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      Snow.

      In New England snow was a constant companion three, four, sometimes five months out of the year.  At the end of December, for as far back as anyone could remember, the town of Shadow Lake nestled itself under a pristine layer of freshly fallen, white snow.  It was as pretty in her memories as a Thomas Kinkade painting.

      This year, it looked more like that end scene from The Shining.

      The snow had started falling on Christmas day and hadn’t stopped since.  The state highway department plows had done their best to keep up, repeatedly pushing drifts off the main route through town even as the snowbanks got higher and higher.  Old Lutherfud Road was the only connection between Shadow Lake and the rest of the world.  One way in.  One way out.  If the road became impassible, then the people here would be trapped.

      When the snowbanks rose up as high as the rooftops, the plows gave up.

      Belladonna Nightshade smiled to herself.

      Perfect.

      Stonecrest, the huge home of the Kilorian sisters was snowed in just like the rest of the town, and life in Shadow Lake had ground to a halt as everyone hunkered down for a long winter’s nap.

      Warm and secure in her austere living room, Belladonna Nightshade smiled into the object in her hand.  A sealed glass orb of water with a perfect replica of Shadow Lake inside.  Tiny flecks of white plastic represented snow.  The more Belladonna shook it up, the more snow fell. The tiny green plastic trees were already buried.  The houses were barely visible.  The lake itself—which was where the town got its name—was under a relative five feet of snow.

      She held the globe by its heavy wooden base and stared at the spot where the lake was depicted as a clearing among the woods.  That was where her focus had been driving her for months now.  No, years.

      Not the lake itself, but the caverns underneath.  Somewhere in those ancient tunnels through the rock was a source of power so strong that she would gladly cut off her left hand to get it.

      Well.  That might be a bit dramatic.  Someone else’s hand, certainly, but she rather liked her hand right where it was.

      The Well of Essence was down there, just waiting for her.  It was being kept from her by those Kilorian sisters, and the spell of protection they kept around the entire town.  She couldn’t come within a hundred meters of Shadow Lake anymore, thanks to them.  Not directly, she couldn’t.  However, she had people within the town waiting to do her bidding.  And there was a spell that she had in mind that might just change all of that, thanks to a few drops of blood she’d secured from a certain Adair Kilorian.

      After all, there was always more than one way to skin a cat.

      Speaking of which… time to make a call.

      For the moment she set aside the globe on a shelf.  Her living room was barely furnished.  Two couches and a table were set against the far wall.  More shelves held books of every sort.  There was no television.  No audio system.  She didn’t have time for diversions like that.  The life of a cunning, powerful, yet incredibly alluring witch such as herself was just too busy for such things.

      Besides.  She needed the space in this room for something actually important.  In the middle of the floor, set flush with the stone floor tiles, was a circle of braided gold wire.  Painted inside was a pentagram.  The red lacquer paint had been mixed with ochre and drops of her own blood to imbue it with power.  This was her Scrying Circle, which was like a witch’s video chat… only better.  There were no data plans, no roaming charges, and no worries about whether the person on the other end would pick up.  Magic just made everything better.  Good or evil, witches did it better.  Oh.  Now wouldn’t that make a nice bumper sticker?

      Not that Belladonna considered herself evil.  She was too beautiful to be evil.  With her upturned nose and delicate cheekbones and long, darkly alluring hair.  She had poured a lot of magic into making her looks timeless and ageless, and to make her body statuesque.  So, not evil.  She had goals.  What strong woman in this modern world didn’t?  Her goals were just a tad more complicated than most.  Simple plans were just so boring.

      In a red silk robe, she stood on the edge of the circle of gold, casting her eyes to the five points of the pentagram in turn.  As she traced the lines with her almond shaped eyes, she held out her left hand, palm up, thumb and pinky touching, ring finger tucked under.  Magic was all about form and function and heart.  Plus an inborn talent.  Not just anyone could mouth these words and draw on their life force to power a spell.

      With a snap of nearly electric power, the Scrying Circle filled with a ring of light that levitated at the height of Belladonna’s waist.  Slowly, the revolving mists of energy within the circle resolved into the face of one of her agents.  A furry faced, whiskered black cat with half-lidded eyes and an attitude.

      “Why do you call me now?” he asked Belladonna in that heavy Ukrainian accent of his.  “I was taking nap.”

      “Oh?” she snarked.  “Have you had a hard day of laying around the Kilorian’s house doing nothing?  You work for me, remember?”

      “You kicked me out of your home, is what I remember.  The Kilorian sisters took me in.  Made me family.  That is important to cat like me.”

      Anger entered Belladonna’s voice, making it hum across the connection of the Scrying Circle.  “I sent you there as a spy.  What is important is laying hands on the Well of Essence and taking it away from those pompous witches in that house you’re sleeping in.  Remember your place, little cat, or I will put you back in it.”

      The echoes of her threat faded away slowly.  When silence fell again, Domovyk sat up straight and flicked an ear.  “I understand.  What is it you need?”

      “There.  That’s better.  What I need from you, my faithful little servant, is to keep an eye on all those people stuck in town, waiting to go on their guided tour of the caverns under Shadow Lake.  It only happens once a year.”

      “Tak,” Domovyk agreed, “I know.”

      “Tomorrow is New Year’s Day.  That’s when the tour takes place.”

      “Tak, I know.”

      “I need to know when they’re going.  I need to know where those caverns go.  I need your eyes down there, my little cat.”

      Domovyk’s ear flicked again.  “This I did not know.”

      “Oh, don’t worry.  You won’t be alone.  I can’t send all of my forces with you, of course, or that would leave no one for me.  I’m sending you our third man.  He’ll be wearing red.  You can’t miss him.”

      “I know who is loyal to you,” the cat said.

      Somehow in those words, Belladonna heard a double meaning.

      “Well,” she said, pushing aside her random thoughts.  “That’s good to know.  I need loyal people to make my dreams come true.”

      “People… and cats?”

      “Oh, Domovyk.  My good, faithful Domovyk.  Sometimes cats are more loyal than people.  All you need to do is stroke their fur the right way.”

      With a snap of her fingers she closed off the Scrying Circle, not even bothering to say goodbye to Domovyk.  He knew his place.  He knew his role.

      The Kilorian sisters would never see him coming.

      Tapping a finger to her lips as she smiled, Belladonna Nightshade went back over to the shelf where her snow globe waited.  It was time to shake things up a little more.

      Everything she wanted was about to fall right into her hands.  Nothing could stop her now.  Not even Addie Kilorian or her sisters.

      There was nothing they could do to prevent her from winning this time.
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      “I think we should cancel.”

      Addie Kilorian rolled her eyes at her sister Willow’s suggestion.  It was the same suggestion she had made eight times this morning already.

      Their older sister, Kiera, was ever the voice of reason.  “We can’t cancel now.  It is New Year’s Day, and regardless of the weather outside, these people have paid an exorbitant sum to be led on a guided tour of Shadow Lake Caverns.  They’re already here, waiting in the motel, and we’ve no reason to cancel on them.”

      Willow snorted and adjusted the dark sunglasses over her eyes.  “Weather?  That’s what you call the worst blizzard in fifty years?”

      “A hundred years, and that is exactly what I call it,” Kiera nodded.  “Snow is weather, even if it is a lot of weather in this case.  Why, exactly, are you wearing sunglasses at the table?”

      Willow settled her head on her arms, folded on the island counter in the center of the kitchen.  “Late night.  I stayed up with Gary to watch the moon set on New Year’s Eve.  He was really appreciative.  I mean, like really, really—”

      “Okay,” Addie interrupted.  “We get the picture, sis.”

      “Hmm.  So did he.”

      “Ah,” Kiera hummed.  “I seem to remember having nights like that myself.  I’ve outgrown it.”

      “That’s nice,” Willow told her.  “I haven’t.”

      Kiera was much older than her sisters.  Her once red hair had some gray in it now, and there were lines around the corners of her eyes and mouth that came with age, as well as with wisdom.  The sisters’ parents had started their family early with Kiera, and ended it much later with Addie, and then Willow.  There were  two decades between the youngest of the witch sisters and the oldest.  Kiera was the head of the family, and the head of their coven.  She had earned more than a little respect from the twenty-two-year-old Willow.

      But then, sisters will be sisters.

      “All I’m saying,” Willow continued, rolling her head to the other side, “is that we have enough on our plates without ferrying a bunch of rich tourists through those caves.  We’re trying to keep Belladonna Nightshade from finding what’s down there, but we’re going to walk these Typics right past it?”

      Addie finally put in her own two cents.  “The reason we do this tour at all, sis, is so we can keep the world from being too interested in ‘what’s down there,’ as you put it.  If people know the caverns are open to tourists under strict conditions, they’ll be less likely to wonder if maybe we’re hiding something.  So, we take the group through, let them snap lots of photos on their cellphones, and post them all over the internet.  We show them what we want them to see, and no one is curious about it anymore.  That way nobody’s tempted to break in and go snooping on their own.  Besides.  The section with the path to the Well of Essence is locked, and guarded, and warded by magic.  Nothing’s going to go wrong.  It never does.”

      “I know all that, thank you very much,” was the snarky reply.  “I just still think we should cancel.”

      Nine times.

      Willow had been twenty minutes late for this family meeting, and her clothes were all rumpled, and Addie hadn’t missed the wafting hint of a man’s cologne when she entered the room.  Even if her sister hadn’t mentioned spending New Year’s Eve—Hag’s Eve, on the Wiccan calendar—with her boyfriend, Addie would have still known why she was so tired this morning.

      “Maybe,” she suggested, sitting down on the stool next to her little sister, “this wanting to cancel has less to do with the nasty weather outside, and more to do with you wanting to get back to Gary.”

      Willow sighed behind a grin.  “Well, I did kind of leave him wanting more…”

      Addie and Kiera exchanged a knowing look.  Just as Addie had suspected.  Her sister was madly in love with Gary.  She spent more of her time with him, than she did here at Stonecrest.  Odd, really, considering Gary was a Typic as well.  Addie didn’t like to use that word.  It was short for ‘typical,’ and it was a derogatory term that magic users used to label those who had no magical ability.  In other words, those who were just ‘typical.’  Willow, however, had no problem throwing that term around.  She was a real snob when it came to her magic.

      Still, she made an exception for Gary.  That was how Addie knew it was real love for Willow this time.

      It was a sign that her little sister was growing up.

      Of course, Addie’s own boyfriend was a non-magic user as well.  Detective Lucian Knight was an amazing police officer, and an amazing man, and he was very attentive when it came to her needs—both as a witch protecting Shadow Lake, and as a woman.

      Just a few days ago, their relationship had gotten very, very complicated.

      That was a matter for another time, thankfully, because the answer she had given him to his proposal still confused her.  Such a simple question.  Just four little words, but they held more power over her than the strongest magic spell she had ever known.

      Will you marry me?

      She still didn’t know what to think about his question, or about her answer, and she hadn’t told her sisters about any of it yet.

      It was too bad that Lucian wasn’t going to make it for the tour of Shadow Lake Caverns.  Addie had invited him to come along, hoping they could talk about… things, but with the snow, and Old Lutherfud Road being blocked, there was no way for him to make it.

      Closing her hazel eyes tight, she combed her fiery red hair with her fingers, and set thoughts of Lucian aside so she could concentrate on getting through today.  It was true what they said about Irish girls and their red hair.  Tempers flared sometimes.  Her temper was close to its boiling point now, thanks to her sister.  If Addie had to get up at five in the morning and leave her nice warm bed to make a group of snowbound tourists happy, then the least Willow could do was her part too.

      “Willow, we’re all awake.  We’re all dressed for the day.  It’s our job to protect the Well of Essence, just like you pointed out, and keep people from knowing what kind of power is sitting below our town.  So.  Suck it up, and let’s go meet our group of tourists at the motel.”

      “Hmph,” was the muttered response.

      Curse her Irish eyes, Addie swore to herself.  Willow would be the death of her yet.

      She caught a glimpse of the little smile on Kiera’s face before she hid it away again.  Addie knew her older sister had been driven to the point of frustration before by Willow.  By herself too, Addie had to admit.  She’d had to take over the role of parent after their mother and father had died.  Watching Addie go through the same thing now with Willow must feel like payback.

      With a sigh, she got up off the kitchen stool.  She stuffed her hands into the pockets of her fleecy purple jacket.  She already had her lace-up winter boots on and her ski pants over a pair of sweats.  Kiera and Willow were dressed in similar style.  Layers were key for this outing because it might be ten below outside, but down in the caverns the temperatures would rise dramatically.

      Just like her temper was doing now.

      “Look, Willow,” she said, deciding to try a new tact.  “Spend the day with me and Kiera, help this tour go smoothly, and I’ll do your chores around Stonecrest for the next week.”

      That was actually a pretty generous offer, considering she was asking Willow to do something she was supposed to do in the first place.  Their home, Stonecrest, was immense.  Two stories high, with a tower that rose above the main roof, and a basement besides.  Doing chores here could take hours.  But hey, if it worked to get them to the motel on time, it would be worth it.

      Willow lifted her head, turned toward Addie… and then laid it back down on her arm.  “Two weeks.”

      “Two weeks!  Are you kidding me?  I swear I’m going to pick you up by that pretty pink scarf of yours and—”

      Over on her side of the kitchen island, Kiera cleared her throat.

      With an effort, Addie calmed herself again, and even put a smile on her face.  “Fine, then.  Two weeks it is.”

      “Deal!” Willow whooped with glee.  She practically jumped to her feet as she grabbed up her coat from the countertop where she’d carelessly discarded it earlier.  “So what are we waiting for?  Let’s get out into that winter wonderland already.”

      Addie was beginning to think she’d been played.  A deal was a deal, and she’d stick to her end of the bargain, but there would be ways of getting her sister back.  The next time it was her sister’s turn to do chores, Willow might just find a geyser erupting from the toilet when she tried to clean it.  Addie knew just the right spell.

      Witches did the best practical jokes.

      With that pleasant image in mind, Addie gathered up her backpack full of supplies like granola bars and a flashlight and a small first aid kit.  She checked again to make sure her bundle of magical herbs was secure inside.  No sense going into the caverns unprepared.  Especially since Belladonna Nightshade had been stepping up her efforts to get at the Well of Essence.

      What would the evil witch try next?

      “You two go ahead, please,” Kiera said to them.  “I will meet you at the driveway.”

      Addie frowned.  “I hope the vehicle we borrowed for today will make it through this mess without any problems.”

      “Well, I’ve left my reindeer and flying sled at the North Pole, so we’ll simply have to make do.”

      Addie was getting used to her sister telling jokes.  Kiera had always had a very reserved and proper way about her until just recently.  It was partly because of her age, and partly from having to raise Willow and Addie.  Of course, the scars on her back and her arms were a big part of it, too.  Her life had been a hard one.

      Things were changing for her, and Addie was glad.  Now that she was back with her former lover, and now that the son she’d given up for adoption was back in her life as well, it was amazing how much more relaxed she had become.  She might still favor black dresses, but at least they didn’t cover her from her chin to her toes anymore.  In fact today she was wearing ski pants much like Addie’s, and a pretty white sweater.  Her outer coat was black, and it did go to her knees… but change was a process.

      Addie liked this new version of her.  She’d told her exactly that, many times.

      Her broach necklace, the one with the ivory profile of a woman’s head and shoulders, would always be something she always wore.  Even today.  Some things should never change.

      “Don’t be too long,” Addie told Kiera.  “I know you want to say a final goodbye to Alan, and I’m sorry we can’t bring your son with us, but he just isn’t ready to know about this.”

      “He isn’t ready for it,” Kiera asked pointedly, “or you aren’t ready to fully trust him?”

      Addie would have been cut by that remark, if it wasn’t so close to the truth.  Alan hadn’t been a part of this family for very long.  She wanted to know him better, before she gave him that kind of trust.  “You know what I mean, Kiera.  There are things we do that we can’t just spring on him.  At least, not yet.  I mean, he seems like a great guy and all but there’s some things about witchcraft that he’ll need time to accept.”

      Kiera raised a hand in a pacifying gesture.  “It’s all right, Sister Addie.  I agree with you, and so does Alan.  He is fine with staying here for the day while we go about our business.  I promised him a private tour of the caverns some other time, and that will only be when we all agree he is ready.”

      “I think he can handle it now,” Willow said.  “My nephew is a really smart guy.  For a Typic.”

      Addie bit her tongue.  Willow was enjoying her new role of aunt, especially for a guy who was basically the same age that she was.  Those two had become fast friends.  Addie had her reasons for being a little more careful in her opinion of Kiera’s son.  Like, for instance, how coincidental it was that he just happened to show up after all these years right when Belladonna Nightshade was starting to make moves to claim the Well of Essence for herself.  Addie knew that was a bit paranoid, but she told herself she was just being cautious.  Alan had been nothing but kind and attentive to all of the sisters, and very accepting of them being witches.  She just needed more time to be sure.

      It was Willow calling Alan a ‘Typic’ that caught in Addie’s craw.  She wasn’t so sure that Kiera’s son didn’t maybe have a little bit of magic in him.  There had been a few things—just little things—that made her think maybe he was a true son of a witch.

      And that was another reason why she didn’t want him coming down into the caverns below Shadow Lake.  Magic was always drawn to magic.  That’s just the way it worked.  She and her sisters could handle it.  A man who was just coming into his magic?  That would be another story altogether…

      Well, Alan was staying here, and they were going, so that was at least one problem solved.

      “I thought I heard voices.”

      Speak of the devil.

      Um.  Bad choice of words, Addie thought to herself, especially considering who Alan’s father was.  She flashed a smile in the direction of the kitchen entryway where he had just appeared.  Not by magic, but by walking as stealthily as a cat.  Addie had been so distracted with her own thoughts that she never heard him coming.

      He was tall, like Kiera, and there was no doubt that he was a Kilorian by blood if not by upbringing.  He had so many of Kiera’s features in him, even if his curly auburn hair was shades darker than Kiera’s had ever been, and even if the piercing blue of his eyes was from his father.  Seeing the two of them together like this, the resemblance was unmistakable.

      It was early in the day and he was still in his pajamas bottoms, but he’d put on a blue hoodie at some point.  Even with the massive boiler in the basement working at full tilt, the cold outside was leeching through the heavy stone walls of the house.  Addie didn’t blame him for bundling up.

      Kiera gave her son a hug.  “I was just coming to see you.  You’ll be all right here all day without us, won’t you?”

      “Of course, Mom.  I’ve got the whole place to myself.  I’ve got the computer and wifi if I want to watch movies.”

      “It’s not wifi, nephew,” Willow said with a smile.  “Witches like us have ways of hijacking the internet without using a router.”

      “Wow, just like real hackers.  I’m impressed.”

      Willow gave him a wink.  “Don’t be.  Electricity is just another form of energy.  Magic manipulates energy, and that means the internet is mine to command.  Mwa-ha-ha!”

      Even Kiera smiled at her lame attempt at an evil laugh.  Willow could be petty and selfish at times, but she didn’t have a truly evil bone in her body.  And, she honestly loved her nephew.  The three of them had never had any close male relatives.  Willow had never known what it was like to have a brother, but now she had Alan.  Those two were becoming best friends.

      “Besides,” he said, “I’ll have the cats to keep me company.”

      “Speak for yourself, boyo,” said a smaller voice down by Alan’s feet.

      The cats of the household, Doyle and Domovyk, had come in just in time to hear the last part of the conversation.  It wasn’t surprising that they had slipped in unnoticed.  That poem about how fog moves on little cat’s feet wasn’t far wrong.  There was no way to hear a cat moving about when they didn’t want to be heard.  Not even with magic.

      It had been Doyle talking to them.  He was a tough-acting black and white tomcat who’d been born and raised in Ireland, with the accent to prove it.  He claimed to be feline royalty, but his devotion to the Kilorian family was unwavering.  He’d been with them since Addie was a little girl.  Longer, even.

      Magical cats had a very long lifespan.

      Domovyk, the cat sitting next to Doyle, was a recent addition to the family.  He was the former familiar of Belladonna Nightshade herself.  He’d converted to their side after realizing his former witch boss was a horrible human being.  He was big and sleek

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/image-14715608_1362182820459696_5830385170643261995_o.jpg
— I.w

SOUTH COAST
PUBLISHING






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/a-witch-in-a-well.jpg
KJ EMRICK& S J WELLS






