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Chapter One
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MILLER WATKINS HATED fake witches. There was enough real magic in the world to cause trouble, he didn’t need to waste his time on the wannabees and weirdos. 

Although it was his job to investigate unusual events looking for true incursions of the Dark, sometimes he followed a false trail, like this time. Not all the whispers and rumors rang true, but he still had to check them out.

He had to admit that it was easier tracking them down now that he was just a civilian. As an FBI agent, he’d had protocol and paperwork and a whole bureaucracy that did not believe in magic. Working for a Good Witch, as he sometimes thought of her, made things a whole lot simpler. 

Sometimes.

The fake witches were just a bunch of greedy women in a high-class suburb at the edge of the city. They wanted things. And they would rather steal or cheat than work to get those things. So they looked for any kind of short cuts that would serve up what they desired with a minimum of work. And one of them had discovered that magic could be one of those short cuts which was why Miller was lurking in the shrubbery at the back corner of a suburban yard. 

It was a cookie-cutter mansion with uninspired landscaping and an in-ground pool glowing in the night. Four women sat around a fire pit drinking oddly named cocktails and flashing false but pure white smiles at one another. There was cold disdain in their eyes but a united front of greed. They had cobbled together a ritual of random Latin phrases with the occasional Greek word thrown in for good measure. Miller knew that mess wouldn’t conjure a demon. There was no such thing. But there was a touch of Darkness that lived in the stuff-of-being for every soul on earth. Greed, envy, jealousy, all fed that Darkness until it took over. Anger was the first to bubble up, eating at relationships and self-esteem. The harsh word for her son, the slap at a spouse or the belittling of a grocery clerk encouraged that Darkness to sink its roots a little deeper each day.

Those small acts bred more Darkness in the people around them. Continued abuse would turn the son to alcohol, drugs or weapons, the spouse to depression or retribution. It didn’t need supernatural beings to spread the evil. We already had plenty of it inside of us. It was like an addiction. And Darkness would quickly encourage any addiction, sending them to find more short cuts, to embezzle from their jobs, steal from loved ones, because like a drug, they would never have enough.

They’d done some research and come up with this ritual from some secret source that anyone with Wi-Fi could find. Rumors and whispers were just words on the wind until they were believed. That belief gave them power. And the small power of this feeble little group would be of Darkness. They wouldn’t get what they wanted, but they would come away changed from this encounter.

After the mispronounced, half-hearted chant, they would burn some unknown herbs they bought online and kill a chicken to raise a demon that would grant all their wishes. Miller knew that stopping this kind of ignorance was part of his job, too. He needed to halt the spread of Darkness regardless of the size. A drip here, a spill there, all spread out and linked until it birthed a predator or murderer and that scattered more fear and pain and Darkness. It was an unending but necessary battle, like mopping the floor of a public restroom. 

Some days were worse than others. Some Darkness was more heartbreaking than usual. This bunch just made him mad. None of these women were intrinsically bad. He’d have felt the Darkness in them and planned a different approach. They were just a little greedy because of some lack of fulfillment or disappointment in their lives. Instead of fixing themselves, they were looking for a quick and dirty solution.

Miller had cast a simple look-away around himself. Anyone with an ounce of talent could see through it, but none of these women would. He moved closer to the firepit. They put aside their cocktails to sort through the packets of herbs with their manicured fingers. The chanting started. Smoke rose. 

Miller reached into the soul of the planet to touch the infinite power there. It always made him a little giddy when he touched the sweet goodness of it, so he tried not to pull too much. He channeled a thin stream of it out into the firepit to shape the smoke. He’d never been artistically inclined, but he’d do his best.

A face formed. 

He narrowed the eyes and added a spark to them. One of the women lurched to her feet upending the lawn chair. Then she ran screaming down the driveway. Another fainted. The remaining two were more greedy than afraid. He added fangs to a grinning mouth. One more down, as she ran away sobbing. The remaining woman was fascinated. She whispered to the smoke, offering obscene things. Miller had had enough. He pushed a blob of energy into the firepit, and it exploded. The woman’s shirt caught fire, and she had to jump into the pool to extinguish the flames. He gave the firepit another poke sending cinders and ashes all over the fancy chairs and clean cement of the patio.

As the woman swam for the far side of the pool, he rescued the chicken and took his leave. Three out of four were probably scared off from another attempt. He would make a note about the fourth woman. She might try again. Or maybe the burns would remind her of consequences.

He walked back to the car with the chicken under his arm. She clucked to him contentedly as if acknowledging the rescue. He spread some newspapers on the passenger seat and put her down. She stayed quiet for the whole ride back to Stronghold.

He’d only lived there for a couple years and still didn’t know all the peculiarities of it. Enchanted islands accessed by invisible bridges was not something he’d experienced before. There were a lot of supernatural beings living there along with some arcane, like himself, some mundane who had no magic and all sorts of things in between. The grounds seemed huge, but there was a chance that some of it wasn’t in this world. Or so he’d been warned. The building was more of a castle, but he’d never taken the time to investigate all the rooms, towers and dungeons. Oleander kept him too busy hunting the spread of Darkness to have time for any of that.

The invisible bridge came out of an abandoned factory grounds. As he crossed, he felt the shiver of wards against his skin. The chicken clucked but stayed put. He felt a weight against the car as he reached the island side of the bridge. He stopped and got out.

“I rescued a chicken,” he said to the cool night air. “If she isn’t welcome here, I can find another place for her.” The weight seemed to consider. He opened the car door and lifted the chicken out. He didn’t know anything about chickens, but assumed that one more wild bird on the island shouldn’t be a problem.

There was a gentle pressure on his arm, and he lowered the chicken to the ground. It shook out its feathers and resettled its wings. Unseen hands gave him little pats that he chose to interpret as approval. He got back into the car and drove up to the stables. This place had been built long before cars were invented. 

The path to the kitchen door was lit with a modern flood light. The doors were never locked, but a second set of wards tingled over him as he entered the building. Only those who belonged were allowed inside. He leaned back on the door once again giving thanks for this refuge of the Light. He’d arrived deeply broken, and Oleander had figured out how to put him back together. How to pull some of the Darkness out of him so he could function again. She’d given him a job and a safe place to live, and he, in turn, did whatever she asked of him.

Today it was fake witches. And now he needed to give her a report.
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Chapter Two
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MILLER REALIZED THAT he’d come in too late to talk to his boss. Even Oleander needed sleep. Or so he assumed. He managed to get to bed without speaking to anyone. This old pile of stone had few people rattling around it which made it easy to come and go without anyone noticing. Well, anyone human. 

The next morning, he rolled out of bed and into the shower. Sometimes it all felt so routinely familiar—suit and tie, briefcase under his arm. He’d worked a mundane job for years. Catch the subway to work. Stop at the bagel shop for breakfast. Office in a high rise with blue-glass walls and tropical foliage in the lobby. But those days ended when he tried to face down the Darkness alone, and lost.

He didn’t need to wear a suit these days, but he still dressed professionally. It made it feel more like a real job. He’d been lost for awhile until Oleander asked him to do a favor for her. He’d known about the magical world for a long time, but he hadn’t lived in it all that long, and hunting Darkness from the Stronghold wasn’t like tracking down a kidnapper or murderer with all the facilities of the FBI. There were some similarities, but adding in the arcane elements made it very different.

His bedroom was nice, but he still had a few boxes that he hadn’t unpacked. It still didn’t feel real that he lived in a castle on a magic island. Disappearing off the grid had worried some of his friends and family, but he still had his old phone number and now a PO box. They’d chalked up his abrupt resignation to burnout. It happened in that profession. Seeing the depravity and cruelty in the criminal world, day in and day out, took its toll. He didn’t like to talk about it. Now that he was safe in the Light, he didn’t need to.

The dining room was bright with sunlight and aromatic from coffee. He helped himself to the usual array of food on the sideboard before approaching the table. Excellent food was one of the many perks he got for this gig. This morning, only Oleander was present at the long formal table.

“No luck?” she asked, gazing at him through the steam rising from her teacup. She didn’t look old, but had the agelessness of the sophisticated elderly. She might be sixty or ninety. It was hard to say. Her gray eyes were sharp, and her voice was firm, but the knowledge in those eyes was sure to span more decades than was the norm.

Miller sat down and took a sip of coffee before speaking. “It was all fake.”

“That’s a relief,” Oleander said. She had the impeccable posture of a dancer and the heart of a lion. Short gray hair added to the muddle of pinning her to a time period. She didn’t wear make up and only a few pieces of jewelry.

“They did try to raise a demon,” he added. 

She shook her head. “Foolishness. You stopped them?”

“I gave them the appearance of a demon,” Miller said with a smile.

“Was that a good idea?”

“Scared them,” Miller said with a shrug. “And I rescued a chicken.”

“Ah. Yes, I thought I felt something arrive.”

Oleander was the guardian of the island, and sometimes Miller thought she was also a part of it. She knew everything that happened down to the tiniest change, like the addition of one small chicken. “Will they be at it again next month?” she asked.

“I don’t think so. Only one of them stuck around to the end. I’ll put a drive-by on my calendar.”

She nodded with a look of reluctance. Miller worried that he wasn’t coming up to her expectations. She hadn’t given him any guidelines, so he wasn’t too sure where he might be coming up short.

“What’s next?” he asked. She kept him busy, and sometimes he wondered if she made stuff up just to keep him moving. But lately, there was something about in the world that had everyone on edge. He felt it himself every now and then. A strange smell to the wind. An unidentified sound that had him looking over his shoulder.

Oleander was in charge of this section of the country, and any magical aberration fell under her purview, especially anything that increased the spread of the Darkness. She in turn used him as her bloodhound to ferret out the truth. Not every lead panned out. But anything he could do to halt or push back the Darkness was a step in the right direction.

Timothy shuffled in looking more fragile than ever. Dark smudges under his bloodshot eyes attested to another night plagued by nightmares. His shaggy black hair stuck out in all directions. Sometimes Miller thought that the state of Timothy’s hair reflected the magical equilibrium of the Stronghold.

“Morning Miller,” he said as he collected a cup of coffee before joining them at the table.

“Timothy,” he said with a nod. The boy was early twenty-something and thin as a rail. His skin was so pale that the blue network of veins showed through. He knew that Oleander worried about him. He was one of her sensitives and suffering because of all that he could feel. Miller was glad that his talent didn’t lean that way. His life would have been very different and probably not very pleasant.

Miller’s phone pinged. He looked down to see something he’d never expected in a million years. His ex-wife had texted him three unbelievable words: I need you. A shiver ran down his spine. This could not be a good thing.

“What?” Oleander demanded.

That was the problem with working for an arcane boss, very hard to keep your personal business private. “My ex-wife,” he mumbled.

“Go deal with it,” Oleander said. Her words were brusque but not harsh. She understood how the mundane world could interfere.

Miller wolfed down the last bite of his breakfast and refilled his coffee on the way to his office. Another nice benefit from this job. He had the office of his dreams with every device and contraption he could think of. Oleander didn’t require paperwork or even a valid reason. If he asked for something, it arrived a few days later. Definitely a better situation than working for the government although he did miss access to some of the confidential files.

He sat at his desk and stared at the phone. This text came out of the blue. He hadn’t heard much from his ex since they’d signed the papers nearly twenty years ago. Their divorce had happened more through exhaustion than acrimony. They just didn’t fit together. 

Regina was smart, strong and fun to be with, but unfortunately thoroughly mundane. She thought his obsession with magic was too weird. He’d tried to explain that it was all real, but she was too rooted in her own world view. And that world did not allow even a hint of the arcane. She was a freelance analyst whose employers were mostly top secret. He knew better than to ask; she wouldn’t say. They grew apart and floated away from one another. They’d already separated before he’d begun to truly develop his talent. He couldn’t imagine what would make her send that text.

He texted her back - Where?

She sent him an address that was on the other side of the city. He sent her a time and headed out. He knew the address, and it would take some time to get there. It was an old greasy spoon that had been there for generations. It was owned by a family well versed in both worlds and a safe place to meet. He wondered what made her choose it.

The place had a new coat of paint, but the same comforting smells of bacon, burnt toast and hot grease. There was a constant barrage of calls back and forth between the short order cook and the waitress. It was like stepping back in time. A long counter at one side of the room faced the hatch into the kitchen. A few square tables took up the center and the opposite wall was all booths. The red Formica tables had shiny steel legs, and the floor was a well-worn black and white tile. Gus sat in his usual place, behind the counter at the huge old cash register that still rang a bell when the drawer rolled out. He gave Miller a questioning look. Miller gave him a slight nod. Something shifted, but he couldn’t say what it was.

He’d been coming here since he was a kid. His parents didn’t have any talent, so he wasn’t sure what had attracted them to this place. Maybe it was one of those strange connections that happened to the arcane. Something knew he needed to feel what a safe place was and drew him here, with a mundane family in tow. Or maybe it was because it had the best grilled cheese sandwich in the city.

Regina was in the last booth at the back. She looked worn and frightened which was totally out of character. Her hair was shorter, and she looked a little older but hadn’t changed physically from how he remembered her, still strong and confident.

“What’s happened?” he asked as he slid into the booth opposite her.

The muscles in her jaw worked, her chin quivered, then her face was calm as death. “Mattie’s missing.”

Her daughter. He couldn’t remember much about the child from her second marriage. Nor could he figure out why she’d contacted him. “How old is she?”

“Sixteen.”

“A tricky age,” he said carefully.

“She hasn’t run off if that’s what you mean.” Regina seemed too exhausted to snap, but he could feel the raw emotions in her. It wasn’t going to take much to push her over the edge.

“How long?” Miller asked.

“Since yesterday afternoon,” she said.

“What do you think has happened?”

“Either someone took her, or she’s hiding because...” She stared past him, empty eyed. “Because,” she repeated angrily glaring at him.

“She saw something,” Miller finished the thought, and now he knew why Regina had called him. Her daughter must have talent. “Tell me.”

“This last year she’s been all about magic. I didn’t pay attention. It was collie dogs one year and horses before that. I assumed it would be all unicorns and fairy godmothers.” She paused to press her fingers against her forehead. 

“At sixteen?” Miller asked and then regretted it. He’d questioned her mothering and that resulted in a hateful look.

“You don’t have kids,” she hissed.

He knew she probably had access to every bit of information on him down to his shoe size. There was more than anger here, and he didn’t want to push at it. When they had been together, Regina had aggressively rejected all his suggestions that magic was a real thing. She’d begun to vocally doubt his sanity until he’d dropped the subject completely. That might have been the beginning of the failure, the distancing. He was discovering while she was denying, and it built an insurmountable rift between them.

“But it wasn’t just a phase,” he coaxed her.

“She started talking about some guy who could do real magic. I didn’t credit it at first. But when she said she’d met him alarm bells went off. I told her I didn’t want her seeing him alone. Mattie said he was a teacher, and that there were plenty of kids in the group.”

“But that didn’t sit right,” Miller said. Despite the long time apart, he still knew how her brain worked. Both of them had seen too much of the underbelly of the world, and how an adult might prey on a child.

“I called the school. They said it was an after-school club.”

“Convenient.” He waited for the full report. She’d been in law enforcement for too long not to have already done the obvious.

“He’s forty-five and married. I checked him out. Not even a parking ticket which makes me really suspicious.” Regina looked down at the table and rubbed at the retro triangle pattern in the Formica. “Does this place ever change?”

“Nope.” Miller leaned back as the waitress brought dripping water tumblers and utensils. He’d often wondered if this place might not be in the real world.

“You need a menu?” she asked.

“What’s today’s pie?” Miller asked.

“Blueberry.”

“We’ll have that and a couple of coffees, please.”

Regina waited until the waitress left to scold him. “I don’t like pie.”

“Gotta order something,” he said softly. It was also sort of a code to let Gus know they needed the booth for a quiet talk. If he hadn’t ordered anything there might have been a lot of attention on their booth. This was a safe place, and it wasn’t just for the arcane. “Folks gotta make a living,” Miller added.

“Yes. You’re right.”

“What happened when you went to the school?” He didn’t ask her if. She’d have gone right to the source.

“No one had seen her since lunch. The teacher was still there, hadn’t left, lots of witnesses. If he’s involved, he must have an accomplice. Mattie’s friends said she left the cafeteria to go to the school’s library and never came back. The librarian said Mattie did not arrive.”

“Did you call the police?”

“Not yet.”

He waited for the other shoe to drop. Regina wasn’t telling him something. It wasn’t like her to not start an all-points search for her daughter. “Because...”

“Mattie said she could do magic.”

“Card tricks? Coins?”

“Fire,” Regina said. “She lit a candle in front of me. I couldn’t figure out how she did it.”

“Just like I did,” Miller said gently. One of his more foolish attempts to make Regina acknowledge the presence of magic in the world. He barely knew what he was doing, but he’d wanted his wife to share in his discoveries. Conjuring a flame on a candle was a good trick, but it didn’t have the desired result. Regina had accused him of all sorts of chicanery, and that had laid the first brick in the wall between them.

Regina looked away again before forcing an acknowledgement. “Yes.”

“Where’s her father?”

“Dead. Six years ago. Cancer.”

Five words weren’t enough for the pain he saw in her eyes. She
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