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One

Candles

Wax World, the candle shop, was located on a quiet corner just off Main Street in downtown Pembrook. As a light autumn rain fell from dust-colored clouds, Tess Ryan pulled her mom’s old Buick Century to a stop against the curb.

The engine clanged and clattered as she shut off the ignition, but she’d learned not to worry about the sounds the old car made. It wasn’t a BMW, but it gave her enough freedom to get around, and it hadn’t failed her yet.

Her access to reliable transportation was part of why she’d been elected for this mission. Pulling the hood of her slicker over her head to protect her long brown hair, she popped the door open and slipped out of the car. She sprinted for the front of the shop, where an awning stretched over the entrance. Once she made it there she was safe, at least from the storm.

Before reaching for the knob, she turned to look at the front windows. They offered a sharp contrast to the bleakness of the day. On one side, fake snow had been sprayed around the glass, creating a white border which framed a display of Christmas candles.

Cheery elves and Santas stood behind the glass in a field of cotton snow, their hands offering up red and green candles and bits of holly. A large candle shaped like Santa’s sleigh stood behind them, and candy cane candles were posted further back.

The other window was filled with paper turkeys and Pilgrims as well as brown candles, but Thanksgiving was only a couple of days away. More elves would probably evict the Pilgrims in a couple of days.

Both of the exhibits were beautiful, but, as she’d expected, what she needed wasn’t on immediate display. She’d have to shop a little inside.

She grasped the old door knob and twisted it, shoving the glass door inward and setting off a rattle of bells that echoed through the store’s narrow front showroom.

There wasn’t much floor space, and the room was made even more cramped by the large number of items Mrs. Tannenberry kept on hand. Large wax Santas stood like red sentinels on either side of the entrance, while huge white candles shaped as North Pole palaces were placed against one wall.

Small tables and multi-tiered shelves were placed at the center of the room, and they were filled with dozens of small candles in all shapes, sizes, and colors.

Tess felt a little nervous as she moved forward. She could hear Mrs. Tannenberry shuffling around in the back, obviously not in any hurry to respond to the bells.

That was fine with Tess. She just wanted to take a quick look around, find what she’d come for and depart. If she could locate the candles she wanted and plop down the cash, Mrs. Tannenberry wouldn’t have time to ask questions.

Unfortunately, when people came in, Mrs. Tannenberry usually wanted to talk.

Quickly, Tess moved to the store’s back wall. Small, red wooden buckets were set up there to hold short, scented candles, and beside those, more shelves displayed tapers in various colors.

She quickly began a search. White candles were along the bottom shelf. Red and green came next, and above the green were peach and other pastel colors. She frowned. None of those were right.

Turning, she looked around for other displays. There had to be candles like she needed. There had to be. As she often did when thinking, she raised her right index finger to her mouth and began to bite softly. It was a habit she’d tried to break, one her mother hated, but so far nothing short of electroshock therapy had helped. She’d been doing it since she was a kid, and now she was seventeen. Maybe she’d never get rid of it.

And maybe she’d never find the right candles.

“This weather is something isn’t it?”

The voice made her turn with a start, but she sighed as she saw Mrs. Tannenberry framed in the stockroom doorway. She looked like she was ready to step into a Christmas display herself. With her white hair pulled back in a bun and her wire rimmed glasses, she could’ve stood beside Santa and posed as his wife.

“Can I help you?”

“I was just looking for something,” Tess said, almost hesitantly.

“Candles I hope,” Mrs. Tannenberry said moving into the showroom. She was carrying a box filled with red and green candles crafted to look like elves.

“Yes, candles,” Tess said, continuing to look around. “Got lots of them.”

But none of them were right. Tess continued to bite at her finger.

“What can I help you find? Need some Christmas candles? I’ve got some new ones that are shaped like Rudolph.”

“I needed something different.”

“Tea candles? Tapers?”

“Tapers, I guess. But the ones over there are the wrong color.”

“Well what color do you need? I’ve got most everything. Red, green, mauve…”

“Black.”

“Black? Hmm. That’s not a very romantic color.”

“It’s not for dinner or anything.”

“Oh, I thought somebody as pretty as you would be wanting them for dinner with her boyfriend.”

Tess blushed. She’d been told she was pretty. She had an almost heart-shaped face with high cheekbones and deep brown eyes, but she never really considered herself beautiful. She wasn’t cheerleader material, so she didn’t regard herself as flashy.

Her mom sometimes accused her of being too cerebral, and maybe that was true. Maybe she was guilty of thinking too much and, by default, worrying too much.

Maybe that was true now. What did Mrs. Tannenberry care what color she wanted? Tess wasn’t acting suspicious.

The old woman might think it strange Tess wanted black candles, but she wasn’t going to immediately assume Tess wanted them for illicit purposes. Who could suspect her real reason for the purchase? It was almost too unreal for her to believe.

“It’s a school project,” she lied, surprised at how easily the untruth passed her lips.

“Oh, I thought Thanksgiving vacation was on.”

“Well, it started this week, yes, but they still give us homework.”

“They ought to let you have some time to relax. Ridiculous that they’d give you projects over Thanksgiving.” She heaved a heavy sigh. “Black candles. Let me see.”

Disappearing through the doorway into the stockroom again, she returned in the blink of an eye with another red bucket.

“These are all I’m going to have that are black,” she said, taking one candle out too give Tess a look.

It was one of the short, scented style, thick but no more than an inch and a half high. Tess felt her shoulders sag. It would have to do.

“These are sandalwood,” Mrs. Tannenberry said sniffing the one she was holding and then extending it. “Used to be they made perfume like this. Bet you’re way too young to remember that.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tess said, accepting the candle and inhaling their almost too-sweet scent. That was going to be just perfect.

She wondered if scented candles would work. Did smells matter? Would they screw things up? All she could do was get the candles and check with Charisse.

“How many would you like?”

“Give me a dozen of them,” Tess said.

“My goodness, it must be a big project.”

“It’s a massive one,” Tess said, tugging a ten-dollar bill from her purse. It was her allowance, and she had other things she could spend it on, but this was her contribution to the plan.

The plan? That was a nice name for it. She couldn’t believe what they were talking about doing. Maybe the plot was a better word for it.

A queasy feeling twisted around in her stomach as she reconsidered. Didn’t they say there were some forces that were better left alone?

Charisse Bienville was supposed to be an expert. Rumor had it she was from New Orleans originally, and that was just one of the rumors about her.

As. Mrs. Tannenberry folded wrapping paper around the candles and tucked them into a bag, Tess thanked her. Forcing a smile, she then quickly turned to go before the older woman could ask any more questions.

She had to hurry. The others would be expecting her, and Charisse might get impatient. The girl had asked that everyone be on time, and, as she had been quick to point out, she was doing them a favor. Again that didn’t seem quite the right word. Flipping her hood up, Tess made a quick dash for the car.

The Bienvilles had moved into the old Mullivan place, and it was on the edge of town, which meant she had a bit of a drive.

Tess couldn’t imagine why they wanted to live there. They were supposed to be fixing it up, but it was a spooky, old two-story built heaven only knew when.

Nathan Drake had heard somewhere that the Bienvilles were distantly related to the Mullivan’s, but that wasn’t confirmed.

None of that mattered, she realized, as she turned the car at the corner of McMahon Street, then followed it to the turn at the water tower, where city workmen were already hanging strands of Christmas lights.

What mattered was getting this business over with.

Safe might be questionable, but everybody had agreed it was necessary. Something had to be done about Bran Hatten.

He’d harassed just about everybody at Pembrook High at one time or another. Heaven help the girl who refused to go out with him or the guy who crossed his path.

He had insulted and harassed both Tess and her friend S.W. after they had declined dates. There was no way to prove he’d done it, but the morning after she’d turned him down for the homecoming dance, S.W. had found a dead rat in her locker. A thin, nylon cord had been coiled around its neck, and it had dangled from a hook when she’d opened the locker door just before first period.

Tess hadn’t received a gross-out after she’d turned him down for a date to see a Tom Cruise movie. He’d only knocked her lunch tray out of her hands in the cafeteria. She stood there with mashed potatoes on her jeans and peach juice running over her Reeboks, while he’d claimed it was an accident.

The whole student body had seemed to be watching and laughing at her.

Guys were treated a little differently. Silas Taylor, who was a pretty cool guy, had worn a shiner for almost a month after Bran slammed an elbow into his face in the crowded school hallway. No one had seen it in the rush of people, but the incident had occurred just after Silas had argued with Bran over some inane topic.

Bran had terrorized Nathan Drake for half the semester, sometimes making snide remarks but mostly just intimidating him with stern gazes. Nathan was not a big guy, and no match for Bran’s bulk.

Just thinking about Bran got Tess steamed. His attitude almost made it seem justifiable—what they were talking about doing.

S.W. had been the first who’d noticed that Bran left Charisse alone. At first they’d decided it was because she was new at school this fall and hadn’t had time to catch his eye.

Tess remembered the day that notion had changed. Tess had been heading for gym class, and Bran had almost knocked her down as he’d clomped past in his combat boots.

A few feet ahead, Charisse had been walking also, moving slowly and looking out the windows, which stretched along the corridor and overlooked the athletic field. She’d seemed to be lost in her own world and oblivious even to the heavy footfalls behind her.

Tess had watched, wondering if Bran was going to bulldoze Charisse as well. The red-haired girl had been blocking his path and moving at what he had probably viewed as an irritatingly slow pace.

Tess had winced as he moved forward, anticipating that he might do more than just push past Charisse. If the whim hit him, he might elbow her into the hall or trip her and pretend it was an accident.

Preparing to call out a warning, Tess had clenched her books like a shield. She hadn’t wanted Bran to turn on her, but she hadn’t wanted him bullying someone who had yet to learn to watch out for him.

She’d caught her words just before they’d rolled along her tongue because when he’d come only inches from Charisse, Bran had suddenly veered right, making a broad sweep across to the opposite side of the hallway.

He’d glided on past Charisse and moved onward as if pushed by a tailwind. Tess had picked up her pace then, falling in line with the new girl.

“You know Bran Hatten almost steamrolled you,” Tess said. “Guess he changed his mind at the last moment.”

“Did he, do you think?” Charisse had asked with a cool tone.

“Well, he came close.”

Charisse had cocked one eyebrow and pursed her lips in an expression that had seemed both knowing and mysterious.

“You know, not everything is happenstance or coincidence,” the red-haired girl had said. “Nature and the universe have their order, though it’s an order that can be controlled.”

She had pushed on then without another word, but she’d planted a seed. Tess had felt odd in her presence, as if she had brushed against the breath of eternity.

When she told S.W. what had happened, they agreed to keep an eye out to see if they could figure out what was going on.

The seed was nurtured over the following weeks.

After observing Charisse awhile, they decided she possessed something more. Bran noticed her, and he seemed to avoid her. There was something eerie about the flame-haired girl, something the kids whispered speculations about even though no one had any definitive answers.

On occasions when they spoke to her, she remained vague, yet she hinted at possibilities, tantalizing possibilities where Bran was concerned.

Finally, S.W. and Tess agreed to approach her, to ask outright what made Bran leave her alone. She didn’t answer, just smiled knowingly.

“If you want to find out,” she said, “I’ll help you.”

She then proceeded to mention things that would be needed and set this afternoon as a time to get a group together.

Tess shuddered as she considered what was about to happen. Charisse had promised that Bran soon wouldn’t be bothering anybody ever again.


Two

Spellcasting on a Wet Afternoon

The house sat back off the road, partially concealed behind a cluster of old oak trees. As Tess pulled her car onto the winding driveway, she realized again how creepy the place looked, like something out of a horror movie.

The twisted branches, now almost barren of leaves, stretched like withered gray fingers across the high roofline and tapped against the panes of arched windows on the top floor. A dinginess seemed to hover over the house, the once-white paint now a faded gray, which confirmed the many passing years since its construction.

As she shoved the Buick’s gearshift into park, she found herself hesitant about entering, and not just because of the eerie atmosphere. She still felt an apprehension about the planned proceedings of the afternoon.

Bran probably deserved whatever might happen, but were they ready for this? Were they this desperate? She’d heard many stories about how dangerous it could be to dabble with the unknown.

Tess didn’t like confrontations or challenges. She considered firing the engine to life and getting out of there, but then she noticed The Judge, Casey’s old, maroon Plymouth, which his father had helped him restore. It was one of the big, old-style models from the fifties, and the license plate read “Antique.” It was parked at the end of the drive, partially hidden by the house. She’d almost been hoping that it would have broken down, as it often did. After all, Casey was the most likely to walk out, being something of a skeptic.

The others would have ridden with him, so they would all be inside, waiting. Tess couldn’t walk out on them now. They were all counting on her.

Slowly, she climbed out of the car, picked up the bag of candles, and headed for the front door. Gnarled brown leaves covered the front lawn, and they rustled and crunched under her feet as she moved. The sound was almost loud enough to wake the … but she didn’t want to think about that.

The old door was weathered, and the paint had begun to crack and peel. An old-fashioned twist bell was set into the door facing, and she turned the crank, sounding a grinding ring.

A second later, as if she’d been anticipating the approach, Charisse pulled the door inward.

Wind from the afternoon swept over her as she stood in the doorway. Her long red hair billowed back over her shoulders like tongues of flame, and her green dress fluttered around her slender frame. She was unquestionably beautiful, especially with her ivory skin as smooth as satin and her jade eyes flecked with gold. Tess felt like a scrub maid in her presence.

“Hello,” Charisse said without inflection. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

Tess pulled her jacket around her as another burst of wind swept across the lawn. “Sorry. I had to have Mrs. Tannenberry pull the candles out of stock.”

“Come in.”

She followed Charisse through a narrow entry hall into a parlor where the others were sitting. The room was a Victorian postcard with ornate, old chairs and a love seat along one wall.

Tess was a little put out with the arrangement. Nathan was sitting in one of the chairs, while Casey and S.W. were sharing the love seat. The narrow lounge forced them to sit much closer than Tess would have preferred.

Tess had no claim to Casey, at least not yet, but S.W. knew Tess was interested in him. She didn’t need to be rubbing shoulders with him.

Tess tried not to glare when she looked at her friend across the room. When she glanced at Casey, she felt her expression soften.

He was wearing a black jersey under an oversized black jacket, and his faded jeans had a fashionable tear in the knee. A book bag sat on the floor at his feet. Some girls might not have found him handsome, but she wanted to walk over and run her hands through his long blond hair, hair that defied the school dress code, along with an earring in one lobe.

He wasn’t a complete rebel because he excelled in most of his classes, but everybody knew Casey had a way of setting his own agenda, and she liked that.

S.W. didn’t mind his style, either, and she seemed to have a dreamy look in her gray eyes as she watched Casey rise and pick up his satchel. S. W wasn’t as trim as Tess, but she had a cute face, which she enhanced with bright red lipstick. Sometimes she got depressed about her looks, but her tangle of chestnut hair was like a mane that was hard to miss. Tess would have to refrain from pulling it out if S.W. was indeed trying to come on to Casey.

How could she be thinking about that kind of silliness now? Tess wanted to kick herself. They were here to consider things far more grave than petty jealousies.

She could worry about winning Casey’s attention later, after they’d dealt with matters at hand.

Nervously, she turned to Charisse. “I had to get scented candles. That was all they had in black.”

“That should be fine,” Charisse said. She took the bag and picked out one of the candles. She sniffed at it and wrinkled her nose. “If it doesn’t gag us.”

“They said it was sandalwood.”

“Yes, that’s what it smells like. Well, this is all of us. Are we ready to begin?”

“As ready as we’re going to get,” Casey said. He was trying to appear calm, but Tess knew him well enough to detect some nervousness, although he’d probably deny it. At least he wasn’t trembling quite as badly as Nathan.

Nathan was perpetually nervous, but he was even more fidgety than usual as he walked to the center of the room along with S.W. He was a thin guy, about a foot shorter than Casey, and he wore sandy hair cropped short on the sides and combed with a neat part on top. He wore a simple blue shirt and jeans, and Tess could see his collar was almost flapping with his movement.

Inside she felt the same way. She drew in a long breath and then exhaled in an effort to calm herself. It would have been even nicer to take Casey’s hand, but she couldn’t do that, at least not spontaneously.

“Are we going to do this here?” Casey asked.

Charisse shook her head. “Downstairs. We have a basement.”

“A-a-re we ready to start?” Nathan asked.

“That’s why you wanted to come here wasn’t it?” Charisse responded.

He nodded.

“You asked me if I could help you. I can, but I need your help as well.”

“Let’s get on with it, then,” Tess said.

“What exactly are we going to do?” S.W. asked.

“We’ll go over that as we go along,” Charisse said softly. Her matter-of-fact tone rattled Tess.

She was weird, as weird as this house. They couldn’t go along with this, they needed to run for the door. They needed to forget this whole crazy idea.

Except they’d come too far for that. Charisse had only hinted at what they might actually do to take care of Bran; and while they’d been able to imagine possibilities, those had been only daydreams.

Now they were about to take the final steps toward—did she even dare imagine it—black magic.

Slowly, they followed Charisse, the hardwood floor creaking under their weight as they headed out of the parlor and through a larger living area and an old kitchen.

Beside the refrigerator a doorway led downward, down a rickety flight of stairs and into darkness. Charisse flicked on a light switch, and a bare white bulb flared to life.

The basement was almost empty except for a few boxes stacked against one wall, but with the shadows cast by the bulb, the room seemed ominous. The floor was black and smooth, as if it had been prepared not as the simple floor of a storage room but instead as a functional area.

“You have to help me get ready,” Charisse said.

“Do we have to put on robes or anything?” Nathan asked. “No, nothing as theatrical as that.” She handed the candles to Casey. “Hold these a moment.”

She moved over to the boxes and pulled out a container of white chalk. Selecting a piece, she walked back to the center of the room, then gracefully lowered herself into a crouch. Quickly she set about sketching a five-pointed star with inter-connecting lines.

“Place the candles at the points,” she instructed Casey when she had finished.

He split the candles with Nathan, and they began to put them down. S.W. moved close to Tess then.

“This is scary,” she whispered.

Tess flashed a worried look back at her. She couldn’t argue. Unless Charisse was just a little twisted and had decided to kid them, this was beginning to look serious.

While the boys were finishing with the candles, Charisse took a small hand bell from one of the boxes and again paced to the center of the room. Raising the bell, she began to ring it over her head in a circular motion, turning slowly as she did. The loud chimes echoed off the walls, almost deafening the group.

“What’s that for?” S.W. asked.

“It’s a purification,” Charisse answered. She continued the ringing for almost a full minute before placing the bell on the floor outside the star.

“Did you bring the items I requested?” she asked.

Casey slung his bag off his shoulder and pulled the zipper back. From inside, he pulled a red-and-black plaid scarf. It was slightly worn looking, as if it had seen a couple of winters.

Tess recognized it as belonging to Bran. She’d seen it wrapped around his neck a few times and had dreamed of drawing it tighter.

“I got it off his chair in the cafeteria at lunch,” Casey said.

“It should serve our needs,” Charisse said. Taking the cloth, she wound it into a tight ball, which she then rolled between her hands. Her eyes closed as she began to concentrate.

“Yes, this will serve,” she said. With her head, she motioned toward the
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