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Miller had no idea that there were so many different kinds of chickens. Nor that buying just three birds might be a problem. But he owed someone a very special thank you gift for saving his life, and apparently it needed to be chickens. Considering the size of the debt he owed, he was willing to do whatever it took to pay it as requested.

He started in the markets of various ethnic neighborhoods of the city. He’d always loved wandering through a few streets that felt like they belonged in a different country. The signs advertised things he’d never heard of, and the air was laced with exotic aromas. That was what made this city so special, the infinite diversity and cultures. He picked up a few packets of spices that were totally unfamiliar to him for Weatherbee. 

The city had some curious zoning laws about selling live animals, but there were always an enterprising few who found a way to cling to their ancestor’s traditions. In one of the Asian markets, he found a pure white chicken that he swore winked at him when he bought it. They put it in a cardboard box for him and suggested a few other places he could try.

It was easy to get eggs or meat, but the live birds were proving more elusive. In a Caribbean market, he found a small chicken that looked unhealthy. It was listless, and the dappled feathers looked dusty. The owner was happy to sell it at a discount. Miller got the feeling that the woman was laughing behind his back at selling a rube a sick chicken. But he would get the last laugh because this chicken was going to live out her life in a magical forest.

He had to travel all the way out to the edge of the city to find the third one. She was coal black where she still had feathers. Apparently, she wasn’t getting along with the rest of the flock, and there had been some sort of pecking attack. Another one bought at a discount by an extremely skeptical seller. The man gave him a small bag of feed and asked if he knew they needed food and water. Miller assured him he did and left with his final prize.

On the long drive back to the Stronghold, the box of chickens clucked quietly while he let his mind wander. It had been almost a month since Lulu had warned him of something important disappearing, but nothing had happened yet. He didn’t doubt the warning, just the timing. There was always a little obscurity in the predictions. And the fact that Timothy hadn’t dreamed anything made it all the more confusing. It was hard to prepare for something that vague.

Lulu’s drawings had been of an empty bookcase. Oleander had immediately asked Moon to put extra wards on the libraries. Miller had asked Ralf to put out a warning in the community newsletter he’d just started up. Not knowing what or when made it hard to guard against.

As he turned down the old road through the factories, the birds squawked a little louder. He assumed they felt the keep-aways that hid access to the island. There was real fog on the river that didn’t dissipate as he crossed the invisible bridge onto the heavily shrouded island. After parking at the stable, he took the box of chickens down the path toward the Sacred Grove. A sudden pressure in the air made him stop. He put the box down.

“Shall I release them here?” he asked of the quiet woods.

A gentle whirlwind tickled the hair on his neck and slid across his cheek. He took that as agreement and lifted the birds, one by one, out onto the trail. They inspected the environs before moseying away. A rustle in the undergrowth drew his attention. The first chicken he’d rescued came out to meet the new arrivals. There was some clucking and circling, but it looked like they were going to get along.

He took the empty box back to the stable. Yuli was cleaning a muddy shovel with a hose. He nodded a greeting.

“All quiet here?” Miller asked.

Yuli frowned at him. The big man could be quite intimidating with that scowl. “Never quiet,” he said with small grin. “Safe, though.”

“Safe is good,” Miller said. He was headed in to see if Oleander needed him for anything when his phone rang. The name that popped up was worrisome. “Hi, Mom,” he said reluctantly. 

“What are you up to?” she asked.

‘Um...just got back from running some errands,” Miller said. It was always best to stick to as much truth as he could manage. He didn’t want to lie and then have to remember all the lies he’d tossed out.

“You should have called. I could have met you for coffee.”

“It wasn’t those kind of errands,” Miller said. 

“What does that mean?”

“I had to get back because...” He faltered. Somehow his mother always knew when he was lying. “...of a meeting.”

“For that private security job you were doing?”

“Am. Yes.” Miller had chosen that as the best explanation possible. His mother was mundane and wouldn’t have a clue about anything arcane. And he really couldn’t start talking about dream sybils and magic without her trying to get him committed.

“You could probably get your old job at the FBI back.”

“Don’t want it, Mom. I really like this job. And it’s got some incredible perks.”

“Where is it again?”

“Near the city,” he said vaguely. 

“What are you not telling me?” she demanded. “Are you in trouble?”

“It’s classified,” Miller said falling back on a cliche. “I can’t discuss it.”

“Oh.” His mother sounded a little more impressed now. “That explains why your brother was so vague. But he’s been there?”

“I, um, got special clearance for him to help out with an incident,” Miller said swallowing his exasperation. Now she was cross examining Cooper. Things could get a little complicated if their stories didn’t add up. He needed to check in with him.

“I should think he’s got all the clearance he would need,” she said. 

It was another probing question that he couldn’t answer. “So, did you need something?” Miller asked trying to change the subject.

“I’m having Cooper and Marie and the kids over for dinner, and I wanted to know if you can come, too.”

“When?”

“Friday.”

Miller tried not to sigh. Dinner at his childhood home was always stressful. His father was a history professor at a nearby college. His mother was a retired bookkeeper. Neither of his parents understood why both their sons had gone into law enforcement. That was a hard enough topic, but they didn’t have an ounce of arcane either, so that whole world was off the table, too. He had so very little that he could share with them that it made conversation painful. “I’ll try.”

He ended the call hoping that Coop would help him out. Or maybe his nieces. They were very young, and that was always a good distraction.

When he got into the house, he found Timothy standing at the sink in the kitchen staring off into space. Water was running, but his hands were frozen in midair. Miller approached him carefully. “Thinking or visions?” he asked softly. Since there was no response, he assumed the latter. 

Moon started into the room but hesitated in the doorway. “Problem?”

“Not sure,” Miller whispered. He didn’t know if he should put Timothy in a chair, or not. Even turning the water off was a tricky decision. If it affected an important vision, he shouldn’t interfere. But if it was harming Timothy, he needed to do something.

“I’ll get Oleander,” Moon said as she hurried away.

Timothy murmured a few words that did not sound like English. Miller scribbled them down phonetically. The words came again, louder, angrier. Then Timothy screamed.
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Oleander arrived flanked by Moon and some sort of shadow. Miller didn’t look too closely. There were several residents in the Stronghold that didn’t bear close inspection. Timothy’s hands were still frozen, but he’d lifted his face up, and the strange words rose from his mouth and seemed to be coalescing above him.

“Is that Greek?” Miller asked Oleander.

She scowled at him. “No.” She murmured something and gestured, but whatever was happening was unaffected. “This is not good.”

A whirlwind raced around the room.

“Weatherbee, don’t!” Oleander commanded.

The thick air above Timothy was snatched away, but the wind turned sluggish bumping into cabinets and thumping against the doorframe on the way out. The kitchen door slammed shut.  The sound repeated through the house as various doors banged closed.

Timothy went limp with a long sigh. Miller caught him and lowered him to the floor. He’d just settled down next to him when the kitchen door flew open, and Lulu bolted in weeping. She made a beeline for Miller, nearly knocking him over with the impact. He gathered her up and hugged her tightly.

“Something’s off with the wards,” Moon grumbled as she left.

Oleander looked down at Timothy’s limp figure, and Lulu’s hysteria. “Can you keep an eye on them for a bit?”

“Of course.” Miller could see that Timothy’s breathing looked normal, so he wasn’t too worried. Lulu was making his shirt soggy, but he didn’t mind. She was so young and so burdened by the visions. Timothy made a small noise and then opened his eyes a bit.

“Welcome back,” Miller said softly. “What do you need?”

“Mm. Too cold.” Timothy mumbled. He closed his eyes again.

Miller was tethered to the spot by Lulu, so he rooted around in the cabinets and drawers he could reach until he found a tablecloth. “Sorry,” Miller said as he draped it over him. “Best I can do at the moment.”

“Mmm.”

Miller didn’t like to see Timothy like this, but Lulu was claiming his attention for the moment. He gave her another gentle squeeze. “What’s happened?”

“They’re all lost!” Lulu whimpered. “And dead. Some of them are dead, and they don’t even know it? How come they don’t know?”

“Was it a sudden death?” Miller asked. Sometimes he didn’t know how to answer her questions. Or even if he should give her the gory details she unwittingly asked for. She’d seen more than her share of ugliness; he wouldn’t add to it if possible.

“They’re old. Really, really old. Miller this is important. You need to find them. They really need you. Right now.”

“Okay,” Miller said soothingly. “Do you know where they are?”

“No! You need to find them. All of them.”

“Well, I need a hint,” he said patiently.

“I don’t know!” she howled and dissolved into tears again.

“Can you make me a drawing?”

She rubbed her eyes and sniffled. “I guess so. It’s just really, really sad. And scary. And it feels bad.”

“Do you feel the Darkness?”

Lulu shivered. “Maybe, but not really. It’s bad in a different way.” She climbed up to her feet and wiped her face again. “Yeah. I think I need to do some paintings. Can you get me more paper? I think I’m going to need a lot. And I’m almost out of yellow, brown and green paint.”

“I’ll get some next time I’m out,” Miller promised. After she left, he turned his attention to Timothy. “Did you see any of that?”

“No,” he murmured with his eyes closed.

“Are you ready to get up?”

“No.”

Miller got up to make a pot of coffee. It was what he did at times like this. He couldn’t hurry Timothy’s recovery. He couldn’t go rushing off to find dead people that didn’t know they were dead. But he could make some coffee and find a snack for Timothy when he was ready for it.

“Ow.” Timothy grumbled as he struggled to sit up. “That was nasty.”

“Anything you can talk about?” Miller helped him off the floor and into a chair at the kitchen table.

“It was weird. Like I was stuck in a dream, but it was someone else’s dream. Maybe more than one person. Is that possible?”

Miller put a mug of coffee and a plate of lemon cookies in front of Timothy. “If the people were under some sort of spell...” Miller hesitated because he really didn’t know the answer. “I can’t say for sure. Maybe they were actually experiencing the same thing, and it just felt like a dream to you.”

“A bad one. In a bad place. Maybe a cellar? Damp and cold and it felt so old.” He wrapped his hands around the mug as if to warm them. Leaning forward, he slurped from the full cup without lifting it off the table.

“Old like an old house or old like it happened in the past?” Miller asked.

“Huh.” Timothy blinked at his coffee. “It isn’t one of the clear ones.”

Miller went to the sink. “Did the water bring on the vision?” He turned on the tap.

Timothy frowned at the water. “I don’t think so. I think it just hit while I was washing my hands.”

“What were you doing before that?” Miller asked.

“Yuli brought in some turnips, and I put them in the cooler.” He looked at his hands. “They were muddy. They smelled earthy.”

“Like a cellar?”

Timothy shivered. “There was a bad smell in the cellar. A scary kind of, you know, maybe-I-shouldn’t-ask kind of smell.”

“Lulu said people were dead but didn’t know it.”

Timothy shook his head. “The dead know, they just aren’t ready to leave.” He ran his hands through his hair. “It has that feeling like it was really important.”

“You screamed,” Miller said.

“Not my pain,” Timothy said. “Not my...um, anguish? Something was discovered or realized by...someone.”

“Someone dead?”

“I don’t think so. I think they were alive and struggling. Trying to get free of something.”

“Physical restraints?”

Timothy took a cookie with a shaky hand and put the whole thing in his mouth. Miller sipped his coffee and waited. He had learned patience over the years. Answers didn’t always come when expected.

After another slurp of coffee Timothy shook his head. “Both. Some kind of arcane compulsion and rope.”

“Sounds like a strange combination,” Miller said thoughtfully. “If you have one, you shouldn’t need the other.”

“I don’t know,” Timothy said sullenly.

Miller knew he had to be more careful. The sybils were emotionally wounded by years of struggle in the mundane world. They had been doubted and denied all their lives. Accused, locked up and drugged, their lives had been unimaginably tragic. Lulu he could soothe with a hug or a soft word. Timothy was an adult and needed a different approach. Even though he should know that Miller believed him, he needed to be reminded regularly.

“What you see doesn’t always have a direct correlation to reality. I know that. And I know that every bit you give me will help me solve the puzzle. Don’t worry about conflicts or things that don’t make sense. I know these are visions, Timothy. Anything goes.”

The look he gave Miller was painful. He knew that Timothy had been institutionalized years ago for trying to tell people about his visions. Now, he was safe in the Stronghold and a powerful member of the team, but those year had taken a toll. His look was of gratitude with an aching raw emotion awkwardly held in check.

“I know you believe me Miller,” Timothy mumbled as he buried his face in his hands. “I hate giving you half-bits like this.”

“Half is better than none,” Miller said. “Lulu’s going to do some paintings for me. Let’s see if her pictures shake anything else loose for you.”

Timothy nodded. He picked up his mug with both hands and sipped. The shaking seemed to have eased. “I’ll try.”
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Birdie stared into the mirror not seeing her reflection. Fragments of memories and glimpses of a life she hadn’t quite lived danced just out of her reach. How many years had she spent living on the street before Miller found her? What had she been doing in that alternate life? And if he hadn’t seen her pathetic attempt at warding, would he have spared even a moment of thought for one more ragged street person? She couldn’t answer any of those questions and was half afraid to face the facts.

She was old. That was something she could feel in her bones, but the woman in the mirror didn’t look old enough. Smooth brow, clear hazel eyes, thin lips, she’d barely changed...physically. The arcane bindings on her were unraveling, and with each invisible thread that came loose, she found more of herself hidden beneath. More of a confused teen mixing with the hard-earned knowledge of a long life lived on the street. The memories bumped and twined but wouldn’t blend. Fragments sparked and teased making her head ache.

Her oldest memories were surely from too long ago. Nearly a century? How was that even possible? She’d seen the city across the river, and it looked wrong. Too many buildings, too tall, too alien. It frightened her to think of how much time she had lost as Birdie the bag-lady.

And there was another problem. Birdie wasn’t a name she recognized. She wasn’t sure how she’d gotten that particular moniker. Agatha Ann wasn’t her name either, simply another strange lie that slid into place over a great span of years that she couldn’t quite recall. She wasn’t who she’d said she was. She needed to tread carefully because she may have made her way out of the frying pan and into the fire. 

She’d need a name but hesitated to use her real name. It carried too many problems along with it, like her true age, and who she might be related to. Or maybe it didn’t matter anymore. So many years had passed. Was there anyone left who cared about a girl gone missing in the last century? She was here, out of sight and possibly out of danger. That would have to be enough for the moment.

“Eloise.” She said the name out loud waiting for a response. There was no crack of thunder, no puff of smoke. Nothing felt different. Maybe her true name didn’t matter. She was simply a lost soul cast to the wind. Whoever had bound her and thrown her away hadn’t cared what became of her. She didn’t know whether to weep or feel relieved that her existence made not an ounce of difference to the world.

But all that was changing. Miller had started it when he brought her here.

Even through her damaged senses, she could feel that this was a place of great power. What she couldn’t be sure of was the intent behind her host. Was this a prison or a safe haven? Without more information, she couldn’t say, couldn’t prepare.

She turned away from the unfamiliar reflection and stared out the window at the peaceful woods. Calm and green, it was a balm to her aching fears. She searched her mind for clues from the life she’d lived so very long ago. There had been a man, a great-uncle, who had been powerful and angry. He hated all things to do with magic. She remembered her parents warning her to hide her blossoming gifts because he was watching. Her abilities had started when she was only twelve. By high school, they had evolved into irresistible temptations spiraling out of her control. The memories ended there.

Something powerful and seemingly permanent had been done to her. She still felt the arcane hooks and spikes of the binding in the fiber of her being. They were fragile and crumbling now, yet still pumping their spite into her essence. But underneath was the intrinsic current of her magic, and it felt stronger than it ever had. Some part of her knew that she had been using it intuitively as Birdie. And she worried that she’d inadvertently done something that had put her in a new kind of prison.

A knock on the door startled her out of her quandary. She answered it warily. There had been no breakfast tray this morning. She wasn’t sure what that meant. A woman she hadn’t met before stood at a careful distance. Her attire was odd, but her ability was very obvious. Maybe not as powerful as Miller, but still very strong in a different way. Eloise couldn’t quite understand her impressions but knew them to be true.

“Oleander would like to see you,” the woman said.

Eloise pulled the door shut behind her and gestured for her to lead.

“I’m Moon,” the woman said as she headed up a path that hadn’t been there before. “I do the warding.”

“Yes,” Eloise said feeling the truth of it. Moon offered no further information. Eloise followed her to the main house and through long stone hallways and up flights of winding stairs. The room she was sent into was part office and part laboratory. A tall, stern-looking woman beckoned her to a window alcove where a simple pot of tea and two cups waited on a table flanked by two armchairs. It felt like a reprieve.

Eloise sank down into the chair indicated.

“I am Oleander O’Hanrahan,” the woman said as she took the seat opposite.

The words shivered in the air. Eloise could hear an echo of her essence from the very stones of the building. She was incredibly powerful, but she was also deeply woven into this place.

“Stop it,” Oleander said, but there was no anger behind the command.

“Stop what?” Eloise asked nervously.

“You don’t even realize you’re doing it,” Oleander said as if in assessment. “Did you have any training?”

“No.”

“What shall I call you?”

“Eloise.” She appreciated the careful wording. Oleander had not asked for her identity, just a name.

“This place is called Stronghold. It is protected and sacred. You are safe here but know that we have our own rules and enforcers.”

Eloise stared into her tea, fearful that the place was becoming more prison than haven. “And how do I figure out the rules?”

Oleander picked up a slim book from the side table. “This book will always find its way back to me,” she warned. “But I think it is a good starting point.”

Eloise took the book carefully but didn’t feel anything bad about it. There was a slight tingle that warned her of magic, but so faint, that she didn’t think it could cause any harm.

“You’ll need training,” Oleander said with a twist to her mouth. “I’m awfully busy right now, but I’ll get everyone to give you a lesson.”

Eloise wondered who all that might be. The long halls had been empty although the castle-like building seemed big enough to hide an army.

“I took the liberty of doing some research,” Oleander said pulling a file folder over. “This might answer some more of your questions.”

Eloise took the folder without opening it. There might be answers in there that she’d never seek. Afraid this was some sort of test, she laid the folder on her lap.

“Do you have any questions?”

“What am I supposed to do?” Eloise asked. It was a much deeper query than it sounded. She had no idea who she was, or what kind of life she’d been leading. Without that to base her present on, the future was a vague fog of impossible hopes.

“Right now, just get your bearings,” Oleander said as she put her tea aside. “The island has excellent facilities. Let me show you some of them.”

Eloise followed, clutching her folder and the small book. They went down flights of stairs and through hallways until she’d totally lost track of where she was. And then she saw the shiny man. She remembered calling him that when he’d found her trying to ward the high school against Darkness with crushed soda cans and a made-up ritual. It was his halo of ability that she’d seen. Then as now, he glowed with power.

“Miller this is Eloise,” Oleander said.

The man held out his hand, but she was almost afraid to touch him. He emanated not just power, but Light. It looked as though he could burn away any blot of Darkness in her, and she feared that he might find some. But the hand stayed there, encouraging her to respond. Nervously she reached out. As his skin slid against hers a shock jumped between them. 

“Sorry,” Miller mumbled with a frown at Oleander. “Not sure what that was.”

“I don’t know anything,” Eloise quickly admitted. She didn’t want him to think she’d done something wrong. But she did know something now, that this man was important. How could he not be, glowing like the sun.

“Miller, will you please show her around.”

Eloise watched Oleander stride away, tall, elegant and strong as steel. “She’s amazing.”

“That’s Oleander,” Miller chuckled.

Eloise heard a layer of fondness in his words. He had kind eyes. And his voice was gentle as he showed her the pool, indoor walking track, the greenhouses, dining room, and so much more it became a blur of rooms and names, and she gave up trying to remember any of it. 

He walked her back to her cottage. “I know it’s overwhelming right now. I’ve been here almost a year, and I still get lost. Just try to make it to the dining room for meals, and it will start falling into place.”

He politely took his leave, but Eloise already felt a strong connection to him. Oleander might be the steel and stone of the island, but Miller was surely its heart.
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