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        The smell of rotten wood and wet plaster permeates the streets of Portland now that the flood waters have receded. Mold, too, covers every surface that had been underwater, black inky lines that look like a child gone mad with charcoal. More bloated bodies have been discovered in the first floor rooms of some of the buildings. The cost of lives, livestock, and goods is astronomical. Though I objected to being brought in to build the next bridge so early, my superiors at the Pacific Bridge Company were correct: I needed to see this damage so I fully understood what the consequences of failure might bring.

      

      

      
        
        Wilson Evermore, Civil Engineer, 1894

      

      

      Tara watched, delighted, as the bright green hummingbird flitted around the feeder she’d set up earlier that week. The blue glass feeder swayed slightly on the metal stand jutting up from the cold iron handrail of the balcony. The hummingbird—one of the local Annas—rested after circling a few more times, dipping his head into the bright red-glass flower and sipping the nectar contained inside.

      She hadn’t been certain that she’d get any birds. The apartment she rented was close to the train station in downtown Portland, not in one of the neighborhoods that was full of greenery and parks. While the waterfront below her held a lot of blackberry bramble, there weren’t a lot of trees.

      Underneath the feeder, pressed up against the low balcony wall, stood a long bench covered in potted plants: rosemary, English lavender, spearmint, variegated marjoram, basil (three varieties), curly-leaf parsley, purple sage, borage, French sorrel, to name just a few. Tara kept the plants well-trimmed or they would have spilled over the sides of the bench.

      She needed the herbs not just for her salads and teas but for her magical potions as well, so none of the leaves she clipped ever went to waste.

      The balcony of her shared apartment faced north-east. Below, she could see the Willamette River. It was the main reason she’d agreed to rent this place, so that she could be on the river. (Well, both the view and the big balcony.) Tara had always tried to live close to the water ever since she’d moved to Portland fourteen years before, when she’d just gotten out of college and foolishly followed her college sweetheart across country, moving from Wisconsin to Oregon.

      If Tara could afford it, she’d buy herself a house on a river bank. But she already had to work two jobs in order to pay her share of the rent of the two bedroom apartment. And she expected the rent to go up again in about a month’s time, when their current contract finished.

      That Friday, Tara had the afternoon shift at the shop, so she got to sit on the balcony and enjoy the peaceful morning air while sipping her tea. Today, she’d used a beautiful black Assam for the base, to which she’d added cocoa nibs, some dried apple bits, a splash of vanilla, and two freshly picked spearmint leaves. It was one of the smoother teas she’d created, and a regular favorite.

      It wasn’t that quiet, as usual—too much city traffic seeped up from the busy streets behind her, the constant hum of cars across the Steel Bridge almost soothing. As summer had yet to take a solid hold, the air was chilly, and Tara wore a soft, gray cotton work shirt over her T-shirt and jeans.

      Tara didn’t wear any makeup—she considered herself pretty enough with wide-spaced blue eyes, soft brown hair that fell to just below her shoulder blades, and clear white skin that would freckle in the summer sun. Yes, she carried more weight than what was considered popular these days, primarily around her middle, but being almost six feet tall, she carried it well. Plus, a lot of that weight was actually muscle from swimming and yoga.

      “Ewww. What’s that thing?” said Sharon, stepping out onto the balcony and chasing away the tiny bird. “It’s not going to shit all over everything, is it?”

      “No, it won’t,” Tara said with a sigh. She picked up her tea mug from the wrought iron table beside her. Damn it. Empty already.

      At least that gave her an excuse to leave and get out of Sharon’s way, despite the fact that Tara loved spending her mornings out here and would sit out here on the hard iron chairs all day, watching the river and the traffic going up and down it.

      The hummingbird buzzed by the feeder. He made a loud thrumming noise as he passed.

      “Get away!” Sharon said, shaking her hands frantically in front of her face.

      “He isn’t about to attack you,” Tara said mildly.

      “How do you know?” Sharon said, glaring over at Tara. “Those things are vicious.”

      “It’s more scared of you than you are of it,” Tara said, not wanting to point out that the tiny bird wouldn’t even take up a third of Sharon’s meaty palm.

      “You don’t know how scared I can get,” Sharon said stubbornly.

      Tara just shrugged. That was true, actually. Tara didn’t know how frightened Sharon could get, though Tara suspected that if she tried, she could whip up a concoction or a brew for Sharon that would cause Sharon to be utterly terrified.

      Just for a moment, Tara let herself imagine what that might look like. Sharon had blonde hair straight out of a bottle that she wore poofed up around her face, a modern take on a 1950s bouffant. Her gray-green eyes looked tired that morning, and the makeup on her pale white skin did a poor job of hiding the dark circles--staying up too late reading or watching TV, probably. Sharon wore her typical work outfit, a nice, lightweight black jacket over a short-sleeved white blouse and black slacks—office wear for the wannabe manager. Sharon worked as a technical writer and really didn’t need to dress so formally, however, she had her sights set on her boss’ job.

      Could Tara rig up a potion that would make Sharon’s hair stand on end? Like one of those cartoon figures who’d just touched an electric wire? The fear would make Sharon’s face grow ashen and no amount of makeup would bring color to her cheeks. How huge would her eyes get, if she was truly frightened? How wide would her mouth stretch with screams?

      Tara shook her head, banishing the image. She wasn’t like that. Wasn’t that type of witch, though she’d originally trained under exactly that sort of witch when she’d first discovered her powers here in Portland.

      The hummingbird buzzed the small balcony again.

      “You see!” Sharon said. “Mean, nasty thing. It’s going to keep me from enjoying the balcony this summer.”

      “No, it won’t,” Tara said, though now she wasn’t sure. Maybe the hummingbird had the good taste to dislike Sharon and would try to chase her away.

      “Fine,” Sharon said. “But you’re the one who will have to clean all the bird shit off the chairs.”

      Tara nodded rather than say something, as she wasn’t certain she could stay polite.

      Sharon stomped off, slamming the sliding glass door leading to the living room of the apartment behind her.

      The hummingbird very politely flitted by the feeder again, landing delicately on the stand, cocking his head from one side to the other while looking at Tara, making a click-click-click sound.

      Huh. Maybe he really didn’t like Sharon as he was no longer divebombing the balcony.

      “I don’t care much for her either,” Tara told the bird softly. “But she has the largest bedroom, with her own bathroom, and so pays the majority of the rent. I can’t live here without her.”

      The hummingbird clicked at her again before going to feed, as if he was an old aunt, tsking at her bad fortune.

      It might not be Tara’s problem for too much longer, if the rent really did get raised an astronomical amount next month.

      She’d just have to find another place to live, close enough to see the water. But with housing prices rising so fast, leaping higher than her wages, that might become a big problem.

      The buzzing of her phone brought her out of her morning meditation. It was Patricia.

      One of the advantages to living so close to downtown was that Tara didn’t own a car and could walk to work.

      The disadvantage was that anytime something went wrong, Patricia, the owner, tended to call Tara first.

      “Tara, darling, I’m so sorry to bother you! I hope I’m not waking you,” came Patricia’s breezy tone.

      “Am awake. Mostly,” Tara said truthfully. It would be another hour or so before she was fully “there”. Tara enjoyed what she called a slow roll in the mornings rather than jolting herself up and having to run at full speed.

      “You know that normally I wouldn’t ask, but Han Su just called and asked if she could have part of the morning off,” Patricia said. “Something about registration and paperwork.”

      Tara sighed. While she adored the sly humor of her co-worker, Han Su tended to not understand deadlines. Those were for other people, not free spirits like her.

      “I can come in early,” Tara said slowly. “But—”

      “Thank you! Thank you!” Patricia said. “I knew you’d come to the rescue. I’d work the shift myself but I already have so many things scheduled!”

      “Patricia!” Tara said loudly before her boss could hang up.

      “Yes?” Patricia asked with just a hint of impatience in her voice, as if Tara was the one calling for a favor now.

      “That will put my hours into overtime for the week,” Tara said.

      A quiet sigh came across the line. “You could just not work next week…”

      “We’ve tried that before and it’s never worked out like that,” Tara reminded her.

      “Fine, I’ll authorize the overtime,” Patricia said.

      Tara could tell that Patricia really wanted to say something more, or even warn Tara to not let it happen again. However, it wasn’t Tara’s fault that she’d ended up working so many hours this week. Between Han Su and inventory, there wasn’t much else that Tara could do.

      Plus, she needed the money.

      “See you later,” Tara said breezily, cutting the connection before she could hear Patricia complain.

      It wasn’t as if Patricia couldn’t afford it. She wasn’t dependent on the shop’s income. Patricia was independently wealthy and lived in one of the mansions in south Portland with her two long-haired ragdoll cats.

      The hummingbird came back to the feeder again, choosing a different red flower to sip from before flitting off to do its business.

      Tara rose to her feet and stretched her arms over her head before leaning over and brushing her fingers against the cool concrete floor. The backs of her legs were still a little sore from the yoga class she’d taken the day before.

      She didn’t like to think how much more effort it took to stay in shape now that she was thirty-eight. Maybe she’d have to take up bike riding or something.

      She shuddered at the image. Of course, she’d tried it, more than once. She lived in Portland, after all. But it had never suited her, not even as a kid.

      Swimming though—she could stay in the water all day long. She’d actually planned on heading down to the Y and taking a swim later that morning. Then maybe spending some time studying, memorizing the Latin names of plants, as well as their traditional medicinal, culinary, utilitarian, and magical properties.

      Tara was a witch of the first circle, the circle of thought. She had a lot to learn before she could pass within, to the next circle, the circle of breath, also sometimes called the circle of air.

      However, all her plans had just flown away, as quickly as the hummingbird who had just taken off. Now she had to call her coworker Han Su, find out when she needed to leave, then probably pack both a lunch as well as a dinner.

      Maybe the store would be quiet and she could spend more time studying…

      But Tara doubted that her luck would be that good. Particularly on a Friday afternoon at the start of the summer. Tourist season was just getting started. The store would be incredibly busy from now until October.

      Tara nodded to the hummingbird who’d returned for just one more sip before heading inside to start her day.
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        * * *

      

      “Ye Olde Magick Shoppe” was a popular tourist destination in the heart of the Pearl District in downtown Portland. It was a storefront that had been built into a converted warehouse, so the walls were new but the floor was the original scratched up and scarred wood. The ceilings were eighteen feet high, giving the room an airy feeling. Though no direct sunlight could shine into the tall front windows, they still let in an incredible amount of ambient light, even during the rainy winter months.

      The front of the shop wasn’t that big, about twenty by sixteen, with the counter smack in the center of the room. Shelves lined the walls and contained a variety of “magical” items, such as sparkly wands for kids, “blessed” candles in every color and scent, books about the ghosts and haunted places in Portland, crystals and geodes, wooden pyramids, and copper-lined bracelets.

      Many wannabe witches dropped by, exclaiming that the shop had a good feel to it, a presence—frequently stating that they’d been drawn there. They would tell Tara stories about the charms they were creating, the spells they’d cast, even the sightings they’d had of ghosts, UFOs, and various other things.

      While Tara tried to be sympathetic, her co-worker Han Su was shameless. She’d speak to tourists in a heavy Asian accent with broken syntax, then hand sell one of the most expensive geodes or crystal balls to the customer, going on and on about her Chinese ancestors.

      Never mind that Han Su was actually Vietnamese, second generation, raised in Portland, and spoke perfectly good English.

      The tourists paid good money for trinkets then were on their way, a constant stream of knickknacks flowing out and money flowing in.

      However, the front of the store was literally just that, a front, for the actual magic shop in the back.

      In the far right corner of the back wall stood an open door to the second room. Patricia called it “hiding in plain sight.” Most of the tourists who came in never even poked their head in the room.

      Those who found the room had power, whether they knew it or not.

      The back of the shop resembled a modern apothecary, or maybe even an expensive tea shop. Dark wooden shelves stuck out from the bright white walls. Precisely placed cream-colored porcelain containers lined the shelves—the kind generally used to hold coffee beans. Handwritten signs listed the various dried herbs, roots, and spices.

      A long counter ran the length of the room, in front of the shelves, at the perfect height for Tara to work at (while Han Su complained about it being too high all the time, as she was just over five feet tall). An old-fashioned balance scale dominated a corner of the counter, used for precisely measuring out quantities of dried herbs. It had a large scoop on one side of the balance and a flat metal disc on the other. Underneath the scale, a pyramid-shaped case held all the various weights.

      Two large stainless steel refrigerators hummed against the wall to the right, containing all the fresh herbs.

      And today, Tara’s lunch, as well as her dinner.

      Tara carefully slid the large stalks of basil and lemongrass to the side as she placed her lunch and dinner on the top shelf. Han Su was still standing behind her, thanking her profusely for taking the remainder of her shift.

      “I don’t know what I was thinking!” Han Su said again. “I really thought the deadline for signing up for summer classes was next week, not this week.”

      “It’s okay,” Tara said. She shrugged and gave the other woman a conspiratorial grin. “I need the overtime.”

      “Ooooh, you got overtime this week?” Han Su said.

      Though Han Su was twenty-four, it was easy for Tara to see the old Asian grandmother that Han Su would eventually turn into. Han Su kept her long hair primly tied back into a neat bun at the back of her head. She wore an old-fashioned apron while she worked in the store, one made out of beige duck cloth, meant to help convey the image that she wasn’t fully American. Under that, she had on a modest soft orange short-sleeved shirt and gray slacks.

      “I earned that overtime,” Tara gently reminded Han Su.

      “I suppose,” Han Su said, nodding. “You work too much.”

      Tara snorted. “I don’t live with my family,” she pointed out. She had to work more than just at the shop in order to pay her rent.

      “It’s tradition!” Han Su protested.

      Tara opened her mouth then shut it again. She’d met Han Su’s parents. They’d both been born in America and were effortlessly chic. Probably the only reason why they’d agree for their bohemian daughter to continue living at home while trying to complete her fifth (sixth?) attempt at a college degree was so that they would continue to have the opportunity to tame her.

      Good luck with that.

      “Why are you taking summer classes anyway?” Tara asked as they moved to the front of the store. Only three customers browsed the shelves at that point, but Tara was expecting a complete rush in about an hour, right around noon, when one of the local Portland tour buses disgorged their passengers half a block away.

      Despite her high society leanings, Patricia was a sharp shopkeeper. She stayed on top of the inventory and always seemed to understand the trends before they began, stocking the latest gimmick just before it was discovered by the masses. (She’d stocked a whole collection of notebooks with birds on them one week before the show about “put a bird on it” aired.) Plus, she’d chosen the perfect location for the store in terms of walk-by customers.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” Han Su said, staying on the customer side of the counter and leaning over while Tara took her place behind it, “but there’s a new playwriting class that I’m taking.”

      Tara tried not to roll her eyes. Han Su really wanted to be a writer (as did Sharon, her flatmate). They frequently got into long debates about the virtues of outlining versus writing into the dark, what various markets were hot at the time and writing for them, as well as sharing tidbits about their very different writing styles.

      However, Han Su tended to take class after class instead of actually sitting down and writing. Sharon wrote more, or at least pretended to, as she was on her social media feeds most of the time when she was supposed to be writing.

      Tara had no desire whatsoever to be a writer. Writing up descriptions of the stock always fell to Han Su or Patricia, as Tara tended to just look at the thing and then baldly describe it. (“It’s a candle and it smells pretty.”) It was Han Su who came up with the various notes around the store describing the merchandise, talking about the primeval power of the pyramids, the healing abilities of the cooper lined bracelets, the mystical enchantments of the crystals.

      “Go sign up for your classes,” Tara said, shooing Han Su out of the shop as a customer approached the counter.

      “I’ll see you at the party tonight, right?” Han Su said as she untied the back of her apron.

      Tara nearly groaned. She’d forgotten that the “party”—basically, a meeting of the coven—was tonight. “I can make an appearance,” Tara said. “I won’t be able to stay late.”

      Han Su pouted. “You never stay late. You work too much.”

      Tara merely raised a single eyebrow at Han Su, silently pointing out that Tara wasn’t even supposed to be working at this time.

      “Okay! Bye! See you later!” Han Su said brightly, waving as she left.

      “How can I help you?” Tara said, smiling as she turned to the customer waiting patiently.

      The rest of the afternoon passed quickly, a steady stream of customers and questions, with barely enough time for her to sneak in drinks of the homemade smoothie she’d brought for lunch. Fortunately, it was really tasty, so she kept going back for more. Today, it had fresh golden raspberries, spinach, kale, bok choy, cucumber and celery for the veggies part, along with homemade coconut milk yogurt as well as coconut milk, vanilla, and protein powder.

      Right around six o’clock came the usual dinner lull, and Tara was able to dig into the mason jar salad she’d brought. She’d cut up just a few leaves of the variegated marjoram and mixed those in, along with some basil, borage, and French sorrel. They gave a nice tang to the various lettuces and cabbage. Plus bacon, of course, and hard boiled eggs.

      After the dinner lull many of the local witches stopped by for supplies for the weekend and for the solstice next week. Tara spent at least half her time in the back, measuring out ingredients and bagging them for her customers. A dozen internet orders came in as well that Tara was able to box up, ready to drop off at the post office in the morning. Kyle came by early in the evening, then promised to return later to give Tara a lift to the coven meeting.

      Just as Tara was getting ready to close up shop, an older gentleman showed up. Tara was surprised—she hadn’t heard the bell ring when the front door opened. She just looked up, and there he was, in the backroom with her.

      She tried to get a good look at him, however, it seemed as though he stood in shadows which made his expression and features indistinct. She had the impression that he was shorter and rounder than she was, but not soft, no, he gave off a feeling of granite. She assumed he was white, as his face did appear fairly pale. He wore not only a fancy brown wool suit coat, but a vest and pants as well. His white shirt was the brightest thing about him, held tightly together at the collar with a string tie. He doffed his bowler-like hat to her as he stepped closer to the counter.

      “Can I help you?” Tara asked, blinking and trying to see his face. It wavered as if it was underwater. Then again, he also smelled of the sea, of kelp and salt.

      “Maybe,” the man said, cocking his head to the side. “Tell me, do you have any dried purple heather? Calluna vulgaris?”

      “We do,” Tara said. She reached for the jar on the shelf behind her.

      Opening the jar filled the room with the scent of a warm summer hillside.

      “Tell me, what are the properties of heather?” the man asked.

      Tara suddenly felt as though she stood in front of her first teacher, Miss Lucy.

      “Protection, luck, and peace,” Tara replied. “Carry it in a sachet to protect against violence. Hang it from the ceiling in the northeast corner of the house to promote peace. Tie it together with dried clover for luck.”

      “It also brings rain,” the man reminded her.

      “Yes, yes of course,” Tara said. “Burn it with sword ferns to cause it to rain.”

      “And what are the real properties?” the man asked.

      “I…I don’t understand,” Tara said purposefully. As part of her lore learning, she’d had to memorize both parts of every herb, the traditional, old-fashioned magick as well as the true magical properties. Sometimes they overlapped, often they didn’t.

      However, Tara didn’t want to start listing off the hidden, secret parts of her learning. She didn’t know this man. She was certain he was human, as the hairs on the back of her neck didn’t stand and warn her of some sort of other.

      Yet, there was something off with him, and she didn’t know him.

      “Heather is used by the head, to clear the thoughts of the practitioners before a the start of a prayer circle,” the man admonished her.

      “Yes,” Tara said slowly. “And by the lungs, to promote deeper breathing,” she added, wanting to show that she wasn’t completely stupid.

      “Exactly!” the man said with a nod. “Six paths to the light,” he said. “Six circles to pass through. Head, lungs, heart, stomach, and sex, until finally, anima.”

      Tara nodded. He used the older terms for the tenants of witchcraft, but he knew the true path, where the real magic lay.

      However, instead of making her more comfortable with this man, possibly acknowledging that he was a witch like her, it just made her more wary.

      She didn’t trust this creature, and more and more he was starting to change from man into other, though physically he retained his human-like form.

      If only she could see his face clearly!

      Silence held the pair of them taut, staring at each other.

      What did he want? He seemed to be searching for her soul.

      Tara tried to look away but she couldn’t.

      Cold air whipped around Tara, blowing like a storm across an ice-laden river. The man in front of her grew darker. The strong smell of wet sisal rope filled the space.

      Tara jumped when the bell over the door of the shop rang, the weird binding holding her still breaking.

      “Excuse me,” she said, slipping out from behind the counter and practically racing into the other room.

      It wasn’t another customer, but merely Kyle, who had returned for he like he’d said he would.

      “I’ll be just a minute,” Tara assured him, though a part of her wanted to go and throw her arms around him.

      He wouldn’t have taken that well, however. Kyle was uncomfortable with any physical contact, even handshakes.

      Tara turned back to room full of herbs, bracing herself before stepping back inside.

      The room was empty. The container for the heather was back on the shelf.

      Tara quickly turned around. No one besides Kyle stood in the shop. How had the man slipped out?

      “Did you see anyone else here in the shop?” Tara asked.

      “Not a soul,” Kyle said seriously. He was usually serious. Only a few people, and Tara felt herself lucky enough to be included in that group, knew that Kyle could be a goofball as well, his white teeth practically shining in his black face. He kept his head shaved smooth, and oiled, which gave him a regal appearance. He was taller than she was, a six foot three wall of walking muscle. Over his plain T-shirt and jeans he frequently wore a funky vest. Tonight, it was a red-and-white bold print that had its roots in Afrofuturism.

      Kyle had a timeless quality to him. He could have been as young as twenty or as old as fifty. Tara had only recently learned that he was actually forty-four.

      “There was a man in here, when you came into the shop,” Tara said as she stepped into the back room. She still smelled the river in here, could still feel the wet ropes and hear the cawing of seagulls.

      “There’s no one here,” Kyle pointed out. “And no one came by me.”

      “And the jar he’d asked about is back on the shelf,” Tara mused. She went and opened the heather, the fresh scent banishing her impressions of the river.

      Though instead of just bringing the scent of sunshine, an undercurrent of rain was mingled with it.

      Tara shook her head, but the scent of rain remained.

      While Tara might be many things, overly imaginative wasn’t one of them. She closed up the jar and thought for a moment before looking back to Kyle.

      “I don’t know if he was here or not,” Tara admitted. “But something just happened.”

      “Maybe you fell asleep and dreamed about him,” Kyle said. “Do I need to be jealous of your dream man?”

      Tara snorted. “More like a nightmare man,” she assured Kyle. “No need for jealousy.” It wasn’t that the pair of them were a couple—far from it, as Kyle preferred men. However, Kyle had stood in as Tara’s beard at least on a couple of occasions, and their pretend dates had always gone well.

      “I will protect you,” Kyle said gallantly, taking a heroic stance, as if he wore a cape or something.

      Tara rolled her eyes. “Goof,” she said. “Come on. Or we’ll be late.”

      Still, she checked the stockroom before she left as well, making sure that they were truly alone, before she closed the shop and locked the door.

      Whoever that man was, whatever he was, she hoped she’d seen the last of him.

      She feared, though, that this was just their first encounter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The task ahead of me is quite daunting. The combined waters of the Willamette and the Columbia rivers, swollen with runoff from the mountains, regularly flood the region. The old timers recollect floods coming through every three to five years. Yet my superiors want me to ensure that the next generation of bridges will never be washed away. I’ve developed stronger footings, as well as designs that lift the spans high into the heavens. Still, I fear this won’t be enough. The true task is to prevent the floods from striking the bridges in the first place. To that effect, I’ve applied for funding for an expedition to travel further upstream, to see if it’s possible to deal with the problem long before it reaches the fair city of Portland.

      

      

      
        
        Wilson Evermore, Civil Engineer, 1896

      

      

      The coven was meeting at Gilmore’s house, up in Arlington Heights. It was an old craftsman house that was in beautiful shape but hadn’t been “modernized,” so it still had a separate formal living room, dining room, and kitchen (instead of the open floor plan that was so popular and the ruin of many a good space, at least in Tara’s opinion.)

      Parking was a bitch, as always, but Kyle managed to squeeze his Mini-Cooper in front of a van. It always amazed Tara how Kyle was able to fold himself into his car, but the cooper had a surprising amount of headroom, particularly for people as tall as them.

      The night was softer out here. Crickets and cicadas sang above the sound of traffic. Tara was glad for her work shirt, as the temperature had dropped with the setting of the sun. She walked to the house next to Kyle, neither of them saying anything, as was their habit. Kyle was one of the few individuals that Tara could share that kind of silent communing with each other, enjoying each other’s company without saying a word.

      Gilmore’s house saw on three quarters an acre, practically unheard of in the city. The backyard was built on a gentle slope, with three tiers. The top layer held an artificial mound that hid a modern pump for the water that encircled the area.

      Tara knew it wasn’t an enchantment—it was practically impossible to create magical artifacts, despite what all the myths proclaimed—but it always seemed to her that all the sounds of the outside world, the traffic and the planes, stopped as soon as she stepped into the backyard. All she could hear was the tinkling of the water.

      The first tier up from the house contained a small meditation maze. It was made out of found stones. Instead of being circular, the maze was oval in order to fit the space. The stones led the walker along a winding path inward toward a small circular bowl in the center. Six circles made up the maze, one for each circle of power.

      Tara had been allowed to walk the maze for the first time two years ago, during summer solstice. While walking, she’d had to focus her own thoughts and banish the illusions that the coven set for her, to stay true to the path before her, and arrive at the center gazing pond without misstep.

      It had been her final test, a test of practicum, as it were. Tara hadn’t at first known if she’d passed when she reached the inner circle unscathed. The gazing pond had held nothing but dark water for her. Usually, it showed images, either the past or the future, to the initiate when they finished walking the maze.

      However, the pond wasn’t the final arbiter of Tara’s passing the test. Sheila had declared that Tara was now to be recognized as a full initiate of the first circle, the circle of thought (or brain, as the man had called it).

      Since then, Tara had been studying for the next circle, the circle of breath (or lungs.) The other circles that lay before her were feeling, (heart), then process (stomach), roots (sex), and finally, if she lived long enough, anima, or the animating force that surrounded everything else.

      Very few practitioners reached the sixth circle. It was why most covens were made up of six or eleven witches, or even sixteen: one or more of each of the outer circles, with a single anima practitioner.

      Tara had taken over five years to move from merely practicing to the full first circle, while most who came to their power later in life only took a year or so. In part, that was because Tara had switched covens. Miss Lucy, for all her power, wasn’t focused on bringing light to the world, just drawing more power to herself and those she protected, no matter the cost.

      Miss Lucy’s teachings had never sat well with Tara. She blamed her long association with that coven on her inexperience, not knowing there was another way. However, in her heart of hearts, Tara had known all along that she’d fallen in with a bad crowd, and then had done nothing to extricate herself.

      Come winter solstice, Tara figured she’d be able to move from the circle of thought to the circle of air. It involved a lot of study on her part, to learn the herbs, oils, and concoctions traditionally associated with the new level, as well as building the strength to put those ingredients to use and perform real magic.

      “You okay?” Kyle asked after a bit, while Tara still stood at the bottom of Gilmore’s backyard.

      “Yeah,” Tara said. She shook her head and took a deep breath, allowing the peace of the garden to seep into her soul.

      She didn’t like that she still smelled rain in the air, though no rain was predicted for days, possibly weeks.

      “You need to banish that man of your nightmares,” Kyle said sternly.

      Tara glanced at him, smiling to herself at the stern picture the tall black man presented. He was almost intimidating. Or maybe he would be to anyone who hadn’t spent a night the previous week watching bad 1970s teen-dramas and laughing themselves silly.

      “That guy is already gone,” Tara said, lying. Then she paused and asked, “Should I mention him to Sheila? I’m not sure I want to bother the head of the coven.”

      Kyle thought about Tara’s question for a moment before he shook his head. “Only if he returns,” he said.

      “Deal,” Tara said, nodding. She didn’t want to bother Sheila with just a bad dream, though Tara didn’t usually have bad dreams, or any dreams at all.

      Together, Tara and Kyle climbed the hill to the second tier, where most of the others in the coven were waiting. The area was flat and grassy. Sometimes they had a small fire in the center, that the witches could dance around as they brought in the new year on the solstice.

      Almost everyone else was there already. Only Bernie was missing, and he was constantly late. Tara would think that a practitioner of process would understand how to be on time.

      The coven only had three males out of eleven, Kyle, Bernie and Gilmore. Traditionally, witches were female, not male. However, Portland was a progressive town and made allowances. Thinking about it, it was one of the things that had surprised Tara, that her old-fashioned visitor was male.

      Had he been a witch? Or something else? Tara was aware that there were other beings—spirits, ghosts, as well as the true other. However, as she was still only of the first circle, she didn’t know anything about them.

      Tara shook her head, banishing all thought of him.

      He’d just been in her imagination, despite the fact that Tara was at her heart more practical than anything else.
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        * * *

      

      “We come together to celebrate the goddess Brigid, defender of the earth, the god Samil, warrior for the people, along with the fullness of the season and the blessings of the moon,” Sheila intoned, bringing the attention of everyone to her.

      Sheila was the head of the coven, their anima practitioner, a short Mexican woman. While Sheila had the appearance of someone half her age, she was actually in her sixties. She carefully bleached her hair, hiding the gray by lightening it from its natural black to a ginger color. She hid the faded brown of her eyes with dark-colored contacts. Her face was remarkably free of wrinkles, which Tara believed to be natural, though possibly Sheila had had some work done. Her hands were what gave away her true age, the blue veins displayed across the back, the fingers boney, with age spots still showing.

      She stood in the center of the circle, wearing a long flowing dress made out of a bright green cotton, with colorful yellow and red flowers embroidered across the yoke and around the hem. The short sleeves revealed powerful, muscular arms. She kept her ginger hair tied back in a tight bun that sat high on the back of her head.

      Tara stood with Kyle on the one side and Han Su on the other. Both were more advanced than she was. Han Su had recently moved to the circle of feelings, while Kyle was still in the circle of process.

      Tara wondered if Kyle would stay in the circle of process and never move beyond, to the root, or, as the gentleman that evening had reminded her, sex. One of the reasons for Kyle’s aversion to touch was because he’d been gang-raped as a young man. Though it had been over two decades before, Kyle still bore the psychic wounds. Tara knew that her friendship with the tall black man had helped him recover, particularly having someone who accepted him as he was and never asked for more.

      Han Su had started with the coven after Tara, then had advanced more quickly than Tara. Not because Han Su was a more powerful witch than Tara, but primarily because she hadn’t had to unlearn the teachings that Tara had had to.

      Shelia had originally been hesitant to take Tara on because of her initial training. Patricia had finally intervened for her, calling in some unknown favor between the two covens.

      It was one of the reasons why Tara kept working for Patricia, despite how the other woman treated her sometimes.

      Tara participated in the litany with the others, calling on the moon to bless them, sending out prayers and healing into the world. They didn’t perform any magic that night: tonight was their usual midmonth gathering. They’d meet again on the solstice in five days’ time, to celebrate the length of the light, the shortest night, and to draw from their powers in order to perform a deep healing.

      The world needed it right now. Tara felt helpless sometimes, despite how she worked with the others to heal the deadly wounds being inflicted on their society at the present.

      Tara briefly held hands with the others at the end of their ritual. It was one of the reasons why Kyle always stood beside her: it wasn’t that he tolerated her touch better, but that she understood and would lock only pinkies with him, not insisting that they fully clasp hands palm to palm.

      As the circle broke, Tara felt lighter, as usual. The air seemed more clear and crisp, though that might have also been the falling temperature.

      Kyle had moved over to talk with Bernie about something, though he’d promised Tara a ride home soon. The rest of the coven would meet and talk far into the night, possibly even practice some magic, prepare a potion or two, everyone gathered together in the large kitchen, laughing and talking. Tara had to work most of the next day—an early shift at the store, then babysitting that evening—so she couldn’t stay up late. Not if she expected to be able to function tomorrow.

      Aaloka, Sheila’s second in command and a long time fifth circle practitioner, came up to talk with Tara as the group was breaking up. Aaloka had no desire to ever move on to the final circle, which made her a perfect companion for Sheila.

      “Blessed be,” Aaloka said as she put her palms together in front of her chest and bowed her head low to Tara.

      “Blessed be,” Tara responded, echoing Aaloka’s movements. Though witches didn’t normally greet each other that way, Aaloka’s family came from New Delhi. She only wore a sari on nights of performance and celebration. Tonight she wore a casual blue-denim shirt tucked into a pair of skinny black jeans.

      Tara always felt like an Amazon standing next to Aaloka. The woman was tiny, barely reaching Tara’s chest, and bird thin. While Sheila was short, she felt solid to Tara, a tough mountain that would never blow over. Aaloka was more like a willow—not about to be uprooted or broken, however, Tara always had to wonder if Aaloka would sway in a strong enough wind.

      “How do your studies go?” Aaloka asked as she usually did. She was the one who administered the oral part of the test for the circles.

      “Well,” Tara said. She wasn’t really lying. She’d put in the hours studying and memorizing lists of herbs. She needed to add more practice to her curriculum, though. It was difficult, particularly given her flatmate.

      And whenever Tara did make a mistake, the results were more disastrous as she learned to call winds and make them dance around her. Just learning thoughts and control had been a more internal art. Air was external. The circles were purposefully structured that way, an internal art followed by an external, then back to internal, and so on.

      “How is your garden growing?” Aaloka asked.

      Tara blinked in surprise. Generally, Aaloka inquired more about where Tara was in terms of her studies. Asking about her garden was completely new.

      “Really well,” Tara said. “The spearmint would like to take over the entire bench, of course. However, the sage has heard the spearmint’s bid and would like to raise it. The thyme, too, might be a contender before the end of the summer. And I’m not even going to talk about the oregano.”

      Aaloka grinned. “That’s always the way. First one thing decides to take over the world, then the next. You are staying on top of them though, yes?”

      Tara wasn’t really sure what Aaloka was asking. “I make the plants behave, keep their runners to themselves.”

      “Good,” Aaloka said, though from her tone, it was obvious that Tara was missing the point.

      “Oh!” Tara said, not sure why it was important but deciding that maybe it was. “And I had a hummingbird—an Anna—at the feeder this morning.”

      “That’s wonderful news,” Aaloka said, nodding and smiling as if Tara had actually gotten the quiz right. “The hummingbird is a representation of the great Hayvu, the goddess of the western winds. You must be making great progress to draw one of her birds to you.”

      “Or it could be the feeder,” Tara pointed out. That was one of the problems she had with Aaloka. Everything wasn’t necessarily the fault of a god or goddess. Sometimes the responsibility lay in the actions of people, usually when they didn’t listen to their hearts.

      Aaloka cocked her head to one side and looked quizzically at Tara. “Because you live in such a green area and there are always so many birds to contend with, right? Besides the pigeons at the train station.”

      Tara opened her mouth then shut it again. Perhaps Aaloka was right this time. Tara had been thinking the exact same things that morning.

      “Is there something special I should do for my visitor?” Tara asked.

      Aaloka gave Tara a wide grin. “Nope. Just keep feeding it. Hummingbirds are very particular about their nectar. You will need to change it frequently, as well as carefully wash out the feeder every time. You know not to use soap though, right?”

      “Of course!” Tara said, though she hadn’t known at all. What, did soap kill birds?

      “If you use soap, you need to just make sure that you rinse away every trace of it,” Aaloka explained. “Even the smallest amount, particularly in those tiny birds, can do a lot of damage.”

      “I’ll make sure everything’s completely clean,” Tara promised. Maybe she should take the feeder down and clean it tomorrow, just in case…

      “Is there any chance you’ll be able to walk the maze next week? Progress to the next circle?” Aaloka asked, trying to sound casual.

      “No,” Tara said immediately. “I’m not ready yet.”

      Aaloka’s stare bore into Tara, as if trying to touch her soul. “You’re more ready than you realize,” Aaloka said firmly. “You don’t have to have every spell perfectly memorized before you attempt the next step.”

      “But I don’t want to fail,” Tara admitted. “That would just be a waste of your time as well as mine. And the coven’s.”

      Aaloka sighed visibly. “I thought that was the problem,” she said. “Nothing is ever a waste. Not even failing to move from one circle to the next. I think you should try it. You would learn what you need to focus on if you do fail. And if you don’t?” She shrugged and gave Tara a small smile. “You’ll have succeeded. But you can’t succeed unless you try.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Tara said, though she really didn’t feel as though she was ready. Could she cram for the test? When would she have time? The knowledge for each circle built on the previous one. She would have to learn more qualities for all the herbs she already knew, qualities for air as well as thought. Then she’d have to learn even more, adding qualities for feeling on top of everything else.

      “Truly, I think you are ready,” Aaloka said quietly. “The main thing holding you back is yourself.”

      Tara didn’t know what to say in response to that. She wasn’t holding herself back, not as far as she knew. Although she did like to have everything planned out ahead of time if she did make a mistake. She tended to be very controlled, and not very spontaneous.

      It was one of her personal challenges moving into the circle of wind, where storms could just blow up out of nowhere and derail her carefully formulated plans.

      “Think about it,” Aaloka said. “You have the power.” Then she took a step back, making Tara realize just how closely they’d moved together, talking as intimately as lovers. “I see your ride is waiting for you,” Aaloka said, gesturing with her head and pointing with her chin toward Kyle. “I will see you next week. Blessed be.”

      “Blessed be,” Tara said, bowing her head low to her teacher.

      All the ride home through the comfortable silence and dark, Tara thought about what Aaloka had said to her.

      Could she move forward a rank? Was she holding herself back? She just didn’t know.

      But maybe, on Monday, her day off, she could try a few more advanced spells. See if she could loosen up and let the winds come pouring in.

      For the rest of the weekend, she was going to be far too busy between the shop and the kids.
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        * * *

      

      Tara paused outside the shop Saturday morning. Weekends during the summer, particularly during nice weather, were the busiest for them with all the walk by traffic. Combine that with the solstice next week, and the internet shop was also crazy busy.

      Trees dotted the street, set along the sidewalk like precise pins. They gave a little shade, which didn’t help much with the heat. Cars raced along the one way street, rushing between stoplights. Both sides of the street were already full of parked cars, narrowing the passage for those trying to go about their important business. Tourists streamed by the shop, usually carrying a coffee cup or more frequently now, a cold drink.

      One of the older homeless guys—Bill—had already set up a few doors down from the shop. His tanned skin looked like leather. He had a pot belly despite how skinny he looked, the ribs standing out on the sides of his naked chest. His white-and-black scraggly beard hung down just past his neck. Only tufts remained of his hair on his head, as it had receded and left an island in the center of his forehead and not much else.

      For now, Bill sat quietly on the edge of the busy sidewalk with a cup out and a sign. All his worldly possessions were tightly packed around him.

      Tara would have to remember to bring Bill some water later, as well as to keep an eye out for when he started ranting, usually about 1 PM. As it almost always happened at the same time every time she saw him, she figured it was when the drugs or alcohol wore off. She’d only had to call the police on him once. She hadn’t wanted to, but he was scaring the customers, and she was afraid that he might hurt himself as well.

      Fortunately, the homeless left the magic shop alone. They didn’t have a public restroom—Tara and the others had to leave the shop and use the restroom in the warehouse building that was only accessible with a key. While it would have been easy to shoplift things from the shelves, Patricia regularly strengthened the protection spells so merchandise rarely went missing.

      For a moment, Tara thought she caught a scent of the river, that watery reed smell. Then the wind changed and all she could smell was urine and sour homeless guy.

      Was she finally growing an imagination? She snorted at herself. Not very likely.

      She banished all thoughts of her “nightmare” man from her thoughts and entered the already busy shop.

      Han Su was already there, serving someone. Patricia, too, was in the store, talking with a group of three customers while a dozen others already were browsing. Tara knew that Patricia would work the back room once Tara got settled into the front.

      For most of the summer the three of them would work every weekend, at least for a few hours. The shop was closed on Mondays. Patricia handled the store by herself on Tuesdays, so both Han Su and Tara got two days off in a row.

      Except for this past week with inventory, making sure they had enough supplies for solstice, so Tara had worked Monday as well.

      Tara slipped her tiny backpack purse behind the counter, then brightly asked the room, “Can I help someone? Does anyone have any questions?”

      The rest of the day flew by working with one person after another.

      By the time four o’clock rolled around, Tara was dead on her feet, as usual. The crowds had been particularly heavy that day and she’d barely had time to gulp down the smoothie that Han Su had bought for her.

      However, Tara’s day was far from over. After saying goodbye, Tara raced along the crowded sidewalk, heading toward the train stop. Bill was still sitting on the edge of the sidewalk, slumped over. Maybe the meds had worked all day, as she hadn’t heard him ranting when she’d brought him a bottle of water, earlier.

      Or maybe it was the heat. The shop had good air flow, magically enhanced. Even on the hottest days it felt cool in there. Tara hadn’t realized how hot it had actually gotten outside. Earlier in the day there’d been a lovely breeze that had kept it cooler, but that had disappeared as the sun had gained strength.

      Tara remembered when Portland had had more temperate summers. The last couple of years had just gotten hotter and hotter.

      Her coven poured blessings and healing into the earth, but there was only so much they could do.

      Half a dozen street kids lounged near the train stop, leaning up against the brick building on the shady side of the street. One had a guitar and was strumming to himself, not really playing. They had a couple of dogs with them, of course. At least, in Portland, the street kids knew to take care of their animals. She’d heard that wasn’t the case in all cities.

      “Got a spare pass?” one of them asked as she walked by.

      Tara just shook her head. She wanted to feel sorry for all the homeless people in the streets. However, there were just so many of them. It had gotten really bad in downtown for a while. Tara had always set up protection spells before she left her apartment, and had also bought a spray can of mace.

      The new construction and gentrification had forced a lot of the homeless people out. There were still huge camps of them in most every park, near the train station, anyplace they could go.

      And they rode the train. The smell of urine was so strong in the car that Tara boarded that she ended up walking to the next one just to escape it.

      When Tara had been a brand new witch, she’d tried to banish such scents, trying to make where ever she was into a better place.

      Wasn’t that the root of all witchcraft? Or at least the modern varieties? To connect with one’s location and to work to make where you lived a better place? To enrich and enliven the earth?

      The problem was that despite how long people spent using public transportation, like the trains and the busses, they weren’t really anyone’s home. Cleaning a train car or a bus took all of Tara’s strength and energy, then tied her to the location so she kept being drained.

      It was a good way to burn up extra power, like after a moon ritual when she felt overly full.

      But after working all day, Tara needed to recover instead of expend.

      At least the train cars were airconditioned. She collapsed into her hard plastic seat and closed her eyes for a brief moment.

      The smell of the river made her open her eyes again.

      Just a few feet away from her, standing in front of the door, was the gentleman from last night.

      He wore the same old-fashioned outfit—brown wool jacket, pants, and vest, with a bowler hat, white shirt, and string tie. His face was slightly clearer, and Tara could see that he was clean shaven. His round cheeks definitely made him look younger, maybe only in his late twenties. He had a perfectly normal nose, though she might have labeled his chin as weak.

      She still couldn’t see his eyes, though, couldn’t tell what color they were. Were they the gray of summer storms? The blue of winter skies? Or the brown of the swollen spring waters?

      He stared straight ahead, looking out the door of the train, watching the traffic and world go by.

      The smell of the river rolled over Tara, as if a strong breeze had just blown off the water. Her arms suddenly felt heavy, weighed down with wet ropes. She gulped the air, struggling to take a full deep breath. Her vision grew hazy.

      Just as suddenly, everything grew clear.

      Dread rooted Tara to the spot. She wanted to flee, but found she still couldn’t move. She could look around, and glanced this way and that, seeking a way to escape.

      As the train drew slowly to a stop, the man turned to look at her. His face wavered more, as though he peered up at her from under the water.

      Still, she knew, somehow, that he smiled directly at her as he tipped his hat, just before he stepped off the train.

      Tara still wanted to run away, though the man had gotten off the train. It made no sense for her to get off and follow him. She stayed where she was, the fear sliding off of her as the train pulled away from the station.

      Was he just in her imagination? She still wasn’t sure. She’d never heard of a ghost haunting a person and not a building or a cemetery. Despite her terror, she couldn’t help but think he was human, or mostly human.

      Her friend Dave would say that he presented as human, and that had to be good enough.

      Why had he appeared on the train that way? Was it just to scare the crap out of her? What did he want?

      And most importantly, why her?

      Tara didn’t know, and she suspected that she wouldn’t like the answers when she did find them.
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        * * *

      

      The quiet Clackamas neighborhood always reminded Tara of just how different the various parts of Portland, from the high energy streets of downtown, to the quirky, hip parts of Aurora, to the quieter, richer suburbs.

      At least she could easily get to her second job on the train. It took a long while, about forty-five minutes each way. But it was cheaper to take transport than to own a car. Parking would be impossible as well where she currently lived, and yet another expense.

      It took her a brisk five minute walk from the station to get to the house. The Martins had two boys, ages four and six, and needed her to come stay with them overnight most every Saturday.

      Both Mr. and Mrs. Martin—Tim and Veronica—were witches. Their coven met on Saturday nights. Tara had first been recommended for the regular job from her first family, the Johnsons. When Tara had moved out of the apartment she’d shared with her then boyfriend, she’d needed a cheap place to stay. The Johnsons had taken her on as an au pair for their twin girls.

      What Tara hadn’t realized for a couple of years was that the main reason the Johnsons had hired her was because she had power. She’d stumbled into it after a couple of years, meeting Miss Lucy at one of the Johnsons’ parties.

      While Tara still considered the Johnsons friends, and she regularly got both birthday cards and solstice cards from the girls, she wasn’t necessarily friendly with them. First of all, their economic status set them far apart from Tara who still struggled to make ends meet. In addition, they weren’t the same sort of witch that she was. She wouldn’t say that they practiced black magic, more like tainted.

      The Martins weren’t in the same coven as the Johnsons, and they practiced a more clean magic. They knew each other from their various day jobs, not their covens.

      So Tara came to spend the night every Saturday night, fixing the boys dinner, spending the night, then fixing breakfast for the entire family before taking the long train ride back into the city and starting at noon at the shop again. The Martins paid very well and in cash. They didn’t have to give her so much money, however, they felt as though they were paying it forward, helping a struggling new witch make ends meet.

      Vicky Martin was ready by the time Tara came in the backdoor. Tim was the one who was always late. She wore a typical soccer mom outfit, a blue polo shirt over a jeans skirt, her dark brown hair tied up into a cute ponytail, with bangs over her forehead. Her white skin was always tanned, no matter what time of year.

      “I’m so glad you’re here!” Vicky exclaimed as she walked forward and took both of Tara’s hands, squeezing them gently. “Davie has a fever. I’m sure it’s nothing. But I’d like for you to prepare a healing soup for him.”

      “Of course,” Tara said brightly, though she groaned inside. Davie was the younger boy, only four, with Carl the eldest, at six. They would normally ignore Tara all evening, coming out of their rooms for dinner then disappearing back to the games they played. (It was part of the deal they had with their parents—online games only when the parents were gone for the night, which meant every Saturday.)

      If Davie wasn’t feeling well, he’d want to spend all evening with her, curled up on the couch beside her. It meant he’d dictate whatever they watched on the big screen TV, then complain when she changed the channel, though he’d been asleep for the past hour.

      Then again, Davie had started feeling “sick” at least once a month or so since January. Tara suspected that Davie just liked hanging out with her, but he couldn’t admit that, certainly not to his parents or his brother. Girls were kind of icky, and likely to remain so for a while.

      “Don’t know what time we’ll be home,” Vickie said. “Don’t worry about staying up.”

      Vickie always said that. Tara had only stayed up the one time, and that was because she felt as though she’d needed to talk to the boys’ parents right when they got home. Carl had started a fire and Tara hadn’t been sure if he’d actually used matches or not.

      The boys had never shown any other indication of power, however. It was too early for any magic to manifest, though Tim had confessed that he’d had some indications when he’d been a pre-teen.

      “And can you make a little extra soup?” Vickie asked as she turned away. “It’s always so good.”

      Tara smiled. One of her strengths, both before and after she came into power, was knowing how to make food taste good with all the spices she had at hand. She’d started cooking at a young age, mainly in self-defense, because her mother hadn’t been a very good cook.

      Then again, her mother considered garlic an exotic spice.

      “Anything else?” Tara asked as she followed Vickie out of the kitchen and into the rest of the house.

      The front hallway had the front door on the left, which no one ever used, and a grand staircase that wound around to the right, enabling Vickie to make a grand entrance from time to time. Just past that was the living room. A huge, electric fireplace stood just to the right, with the big flatscreen TV hanging over the empty mantle.

      A long, black microfiber couch ran across most of the room. It folded out into Tara’s bed when she stayed over. Behind the couch, tall windows showed a small strip of green and a wooden fence. The air smelled of the lavender and peppermint sachet that sat in a basket on a corner of the fireplace, the heart of the home.

      Davie was already curled up in a soft, beige blanket on the couch. He did look sweaty, his white skin pale, his dark eyes large in his face. Dark hair fell over his forehead and stuck up at the back of his head. He wore a green camouflage T-shirt, as well as flannel pajama pants covered in trains.

      “Hi,” he said softly, pushing himself up to seated.

      Tara went and sat next to him on the couch, bringing the back of her hand to his forehead.

      “You’re a bit warm, aren’t you sweetie?” she said to Davie. He wasn’t running a high fever, but he was undoubtedly sick.

      At least she rarely caught any bugs from anyone these days. Her own natural defenses kept her safe. Plus, if she ever did start to sniffle, she knew exactly which herbs to take in order to heal herself.

      “You lay back down,” Tara told Davie as she stood up. “Can I talk to you for a second?” she asked Vickie.

      Vickie nodded and led the way into the formal dining room that was just off the living room. The kitchen was just around the corner, the downstairs one large circle.

      “What’s wrong?” Vickie asked as she stopped and leaned against the long, dark wood serving hutch.

      “There’s been a man, I think he’s a man. He’s been haunting me,” Tara said. “But I don’t think he’s a ghost.”

      Both Vickie and Tim were fourth level witches. They knew more than she did about the arcane arts and the various creatures who inhabited all the planes.

      “Haunting you?” Vickie asked.

      Tara told of her two run-ins with the man. She didn’t like how he’d made her feel. She knew she hadn’t imagined him.

      Vickie listened to Tara’s story carefully, nodding in sympathy. “I’ve never heard of anyone like that before,” she said, her eyes wide. “I’ll ask Tamia, our anima, if you’d like.”

      “Please,” Tara said, nodding, relief settling across her shoulders.

      “Do you think he’ll show up here?” Vickie asked.

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted. She would never knowingly put the boys in danger.

      “I’ll add extra protection to the house tonight, before we go,” Vickie said firmly. “You’ll be safe here.”

      “Thank you,” Tara said. She wasn’t sure exactly what she was going to do if this man/creature kept haunting her.

      First, she needed to figure out what he was, exactly. Through knowledge came power. While a witch might have some level of wild magic, he or she could never tap into their full potential without a lot of learning and training. Or at least that was what the current schools of witchcraft believed.

      Davie didn’t get off the couch until after his parents had left, while Tara was already in the kitchen, starting the soup. The chicken was already in the pressure cooker, cooking, while she chopped up the herbs and vegetables she’d add next.

      “Smells good,” he admitted, pulling up a tall stool to sit on the counter next to her. “What’s in it?”

      Tara had started with a good bone broth that Vickie regularly made and kept in the freezer. “This and that,” Tara teased the boy.

      Davie rolled his eyes almost as well as a teenager. “What’s that?” he said, pointing to her cutting board.

      The large, two-inch-thick butcher block was already covered in chopped up piles of herbs. It rested over the two-basin sink on a piece of plywood that had been specifically made for just that purpose. While the rest of the house as huge, the kitchen was quite small, with very limited counter space.

      “So that’s lemon verbena,” Tara said, pointing to the small pile in the far corner, and not what Davie was pointing at.

      He merely rolled his eyes at her again. “Uh huh,” he said. “And?”

      Tara smiled and went through the rest of the chopped up ingredients, pleased that Davie wanted to learn.

      “Thyme, rosemary, sage—those always go well with chicken,” she said. Then she finally talked about the herb he was pointing to. “That’s lovage,” she said, handing him a small leaf. “What does that remind you of?”

      He sniffed it, then took a small bite. “Celery!” he said, surprised.

      “That’s right,” she said. “Then I have a little marjoram and some turmeric.”

      “That’s the stuff that turns your fingers yellow,” Davie complained.

      “And your tongue, too,” Tara told him. “You’ll have to go check after dinner.”

      “Cool,” Davie said. He watched her chop up the carrots, turnips, and butternut squash. He rested his head on his arms on the counter.

      Poor boy was really sick that evening. He normally would have a bunch more questions for her and would want to help. She wasn’t used to seeing him so still and quiet.

      “You want to go and lay down for a while?” she asked, checking the timer on the pressure cooker. The chicken would be finished in four minutes, and she’d have to let it sit for ten more minutes, slow releasing the pressure, before she could cook the veggies.

      Davie shook his head though he didn’t bother to raise it.

      After a bit, Tara realized that Davie was humming something. She couldn’t quite figure out what it was. It seemed familiar, but not.

      “Whatcha singing?” Tara asked after a bit.

      “The real London Bridges,” Davie said proudly. “Not the silly one that the other kids know.”

      “I don’t know the real London Bridges,” Tara said. “Can you teach me?”

      “Sure!” Davie said. He got up off his stool, then pushed it to the side so he had a bit more room.

      
        
        “London Bridge is broken down,

        Dance over my Lady Lay,

        London Bridge is broken down,

        With a gray lady.

      

        
      
        How shall we build it up again?

        Dance over my Lady Lay,

        How shall we build it up again?

        With a gray lady.

      

        
      
        Silver and gold will be stolen away,

        Dance over my Lady Lay.

        Wood and clay will wash away,

        With a gray lady.

      

        
      
        Iron and steel will bow and bend,

        Dance over my Lady Lay.

        Steel and iron will be the end,

        Of a gray lady.

      

        
      
        Build it up with stone so strong,

        Dance over the dead lady.

        With a heart it will last so long

        From a gray lady.”

      

      

      Davie danced in place while he sang, circling, and sometimes lifting his arms up as children did when singing the song.

      Tara turned to look at him as he ended. “Where ever did you learn that?” she asked. “I’ve never heard that version before.”

      Davie grinned at her. “Some of the boys at the daycare,” he told her proudly. Then he looked worried. “They said we weren’t supposed to tell our parents, that the song was just for kids. But you’re not my parent. Right?”

      “That’s right,” Tara said. “Did those boys tell you any other secrets?” she asked, wanting to make sure that Davie wasn’t getting into something over his head.

      “No,” Davie said, his eyes wide as he shook his head.

      Tara could tell he was lying. The timer beeped at her, telling her that she should quick release the steam on the pressure cooker now.

      “Thank you for singing that for me,” she said. “Now, are you ready for a loud noise?”

      Davie stuck his fingers in his ears and nodded.

      Tara pushed the release valve, making sure that her hand wasn’t in the way of the blowing steam. “Dinner will be in about fifteen minutes,” she told Davie.

      “Yay!” Davie said. He looked up at her. “I’m hungry,” he said, as if this was something new.

      “That’s good. Maybe you’re getting better.”

      Davie came over and wrapped his arms around Tara’s legs, giving her a quick hug. “That’s because you’re here,” he said. “You make me better.”

      “Thank you, sweetie,” Tara said, patting his head. She slipped her hand down
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