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      Belladonna Nightshade was not happy.

      And when a witch of her awesome power was unhappy… well.  It wasn’t safe for anyone to be around her.

      That was just fine for Belladonna, actually.  Solitude made a person stronger, not weaker.  She didn’t need friends.  They just slowed a person down.  She might have people who helped her, on occasion, because even the strongest people in the world couldn’t do everything by themselves, but those people were allies at best.  They weren’t friends.  She might be alone, but she’d always been more of a “phone it in” kind of gal.  Call someone, tell them what to do, expect them to do it.  That was the way she worked.

      She did not work well with others.

      Where most covens had three or four or sometimes more witches in their group, she was a coven of one.  Just her.  A girl didn’t need more than that when she had Belladonna’s kind of magical skill, and power!  Hmph.  She knew of one coven in the backwoods of Virginia who had two dozen witches in their group.

      Just a bunch of show offs, in her opinion.

      In her case, she was powerful enough to do the work of two dozen witches.  All.  By.  Her.  Self.

      So what if she had a high opinion of herself?  It wasn’t bragging, when it was the truth.

      Her home was spacious, and where some people might call it empty, she considered the extra rooms and the full basement and the winding staircase to the third floor essential for her peace of mind.  Here in the living room all of the furniture was set up along the walls.  Two couches, and a table between them.  The walls displayed shelf after shelf lined with leather bound books of the arcane and the mundane alike, along with a few paperback novels of horror and suspense.  After a long day of casting spells to ruin other people’s lives, there was nothing like reading a good book while sipping a glass of wine and soaking in a warm tub full of bubbles.

      Those were hardly witchy pleasures, but they were definitely feminine ones.  She was both, after all.  A powerful witch, and a soft and beautiful woman.  No pointy black hats for her.  No wart on the end of a crooked nose.  She didn’t even own a broom, and she was no old crone, either.  To be fair, it would be hard for anyone to guess how old she really was.  She had one of those faces that was simply timeless.  She was attractive, and statuesque, and her almond eyes were just perfect, and her upturned nose was so cute, and her long hair was dark and alluring.

      She should know.  She’d expended large amounts of her Life Essence on the spells that created her beauty, and she spent more of her Essence to recast them every two weeks.  She had to, or the effects would fade away and she would start to show her true age.  She would not allow that.  No, sir.

      Of course, even someone as powerful as Belladonna only had so much Life Essence—the power that existed within every living thing—and once she’d used up her reserves she would wither like the husk of an old nut and blow away.  That was a problem, to be sure, but she was close to finding the solution.

      There was no reason she should die.  All she needed was an endless supply of Essence.  Once she had that, she could literally live forever, instead of just the three hundred years she’d lived so far.  She could live, and she could take over the world, and she could make monsters and men alike bend to her will.

      And she knew exactly where to get it.

      The Well of Essence sitting below Shadow Lake, protected by the Kilorian sisters.

      Those sisters were hoarding it all, right there under their mansion.  Stonecrest kept out anyone they didn’t want getting at their treasure.  It was one of the largest sources of Essence in the world, but did they share it?  No!  They kept it all to themselves, just sitting there, with the lame excuse that it needed to be kept out of the hands of evil men and women and creatures of the night.  There was even some nonsense about it being the life force energy of the town of Shadow Lake, but Belladonna didn’t care about that.  She wanted the Essence, and she was going to take the Essence, whether the Coven of Kilorians liked it or not.

      Belladonna didn’t consider herself evil.  She had her goals, and she did what she needed to do in order to make those goals a reality, just like any other woman living in the modern world.  Those three Kilorian sisters were just selfish.  That’s all there was to it.

      So she stood alone and fuming in the middle of her living room.  There was a wide space here, cleared of any furniture, and in the middle a circle of braided gold wire was set into the stone floor tiles.  This was her Scrying Circle.  Among other uses, the Circle was her magical communication link to anyone in the world.  With this she could talk to anyone, anywhere.  It took a lot of magic to make it work, but it was worth it.  Let those poor fools without magic rely on cellphones and e-mail.  Using a Scrying Circle made all of that seem like smoke signals in comparison.

      She licked her lips, and slipped out of her black dress, letting it drop to the floor at her feet.

      It was glorious to just be herself.  No clothing, no jewelry, just what her mother and a heavy dose of magic had given her.  Nothing between her and… everything.  She closed her eyes, reaching out with her witchy senses, and let herself feel every bit of her body.  Her bare skin in contact with the air, so smooth, so tingly, improved her connection to the magic all around her.  Scraps of Essence flowed through her, pulled from the life of trees and plants and insects and birds in the lush forest outside this house.  Just scraps, but added altogether it filled her up.

      Now, if there had been more Essence at hand for her to call upon, like that Well the sisters were hoarding in Shadow Lake, then she wouldn’t need to suck the life out of a blue jay or wither a few trees into dry kindling.

      Oh well.  Such was the way things went.

      A shame she couldn’t cast the spell she needed au natural like this.  Standing here in all her glory, Belladonna truly felt powerful.  She was going to use the Scrying Circle to make a sort of video call, however, and since those on the other end would be able to see her, too… well.  She wasn’t going to share all of this beauty with just anyone.

      With a sigh, she reached for the robe hanging over the arm of the couch.  The feel of the pure silk sliding against her skin pleased her.  That was what magic was for her.  A way to seize the things that gave her pleasure.

      This wasn’t her being selfish.  Not like those Kilorians.  Oh, no.  This wasn’t selfish.  It was her right.

      Standing just at the edge of the gold circle, she snugged the robe’s belt tight, and then cast her gaze one by one to the five points of the pentagram painted within the circumference.  The five-pointed star was drawn in a mixture of goat’s blood and ochre, with three drops of her own blood mixed in for good measure.  While she traced it with her eyes, she held out her left hand, palm up, thumb and pinky touching, ring finger tucked under.  From memory, she repeated the spell that activated the scrying.

      “Power, power, in my hand, bring my desires, this I command.”

      Belladonna smirked as a brilliant gold light sizzled around the Circle, amplified by the metal, sparking brightly when it came back around to close the loop.  Oh, spells didn’t have to rhyme to be effective, but where was the fun in that?  She’d made this one up herself.  Not exactly Shakespeare, but it did the trick.

      Heh.  Trick.  Witch humor.

      From her outstretched hand, ethereal tendrils of light flowed, overlapping and coiling and filling the Circle.  Every person’s Essence was colored with their individual thoughts and desires and intentions.  Hers was orange, with streaks of silver.  A color combination just as unique as she was.

      With her magic, fueled by her Essence, Belladonna created a rotating disc of power within the Scrying Circle.  It spun and spun as it rose up from the floor, hovering there at an angle in front of her, and then slowly it resolved into the image of a person, and went still.

      The image belonged to a scarecrow of man, scrawny and awkward with overly round eyes and shaggy hair and a face that only a mother or a loyal mutt could love.  The brown shirt he wore was some sort of uniform.  On a regular sized man, it would have fit perfectly, but on the constable of Shadow Lake it was all wrinkled and baggy.  That was the same town where the Kilorian sisters lived.  Shadow Lake, where they were hoarding the Well of Essence.

      It was where Belladonna was going to focus all of her attention, and all of her efforts, and all of her considerable skill, until she got what she wanted.

      Until the Kilorian sisters paid with their lives.

      “This thing working?” the constable asked her as he peered into his side of the Circle, blinking behind those big lenses.  His smile did nothing to make him more attractive.  “Hey?  Hello?  This is Herman Bledsoe speaking.  Hello?  Helloooo?”

      “I know who you are, Herman.”  Belladonna counted silently up to five in her mind.  This man was a necessary, but annoying, part of her plan.  Even after she had infused him with a bit of her own Essence, to give him more of a backbone than he’d ever had in his whole entire life, he was still hard to take in large doses.  Like children.  Or puppies.  “And yes, it’s working.  Now please, just stand there and shut up while I conference everyone else in.  Can you do that?”

      “Yeah, no worries.  Hey, can I get one of these things?”  He looked around the Circle, at her and the living room on her side, stupidly thinking that the Scrying Circle was some sort of device like a Sony webcam that he could just pick up at WalMart.  Skype for witches.  “I think this would come in handy.  Do you have to pay long distance rates?  What’s the data plan like on—”

      “Shut.  Up.”

      She said the words with crisp inflection.  With a snap of her fingers, Herman’s lips clamped shut.  They stayed that way, despite his jaw still working to make words.  His eyes went wide with surprise.  Perhaps the man should pay closer attention to whom he was in league with.

      Smiling to herself, Belladonna waved her hands in a circle and the magical screen in front of her split in two down the middle. The right half was now a milky silvery static, until it cleared and focused into the furry face of a very big, very black cat.

      Domovyk was her little furry agent within the walls of Stonecrest, spying on the Kilorian sisters.  Belladonna sneered at such audacity.  Giving a name to a big stone house like it was a castle or something.  Of course, she referred to her own home as Lo Stregozzo, but that was only because she deserved to live in a place of importance.

      “Ahem,” Domovyk said in his heavy accent, flicking the whiskers on his cat face and flicking his eyes to the right to take in Herman Bledsoe standing there, silently pawing at his mouth with long spindly fingers.  “Do not like speaking to you like this.  If anyone sees me out here in woods behind Stonecrest, talking to big Circle in the air, might be end of Domovyk the cat.”

      “Don’t give me that,” Belladonna chided him.  “You’ve got those soft cat paws, and you were trained by me.  You’re the very epitome of stealth.  If you let the Kilorians see what you’re up to then that’s your own fault.  Now.  Hold the line, please.  I’ve got one more person to bring in.”

      Domovyk grumbled something in his native Ukrainian.  Belladonna understood him perfectly well, because a certain magic spell that she had placed on herself over a decade ago allowed all languages to be translated in her brain.  She didn’t much care for what he said, but she chose to be magnanimous and let it go.  Not because she needed his eyes and ears within the walls of Stonecrest to know what the sisters were up to.  No.  Not for that reason.  It was simply because she was such a generous person.  She was a good witch, no matter what anyone else said.

      Yes.  She was a good witch, she told herself.  Buckets of water wouldn’t melt her, no sir!

      A wave of her hand, and a little more Essence, split the screen in thirds.  This time it was the bottom that was all silvery static, until she could connect to her third agent within the town of Shadow Lake.  They had work to do, and it was going to take all four of them to bring the Kilorian sisters down and allow her to gain access to their Well of Essence.

      After all, sometimes a witch needed help to gain ultimate power.

      Not friends.  Just… allies.

      The third section focused, and there he was, blinking at her like he was surprised to be included.

      “Oh, don’t look so shocked,” she told him with a wicked smile.  “You had to know this day would come.  You’re under my thrall.  Get over it.  Now.  All of you, listen to me.  I’m going to tell you what role each of you plays in my plans.  You will do what I tell you to, without fail, or you will answer to me.  Do you understand?”

      “Tak,” Domovyk said immediately, his ears drooping.  He had been with her the longest of anyone, and he knew the price of failure.  Belladonna didn’t care if he liked it or not, as long as he agreed to do his part.

      Herman was waving to get her attention, frantically pointing to his mouth with his other hand.  He was trying to say something, but her spell was stopping him.

      “Oh,” Belladonna said.  “Right.  I forgot.”

      She snapped her fingers again, and his lips were unsealed.  With a deep breath he said, “Yeah.  I’m here for you.  The Kilorian sisters are going to get what they deserve.  Especially that Addie Kilorian.  She needs what I’m going to give her, to be sure.”

      “Don’t be crass,” she warned him.  Lowering her focus to the bottom third of the screen, she speared that person with her gaze.  This was the new addition to the mix.  This was the wildcard, because he had never been asked to do anything for her.  Until now.  “And you?  Are you willing to do as your mistress commands?”

      There was a hesitation, but then he finally gave her the answer she was looking for.  “Yes.”

      Now the conspiracy was complete.

      “Good.  My last few plans haven’t worked, so we’re going to try something new this time.  For this one, we’re going underground…”
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      Red was definitely Addie’s color.  There was an old adage that said redheads should never be caught in this color, but she liked to think of herself as an unconventional sort of girl.  Her emerald eyes met her gaze in the mirror with a smirk.  A darker red like this tight off-the-shoulder dress flattered her pale complexion, and her freckles, and her flame colored hair.  The dress itself flattered… everything else.  Especially when she paired it with these strappy heels.

      The color of flame never looked so good, even if she did say so herself.

      Tonight was a special occasion, and she had wanted to go all out.  She might be more comfortable in jeans and a t-shirt, but she could definitely pull this off.  Lucian had no idea what he was in for.  After all, this night was for him.

      She had even gone so far to put her hair in a French braid, something she hadn’t worn since she was a child.  The braid left her slender neck bare, accentuating a silver necklace adorned with diamonds.  The black clutch purse in her hand completed the look even though it held no money, and no keys, and nothing girlie like makeup or perfume.  Instead, it had her pouch of magical herbs.  A witch needed to be prepared, after all.

      “Ah, and you look just fine.”  Her furry feline friend was sprawled out on the foot of her bed, one eye open.  “I can’t recall the last time I saw you looking so pretty.”

      “Thanks, Doyle,” Addie told him.  “You really think so?”

      “That I do.”

      A talking cat might seem strange to some, but it was just another day in the life of the Kilorian sisters, witches and protectors of the small New England town of Shadow Lake.  Doyle was one of two cats living with them at Stonecrest, both of them able to speak, both of them more than willing to give their opinion whether it was asked for or not.  Doyle was a black and white tomcat, although the black patches in his fur seemed to shift when you weren’t looking.  According to him, he was descended from a long line of distinguished cats dating back to the most ancient days of the Emerald Isles, which explained his Irish accent.

      He considered himself feline royalty.  Usually, Addie just considered him a lovable pain in her neck.  Family was like that sometimes.  Driving you crazy one minute and saving your behind from a rock troll the next.  That was why she considered Doyle part of the Kilorian clan.  Domovyk too, although Domovyk was a different kind of cat altogether.

      Where was Domovyk, anyway?

      No matter.  It wasn’t her week to keep track of him, as the saying went.  It was already six-thirty and Lucian was supposed to meet her here at seven so they could make it to the reception on time.  She bit her lower lip in a smile, wondering if she could make him wait just a bit without spoiling their evening.  Sometimes it did a man good to wait on the woman in his life.  It helped him appreciate what he had.

      Her reflection rolled her eyes back at her.  No, she couldn’t do that to him.  Tonight was all about him.  Lucian Knight, star detective of the Birch Hollow Police Department, was among those being recognized tonight with an award for service to the community.  This was his night to shine.  After solving the murder of a wealthy tourist just a couple of weeks ago, and three murders in short order before that, Addie thought it was about time.

      Of course, she and her sisters had played a major role in solving each of those, but he couldn’t very well put down three witches as his confidential informants on any of the paperwork.  She was fine with Lucian getting all the credit.  He deserved it.  It was better for witches to stay hidden anyway.  Exposing themselves for what they were was just going to create fear and jealousy.  That was something she could definitely do without.

      Tonight, she wasn’t going to think about being a witch.  Tonight, she was just Lucian’s loving girlfriend there to support her guy.  The Distinguished Community Service Award might have a hokey name, but it was a serious thing to the people who lived in this county.  Every year it went to one citizen who had displayed heart, and dedication to the wellbeing of his neighbors, and loyalty, and a host of other things that easily described Lucian.  Addie had known it since the first day she met him.  She told him as much every chance she got.

      “You’re sure I look okay?” she asked Doyle again, twirling for him so that the short skirt flared at her knees.  “I want to really shine on Lucian’s arm.”

      “Spoken like a true lass in love,” he chuckled.

      “That’s because that’s what I am.  So there.  You didn’t answer my question, though.  I look okay?  Really?”

      “Well, now I wasn’t going to say anything, but that outfit might be just a wee bit tight across your… ahem.  Your backside.”

      “Doyle!” she blurted out, reflexively putting her hands over her, ahem, backside.  “I happen to have a very nice rump, thank you.”

      “If you say so, then.  You humans all look daft to me without any tails.  Sort of takes away from the whole package, if you ask me.”

      “Oh, what do you know, Old Man?” she teased him.  “When was the last time you had a lady cat sniffing around your tail?”

      He closed his copper eyes with a dreamy expression on his furry face.  “That would have been Dymphna.  Ah, she was a lovely thing.  Could chase mice with the best of them, and her fur was the color of storm clouds before the rain.  Of course, that was a number of years back, as they say.”

      Addie was suddenly intrigued.  “How many years back?”

      He stuck his little pink tongue out between his teeth as he thought back.  “Well, that was… when was Theodore Roosevelt president?”

      She blinked at him, surely he must be kidding.  “That was the turn of the twentieth century.  Right around 1900.”

      “Oh.  Then I’m thinking of the other Roosevelt.”

      “Wait, you mean Franklin Roosevelt?  That Roosevelt?”

      “Sure’n that’s the one.”

      He had to be joking.  Doyle had lived a very long time, sure, but if he had been in love with this Dymphna back in the time of Franklin Delano Roosevelt that would make him…  She was twenty-four now, so that made him…

      Old.  That’s what it made him.  Funny she’d never thought of it that way before.  Sure, she liked to call him “Old Man,” but she obviously had no idea!

      Magic, when it was part of a living being like Doyle, or even Addie and her sisters, tended to give its host a much longer lifespan.  Whether human, or cat, or something else, magical beings often lived double their expected norm.  Sometimes more.

      There were plenty of “something elses” in Shadow Lake.  Some of them were here before humans developed a written language to start recording history.  A magical talking cat was just the tip of that particular iceberg.

      “All right,” she said, deciding to leave that alone for now.  Doyle’s past was his own.  Her only point had been that what she had with Lucian Knight was real love.  Lucian was hers, and she belonged to him, in a way that transcended even the strongest of magics.  “Well, whatever you had with Dymphna, you’ll understand why I want everything to be perfect tonight with Lucian.”

      “What could go wrong?”  Doyle yawned and rolled over onto his back, feet up in the air.  “You’re just going to an award ceremony.”

      “Yes, well, in case you’ve forgotten we still have an evil witch on the loose who will stop at nothing to get at our family and what we’re protecting.  She’s sent demons after us and tangled us up in mysteries and who knows what she’ll try next.  I’d say a lot of things could go wrong.”

      “Which is why I suggested taking me with you.”

      “Ha!  A cat at a fancy dinner?  I think you’d stand out.”

      “Tuck me into your purse, then.”

      “My purse is too small for that furry behind.”  She leaned in closer to the mirror, touching up her mascara with the tip of one finger.  “It’s not like I can say you’re my service animal.”

      “True, true, but you could use one of those spells of yours to make me invisible.”

      “I could, but I won’t.  You just want to crash the party to steal food off the buffet.”

      “Not true!  I’ve got a skosh more tact than that, I have.”  He blinked, and sort of shrugged by patting the air with his two front paws.  “I’d wait for the food to fall to the floor, sure’n I would.”

      “Cats stay here,” she told him firmly.  “Kiera and Alan are staying here as well, so you won’t be alone.”

      “No, but I’ll be as bored as a snake charmer in Ireland.”

      “Ha, ha.  Very funny.  No snakes in Ireland so… yeah.  I get it.”  She shook her head as she left her reflection behind.  “Listen, my sister and her son are trying to see if they can find where Belladonna lives.  I haven’t heard anything from Lucian on the arrest warrant he was supposed to be getting for that evil witch, so I’m guessing none of the law enforcement agencies have picked her up.  We may need to solve this one ourselves, just the Kilorians.”

      “Just like always.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Minus your sister Willow, just as always.”

      “Be nice,” Addie told him.  “Willow is with her boyfriend.  She can help Kiera later.”

      She frowned at herself as she picked up her heavy suede jacket, however.  Getting Willow to help with anything recently had been a chore and a half.  When Addie had asked her to stay with Kiera and Alan tonight Willow’s reply had been something to the effect of, if Addie could have a night off, then so could she.  Not exactly the family spirit she was hoping for.

      Well, Willow had just been accused of a murder she
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