brains the consistency of warm oatmeal. Summer would have fit right in there.

She couldn’t have slugified my burger. I don’t know if I could have done that, and I was supposed to be pretty proficient for my age.

But her face . . . She’d known what was happening. Even from that distance, I’d been able to see the look of triumph in her eyes. Not to mention the giggling Skankettes having a hearty laugh at the miracle their leader had wrought.

It had to have been Summer. But how had she done it? I had to find out.

•  •  •

That night, I lurked.

I often wished I had the gift of invisibility. I guessed almost every witch wishes that. It’s a rare talent, and I’d never met anyone who could do it. So in lieu of vanishing I had to make do with skulking around the corridor of dorm C, pretending to be visiting Muffies whose names I didn’t even know. Whenever someone came out of one of the rooms, I’d face a random doorway, smiling and waving, as if I were just saying good-bye to whoever was inside. Fortunately, that happened only twice—it was after midnight—before I reached Summer’s room.

I could smell incense. That was a cowen thing, thinking that the trappings of magic—incense, candlelight, incantations, talismans—were what made the magic work. In truth, you could do magic in a supermarket, with fluorescent lights and announcements about red dot specials.

That is, if you were a witch. These girls weren’t. They were incanting like crazy, and burning enough incense to choke a horse.

“Spirits, grant us power!” That was A.J.’s reedy little voice, presently shouted down by Summer.

“Me,” Summer corrected as I heard a loud thump. “Give me power!” Then she added, less stridently, “We don’t want to dilute it.”

“Jeez, Summer, it’s only a stupid Ouija board,” Suzy Dusset countered. “I don’t even think you’re doing it right.”

“How would you know?”

“A Ouija board’s for contacting the dead, doofus. It doesn’t give you power.”

“Well, it worked before, didn’t it?”

“Then let me do it.”

“No way. You’d only use it to get boys.”

“Yeah,” Tiffany agreed. “That’s why they call you Sleazy Does It.”

I almost choked over that. As it was, it pretty much signaled the end of their session. Suzy started cursing like a sailor at about the same time the room resounded with the crashing of various items against the walls.

One of them screamed in the high-pitched tone only girls who weigh less than ninety pounds could achieve. A.J., I figured.

“Shut up!” Summer stage-whispered.

“But there’s something on me!”

“It’s only a stupid bug.”

More squeals and thumping. “So get it off me!” Slaps and snuffles. “Get it—”

“Okay, okay. Just hold still while I open the—”

At that moment, the door swung open and a large moth—undoubtedly the creature that had unhinged A.J.—flew past me as I knelt awkwardly with my ear to what had been the keyhole.

Clearing my throat, I stood up slowly, trying desperately to think of something cool to say.

The four of them stared at me. Beside an abandoned circle of flickering candles stood a jar half-filled with what looked like oregano. A broken Ouija board lay in pieces on the floor.

“Can we help you?” Summer asked, as if I’d just walked into a White House state dinner wearing spandex and big hair.

“Er . . . ” It took me a moment to gather my thoughts.

“Maybe you’re lost,” A.J. offered.

“The kitchen’s that way,” Tiffany added.

This was a reference to my job cooking in a restaurant after school. I actually liked it, but to Muffies all work was demeaning and to be avoided at all costs.

“I want to know how you did what you did in the cafeteria,” I said as evenly as I could.

“Why?” Summer asked innocently. “Do you want the recipe for tomorrow’s blue plate special?”

“Look, I’m only—”

Then it began, the nightmare that I thought would never end. A.J. was the first to drop. I mean drop, out cold, onto the floor in a heap.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Tiffany snarled at me a second before she also collapsed.

I heard sounds behind me. When I turned around, I saw that half the dorm had gathered around the doorway, probably drawn by A.J.’s scream, but now focused entirely on me.

I ran inside. “Summer?” Suzy croaked. Then she hit the floor.

Summer was the only one left. “Summer, are you all right?” I squeaked, putting my arms around her.

Her eyes rolled back in her head. “Oh, snap,” she said. Those were her last words.
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Miss P wasn’t nearly so lenient this time. “Those girls are in comas,” she said in hushed tones. Her face was drawn with worry. “Summer’s parents took her home today.”

“Miss P, I swear—”

“Don’t speak,” she snapped irritably. “I’ve explained to everyone concerned that we must not jump to conclusions. Any number of things might have caused this. We are beginning with medical inquiries, and all the girls are receiving excellent care. The cafeteria food is being analyzed, as well as anything the girls might have . . . consumed in Summer’s room.”

My thoughts went to the herbs in the jar Summer was keeping in her room. Suddenly I doubted very much that she was storing oregano for a rainy day. I was pretty sure Miss P and whoever else had searched the room might be thinking along the same lines.

“However, if nothing is found to account for this phenomenon—and I reiterate that every effort is being taken—then we will have to consider a supernatural cause.”

My great-grandmother fanned herself with her handkerchief. “Goodness gracious,” she said.

“I’m terribly sorry to burden you with this, Mrs. Ainsworth.”

“I’m afraid it’s you who has the burden, Penelope,” Gram said. “And Katy, of course.” She patted my hand.

Gram never considered for a moment that what everyone was saying—that I’d bombed into Summer’s room and put a killing hex on all of them—was true. I loved her for that.

“I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation, and that we’ll find it,” Miss P said, smiling tightly.

“I hope so, dear. Otherwise the effect on the school will be calamitous, I’m afraid.”

Miss P cast a glance in my direction. “I’m aware of that, Mrs. Ainsworth,” she said.

“Can you imagine what would happen if four wealthy cowen families believed that their daughters were killed by witchcraft?”

I could. I would go to prison. The school would close. The laws would change. And eventually the persecution against our kind would begin again, just as it had more than three centuries before.

“I’m trying not to think about those possibilities,” Miss P said.

“Well, I suppose it might have been the food,” Gram said halfheartedly, although she knew as well as I did that it couldn’t have been that, because all of the students had eaten the food.

Almost all of us. Everyone except me. I’d been working at Hattie’s Kitchen during the dinner hour. That was another reason why so many of the students were accusing me.

“They were using a Ouija board,” I whispered.

Both Miss P and Gram gave me bored looks.

“They were talking about how it gave them power.”

“I told you not to speak, Katy.”

“I’m sure she’s just trying to be helpful,” Gram said.

“The Ouija board in question has been examined. It has no intrinsic magic whatsoever.”

Gram looked up at Miss P. “You’re quite sure these girls were cowen?”

“Quite,” Miss P said.

“Still, somebody turned my hamburger into slugs,” I insisted.

“I beg your pardon?” Gram’s handkerchief halted midwave.

Miss P gave me a cold stare.

“Well, it’s true.”

“But not those . . . same individuals, surely,” Gram said.

“It had to have been them,” I said. “I saw it on their faces.”

“Oh, for pity’s sake!” Miss P picked up her paperweight and dropped it with a thud. “Listen to yourself, Katy!”

“I’m telling you, they used magic!”

“And you didn’t?”

“I just made them stink!”

My great-grandmother blinked several times. “Excuse me?”

“There was an incident at the lockers, in which Katy played a prank on . . . some girls,” Miss P admitted.

My great-grandmother was not stupid. “Those girls?”

Miss P nodded. “In addition a number of residents in Dorm C saw her behaving suspiciously prior to her encounter with Summer and the others.”

“I see,” Gram said.

“I’m not accusing you, Katy. In fact, I’m fairly certain that you haven’t the ability to cause the kind of damage we’re talking about. But you have drawn attention to yourself.”

“Oh, dear,” Gram said. She patted her face with her handkerchief.

That was it, of course. The first, last, and most important rule of witchcraft: Don’t get noticed. There was even a motto about that:

KNOW, PLAN, ACT, KEEP SILENT.

Most witch households had those words on display somewhere in their homes as a reminder that their way of life, and sometimes their lives themselves, depended on secrecy.

I hadn’t held strictly enough to that motto, and now there were going to be consequences. I just hoped they wouldn’t involve Peter.

Also, although it probably shouldn’t have bothered me so much, practically no one in the school was talking to me anymore. I began to hear people yelling “Stink!” behind my back in the halls. I heard a rumor that I had changed my lunch into slugs and fingers myself because that’s what I secretly liked to eat. I guessed even witches weren’t immune to the myth of the evil hag who raises toads and roasts children.

But the worst thing was that even my best friends didn’t believe me.

“You used magic,” Verity said breathlessly at the door to my room. Becca Fowler was with her. I guessed the two of them had come to tell me why they’d decided to stand against me.

“The only magic I used was to keep Cheswick out of trouble that day at the lockers,” I said.

“That’s still against the rules,” Verity said. Verity always followed the rules. Every rule, including not talking in the library and not using more than five sheets of toilet paper.

“Maybe you ought to be lecturing your boyfriend, then,” I said icily.

“Oh, I have,” Verity said. “Count on it.”

“Cut it out, both of you,” Becca said. “You know it wasn’t about the locker thing.”

“That’s right.” Verity looked pained. “Those girls are cowen, Katy. They couldn’t defend themselves.” Injustice affected her like indigestion. Any hint of unfairness brought out Verity’s inner protester.

“I’m telling you, I didn’t use any magic.”

“Maybe you did and you didn’t even know it,” Becca offered.

“Huh?”

“It could happen,” she said. “I mean, you can do a lot of things no one else can.” She gave a little shiver. “It’s scary.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it? What about last summer, when you called up all those dead people?”

“They were spirits,” I corrected.

“Spirits of dead people,” Verity said, as if there were any other kind of spirits.

“Whatever,” I said. I could feel the tension practically crackling in the air between us, so I ignored them and leafed through a magazine until they left.

And then I burst into tears. I felt just the way I had before I’d moved to Whitfield. For most of my life I’d been an outcast, a motherless freak who’d had to hide my “gift”—though at the time I’d thought it was a curse—from everyone. And then, even though I’d come to Whitfield and Ainsworth School kicking and screaming, I’d discovered that this place was where I really belonged. This was where I found my great-grandmother and my aunt, two people who had loved me since I was born. This was where I’d met Peter, and where I’d learned that there were other people like me in the world. This was where I’d found magic.

But now it was as if none of that had ever happened. The people here didn’t want me any more than the jocks at Las Palmas High had. Even Peter was supposed to keep his distance from me, if he knew what was good for him.

Know, plan, act, keep silent.

As if outcasts like me had any other choice.
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Then there was the matter of dog poop. I think every Muffy in dorm C made me a gift, presented in one way or another, of dog poop. There was so much poop in front of my door that I had to move out of the dorm and in with my aunt and great-grandmother until I could clear my name.

“Try not to be persuaded emotionally,” my aunt Agnes said as I sat with my head in my hands, recalling the bags of dog poop with which my fellow students had conveyed their feelings about me. “Feelings aren’t facts.”

“It’s a fact that everyone hates me.”

“Now, now, dear,” Gram said sweetly. “We don’t hate you.”

That’s when you know you’ve hit rock bottom, when your relatives are the only people who can stand to be around you.

“Oh, stop sniveling,” Aunt Agnes said irritably. “Your universal unpopularity, whether true or not, is of no importance. What is a fact, however, is that actions leave traces. Even magical actions.”

I looked up. “Do you think it was magic?”

“Of course it was magic. Four healthy sixteen-year-old girls don’t suddenly keel over within ten seconds of one another from food poisoning.”

“I thought that was rather far-fetched myself,” Gram interjected. “Even if the food was dreadful.”

“They’d been dabbling,” Aunt Agnes pronounced, as if she were accusing Summer and her friends of injecting heroin. “There are ways magic can be worked through cowen. They’re perfect dupes, after all. Since they have no knowledge of magic, they have no fear. The question is, who worked it?”

That was the question, all right. “Well . . . the Ouija board may have had something to do with it,” I repeated stolidly.

“Please, Katy,” Gram said. “Even in the hands of real witches, Ouija boards have all the power of a camera battery.”

“Not necessarily,” Agnes said with a reflective tilt of her head. “Spirits have been known to manifest through a Ouija.”

“Yes, spirits,” Gram said. “Insubstantial thought forms. Spirits can hardly knock one unconscious.”

Agnes tapped on the dining room table with her long no-nonsense index finger. “That room must be explored, because there are almost certainly traces to be found.”

“Traces of what?” I wondered.

She raised an expressive hand. “Dust, often. An odor, perhaps, or a stain.”

I blinked. Dust, odors, and stains? Had she ever seen a high school dorm room?

“But surely Penelope—Miss P,” Gram said, nodding at me, “would know to hire a scenter.”

“I’m sure she has already,” Agnes agreed. “Or at least is looking for one.”

“A center?” I asked. “Like the tall guy on a basketball team?”

Gram burst out laughing. “I keep forgetting you haven’t been here long,” she said.

“A lot of young people don’t know about them, Grandmother,” Agnes said. “After all, there isn’t much use for them these days.” She turned toward me. “We’re talking about scenters, as in ‘scent.’ ” She wrinkled her nose. “Although a scenter employs much more than a sense of smell.”

“A scenter is a sort of detective,” Gram added excitedly. “Someone skilled in the use of many senses.”

“Many?” I asked. “Like five?”

Agnes tsked. “There are more than five senses, Katy. You should know that.”

“Of course she does!” Gram leaned forward. “How does it feel when you push, dear?”

“Pushing” was a slang term for telekinesis, or moving objects with your mind. It was not that big a deal as far as special abilities go, but it was something I could do. “Er . . . I don’t know,” I said. Actually, it felt sort of like sending a whip out from my brain and feeling it wrap like a tentacle around things, but I didn’t want to gross out my great-grandmother. “Weird, I guess.”

“Well, a scenter would know that feeling, and a number of others as well. She—or he, since many of them are male—would be able to perceive traces left in that poor girl’s dorm room from whatever magic occurred there.”

“By sensing dirt and things.” I was still trying to get my head around that concept.

“By focusing,” Aunt Agnes said. “Focusing is the core of all magic. The scenter concentrates on whatever has been deposited in the room—hair, skin, breath—and then sorts out what is relevant from what isn’t.”

“Breath?”

“Nothing is lost, Katy. The breath from your body will remain, in one form or another, until the end of time.”

“Gracious, I hope Penelope doesn’t have too much difficulty finding one,” Gram interrupted. “There hasn’t been a scenter in Whitfield for years.”

“Let’s hope we find one in a hurry,” Agnes said. “It’s been nearly two days. Traces are evanescent, you know. They remain, but they fade quickly, and soon become impossible to perceive, even for a scenter.”

•  •  •

As it turned out, the lone scenter in the tristate area was on vacation at Club Med in Aruba, so Summer’s room would be yielding no new information. Everyone was disappointed, especially me. The scenter might have exonerated me. Better yet, he might have figured out what had really happened to the Muffies, so that they could wake up. I hadn’t liked Summer, but I wouldn’t have wished what had happened to her on anyone. If there were just something I could do!

I began to think about scenters, and how they were the detectives of the spiritual plane. Actually, I could see myself doing that, solving crimes by using my highly honed sensitivities—being in demand wherever people were in need of psychic help, a Sherlock Holmes of the magical realm. I’d be welcomed into the highest circles of society because of my extraordinary skill. I’d even make inroads among enlightened cowen, bringing our disparate worlds closer together. Yes, I could see myself answering that call.

Katy Ainsworth, finder of lost souls.

“There are traces of everything everywhere, of everything that’s ever happened,” I explained to Peter while we were shucking oysters. Fall was the big season for oysters at Hattie’s. “Like Napoleon’s breath,” I said, elaborating on Agnes’s information with something I’d thought of on my own. “It’s still here, somewhere.”

“His farts, too?” Peter inquired.

“I’m serious!” I shouted, banging my knife on the bucket.

“Okay, I was listening. Traces. They’re everywhere.”

“But they’re evanescent.”

He looked over at me. “Like those baking soda volcanoes?”

I gave him a hard look. “No, not effervescent,” I said, as if I didn’t know he was pulling my chain. “Evanescent. The traces fade. They’re made of things like dust and odor, so they fade.”

He shrugged. “I don’t think they fade very fast,” he said. “Not in my room, anyway.”

“Believe me, I know. I’ve been there.” I put down my knife, thinking. “Still, it’s worth a shot.”

He sighed. “What sort of shot, exactly, are you thinking about, Katy?” he asked.

“I have to get back into Summer’s room,” I whispered. “To pick up the traces.”

“I thought you said it took an expert to spot that stuff. To smell it or whatever.”

“Well, an expert isn’t available. The room’s scheduled to be cleaned tomorrow.”

“So? What would you be able to do?”

“I don’t know. Check it out. Maybe I’d be able to pick up a vibe.”

“What kind of vibe?”

“A supernatural vibe, Peter. If we knew that magic was involved, Hattie and Gram and Miss P might be able to help Summer and her friends. Besides, we might find something else. A clue.”

“I doubt that,” Peter said. “The police have already . . . Did you say ‘we’?”
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