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        While I was at the headwaters for the mighty Willamette, I sacrificed an entire coven of witches to the river god Mulinohana, to ensure His forbearance when sending his flood waters toward the newly born city of Portland. Now that I have returned to the city, I need to renew the vows of the river god, to mark each and every one of the mighty bridges as His so that He might spare them. However, that means finding more witches. I need at least one for each bridge now being built or rebuilt, to lash a witch’s heart to the footing and bind her there. The Hawthorn bridge is currently being reconstructed, with the project to be finished by 1901. I need to go hunting.

      

      

      
        
        Wilson Evermore, Civil Engineer and Chief Magician, 1900

      

      

      
      “Stop! Stay still!”

      Tara froze. What on earth?

      Okay, so maybe she was harvesting rose hips in public. But it wasn’t as though she was doing anything illegal. She was in a public park. This was public property.

      The day was sunny and unusually warm for Portland, particularly given that it was the middle of September. Still, it seemed the perfect time to harvest. Bright orange, red, and even purple rose hips peeked out from the green leaves and thorns of the Rosa Rugosa plants that ran through the center of the park. Some of the flowers had been confused by the hot summer, and were still blooming. As Tara had walked along the gravel path, their heady scent had followed her.

      Tara started to turn around to address the speaker, to protest her innocence.

      “Are you daft? Didn’t you hear me? Stay still!”

      Tara froze again, puzzled. The voice addressing her was female, and now that she thought about it, had a very slight British accent to it.

      “Why?” Tara finally asked.

      “There’s wasps right in front of you!”

      Tara looked closer at the roses nearest her. Sure enough, yellow jackets buzzed not two inches from her bare fingers.

      As that type of wasp tended to be attracted by movement, and was also aggressive, the other woman’s advice finally made sense.

      However, Tara was also a powerful witch. She’d assembled a sachet for herself that morning to protect her from the thorns of the roses, as well as any insects. She’d combined lemon balm and chamomile to soothe and calm, borage and angelica for protection, as well as caraway, cloves, and rosemary for general good luck. The pouch itself was made out of plain cotton that Tara had first “fixed” with salt and magic (so the color wouldn’t just wash out the first time she got the cloth wet), then dyed a gentle pink using rose petals.

      The wasps wouldn’t bother her. They hadn’t even noticed her standing there.

      Still, it wouldn’t do for her to ignore this woman’s advice. Most people knew nothing about magic. Tara wasn’t about to show off her talent.

      Instead, she stayed frozen a few more moments, as if she was making certain that the wasps weren’t bothered by her. Then she slowly began to back away, stepping out of the rose bushes and onto the gravel path behind her. Only then did Tara turn to the woman who’d “saved” her.

      A short young woman stood on the path. She had a mop of bright red curls on the top of her head, though it was shaved along the sides, giving her a cool, edgy look. Geometric tattoos—connected triangles and octagons—ran from behind her ears down her neck, as if streams of art just flowed naturally from her. A gold loop pierced her left nostril, and an entire row of rings ran up the edges of both of her ears, like modern armor, as well as bars pierced through her inner lobes.

      She looked to be about Tara’s age, in her mid-thirties. Freckles covered her pert nose and across her rounded cheeks, making her appear younger, while her green eyes held a depth of living. Her broad smile promised mischief.

      She wore a baggy, long-sleeved, green-and-white striped shirt, jeans, and had a flowered sunhat that she’d pushed back from her face, hanging by a cord around her neck.

      Tara pushed her own sunhat off her head so she could see the other woman better. Tara was dressed in a T-shirt, shorts, and sandals—then again, her coloring was darker than the other woman’s. She would tan in the sun, whereas she was certain the redhead in front of her would fry to a crisp if she wasn’t completely covered. Tara wore her own brown hair tied back in a tight ponytail, as usual. At five foot ten, she felt as though she towered over the other woman, who was five feet tall, at the most.

      “Thank you,” Tara said, smiling at the woman.

      Then she noticed that the other woman held equipment very similar to her own: a pair of clippers in one hand and a cloth bag in the other.

      “Oh! Were you harvesting as well?” Tara asked, holding up her own bag of rose hips.

      The other woman nodded. “Seems a waste not to.” The accent she had was very slight. How long had she been in the States? “Me Gran couldn’t abide a waste.”

      “I’m just cheap,” Tara said with a shrug. “Much less expensive for me to just harvest what’s here. My name’s Tara, by the way.”

      “Ginny,” the other woman replied. She peered at Tara for a moment. “How will you process them?”

      A deep rift existed between people who gathered rose hips, depending on the method used to process them, like a religious schism. Tara had witnessed two witches almost coming to blows over it at the shop.

      “For tea, I’ll process them the modern way, first drying them in a food dehydrator, then using a food processor to break them apart, and a sieve to separate out the hairs,” Tara admitted. “For everything else, I’ll do it the old fashioned way, slicing the rose hips and scooping out the insides before I dry them. How about you?”

      Ginny gave her a big grin, then leaned closer, as if sharing a secret. “Much the same,” she said. “Though me Gran would have a fit if she ever found out I’d been using those newfangled modern tools.”

      “I hear you,” Tara said. “The—the woman who first taught me about plants would also throw a fit if she found out I was using, gasp, machines.”

      Ginny snorted at her. “Aye,” she said. “So I’ve been coming up the path this way,” she said, pointing behind her.

      “And I’ve been working the other direction,” Tara said. Between the pair of them, they’d just about covered one side of the path, starting at the ends and working toward the middle. “Should we switch to the other side?”

      Just across the gravel path ran another long bed of roses. It wasn’t as long or as deep as the first side, but Tara had been planning on harvesting on that side as well.

      “Sure,” Ginny said agreeably. “I haven’t been in the city for long. Wasn’t sure if this kind of thing was proper.”

      “I’ve been here since I finished college, coming up on fifteen years, now,” Tara said. “No one’s ever bothered me, though I’ve had lots of people curious about what I was doing. Where were you before this?”

      “Ach, here and there,” Ginny said. “Was born in Wales. Was there until me Gran died, ten years gone this fall.” She was silent a moment, taking a deep breath, obviously still in mourning for her gram.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Tara said sincerely.

      Ginny shrugged as she turned toward the rose bushes. “It pushed me outta the nest. Got me across the pond.”

      “Do you like it here?” Tara asked.

      Again, the non-committal shrug as Ginny clipped a cherry-tomato-red rose hip from the bush in front of her. She trimmed both ends off before she dropped the hip into her bag. “Well enough. Still trying to find my way, you know?”

      “I hear you,” Tara said. Her own life had been turned completely upside down that summer. Though it had been no more than three months ago, it seemed like several lifetimes at this point. She no longer had a coven of witches to call her own. She was staying with her best friend Kyle for the time being, in his spare bedroom, but she needed to find someplace else and soon.

      Tara still occasionally picked up shifts at Ye Olde Magick Shoppe in downtown Portland. However, even that remnant of her old life would dry up soon. The owner, Patricia, had finally found a permanent replacement for her. Not that Tara had wanted to leave, but none of the regular witches wanted to deal with her, afraid that she’d cause them bad luck. She had to find a job. Her savings would run out in a month’s time. However, she felt stuck, unable to move forward, and she wasn’t certain why.

      Tara and Ginny worked together for a few moments in silence, each absorbed in selecting the perfect rose hips. Due to the hot summer, the hips had frequently gone past ripe and straight to withered. Tara would find one that looked perfect on top, only to lift it up and find that it was soft and squishy underneath. She settled for hips that were less ripe and more firm in an effort to fill up her bag, though they wouldn’t be as flavorful as the hips that were fully ripe.

      “Will you be making oil from these?” Tara asked as she clipped a vibrant purple hip. The color didn’t affect the taste, but Tara still liked the purple ones the best.

      “Aye,” Ginny replied. “And some balms. I have a friend who lets me share her booth sometimes, down in the Saturday Market. And you?”

      “I’ll make tea as well as oil,” Tara said. “Mainly, though, I hope to sell the processed rose hips. You know Ye Olde Magick Shoppe downtown?”

      Ginny nodded slowly. “I do,” she said. She looked over at Tara quizzically. “You think they’ll take some of these for their supplies? In that fancy back room of theirs?”

      Tara perked up. While the front of the Magick Shoppe was a tourist destination, complete with wands, crystals, and pyramids of energy that held no magic at all, the back room carried real supplies for the local witches and other beings of power. The room was hidden in plain sight. Most of the tourists didn’t even realize it was there. The only people who even noticed it were beings who had magic, whether they knew it or not.

      Ginny asking about the back room meant that not only had she seen it, she had power.

      “They might take some of your processed hips,” Tara said. “I work there.” Patricia had told Tara that she’d buy any hips that Tara was willing to sell, primarily because Patricia would be able to charge a premium for them, as they’d been collected and processed by a witch.

      “Oh!” Ginny said. She took a hasty step back and away. “You’re one of them! A schooled witch. Sorry to be a bother to ye.”

      With that, Ginny took off down the path in haste.

      “Wait!” Tara called after her, but the girl had disappeared. Had she used some sort of illusion to hide her from seeking eyes? She’d called it up quickly if she had.

      What had spooked her? Had she had a run in with some of the other witches in Portland? And what did she mean by a “schooled” witch?

      Tara shook her head. Yes, she might be considered a “schooled witch” by some. As part of her training in the coven, she’d had to learn not only the Latin names of the herbs she used, where they grew and how to cultivate them, as well as the traditional medicinal, culinary, and utilitarian properties of each, she then had to layer on the actual magical potions that the plants were used in. Often the traditional magic assigned to a plant was similar to the real magical power, but sometimes it wasn’t.

      However, since Tara had left her coven (or been kicked out for bringing bad luck, depending on how you looked at it) she’d stopped learning the traditional way, or at least cramming as much as she could into her head when she had spare time. Instead, she was starting to figure out her own approach to magic, as well as the herbs and plants she used.

      Kyle had called her a hedgewitch, one that worked with the natural elements of things instead of following the strict traditions.

      Tara was still trying to find her path, just as she was still trying to get her feet back under her from the blows of the summer.

      But what did that make Ginny? Was she also a hedgewitch? Or just an untrained woman with power?

      Tara considered for a moment. She wasn’t content with just letting Ginny be. There was something there, some sort of connection that she’d had with Tara.

      It was only Thursday. That weekend, Tara was going to the Saturday market, and see if she could find Ginny again.
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        * * *

      

      Tara was elbows deep in rose hips, as it were, when Kyle came home that evening from his office job. He clerked for the federal court downtown, having decided early in his career that he didn’t want to work as a lawyer on his own, though he had a degree in law. He always said he worked better behind the scenes, influencing a judge’s opinions, rather than having to do all the case work himself.

      Kyle always dressed the part of a powerful lawyer for work. That day he wore an expensive light-gray suit that looked good against his black skin, a brilliant white shirt, and a red power tie. Expensive, black-leather Italian shoes completed the outfit. His bald head just added to his gravitas, as did his physique, all the muscles he worked hard to keep up at the gym. He was also taller than Tara, six foot three, as well as older, as they’d just celebrated his forty-fifth birthday.

      Though Kyle looked impressive and kept a serious demeanor, Tara counted herself privileged to know what a goof Kyle could be. They still had Friday night movie nights together, laughing themselves silly at bad seventies movies.

      They’d been living together for two and a half months now, long enough for Tara to know Kyle’s routine. He merely nodded at her as he emptied his pockets of his wallet, phone, loose change, and so on. Then he went directly to his bedroom, already stripping.

      Tara had seen more of Kyle’s body than friends normally shared. Then again, he was gay, and she had the wrong equipment.

      She kept her head down, refocusing on the rose hips in front of her. She’d already set one large batch to drying, the hips that she’d keep for herself to make tea and sachets from. The rest, as she’d told Ginny before the woman ran off, she was processing by hand.

      It was a long, fiddly business, slicing the hips apart and scooping out the insides by hand. She was doing them in batches, slicing a large amount, then scraping the insides out, then slicing another large amount. The hips themselves were slimy, and despite how Tara had tried to pick only the brightest, ripest hips, the seeds on the inside would stick and she’d end up scraping away too much of the skin.

      She hadn’t taken all of the hips from the park that were ripe. She’d just gone down “her” side of the row of roses, from the middle to the end, leaving the other half for Ginny if she decided to go back.

      Tara had found herself thinking about Ginny off and on all afternoon. It wasn’t sexual, Tara wasn’t attracted to the girl. (Tara tended to be heterosexual, but she was open minded. It was Portland, after all.) It was more like meeting a long-lost friend. If the Saturday market had been open that afternoon, Tara would have already gone to it, looking for Ginny.

      Once Tara heard the shower get turned off, she started packing up her mess, making room for Kyle in the kitchen. Part of Kyle’s routine after work included first showering off the day, then meditating for a while before he came out to the kitchen and cooked dinner.

      Tara had tried to cook dinner for them a few times when she’d first moved in, as part of her payment for the free room and board. However, Kyle insisted that he keep up his routine. Cooking was meditative for him. Tara actually understood that, and so always tried to vacate the kitchen and have everything cleaned up by the time he came out.

      She needed to find a job. And a place to live. And a coven who would take her.

      Though Tara had survived her encounter with the Riprap man, none of the covens in Portland would have anything to do with her. They considered her bad luck. That was what had happened in the past for any witch who had at least temporarily escaped the Riprap man. He’d come after not only them, but everyone they knew.

      That hadn’t happened, at least not as far as Tara knew.

      Had the river god killed his faithful servant? Tara had assumed so.

      Except that the last few nights, she’d started having nightmares again. Nothing obvious, no. She’d be doing something normal when she’d feel a pressure at her back as if someone was staring at her from across the room, but when she turned around, no one was there. The smell of water had started to follow her everywhere as well, dank and cold.

      By the time Kyle came out of his room, Tara had cleaned up her mess, pushing the processed and unprocessed hips into two containers to the side. He gave her a grave smile as he passed her, making a beeline for the kitchen.

      “Feeling human again?” Tara asked. He looked good. He wore a green and white shirt that looked inspired by afrofuturism, along with jeans and bare feet.

      “I am,” Kyle said solemnly. He opened up the refrigerator and paused, thinking. “How about stir fry tonight? We have leftover chicken and plenty of veggies.”

      That had been one thing that Tara had been able to get Kyle to change. He’d been in the habit of having bread and pasta and just drinking a veggie protein shake instead of eating real vegetables. Now he’d become a master at stir fry, particularly as Tara had slowly added more veggies to their shared fridge/freezer.

      “Stir fry sounds great,” Tara said. “What can I help with?”

      Kyle scowled at the open fridge for a moment, before he slowly pulled out a bok choy. “I’m not even sure what to do with that, that, mutant cabbage thing,” he commented.

      Tara grinned. “Both the green leaves and the white stems are edible. When it was just me, I’d buy one of these large bok choy, chop it up, then throw half in the freezer for smoothies and half in the fridge for salads.”

      “Kewl. You could teach a cooking class, you know. Down at the local co-op,” Kyle said. He was forever coming up with possible work for her, knowing that she wanted to find a new job.

      That actually wasn’t a bad idea. “Vegetables you may not know?” Tara said.

      The question remained, however, did she just want to string together several one-off gigs? Or did she want to try to get just a single job, and a single, reliable paycheck?

      A single job meant a reasonably regular schedule; however, Tara was well aware that she’d probably end up working retail, which meant lots of hours.

      Being a permanent freelancer meant she’d constantly be hustling for work on the one hand. It also meant setting her own hours, and larger chunks of time for her magical studies.

      She could always go back to being an au pair which would include room and board. However, those jobs also meant being at someone’s beck and call, much like working retail, for worse pay.

      Tara brought herself back to the job at hand, dismantling the large bok choy. She and Kyle worked together in silence for a short while, applying themselves to their separate chopping blocks. Kyle had started on the carrots, chopping those up, and had turned to the cauliflower next.

      Tara had learned not to ask Kyle about his day job. He kept a strict separation between it and his home life. It was one of the ways he was, to use his words, “able to stay a nice guy and not turn into an asshole lawyer type.”

      After a while, Kyle did ask, “How did your day go?”

      Tara told Kyle about meeting Ginny, and the feeling that she had about needing to go find the girl, as if they had unfinished business.

      Kyle had already started frying the carrots and celery by the time she was finished.

      “Witches form covens,” he said slowly. “While there are some who work alone, most work together in a group. A tight-knit community.”

      Tara nodded. She’d had her friend Richard—a research librarian who always needed more work—look up the history of covens. There was an ancient tradition of them, dating back to Egyptian times (though Richard had complained long and bitterly about how much more difficult it was to research anything Egyptian since those stupid teenaged vampire movies had come out).

      “I don’t think it’s in your nature to work alone,” Kyle continued.

      Tara sighed. “You’re right,” she said. While she didn’t consider herself an extrovert, one of the things she missed most about working in the shop was more interaction with people. Which was why working at retail might turn out to be her best choice.

      “We’ve talked before about you forming your own coven,” Kyle said. He splashed some vinegar into the pot, causing the cooking vegetables to sputter. “Do you think Ginny might be part of that?”

      Tara blinked, surprised by his suggestion. However, she immediately felt the rightness of his statement. “Wow,” she said. “I would never have thought of that. I think you may be right, though.”

      Kyle nodded. “Your coven won’t be traditional,” he said with a grin.

      He’d said that before. Tara had always just agreed with him. Finally, though, it occurred to her that they might have different ideas about what that meant.

      “Tell me more about what you see for a non-traditional coven,” Tara said. She was still unwilling to commit to calling it her coven. She wasn’t a practitioner of the inner circle, and those were generally the only witches to collect a coven to them. Officially, she was only at first level, in the circle of thought. She’d been trying to move into the circle of air when the lead witch of her coven had cheated and Tara had failed the test.

      Unofficially, Tara considered herself a witch of the circle of air, because of how close she’d come, as well as how difficult the test had been—much more difficult than the standard tests. Plus, she would have passed the test if the head of her old coven hadn’t cheated.

      “You’re going to have different people in your coven, different from the norm,” Kyle said after a moment. “People like Richard.”

      “What?” Tara asked, outraged. “But he isn’t a witch! He’s completely mundane!” The librarian was an old boyfriend of hers that she’d had to leave because he’d gotten too inquisitive about her magical side. Turned out he’d made some pretty accurate guesses about her being a witch, though he didn’t really understand that she could do magic.

      Or did he know? She’d never asked him outright. He was now seeing a lovely girl, Jeannie, who Tara had not only met but approved of. It made things much easier between them.

      After a moment, Kyle continued. “True, Richard isn’t a witch. He has no magical powers. But he has other powers, powers that you need, like his ability to look up old lore for you, find texts and passages. In a traditional coven, the eldest would keep the sacred books and would have a network for locating relevant information. You will need to build your own.”

      “Huh,” Tara said. She’d never considered that Richard might be part of the coven. He could never be a full member, doing magic properly, but maybe she could make him an honorary one…

      “Okay,” Tara finally said after thinking it over for a bit. “Who else?”

      “Well, me, of course,” Kyle said, giving her a sly grin. He’d quit the
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