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      Driving down the lonely stretch of two-lane road, his tires droned incessantly as the night pressed in around him.  He couldn’t see anything past the hazy edges of his headlights.  It was like the world didn’t exist anywhere but here.  Mile after mile of patched and weathered asphalt slid into view, only to pass through those beams and away again, disappearing into the nothingness behind him.  A constant line of pine trees on either side created the borders of his universe.

      The GPS had displayed this route as the only way to get to Shadow Lake.  One road leading from the town of Bellewood to the south all the way up to Birch Hollow, and nothing in between but all of this… nothing.  This had to be some sort of mistake.  No way was there a town of some four hundred people out here.  The only living things he’d seen since leaving the outskirts of Bellewood were the frogs that kept trying to commit suicide by jumping in front of his car.  And the bugs.  There was some sort of fat, green bug that kept splatting against his windshield.  Their guts smeared whenever he ran the wipers.

      “Well, this was a bad idea.”

      Alan Pierson’s voice sounded loud in his ears.  It had only been over the last half hour that he’d started talking to himself.  He was used to being on his own but out here, in the great vast nothingness of Old Lutherfud Road, it was different.  This wasn’t the comfortable silence of his apartment in the city.  Here he felt really, truly alone.

      There wasn’t even anything to listen to on the radio.  The only two stations that he’d been able to pick after leaving Bellewood were both talk radio.  One was discussing the differences between corn meal and corn grist.  The other was giving advice to the lovelorn, something he didn’t need.  Or at least, something he didn’t want to hear right now.

      Just two days ago he’d been excited about this trip to Shadow Lake.  He was finally going to get the answers he’d been looking for all of his adult life.  At twenty-two years old, Alan figured he was ready to face the questions of where he came from.  He looked at himself in the rearview, and wondered for the millionth time in his life if his dark auburn curls or his bright, intense blue eyes came from his parents.  Did he look like them?  Think like them?  Did he get his love of vanilla ice cream from his mother, or his father?  He didn’t know.  Up until now there’d been no way to find out.  He’d grown up in foster care until being adopted at the late age of twelve.

      Everything he knew about himself was staring him back in the mirror.

      Dragging his eyes away from the mirror his heart leapt into his throat as he was confronted by a deer crossing the road up ahead. Hitting the brakes to slow the car down, he swerved into the wrong lane to avoid it. With a shaky breath, he steered the car back into the correct lane and straightened up. His heart was pounding in his ears as he brought his green Kia back up to speed.  That was close. His thoughts slowly drifted back to his life, and to finding his birth parents.  There’s a burning need in all of us to know where we come from, was what his girlfriend kept telling him, and finally he had admitted she was right.  So, he’d taken time off from work, kissed her goodbye, and promised to be back in a week at the most.

      He wasn’t even to Shadow Lake yet, and already he felt like turning around and going back to her.

      “It’s just nerves,” he kept telling himself.  “Pull yourself together.”

      The only clue he had to his birth parents was a notation in the records of the foster home where he’d grown up.  It had taken three Freedom of Information requests to get it, and even then a lawyer had to accompany him to get the actual records.  It was just a few lines.  Mother, unknown.  Father, unknown.  Place of birth… Shadow Lake.

      He’d heard of Shadow Lake, but only in passing.  He lived one state over from this place and he’d never had any reason to come here.  It was funny, though.  He’d grown up in California, and his adoptive parents had lived in Minnesota, and his first real job out of college had been in New York.  Imagine his surprise later on when he moved again, settled down in a house of his own… just one state away from the town where he’d been born.  Just a day’s drive.  It was like his entire life had been drawing him back here, to Shadow Lake.

      The chances of this had to be astronomical.

      He should be happy that he was finally going to see the town where he was born.  Maybe he’d even find someone who knew who his parents were.  Someone who remembered a baby boy being given up for adoption some twenty years ago.  He should be excited.  He was finally looking for answers, and those answers were finally in reach.

      Instead of being excited, all he felt was a rising sense of dread.

      The GPS unit on his dash blinked off, leaving the screen completely black.  Cursing under his breath he pushed the on button a few times, and tapped at the screen, and then wiggled the power cord in the AC adapter.  Nothing did any good.  The screen stayed dark.

      “Great.  Fantastic.”  He picked the slim rectangle of the GPS unit up from its base, careful to keep one eye on the road as he banged it gently against the dash.

      The screen blinked to life.  Then it winked out again.  On.  Off.  On off.

      Then it emitted a high-pitched electronic squeal that slowly died off, and a wisp of smoke coiled out from the back.

      Alan tossed it aside on the passenger seat in disgust.  That was all he was going to get out of it.  He was on his own.

      Not that he could really get lost from here, he supposed.  The road only went one way—

      As he looked back up through the windshield a dark, lumbering shape was standing in the middle of the road, hulking in his path.  He was speeding right toward it.

      There was no time to think.

      By reflex Alan spun the wheel hard to the right and aimed the car toward the shoulder.  He whipped past the shapeless mass of whatever was blocking the road, getting a vague sense of long limbs and an animal’s eyes, before hitting the brakes.  His tires squealed, and the car began to skid out of control.

      It was no use.  The soft, grassy slope of the shoulder caught hold and then the car was rolling over, the driver’s side wheels off the ground, and all he could do was tense up around the steering wheel as the car slammed into the trunks of several trees and kept going, the world turning sideways as the windshield imploded and metal crumpled and his seatbelt snugged tight against his chest.

      Something hit his head, and he slipped into unconsciousness while pinpoints of light flooded his vision.
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        * * *

      

      He woke up in pain.  The smell of smoke and burning oil was thick in the air.  Gravity was pulling him from the wrong direction, and he realized the car had landed on its roof.  The seatbelt was the only thing holding him in place.

      Call for help.  Yes.  That was what he needed to do.  His cellphone was… somewhere.  His thoughts were sluggish, and he wondered if the throbbing ache at the back of his skull had anything to do with that.

      “Knew this trip was a bad idea,” he mumbled.  “Guess I should’ve listened.”

      Outside, the sun was coming up over the horizon, slanting rays of orange light through the trees.  Morning, already?  It had been night when he crashed.  Right.  The accident.  He’d been in an accident, and he needed to get help.  How long had he been here?  Why hadn’t anyone seen him?

      Then he heard footsteps approaching.  He heard a woman, singing a song in another language.  Scottish, he thought.  Or maybe Irish.  What did they call that language?  Or, right.  Gaelic.  It was pretty, whatever it was.

      “Hello?” he called out, wincing as the effort intensified the pain behind his eyes, inside his skull.  He put a hand up—down—and felt the roof below him.  He couldn’t figure out how to get free.  “Hey, hello?  I could… I could use some help here.”

      The singing continued, getting closer.  Tree branches rustled.  The woman stepped around the front of the car, her long flowing dress wrapping around her bare feet in ways that drew his eyes.  When she had walked all the way around to the window on his side, she knelt down, into a shaft of light that made it impossible for Alan to see her face.

      “Hey,” Alan said again.  “Help me.  Please.  I’m… I was in an accident.  I think I’m hurt.  Can you… can you help me get out of here?  Maybe call for an ambulance?”

      She folded her hands in front of herself, and leaned forward to look at him through the broken window.  “Hello, Alan.  I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Then she began singing again.

      Darkness welled up over Alan, unconsciousness coming to claim him once more.  He fought against it.  He wanted to ask her how she knew his name.  He wanted to know if she was going to help him, and what she meant…

      “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      She sang louder, and as she did, he found it harder to stay awake.  The words that he couldn’t understand worked their way into his brain and no matter how hard he wanted to stay awake, he simply couldn’t.  It was like the music had control of him.

      The last thing he remembered was her hand on his cheek, and how familiar it felt.
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      The lunch crowd at the Hot Cauldron Café had tapered off considerably, and Addie Kilorian was grateful for that because she’d be able to close on time without standing over anyone’s table and dropping not-so-subtle reminders that they always closed at three on Thursdays.  Most of the locals from Shadow Lake respected her early closing time on this one day of the week.  The tourists who stopped here on their way from Bellewood to Birch Hollow or back again were usually understanding.

      Sometimes, however, she had to resort to putting the chairs up on the tables, or turning out the lights.

      Once, a customer who had still been slowly munching his chicken wings at three-fifteen had contracted a sudden and very nasty cough.  It only stopped once he paid his bill and left.

      Addie smiled at the memory.  A little brown powder added to his coffee refill had gotten her the results she needed.  That trick was more science than witchcraft, and she doubted that her older sister would have approved.  Kiera was such a stick in the mud sometimes.  It wasn’t like she’d done any real harm to the guy.

      Today there was no such worries, however.  Elton Barrister was her last customer today.  At a few minutes to three, he wiped his cloth napkin across his mouth and laid down a twenty dollar bill to cover his check and a fine tip.  He waved at her before making his way to the front door, and she waved back.  Elton was a regular every day for lunch.  He was a very, very elderly man.  Probably in his eighties, Addie estimated, but he had such a crush on her.  It was cute, in a way, although he was literally old enough to be her great-grandfather.  He claimed it was her red hair and the way her smile brought out the green in her eyes.  Addie figured it was more in the way she listened to his stories of fighting in World War Two when no one else would.

      Her work clothes probably had something to do with it, too.  Button-up tops with plunging necklines, and tight black pants.  She had a fine body, and she wasn’t afraid to dress to impress.

      It seemed to help the tips.

      On his way out, Elton made sure to stop and scratch between the ears of the cat resting in his quilted pet bed up in the window shelf.  Everyone who came to eat here knew about Doyle the cat.  He was kind of the unofficial mascot.  His black-and-white patch fur and his aloof manner were a mainstay of the Hot Cauldron.  The end of his tail was white.  Three feet were black, along with just one ear.  The rest of him was black or white in turns, and his pattern seemed to change when you weren’t looking.

      Most days, Doyle kept to his basket in the warmth of the sun through the window.  More than one tourist stopping in for a meal had asked if he was stuffed.

      People either loved him, or they went to eat somewhere else.  Of course, Addie was always sensitive to a customer’s request to move him to the back room if they had allergies.  Doyle didn’t make too much fuss over being displaced.  Usually.

      As soon as Elton closed the door behind him and the shopkeeper’s bell over the entrance stopped ringing, Darla went and locked up for them.  She turned the sign in the window from “OPEN” to “CLOSED” and that was it for the day.  Addie gave her a smile and a thumbs up.  She’d been working for Addie at the Hot Cauldron for just about a year now.  She knew the routine.

      While Darla swept up and cleared tables, Addie cashed out the register and made a list of things she would need to do in the morning.  It turned out that owning your own café meant putting in a lot of hours both before and after regular business hours.  No one had told her that when she was buying this property and obtaining her business licenses and setting up orders with the vendors that kept them stocked in coffee beans and hamburger buns.  Of course, if anyone had told her all that, back in the beginning, it wouldn’t have stopped her.  She loved being her own boss, and she loved this café.

      Her second job kept her even busier, but that one didn’t pay the bills.

      A mirrored plaque on the wall behind the front counter displayed an old Irish saying in scripted, gold letters.  Ar scáth a chéile a mhaireann na daoine.  Under the shelter of each other, people survive.  It was a nod to her Irish heritage, but it was also a comment on that other job that took up so much of her time.   What was that saying? Oh right, “It takes a village.” Well, the Kilorian sisters lived it every day.

      They were the protectors of Shadow lake, and they took that job very seriously.

      In the mirror, behind the words, she caught her own reflection.  She had fine cheekbones and a cute nose, all dusted with freckles.  At the corner of her lips was a laugh line from when she was a little girl and she used to smile a lot.  The worries of being a grownup had sobered her, a lot, and had taken away some of the shine from her emerald green eyes.

      As a grownup, she’d seen a lot of the bad in the world… as a witch, she had come face to face with every manner of evil.

      She was still young.  At twenty-four, it wasn’t like she was ready for the retirement home anytime soon.  She was still a little wild when she chose to be, just like the untamed curls of her red hair and its natural highlights of copper and gold.  The men in her life—when there had been men in her life—had loved her wild side.

      “Um, Addie?” Darla asked her suddenly.  “I’ve got the floors all swept and everything put away for the day.”

      “Seriously?”  Addie checked her watch.  “Oh, my.  I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I’d been standing here that long.”

      Darla shrugged one shoulder as she leaned on the broom.  Her curly black hair had streaks of gray in it even though she was just in her mid-forties.  “You looked like you could use a few minutes.  Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.  Thanks.”  Addie gave herself a shake and then found a smile for Darla.  She was a hard worker, and Addie considered her a good friend.  “I’m just tired.  Burning both ends of the candle, so to speak.”

      “Hmm.  I know how much you like candles.  Well, I’ll get my stuff from the back and go home.  Unless you need me for anything?”

      “No, we’re all set.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Darla nodded, but then hesitated like she wanted to say something more.

      “Darla?” Addie asked.  “Was there something else?”

      “No.  Not at all.”  She turned on her heel and took herself and the broom through the swinging door to the kitchen.  It was just a few minutes later when Addie heard the back door of the café close.  She’d looked almost disappointed, Addie thought, when she hadn’t been asked to stick around.  Well.  She’d find some time to hang out with her this weekend.  Maybe.

      Thursday nights were for family in the Kilorian household.

      “Oh, I thought she’d never leave,” a grumbling voice said from behind her.  “She’s a dog lover, you know.  She’s got those two little Pekingese.  Gah.  Little mops with legs.”

      Addie looked over her shoulder at Doyle, standing in his plush bed over in the front window and stretching out with his back arched.  His black and white fur ruffled from neck to tail, and then he blinked lazily, and jumped down to the floor.  Addie watched him with a fist on her hip, knowing there would be more to his tirade if she didn’t shut him down now.

      “Why do you always have to be so negative?  Did somebody take away your squeaky toy?”

      “Ha, ha,” he purred.  “Why do you always have to close up early on Thursdays?  You know I get some of my best table scraps from the dinner crowd.”

      “We’ve been over this, Doyle.  Thursdays I meet my sisters up at the house.”  Which he knew perfectly well.  This was something they’d been doing ever since the café opened.  “We’ll have dinner together up there.  I’ll save you something off my plate.”

      He made a face that, if he was a person, would have been considered very rude.  “Kiera always picks the menu, and it’s always fish.  Your elder sister thinks it makes her live longer.”

      “What’s wrong with that, Old Man?” she teased.  “You like fish.  You are a cat, remember?”

      His tail stood straight up, and his whiskers twitched as he looked up at her indignantly.  “I am a descendant of the first cat to reach Ireland, thank you very much.  My bloodline goes back just as far as the Kilorian family tree.  I am actual, for real, feline royalty.”

      She rolled her eyes and bent low at her waist to look him straight in his copper-colored eyes.  “So you keep telling me.  I’d like to see you prove it someday.”

      A rumble low in Doyle’s chest might have been a growl, or it might have been the sound a cat makes when he’s stalling for time.  “I’ll have you know,” he said to her, “that in one of my previous lives I was pampered by slaves who fed me crab legs and caviar.”

      He huffed out a breath, but his tail drooped to the floor as he added, “I miss those slaves.”

      “Fine, fine,” Addie relented.  “You’re descended from the blood of kings.  So what’s wrong with the fish my sister serves for dinner, your royal catness?”

      “It’s never the right kind.”  He sat himself down, lifting up one of his front paws to examine it as he talked.  “I mean, would it kill her to serve salmon once in a while?  Or grilled tuna?  It’s always that bland flounder.  Or tilapia… bleh.”

      Addie chuckled.  She couldn’t stay mad at him.  As frustrating as his delusions of grandeur were, or his insistence that he was the actual head of the Kilorian household and the three sisters were there to make his life easier, she loved the little furball.  She didn’t know where she’d be without him.

      She picked him up carefully under his belly, making sure to support his hind legs as she did, and then settled him on her shoulder.  “I’ll bring it up to Kiera.  Less tilapia, more salmon.  I’m sure she’ll take your suggestions on her dinner plans seriously.”

      “Of course she will,” he purred.  “Any smart human would gladly listen to my advice.”

      “Because you’re royalty.”

      “Exactly.”  He nuzzled his head against her cheek, and gently sank his claws into her shirt to keep his balance.  “I knew you’d see it my way.”

      She hummed to herself as she walked around finishing up the few things left to be done, balancing Doyle on her shoulder.  When she was done she stepped out the back door and locked it up tight, setting the security system for the night.  It sent a silent alarm to the police department up in Birch Hollow, to the north.  Shadow Lake wasn’t big enough for a police force of its own.  Thankfully, Birch Hollow was just ten minutes away.  The next closest town, Bellewood, was an hour to the south.

      She liked the quiet here.  She liked the view of the lake right here from Main Street.  Shadow Lake was a wide expanse of calm water, fed by a tributary running off the mountains in the distance.  The town hugged the wooded shoreline of its waters and grew out from there, and nobody but a chosen few knew the real history of this place, or what lay beneath the still surface of those waters.

      There were trees everywhere, and birds and wildlife in abundance.  The whole place had its own sort of life force that welled up under their feet.  Even people who weren’t magically inclined could feel it.  The Essence of Shadow Lake was strong.

      Those without magic—Typics, as they were called—still found a lot to enjoy here.  The lake was perfect for boating, and fishing, and even swimming in some spots.  If anyone ever found their way to Shadow Lake, it was because of the water.  Even in the winter when it froze Addie had seen people out there ice fishing.

      Of course, those with magic were drawn here, too, and not all of them were friendly.  That’s why Addie and her sisters had to work so hard to protect this place.  The well of Essence underground could spell disaster if it fell into the wrong hands.

      Heh.  “Spell” disaster.  Witch humor.

      The alarm wasn’t her only protection on the café.  One last wave of her hand over the top lintel of the door set the magical wards in place.  Normal security systems were all well and good, but to her way of thinking nothing could beat good, old fashioned witchcraft.  Most people never got past her hex on the building.  It turned them aside, and made them believe they didn’t really want to break into this restaurant, after all.  The morning sun would disperse it before she or Darla got back tomorrow.

      “You’re such a wimp when it comes to using your magic in public,” Doyle said to her, batting at a bug that was crawling across the parking area at the back of the café.  “I’ve told you before.  You should install a Witching Eye on the doors.  That way you’d be able to see anyone trying to break in.”

      “Do you know how much those cost?”  Addie shook her head.  “Besides.  The hex I’m using on the doors is just a small thing.  I’m trying to keep a low profile, not advertise that I’m a witch.”

      “You and your sisters are the guardians of this town, right?  Keepers of the secrets?  Ladies of the Lake?”

      Addie tried her best not to roll her eyes at that last one.  For a feline, he could be very impatient and rash.  “Look, Old Man, if I start using magic like a Witching Eye then I’ll be attracting every magic user within two hundred miles of here.  Not just the human ones, either.  I’m talking the big baddies with huge teeth and
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