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CHAPTER ONE[image: flame icon]

She couldnt breathe.

Something was in her mouth. A rag. It tasted of dirt and oil and something else she couldnt place, like overly sweet cough syrup. Her head hurt, and a lingering chemical scent filled her nose as she tried to pull air into her lungs. She attempted to spit out the rag, but it was held there with something that wound tightly around her head. When she tried to bring her hands to her face, she found that they too, were bound.

Tape, she thought, a dim recognition flashing briefly through the haze that engulfed her mind. Its tape.

She tried to clear her head, to make the memories come, but the harder she tried the more confused she became. Where was she? Why was there a rag in her mouth? Why were her hands tied? She realized suddenly that she was lying on her side and that she was in a very small space. But it was dark, and she couldnt see anything. Why? Was there something over her eyes, or were they just closed? She tried blinking, and found that her eyelids didnt want to do what she asked of them. It was as if they were weighted down, shut tightly despite her fierce desire to will them open.

Finally she managed to open them a tiny bit, and even that was an enormous effort. But still she saw nothing. She was in total darkness. No light shone; there was just a fuzzy gray distortion in the blackness. Exhausted from the effort of trying to see, she let her eyes close again, almost thankfully, and concentrated on breathing. Her chest ached, and each small stream of stale air that moved through her nose brought new pain.

She knew she had to get free. But she couldnt move. Every new effort was met with resistance from the tape that circled her wrists, and she found that her ankles were also bound. She couldnt cry out for help because of the rag. And then the chemical smell came again, and she felt her thoughts becoming muddied, like the moon disappearing behind clouds. She tried one final time to breathe, and it was like hands closing around her throat.



Cooper Rivers sat up in bed, gasping. She reached for her mouth, realized that nothing was filling it and that her hands were free, and looked frantically around her. It was still night. She was in darkness, but the window across from her bed was filled with moonlight, which illuminated the familiar dresser, chair, and other contents of her room. Almost reluctantly, she let herself fall back against her pillows.

The dream had seemed so real. Even now she rubbed her wrists and moved her feet against one another beneath the sheets, making sure they were indeed free. She could feel, faintly, the tightness of the tape around her bones, and her throat was raw, as if she had been trying to breathe but couldnt.

She was afraid to close her eyes, afraid that if she did she would find that she really couldnt open them again. The sense of being trapped was still all around her. Where had she been? She tried to remember more details of the dream, but they were fading as quickly as the chemical smell that had been so strong in the dream. What had it reminded her of? For a moment the oily taste returned to her mouth, but disappeared when she swallowed, trying to place it exactly.

It was only a dream, she reminded herself. A bad dream, definitely, but still only a dream. And the strangest part was that it had come out of nowhere. Before that shed been having a great dream, one about playing her guitar in front of a crowd at a packed club, her fingers moving over the strings while she sang the lyrics of a song shed written. Shed been watching the mouths of the people nearest the stage moving along with hers. Then everything had gone black, and the bad dream had begun.

But now it was gone. She was breathing normally again. Her fingers rested on her chest, and she felt her heart beating. She blinked her eyes, one at a time, testing them to make sure she really could open and close them at will, and then felt ridiculous for even worrying about such a thing. Even as a little girl she had never let nightmares get to her. Dreaming had always been one of her favorite things to do, right up there with submerging herself in the bathtub and looking up through the water while she tried to count all the way to a hundred.

But she had definitely wanted this dream to end. There had been nothing fun about it. It was pure terror, and it bothered her that it had been so difficult to make it end. She had always been able to wake herself up when a dream threatened to become too frightening, and she knew she never wanted to experience what shed just felt again. Now that she was awake, though, she was back in control.

She looked at the clock next to her bed. It was a little before six. No sense in going back to sleep, she told herself. It was almost time to get up anyway. She might as well work on one of her songs until it was time to get ready for school. But as she pulled the covers back and got up to get her notebook, she knew that writing wasnt the only thing that was keeping her from closing her eyes againpart of her was afraid that the dream was waiting for her to come back to it.

She wrote until the night melted away into dawn and the clear April light crept over her windowsill and spilled onto the floor. Seeing the blueness of the morning sky and the clouds going by like huge, silent sheep drove away the memory of the bad dream. She heard her father walking by her room and going downstairs to get the paper from its place on the front porch, and everything felt right again.

As she showered and dressed for the day, the dream faded from Coopers memory. After all, she had more important things to occupy her thoughts. It was Monday, and there would be band rehearsal that night at T.J.s house. Things had been coming together really well ever since she and T.J. had decided to put together a group. She liked the songs they were writing, and for the first time she felt comfortable showing someone else her lyrics.

Things with the Wicca study group were also going well. Ever since the dedication ceremony theyd participated in shortly after the Spring Equinox, she, Annie, and Kate had been meeting every Tuesday night at Crones Circle bookstore with a group of other interested people to learn more about witchcraft and what it was all about. Cooper was really getting into it, and she was especially happy that she was doing it with her two friends. Shed never really had close friends like Annie and Kate before, and although the idea of being part of any kind of group was still new to her, she had to admit that she was having a lot of fun.

Grabbing her guitar case and her backpack, Cooper went downstairs. Her father, already dressed in his suit and tie, was sitting at the kitchen table, the paper spread open in front of him, while her mother looked dully into the steaming coffee cup in front of her. It always took at least two cups before her mother transformed into the perky, smiling teacher who entertained her third grade class with animated lessons that made her a favorite at the elementary school.

Good morning, honey, she said sleepily as Cooper grabbed a muffin from the plate on the table and went to search for orange juice in the refrigerator.

This Amanda Barclay is one tough cookie, Coopers father said, folding the paper in half and looking at his wife and daughter over it. If the lawyers at my firm were half as smart as she is, wed win every case.

Whos Amanda Barclay? Cooper asked. And why is she the best thing since iced coffee?

Shes a reporter for the Tribune, her father answered. Shes written this investigative piece about possible corruption in the raising of funds in the last mayoral election. Really good stuff.

Corruption in government, Cooper said. Theres a shocker.

Her father ignored her. Stephen Rivers was one of the most influential and respected lawyers in Beecher Falls. His firm handled a lot of important clients, including some politicians. Although he didnt always know how to relate to his daughter, with her rebellious attitude and hair that changed color every other month, Coopers father had always encouraged her to be herself. They had more in common than most people realized just by looking at them, and Cooper knew she could talk to him about anything.

Well, almost anything. She still hadnt mentioned the whole Wicca thing to her parents. They had always been generally supportive, if not entirely understanding, of her eccentricities. When she refused to go to the ballet classes her mother signed her up for when she was nine, and demanded to learn guitar instead, they let her. When she started going to concerts in rock clubs when she was twelve, they went with her, standing in the back with plugs in their ears while she danced at the front of the crowd and tried to memorize the fingerings used by the guitar players.

But witchcraft was something different. Cooper didnt know how her parentsparticularly her motherwould react to the news that she had dedicated herself to a year and a day of study to decide if she wanted to become a witch. It was true that her family lived in a historic home with a reputation for being haunted by the ghost of its original owner, but still...

Witchcraft was something they didnt talk about. When Cooper was a child, her mother and grandmother had spent several years not speaking to one another after Coopers mother demanded that her mother stop teaching Cooper the little rituals and spells shed learned in her native Scotland. Maybe it hadnt really been witchcraft Cooper was learning from her grandmother, but Coopers mother had been frightened and angered for some reason, and they never talked about it. Because of that, Cooper had decided not to mention her interest in Wicca.

Cooper finished her breakfast in silence while her father continued to read the paper and her mother drank another cup of coffee and gradually came to life. When she was done eating, she said good-bye to her parents and left the house, walking the fifteen-minute route to school quickly. She wanted to get there a little early so she could catch T.J. before classes began. While shed been wide awake after the nightmare, shed worked out a problem with the lyrics to a song shed been struggling with, and she wanted to show him what shed come up with. At least, she thought, the dream had been useful for something.

When she arrived at school, she saw Kate sitting on the front steps with their friend Sasha, so she stopped to say hi to them before going to look for T.J.

Enjoying the spring weather? Cooper asked, setting down her guitar.

Avoiding the Graces, Kate said.

Cooper grinned. The Graces were Jessica Talbot, Tara Redding, and Sherrie Adams, until recently Kate Morgans best friends. Annie was the one whod started calling them the Graces, because they were primarily interested in being popular and looking good, and the name had stuck. When Kate had started hanging around with Annie and Cooper, her old friends had become suspicious. Things had come to a head the month before, when another girl had seen Kate after the dedication ritual at Crones Circle and told Sherrie about it. When Sherrie had confronted Kate and asked her if she was a witch, Kate had told her the truth. Or at least a version of the truth. Shed told Sherrie that she was friends with the owners of Crones Circle, which as far as Sherrie was concerned was the same thing as saying she wore a pointy black hat and rode a broom.

Kate was still on speaking terms with Tara and Jessica, but she and Sherrie were definitely on the outs. And since Sherrie was the leader of the little group, Kates interactions with Jessica and Tara were limited. To make things worse, Kate had also broken up with her football player boyfriend, Scott Coogan, at the same time shed told Sherrie about her connection to the witches at Crones Circle. Although everyone knew about the breakup, only a handful of people knew Kate was now dating Tyler Decklin, a guy she had met at one of the rituals the girls had attended. Scott was the star of the Beecher Falls High School football team, and, until theyd broken up, Kate had been one of the most popular girls in school. They had been the golden couple, and Kate had been the envy of most of the girls at school.

Since the breakup, however, a lot of people had been giving Kate the cold shoulder. No one could understand why she would dump a handsome guy like Scott, particularly after hed given up an athletic scholarship at a college in New York so that he could be closer to Kate. Scott himself had been the most bewildered, and he was still trying to get Kate to change her mind. Cooper knew that things were really tough for her friend, and although she was personally glad that Kate had chosen Tyler over Scott, she knew what it was costing Kate to do it, and what it was costing her to remain involved with the Wicca study group when it would be a lot easier for her to go back to being part of the in crowd.

And whats going on with you? Cooper asked Sasha.

Sasha too, was in the middle of big changes in her life. A runaway, she had come to Beecher Falls the month before, and she had met Cooper, Kate, and Annie at a Spring Equinox ritual. After some initial misunderstandings, theyd become friends, and Sasha was now living with one of the members of a local coven, the Coven of the Green Wood.

Oh, Goddess. Sasha sighed. So much. Social Services is looking for my parents. I guess they up and moved not long after they sent me to foster care. If nobody can find them, Thea can become my legal guardian. Were just waiting to hear.

That would be so great, Cooper said. She liked Thea, and she knew that living with her would be wonderful for Sasha, who had bounced around from foster home to foster home since the age of seven. Sasha still hadnt told them the whole story about why shed been given up by her parents, or what had happened to her in her last foster home to make her run away, but she seemed much more relaxed and happy now that she was out of the shelter shed been living in. Although she wasnt part of the study group the other girls belonged to, she was interested in witchcraft and participated in the open rituals held by the local covens.

Cooper was about to excuse herself to go look for T.J. when Annie came walking up the sidewalk toward them. She looked worried about something, but Cooper figured it was just some chemistry problem she was trying to work out in her head. Of the three girls, Annie was the one withas Kate once put itthe biggest brain. She was always interested in how things worked and why, and she approached her study of witchcraft the same way she approached a science experimentmethodically, and with a questioning mind.

Hey, Cooper said as Annie got closer. Whats got you all worked up? Trying to figure out the molecular structure of trisodium bichloride again?

No, Annie said, not even smiling. She seemed upset about something. Her eyes behind the funky new glasses Kate and Cooper had picked out for her to replace the nerdy old black plastic ones shed had when they first met were dark and serious. Do you guys know Elizabeth Sanger?

The other girls looked at one another, shaking their heads. Sort of, Kate said. I mean, I recognize the name. What about her?

Elizabeth Sanger was a freshman, a quiet girl who kept mostly to herself. She was the kind of girl most people hardly remembered until someone mentioned her name. Cooper could kind of picture her face, but not clearly. 

Shes missing, Annie answered. She went out Saturday night to meet some friends and never got to the movie. Then she never came home. Her parents are completely freaked.

Whered you hear this? Cooper asked.

She lives on my street, Annie explained. Her mother called my aunt to see if maybe we knew anything.

Do they think something happened to her? Kate asked.

Annie shook her head. They dont know what happened. Her mother said she seemed perfectly fine when she left the house.

Poor thing, Sasha said. I hope shes okay. She sounded as if she was remembering her own time on the streets as a runaway, and Cooper found herself trying to imagine what that must have been like.

Me too, Annie said. Shes a nice girl.

Someone must have seen her somewhere, Kate said. Well ask around.

Dont do that quite yet, Annie said. Her parents are still hoping shell just come home. They dont want anyone to panic or anything.

Cooper saw T.J. coming toward them. Picking up her guitar, she waved to her friends. Ive got something to do, she said. Ill catch you guys later.

As she went to talk to T.J. about her lyrics, she tried again to remember exactly what Elizabeth Sanger looked like. But when she concentrated, her mouth suddenly filled with the taste of oil and dirt that shed experienced in her dream. Shuddering, she shook her head to clear it of the memories, and by the time she reached T.J., shed forgotten all about the nightmare.
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