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      What could be said about a place that was literally hours away from the nearest airport, hours away from the nearest city, hours away from…well, everything?  Quaint, might be one word for it.

      ’Dreary’ would be a lot closer to the truth, in the opinion of Sinead Kilorian.

      She had a feeling that Shadow Lake was not going to be a bundle of laughs for any of them.  Frankly, she thought that she’d be lucky if there was a decent wifi signal waiting for them on the other end of this trip.

      The group of them had flown here on a red-eye flight from Dublin, landing in Burlington, Vermont before the sunrise.  Vermont was called the Green Mountain State, according to a Wikipedia search she’d done to pass time on the long drive from the airport.   From the French, verd mont.  Green mountain.

      Coming from Ireland as she had, the literal Emerald Isle, she had to say the American’s idea of ‘green’ left a lot to be desired.  Oh, there were stretches of forest with quaint little towns nestled among them—there was that word again—and sure there were some mountains in the distance, but the view was getting monotonous.  They’d turned off Interstate 89 half an hour ago, and now the road was narrow and twisty, with no end in sight.

      “Are we there yet?” she asked from her seat in the rented SUV’s second row.  She didn’t bother trying to keep the complete boredom out of her voice.

      From the front seat, her grandmother chuckled.  She was curled up under a heavy, knitted wool blanket.  She was always cold.  Old people always seemed to be cold, Sinead reflected, even now in the summertime.

      “We’ll be there,” Grandma said, “when we get there.  With luck, we’ll be at Heaven’s gates an hour before the Devil knows we’re dead, as we say in Ireland.”

      “Grandma…” Sinead said, wearily flipping her long, plaited blonde locks over a shoulder.  “What in the world does that even mean?”

      “It means, my dear, exactly what it means.  Ireland is full of wisdom.  You only need to listen for it.”

      “Oh, well that explains it, then.”

      “Of course it does.  I knew you’d see things my way.”

      She kept her head tipped back.  She didn’t bother to open her eyes.  Sinead had always admired the way Grandma met each new challenge with that same inexorable calm.  Even now, when they were travelling halfway across the world to attend the marriage of a distant relative.  Grandma didn’t leave Ireland very often.  The fact that she was here, on this trip, told Sinead just how important the upcoming wedding was.

      Besides her and Grandma, there were three other people in the rented Chevy Uplander.  In the driver’s seat was Sinead’s father.  He hadn’t spoken more than a dozen words since they’d left the airport.  Her dad was the stoic type.  Dark haired and dark complexioned, from an area of the Middle East that most people had never heard of, he usually kept his thoughts to himself unless he had something to add to the conversation.

      “Listen to your Grandma,” he told her now.

      She smiled at him in the rearview mirror.  He didn’t smile back.  He hardly ever smiled at anyone, her included, but she could see the humor in his eyes.  He had such expressive, dark eyes.  Just like her own.

      Next to her, her brother Sean had his seat pushed back so he could kick out his legs and cross his ankles.  His features were a masculine version of her own, with the same oval face and sun-browned skin and upturned nose, but with a strong jaw and a higher forehead.  He kept his own blonde hair short and unkempt, and although Sinead had never pierced her ears, Sean sported a silver stud in his right lobe.  They were fraternal twins, even though he was half a foot taller and liked to wear those tacky ripped jeans.  Sometimes, she wished she could disown him just for his wardrobe choices.

      He had his wireless earbuds in, listening to The Jimmy Cake or Duke Special or some such band as that.  Maybe it was Cathal Coughlan.  Hard to tell from the little bit she could hear spilling out.  Sean liked his music loud, and dark.

      Behind her, with the whole backseat to herself, was the last person in their group.

      Sinead could feel Nessa’s gaze boring into the back of her skull.  She just sat back there, silently watching everything, not moving, not talking, not breathing.  Nessa was a cousin to both her and Sean, although Sinead wasn’t clear exactly how.  Hard to imagine someone with that…complexion being related to a good Irish girl like herself.  Distant cousins.  Like, very distant.  She wasn’t sure why it had been their responsibility to bring Nessa.  Couldn’t she have found her own ride?  It was unsettling, being in the car with a killer.

      Although, she supposed that might be a little unfair.  Everyone had to eat.

      She shifted to the side, bringing her knees up and tucking her bare feet under her.  She’d kicked her runners off miles back.  Her khakis were comfortable, and her oversized sweater was perfect to snuggle down into as she lay her head back down against the window.  She had a library of audio books on her phone, but she didn’t feel like listening to any of them just now.  If they were going to be a while yet getting to Shadow Lake, then maybe she’d take a nap.  Jetlag was real, and it sucked.

      The scenery had become monotonous.  Trees and brush and road signs warning to slow for the curves.  Old Lutherfud Road was the only way into Shadow Lake.  It was a pleasant enough ride, she supposed, in a rural middle-of-nowhere sort of way.  She still preferred her blessed home of Ireland.  The tires hummed against the pavement.  Her thoughts drifted.

      Her eyelids were drooping closed, heavier with every mile.

      It would be nice to see some of her old friends again at the wedding, she thought sleepily to herself.  Weddings were always good for a party, at least.  Drink.  Food.  Dancing.  Guys who wanted to share the night with someone just to prove they could.  Everyone on the bride’s side was going to be related to her in one way or another, but the groom’s family would all be fair game.  That kind of game could be lots of fun, if a girl did it right.

      Yes, she thought sleepily.  She might just be up for that.

      Very pleasant thoughts about meaningless kisses were swirling in her head as her eyelids dropped shut and consciousness began to slip away.  They would be there soon.  Or not.  She was just going to sleep the rest of the way…

      Blood.

      Sinead twitched as an image filled her mind.

      Blood, spilled on a floor.

      She reached out to take hold of something floating in the image that filled her mind’s eye.

      A weapon.  A handle with a crossguard, lying on the bloody floor.  A dagger.

      One made of wood.

      She sat straight up and screamed.

      The brakes squealed as her father slammed his foot down and spun the wheel to the side and put the vehicle into a skid that brought them over the edge of the pavement, nose down in the ditch.  Sinead threw her hands out, one pressed against the side of the door, one twisted into her brother’s black hoodie.

      Then the car stopped, and everything was silent.

      Sean turned toward her, dropping his gaze to her clutching fingers.

      She drew her hand back quickly from him and met his smirk with one of her own.  “My hero,” she said, sarcasm dripping off her tongue.

      “Hey,” he said, taking out the earbuds one at a time and dropping them in a pocket.  “I’m just over here minding my own business.”

      “Well don’t strain yourself on my account.”

      “You grabbed onto me, baby sister.”

      “Don’t ‘baby sister’ me.  I was born first, remember?”

      “Ayup.  I was there.”

      “Yeah, staring at my newborn backside.”

      They smiled at each other then, and Sinead sighed.  He always knew how to make her feel better.  He’d certainly had plenty of chances to practice.  This wasn’t the first time she’d had a night terror.  Sean was used to holding her when they got bad…but that one had been real bad.  Like she used to get when she hit puberty and her magic had first manifested this little ability of hers.  Life for teenaged Sinead Kilorian had not been much fun, but it would have been worse without Sean around to lean on.

      Sometimes the visions took her over completely, to the point she couldn’t tell them from reality.  It left her mind spinning.  Or maybe, in this case, that had been the car careening out of control.

      Her dad was used to her magic, too, but that hadn’t kept him from freaking out when she screamed out of the blue like that.  “What is it?” he asked her now.  “Are you all right?  Are we?”

      Were they?  Sinead tried to remember exactly what she had seen, every detail, but even now it was fading.  A knife.  A weapon.

      Blood.

      That was the curse of the magic, along with the blessing.  The visions were so real when she was in them, and then when she came back to herself they started to fade.  She wouldn’t remember them until later, when they started to come to pass.  Had that been a weapon she saw?  And blood.  Yes, she remembered the blood.

      “I don’t…I’m not sure.  It wasn’t anything happening right now.  I can tell you that much.  This was the future, I think.  Something that hasn’t happened yet.”  She gave them all a brief version of what she’d seen, as much as she could remember.

      Her dad nodded his head as if all of that had made perfect sense, and in his usual way, summed everything up in one word.  “Oh.”

      “It’s all right,” Grandma said from the front seat.  She hadn’t moved at all even with the spin out.  Even her eyes were still closed.  “It’s over now.  We should keep going, if we’re going to make it there on time.  Shall we get the car back on the road, hmm?”

      Sinead’s father nodded and unbuckled his seatbelt.  “Come and help, Sean.”

      “Sure thing, Dad.”

      “Thank you, dears,” Grandma told them.

      When they were outside, inspecting the car for damage, Grandma finally turned around in her seat, and looked straight into Sinead’s eyes.  “Was it bad?”

      There was no need to ask what she meant.  “Yes.  I…I don’t remember everything.”

      Grandma put one thin, bony hand on Sinead’s knee.  “It’s okay, dear.  You rarely do, but your visions are always important.  If you remember anything else, you’ll let me know, won’t you?”

      “Yes, Grandma.  Of course.  As soon as anything comes to me, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thank you, dear.  The things you see always come to pass, one way or another.”  Her faded gray eyes turned sad.  “And they are most always unpleasant when they do.”

      Sinead knew the truth of that.  She hardly ever saw rainbows and cupcakes in her visions.  Usually, it was bad omens and the things of nightmares.  She was a harbinger of bad things.  She hated having to see evil things happening to good people…

      A soft noise from the backseat stopped her spiraling thoughts from going any further.  It confused her at first, until she realized what she was hearing, was laughter.

      Nessa was giggling, softly snickering at the thought of bad things waiting for them.
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      Among the beauty and solitude of the Northern Appalachians nestled the little town of Shadow Lake.  The town has had other names in its past, but that was so long ago that people didn’t remember them anymore.  Names with a deeper meaning.  Names lost to time.

      The Kilorian sisters remembered those names as the keepers and sworn protectors of the town.  They alone stood between the light of day and the dark things that exist in the shadows.

      It had been that way for the entire lineage of their family, long before their ancestors emigrated from the oak woods surrounding the lakes of Killarney in Ireland.  Those ancient settlers found their way to New England on a boat crossing the Atlantic Ocean, before that massive body of water had a name.  They were drawn here, drawn to the raw elemental power of the Well of Essence under the ground, a reservoir of power so strong that those with magical aptitude could feel it calling to them from the other side of the world.

      They built a town around the spot, and the town grew.  They built themselves a house, and they named their house Stonecrest.  Over the years, the house grew as well.  It became a home.

      That Well had been the responsibility of the Kilorian clan ever since.  The family who lived in Shadow Lake, three sisters, took their task very, very seriously.  If the Well fell into the wrong hands—whether a person, or a monster, or an entity with evil in their hearts—humankind would be made to suffer things that were usually only seen in nightmares.  The Kilorian sisters had kept that from happening more times than they could remember.  They would continue doing it, because that was who they were.

      After all, what else was a witch going to do on any given Sunday?

      Why, get married of course.  Today was going to be the most special day of her whole entire life.

      Stonecrest had never looked better.  Never in all of her twenty-five years had Addie seen it look…well, not gloomy.  The great house was three stories tall, with a full basement besides, and a square tower on one corner that rose up one level higher than the gabled roof, leading to a secret room where only the three witch sisters—and their cats, of course—ever went.  This place had always reminded Addie of a castle, in a lot of ways, especially when she was a child and make believe was as powerful as real magic.  Even if the siding was cedar shingle instead of heavy stone blocks, and the floors in the hallways were tiled with ceramic squares instead of marble, it was still as grand as Buckingham Palace in her eyes.

      Today, though, their house had been decorated and adorned to rival the kingdom of any princess who had ever lived, in real life or fairy tale.

      And today, Addie would be that princess.

      Standing in the front hall, hands on her hips, Addie smiled through a quiet laugh.  A witch princess.  Now there’s something Disney never thought of.

      She looked over her sisters’ work for the millionth time that morning.  It had taken them the better part of two days to do this, even with magic, and Addie absolutely loved it.  The entry hall stretched all the way back to the first set of winding stairs that led up to the next floor, with several rooms leading off to both sides.  All along the ceiling on both sides, and over each doorway, red and green tulle hung in gentle arcs between white satin bows, like smiles made out of fabrics.  Tiny white lights shone behind the tulle, powered by a spell so they didn’t have to worry about running an extension cord to an outlet.  Little silver bells hung from the bows.

      It took her breath away.

      She waved her hand through the air, whispering a single word that made the bells jingle quietly up and down the hall.  It was like the music of fairies, come to bless her special day.

      Addie—she only used Adair Kilorian on legal documents—rolled her eyes at herself.  This might be her wedding day, but she was not going to start gushing out poetry like some female version of Bobby Burns.  Irish she might be, with the red hair to prove it, but she was not going to feed into any more stereotypes about her heritage than she had to.  The chocolate horseshoes in the guests’ favor bags would do that for her well enough.

      It was almost time for her to get ready for the ceremony.  Her hair had hints of lighter reds and copper in it, like fire, and today she had it tied back into a braid that fell right between her shoulder blades.  She hadn’t put makeup on yet because she was still debating the idea of leaving her freckled face in its natural beauty.  It was hard to match the complexion of an Irish girl with emerald green eyes, anyway.  She’d done her nails up in a lustrous red, but that was all.

      Oh.  And a touch of body glitter in the shape of a green heart that she was going to let Lucian…um, search for later.  After the ceremony.  When the honeymoon was starting.  The laugh line at the corner of her mouth deepened as she thought about letting him do that for hours.  She made sure it wasn’t easy to see.

      Just thinking about it gave her a fluttery sensation in the pit of her stomach.  He was the only man who had ever made her feel like this.  Young.  Happy.  In love.

      To be fair, Lucian Knight was not just any man.  Addie had actually told him ‘no’ the first time he asked her to marry him.  She’d been worried about him accepting every part of her life, the magic and the monsters and the mayhem, and all the rest.  That decision had lasted just about a minute before she realized she couldn’t live without him.  He wanted to be with her even though he knew she was a witch, and his good heart had won her over.

      She loved him.  There was no going back for her.

      Especially after seeing the work her sisters had put into making their home beautiful.  This was perfect.

      They’d left most of their photographs on the walls.  The ones with their mother and father, smiling out from images taken on their trips around the world.  The Grand Canyon.  Yemen.  The misty valleys of Anhui province in China.  Her mom and her dad, captured forever in moments of happiness, smiling down on their daughter’s wedding day.

      “Love you Mom,” she said softly.  “Love you too, Dad.”

      She raised her fingers to her lips and transferred a kiss to each of their faces in a photo where the two were hugging each other on a trek up Mount Kilimanjaro.  Then she raised her hand to touch the upturned bend of a silver horseshoe over the nearest doorway.  Another of her sisters’ decorations.

      “Kiss for luck,” she explained to her parents, as if they really could hear her.

      “Sure’n you’re supposed t’be hiding in your room, aren’t you lass?”

      Addie cast a fond look down at her big black and white tomcat as Doyle twitched his whiskers to hide a smile.  It wasn’t so much that he could talk that was the amazing part.  It was that he could be so annoying while doing it.  Doyle was from Ireland too, originally, which explained the accent.

      “I am not supposed to be ‘hiding,’ thank you very much.”  Addie bent down on her heels and scratched him under his chin.  “The groom isn’t supposed to see the bride in her dress before the ceremony, that’s all.  It’s just part of the tradition.”

      Doyle’s tail flicked, and Addie could almost hear the grin in his voice.  He was happy for her, whether the old grump wanted to admit it or not.  “Odd tradition, that.  Kind of like the broom jumping thing, I guess?”

      “We’re not doing the broom jumping thing.”  She was familiar with the old Irish tradition of putting a broom across the threshold for the newlyweds to jump over, but considering she was a witch, she found the whole thing maybe just a little too on the nose.

      “Well, you’re going to be living here anyways.”  Doyle shifted his weight from front paw to front paw, the cat version of a shrug.  “Not like you have a new threshold to make your own.”

      “You’re getting kind of personal there, aren’t you Old Man?”  She gave him a final scratch and watched the shifting pattern of black patches along his back as he arched into her hand.  “Anyway, there’s too much work to be done with the preparations and all of the guests coming and my dress…oh, my dress!”

      She’d nearly forgotten.  She was supposed to be upstairs in her sister’s room, having a last-minute fitting with Kiera.  Her older sister was a miracle worker with a needle and thread.  The hemline was perfect now, and the neckline was just right, but it was still a little tight in the hips and the last thing she needed was to bust out while she was dancing.  Especially in front of the relations coming over from Ireland.  Grandma might not appreciate that.

      That made her frown, and Doyle cocked his head at the shadow that crossed over her face.  “It’ll be fine,” he said, lifting a paw and putting it on her hand.  “They’ll be here a day, two at the most, and then they’ll be off again.”

      He knew what she was worried about.  He should, considering she’d been complaining about it for the better part of a month now.  She’d never been married before, but she had to imagine the hardest part of it for anyone was the influx of relatives, all of them demanding your attention, all of them loud and obnoxious.  It was a requirement that any Kilorian getting married had to do it with representatives of the family present, including Grandma.  She was the oldest living relative they had, the matriarch of the whole clan.  A lot of the guests were going to be magic users, come to witness the union between her and a normal human.  She could deal with them, mostly.

      But how in the world was she going to balance having her side of the family here at the same time as Lucian’s family?  It was going to be a balancing act for the ages, that was for sure.

      “It’s fine,” she told Doyle, even though there wasn’t any conviction in her words.  “As long as everyone on our side sticks to the ground rules, Lucian’s family will never suspect we’re anything but common folk.  That means no talking from the cats, either.  I’ll thank you to remember that.  We’re all just regular people today.”

      “Ri-i-ight,” he drawled.  “Just plain folk, then, but with a different sort of manners.”

      “Exactly.  A different sort of manners.  Well said.”

      “Like, instead of saying ‘pass the butter,’ they just levitate it ‘cross the table.”

      She grimaced.  “Well yeah, like that.”

      “Or, instead of using the door, they just sort of float through the wall.”

      “None of them can float through…”  Ugh, she groaned.  “Okay, fine, Cousin Campbell can do that, but he promised to behave.”

      “Or,” he continued with perfect cat composure, “instead of asking for an apology when someone steps upon their toes on the dance floor, they just turn the offending party into a newt.  Oh, aye.  Lucian’s family’s going to have a grand old time getting to know the cousins from across the pond.”

      Curse her Irish eyes, Addie grumbled to herself.  She hated it when Doyle was right.  “Yeah.  I guess I’m going to have to go over the rules again when everyone’s here, won’t I?”

      Doyle flicked his tail into the air and turned languidly away down the hall.  “Oh, sure.  That’ll be all it takes with this crowd.”

      Addie stared after him, wishing he hadn’t said anything.  That was Doyle, though.  Mister Worst-Case-Scenario himself.  The other cat who resided at Stonecrest was a lot more zen about things, but it was Doyle who took it upon himself to be the conscience for the family.

      With another sigh, she pushed herself up and rubbed her sweaty palms on her jeans and straightened the shoulders of her t-shirt.  “It’s going to be fine,” she said, to herself this time.  “This is my special day, and nothing’s going to ruin it.  Nothing at all.”

      A pop like a giant plastic bag being slapped between two hands startled her.  She brought her hands up, fingers crooked in just the right way to form a defensive spell, energy already starting to swirl in the hallway…and then she let her arms drop.  She let the energy dissipate.  She wasn’t in any danger.  This was Stonecrest, and nothing dangerous got through the doors without the sisters being aware of it.

      That didn’t mean she couldn’t still be surprised.

      Panting heavily, as if he’d just run
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