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      Moss breathed, smelling the sweet, clean musk of the cedar, and the rich honey notes of melting beeswax.

      Images darted through his mind like schools of fish. Shaggy’s face, lit by sunshine. The strobe lights of the dance club. The river. Images of himself, arms in long tubes, locked down to his comrades. Police in riot gear. Shaggy again, eyebrows creased with worry. Cormorants skimming over the water.

      He inhaled again, more slowly and deeply, trying not to clutch at the thoughts.

      Trying to flow like the river itself.
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      The old-fashioned vaudeville house mostly hosted concerts beneath its arched walls and curved, baroque ceiling. But this Sunday night, Temple, the quarterly pop-up club, was packed to the balconies with every Burner, raver, neo-hippie, and polyamorous love-bomber within driving, cycling, or bus range.

      Lights flashed, strobing from blue to orange to white. The DJ, like some sort of God up on the stage, orchestrated it all. The space filled with the sweet tang of marijuana smoke, patchouli, amber resin, gin, and spilled beer. This mélange was undercut with traces from people vaping near the door, and Moss loved it all.

      It was everything that Moss’s spirit desired. He needed this more than anything else right now. A moment of joy. A chance to feel free.

      The electronic dance music pulsed through Moss’s body, lighting him up inside. There was nothing, absolutely nothing, that he loved better than this. To be surrounded by a crush of other humans, all moving, flowing, sinuous, and staccato. One being, made of light and sweat and joy.

      With a roar, the crowd raised their arms, and shook their hands in the air. The beat shifted, the bass kicked in, and like one dynamic creature, the whole crowd began to bounce. Sheer joy. Moss’s smile was so huge, it felt as if his face would split in two. Lifting his own arms, he slid his fingers through the air, feeling the spirits. The hundred-year-old spirit that lived in the building. The spirit of the sound system and the lights. The spirit of the music itself. And the spirit of each person as they danced around him.

      Moss bounced, and waved his hands, conjuring up a spirit of his own. A spirit of magic and love. His calves bunched and tightened, shaking him up off the long, wooden planks of the dance floor, bouncing with the rhythm of every single body that touched his. Yes, this was his religion. Yes, as much as he adored the magic of his coven, and the sacred beauty of the great outdoors—the rivers and mountains and trees—this was Moss’s church. It was here that he prayed.

      A nerdy, activist, Japanese-American kid from Beaverton, he’d become an EDM fan the first time his parents took him to the Portland Pride parade. He’d never gotten around to asking whether his parents were just trying to share their culturally liberal stance with their only son, or whether they’d somehow picked up that his crushes included a girl in his class and Tobey Maguire in his tight Spiderman suit.

      That June day, the sight of men kissing men, women kissing women, and folks of indeterminate genders frolicking around in outfits that would make any cosplayer proud had made his head swirl. But the biggest soul-shaking thing about his first Portland Pride? That was the music.

      It boomed from party floats festooned with ribbons, balloons, and streamers and covered with happy people gyrating in the sun. The music filled him with a sense of happiness he’d never experienced before. In the decade since, it didn’t matter what the dance music called itself—EDM, house, even industrial—or what variations came and went on the charts, Moss sought it out.

      So here he was at Temple. The place of worship. The place of delight. The place where Moss, packed in with a thousand other people, could worship as he willed.

      Moss needed church. It had been a hell of a year, and frankly, the last giant piece of magic his coven had done had depleted everyone. Oh, it was well worth it—they’d pretty much taken out the whole infrastructure of Immigration and Customs—but the coven needed a break. Except for one meeting to debrief, Arrow and Crescent Coven hadn’t even met. Not even for the full moon. And here it was, coming up on the autumn equinox, and Moss couldn’t help but wonder what was next.

      Lately, something tickled at the edges of his awareness, breaking through the pulsating sense of well-being and joy. It was the same thing that had been bothering him off and on for the past couple of months. Trouble brewing. A spirit in danger. Something…

      Whatever the spirit was, it didn’t feel like one of the smaller, more ordinary kami that inhabited everything. This consciousness felt big. Moss had been so exhausted and overwhelmed he hadn’t made space to figure it out yet, but it felt as if the kami was part of some large system important to Portland itself.

      As he danced, his thoughts traced the edges of the troubled spirit. Sometimes it took an altered state like being on the dance floor for his subconsciousness to rise to the surface, giving him the information he was seeking. He danced, pushing just a little at whatever it was…and a sudden rush shot through him, as if a dam had burst, shoving him off balance.

      Moss stumbled into the man next to him, a white dude in dreadlocks wrapped with Day-Glo yarn. The man gave his arms a friendly, steadying squeeze.

      “You good, gorgeous?” The man flashed him a huge grin, white teeth glowing green beneath the black lights.

      “Um. Yeah!” Moss shouted back, shaking his head to clear it. “I’m great. Thanks.”

      He had been great, anyway, until that energetic river practically knocked him to the floor.

      “Is it you?” he murmured, conjuring up the image of the Columbia River that bordered Portland in the north, dividing it from Washington state. “Or you? Are you trying to tell me something?” The Willamette River. The body of water that flowed closest to Moss’s home. He considered that river a friend.

      Neither river gave him much, just an increased sense of unease. But he couldn’t help but feel there was more going on. That his spidey senses hadn’t been telegraphing danger for nothing.

      But damn it, he needed a night off from all of that, which was why he’d come out in the first place. Be here now, as the hippies would say. Moss shook his head again, then shook the rest of his body in time with the beat, trying to get back to the moment, and dancing, and not worrying about the past, or what might be coming.

      If he were a different person, he would be dissolving acid on his tongue, or dropping MDMA to escape what worried him. But the magic of the music and the energy of the crowd were ecstasy enough. He had learned that long ago. Oh, Moss wasn’t against some of Snoop Dogg’s “Tanqueray and chronic,” and would be getting another drink or a puff soon, but for joyous, soul-expanding communion? His preferred drugs were still sex, magic…and dancing.

      When trouble dogged the edges of his consciousness, any of the above were usually an antidote to his woes. Tonight, he let the music move all thought out from his head, and opened his own spirit outward again, reveling in the flow of the music and the crowd.

      The DJ segued into Moss’s current musical favorite, Kygo. The bouncy tropical house mix filled the air with quick piano, electronic backbeat, and over it all, soaring, R&B tinged vocals. Moss threw back his head and laughed.

      On he danced, twirling and bouncing, bumping shoulders, and tasting the sweat that rolled past his lips. If he could have kissed the entire universe, he would.

      It was good to be alive.

      Forty minutes later, Moss was soaked in sweat, feeling cleansed, and vibrating with the power of the crowd. He also desperately needed some water and a little breathing room. He angled his shoulders, dancing his small frame through the crush, toward the long bar lit up with blue and white lights.

      And then he saw her. The dream girl, with her pale, elfin face, lightly muscled shoulders, and sharp collarbones that peeked out from a bright silk halter top. His two-night stand from the massive Bliss Festival up in British Columbia just six weeks before.

      He’d volunteered to work the big camping festival to get out of town, away from the political aftermath that rocked the city after the coven and their friends had taken down the ICE building and freed the asylum seekers into the loving, capable hands of a whole network of immigrant’s rights groups.

      Oh, it had been a righteous action, but Moss needed some frivolity after that. His work as both an activist and a witch got too heavy sometimes.

      And at Bliss, he’d found her. In between his work shifts, they’d danced for hours, bumping against each other over and over, until finally, they ended up making out while several thousand people danced around them. Moss would never forget that night. The massive energy of the crowd. The way the music felt like sex. The way her lips tasted, like pot and cherry candy.

      Finally, she had dragged him back to her fancy glamping tent, lit with glow sticks and solar lanterns. Back to her bed, piled high with fake fur blankets and tapestry pillows.

      Who had a tent like that? A bed like that? Moss was lucky to have his one-person—two in a pinch—crawl-in-on-your-belly tent that he took on bicycle trips and backpacking.

      But yeah, at a festival where Moss had to work in exchange for the price of a ticket he couldn’t afford, who had a fancy tent like that?

      A rich girl, that’s who.

      A tiny woman with strawberry-blond hair in a pixie cut, and lips he wished he could kiss again.

      A woman named Shaggy, that was who.

      All thoughts of the river, agitated kami, and any trouble that brewed in the early autumn air left his head when she turned, and the strobing lights of the club lit up her blue, blue eyes.
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      Shaggy felt out of sorts, despite being in the middle of a dance party where some of her favorite music played. Well. It had been her favorite music until recently. Damn it. Now, the bouncy birthday ode to Kygo’s baby girl just made Shaggy want to run.

      And she wasn’t actually in the middle of the party, either, more like skirting the edges tonight, and that wasn’t like her. She shouldn’t have come out, but had thought the scene would take her mind off her current problem. But now that she was here—not drinking, not smoking weed, or dropping Molly—all she wanted was to go home to her newly purchased condo in the Pearl, dodgy stomach, tender breasts, and all. Her mother had bought the condo as an investment, of course, but it was Shaggy’s while she got her MFA.

      “Buy you a drink?” The man was tall, with dark skin barely covered by a green vest that topped his loose, paisley-patterned pants.

      “Oh! No. I’m just waiting for my friends. Thanks, though.”

      One of the little lies that every woman learned to tell strangers. Always let them know you have backup coming, even if you don’t.

      “You have a chill night,” the man replied, before turning away.

      Finally, the hated “Happy Birthday” song ended, the DJ put on some old Skrillex, and the crowd went nuts. From just outside, it looked like some giant, undulating sea creature made of Day-Glo and neon in the midst of a great, dark sea lit from above by cosmic forces gathered in a riot of celebration.

      And not too long ago, Shaggy would have felt all of that, too. She would be high, and smack in the middle of the cosmic party.

      But she was new to town, having just moved up from California wine country to go to design school in a place far enough from her mother, but still close enough to remain within her sphere.

      She had no posse, no squad, no gang of brightness to surround her and jolly her out of her current mood.

      She was pregnant and didn’t know what she was going to do about it, and it was all her fault. She was the one who’d stupidly forgotten to pack condoms and insisted he didn’t need to go back to his tent for his stash. He said he was clean, and she replied that she was both clean and on birth control even though the latter wasn’t true. She barely ever had periods and had more scar tissue in her uterus than any one person should be subjected to. Doctors repeatedly told her it was highly unlikely she’d ever get pregnant. But then she’d started feeling nauseated, and suspicious. Three positive home pregnancy kits later, and here she was. Sore, alone, and pregnant by a person she’d had sex with three times over the course of one music festival. A person she would never see again.

      Might as well get drunk, she thought. No way was she keeping this thing inside of her for nine months anyway, so why was she even being careful?

      She knew why, though. After being told your chances of pregnancy were slim to none? You didn’t easily throw away what might be your only chance.

      But that didn’t make her want a baby. Not now, and after resigning herself to her situation, she had assumed, not ever.

      “Hey! Shaggy! Wow! What are you doing here?”

      Oh shit. What the hell were the odds? It was him, with his practically black eyes, his short shock of black hair, and his soft, warm voice. Standing there, staring at her with a look of happy surprise on his face, a bottle of water in one hand. The activist and great dancer. The guy who looked amazing, all pale brown skin and tight muscle in a white tank top that glowed lavender under the strobing lights.

      The guy who kissed like no one she’d ever kissed before.

      Moss. The guy who’d gotten her pregnant.

      “Shaggy?” His gentle hand on her upper arm. “You okay?”

      “No, I…” Heart racing, she whipped her head around, looking for a way out. It was all of a sudden really hard to breathe. “I need to get out of here.”

      “Let’s go,” he replied, and gently steered her through the people clustered near the bar and around the edges of the main dance floor. Pushing through the double swinging doors felt like entering an airlock. Instantly, the sound muted itself and the pressure on her heart and lungs receded.

      But Moss didn’t stop. He continued through the small, jewel-like vestibule and on out through the heavy glass and brass doors.

      Shaggy followed like some imprinted duckling. Shocking as it was to run into him, she had to admit it was nice to see his face. But fuck, how the hell was she supposed to have a normal conversation with the guy when a tiny elephant occupied the space between them?

      “Need some water?” he asked, cracking open the cap.

      She nodded and, taking the plastic bottle, raised it to her forehead for a moment before drinking. Cool. Wet. Good. It calmed her jitters a little. She handed the bottle back.

      “Thanks.”

      Two couples tripped down the sidewalk toward them, shrieking with laughter. A car boomed by. The air smelled of motor oil and the lingering scent of perfume. Moss angled himself toward her, just a little. Not enough to seem like he was protecting her, but just enough to let her know that yeah, he was there.

      He smelled like clean sweat, cinnamon, and sunshine.

      “So, um…” she said. Great, Shaggy. But she really didn’t know what else to say, and then realized he was talking.

      “I never expected to see you again,” he was saying. “What are you doing in Portland? I thought you lived near SF?”

      “I do. I did. I came up to go to design school.” And to get away from my mother, Bianca, who only wants the best for me and thinks I’m halfway useless.

      “Wow. That’s cool.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Me? Oh, just gig economy stuff, you know. Picking people up in my hybrid, making deliveries, and spending the rest of my time trying to save the earth.”

      He grinned on that last part.

      “And going clubbing.” Shaggy jerked her head toward the doors.

      “Always,” he replied. His eyebrows drew together slightly. “But we got you out of the club because something was going on. No pressure, but do you want to go somewhere? Talk about it? I can buy you a drink. Cup of tea, maybe?”

      She stood rooted to the sidewalk for a moment, staring at him. Part of her wanted to run back to her posh condo. The other part wanted nothing more than to have a cup of tea with this guy.

      Even if that meant she was going to need to figure out how to get through the next hour while lying through her teeth.

      Because no way was she telling Moss she was pregnant.

      For one night, this night, she was going to pretend to be a woman who’d run into a really nice guy she’d had some fun with at a festival. That she wasn’t pregnant and running from weird family shit. That she wasn’t rich and he wasn’t poor. She’d act as if maybe, just maybe, they were a couple of regular people getting to know each other over cups of tea in a café at night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            MOSS

          

        

      

    

    
      Moss parked on a side street near one of the swank restaurants across from the river on the edges of downtown.

      He’d been driving all morning and needed a break. Taking a deep drink of water, he wished his steel thermos was filled with coffee instead. Oh, he knew the water was more important, and his body needed it, and yadda yadda, but the reality was that he’d gotten only three hours of sleep. The cup of coffee he’d made at home felt long gone, having barely penetrated his system.

      He and Shaggy had talked for a couple of hours, closing out a late night café. It was great to see her. To smell her. She clearly felt troubled by something—skirting around a big topic, it felt like—and getting her to laugh a couple of times had felt like victory. Once they’d been kicked out by a sleepy barista, Moss walked her to her place, a condo complex further north in the Pearl. She didn’t invite him up, but the place looked as high end as her glamping tent.

      After an awkward hug goodbye, Moss walked back to his car and drove across the bridge toward home, completely amped up and had stayed that way until he finally nodded off in the middle of an old Bruce Lee movie at around three-thirty in the morning.

      He still couldn’t believe he’d actually run into Shaggy after resigning himself to never seeing her again. A woman who…yeah. A woman who did him in. Who might just be someone special.

      He glanced at his phone, which was plugged into the dash. The battery had been draining itself lately, and he didn’t know why. The thing just wasn’t that old. He also hadn’t made the time to take it in. The phone was practically brand new, no way it should be draining that way. He’d been getting weird spam texts and a higher than usual level of robot calls, too. Should he check with Alejandro or Jack to see if someone was messing with it? Or was that too paranoid?

      Moss sighed and unplugged the phone. The battery was at fifty percent and would have to do.

      Shoving open the door to his second-hand Prius, he groaned. He really felt like hell.

      Count your blessings, man.

      The ginkgo trees that lined the street were beautiful, the sky was blue, and he’d had a great time the night before. An amazing night, actually. Better than expected. And he wasn’t stuck in an office cubicle, which made life even better.

      And right this minute? One of his blessings was the fact that he could take a break, get some more coffee, and take a walk along the Willamette. The Prius beeped as he locked it. Moss had bought the used car with a little help from his parents. He felt bourgeois and weird driving the thing, but his dad pointed out that if he was going to drive for a living, he might as well pollute as little as possible. As an environmentalist, Moss couldn’t disagree.

      Someday, he’d like to do something that felt more righteous for work, but for now? Driving paid the rent on a big bedroom in his shared St. John’s household, and left him time to do tree sits, blockades, and other actions.

      Shoving his key fob into the pocket of his jeans, Moss strolled up the sidewalk toward the coffee cart at the corner. Just up ahead, beneath one of the trees, a houseless man stuffed a big, black coat into a collapsible shopping trolley. It was his old friend, Henry. The man had the long, tapered fingers people usually associated with pianists or basketball players. Moss happened to know he’d been the former, and still played when he could in community centers or the occasional bar that actually let him through the doors.

      That was how Moss had met him. Henry was playing for tips in a dive bar in Moss’s neighborhood one night. He’d still had a room indoors then, at a single room occupancy hotel, so it was easier for him to get the occasional gig. His playing was sublime, and Moss had thrown some money in his jar and then ended up talking with him for an hour once his sets were done.

      “Hey, Henry!”

      “Moss! It’s good to see you, my friend!”

      “How you doing?” Moss asked. Henry looked okay today. Just a little worn out around the edges, like his coat, but relatively clean, and clear-eyed, too.

      “I’m alive, my friend. It’s another beautiful Portland morning!”

      “I was heading for a coffee. Can I get you something?” Moss nodded toward the cart one block up, toward the river.

      “A black coffee and a banana wouldn’t go amiss.”

      “You got it,” Moss said. “Come on down once you’re packed up.”

      Moss really liked the man, but running into him also hadn’t been part of the morning’s plan. He really wanted some alone time at the river, and now it seemed like he might not get it.

      The universe doesn’t always give us what we want or need, but sometimes it does, and we just aren’t paying attention. Raquel’s words echoed inside Moss’s head. His mentor was pretty wise sometimes, and she was right. This was probably one of those moments Moss needed to pay attention to.

      He paused under a ginkgo tree for the space of one long inhalation. Hello, tree, he thought, then softly clapped his hands three times. The greeting and hand claps were ingrained habit—it was just polite to greet the kami of a tree you were standing under—and he didn’t wait for a response before closing his eyes and sending his next thought further out into the cosmos. May I be open to what this moment has to teach me.

      A diffuse sort of prayer, it was more of a reminder to himself than an entreaty to anything else that might happen to be listening.

      He heard Henry’s cart trundle up behind him and snapped his eyes open again, smiling and feeling a little more centered and less grumpy than he had when he’d parked his car. Worked like a charm.

      “You doing your witchy business?” Henry asked when he reached Moss.

      “Something like that. Let’s go get that coffee.”

      Moss placed their order at the little red kiosk, paid, and then turned to Henry.

      “Hey Henry, how has the city felt to you lately?”

      He wouldn’t ask just anyone a question like that, but Moss knew Henry kept his ear to the ground and would understand what he meant. Even in his worst drinking bouts, Henry generally kept his wits about him. He was also one of the most perceptive people Moss had ever met, outside of his coven mates.

      Henry ran a hand across his stubbled chin, thinking.

      “Moss!” the cart owner called. Moss returned to the window and retrieved two cardboard coffee cups and two bright yellow bananas.

      He joined Henry on a piece of low wall that edged a restaurant parking lot and faced across Naito Parkway toward the river. It wasn’t as good as being directly next to the river, but the view was gorgeous nonetheless.

      The span of the Burnside Bridge gleamed to his left, its low white observation turrets looking down on the river. On the water itself, past the greensward of Tom McCall park, sailboats tacked under the morning sun. The air was warm, but not hot, and the coffee had a delicious, nutty taste to it.

      Henry carefully unpeeled his banana and took a big bite. This gave Moss a pang. The guy was clearly hungry, and had probably been packing up to head over to Sisters of the Road for lunch.

      “I’m not keeping you from something, am I?”

      Henry shook his head and chewed. “Nope. I need to head out soon, but I’ve got a little time. You wanted to know if I noticed something strange lately? About the city?”

      “Yeah. You know, like people being more agitated than usual, or more fights breaking out…or the opposite, even. More people in a good mood. Like that. Or the crows or geese acting differently, even. I know you spend a lot of time on the streets and around the river here, so I figured you would notice.”

      Henry finished his banana and carefully set the peel on the wall before picking up his coffee cup and taking an appreciative sip.

      “Abdul makes the best coffee,” he said. “To answer you, yes. I think I have noticed some things lately. It feels like there’s more pain in the air than usual, if I can put it that way.”

      Moss sipped at his own coffee, thinking. As he drank the nutty brew, he centered himself again. Dropping his attention deep into his center of gravity on a breath, he focused. Then, on his second exhalation, he imagined the edges of his aura softening, and let his attention expand all around him. It was hard to do, because he felt so tired, but it was a technique that Brenda and Raquel had drilled him in. Clearly he needed to practice more but…Henry was right. There was something there.

      “It makes sense to me, Henry. I feel it, too.”

      The city felt…disturbed. And what was worse? So did the river. Damn it. He really needed to get another hour’s worth of driving in before his lunch date with Alejandro.

      Whatever was bothering the spirits of the city and the Willamette would have to wait. And Shaggy? He just hoped she’d see him again.
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      Shaggy found it very hard to focus, which was bad, because the class wasn’t all that large and there was no place to hide. She was one of only twenty people in the bright room, and despite the lights being off and the roller blinds all at half mast so they could watch the examples Professor Logan clicked through on the white screen, the mid-September sun still streamed through the windows.

      It was early fall in Portland, Oregon, and here she was, in school again. She loved school. She’d been totally looking forward to getting her MFA in creative design, with an emphasis on costumery, even if it meant she had told her mother she would also take some UX classes. As if she wanted to work for some corporate user experience department. But she did it to keep the peace. And to get a break from the family dynamic without cutting herself off so much that the money dried up.

      Professor Logan was an older white guy in a faded denim shirt and black jeans. With bright green rectangular glasses perched on his nose, he looked like some Boomer hipster. His hair was a short white shock that contrasted with his salt-and-pepper goatee. The snatches of lecture penetrating Shaggy’s swirl of thought and emotion were actually interesting. His hands swept through the air as he explained the history of designing furniture that combined both form and function, whether it was making patterns for large, industrial produced mass-market chairs or hand-building a single sofa.

      But she couldn’t pay attention. Couldn’t get the pregnancy thing off her mind. That damn Kygo song from the club still bounced through her head, reminding her that she should be overjoyed to be pregnant, instead of angry, annoyed, and confused.

      Gah. This was the last thing Shaggy needed. She’d gone to the club hoping to escape her news for a few hours, not have “you’re pregnant” thrown in her face. And then Moss. She’d forgotten he lived in Portland, if she’d ever even known. Seeing him felt like a punch in the chest. Her body still wanted him. Badly. And the longer they talked over their late night tea, the more Shaggy had to admit that her heart wanted him, too.

      But she still had no clue how to navigate the situation. She’d moved up here hoping to have a chance to actually live the life of the free spirit she pretended to be. The raver rich girl with the weird name, whose mom, Bianca, paid for fancy electronics and VIP passes to all the big festivals. Bianca hated Shaggy’s world, including her “little hobby” of making clothes, but she paid for it all the same.

      No one ever saw the cost, or the grief that had almost ripped Shaggy to shreds a year ago. No one knew that Shaggy had basically cared for her once-famous father all during high school after Bianca had abandoned him to alcohol and depression.

      Bianca paid both for his condo and his basic monthly bills, of course. “I’m not heartless,” she would say. But she wouldn’t see him. The divorce was finalized by the time Shaggy turned sixteen.

      So Shaggy had become his only confidant as his hands—which once wielded the sculptor’s tools that gave him worldwide recognition, now ruined by rheumatoid arthritis—only held a constant glass of gin.

      A few days before the massive heart attack that killed him, Shaggy stopped by his condo. “My heart is broken, little girl,” he’d said to her. And one week later, they’d found out that was true. He’d left Shaggy to Bianca, who indulged Shaggy’s grief by letting her club her brain out as long as she went to university and got some sort of degree.

      Well, Shaggy had done that, studying art history and fiber arts, then trying her hand at figure drawing, before settling on huge, abstract paintings done while high on ecstasy or smoke and making festival costumes for herself and her friends.

      But she needed to get away, from Bianca and from all the places she’d known only with her dad. So she had applied to the Portland School of Design, figuring it was both just far enough away to escape, and close enough for Bianca to not complain.

      And now she was pregnant.

      And Moss…

      Professor Logan switched his slide to something so perfect, Shaggy gave a small gasp. It was just a chair, and clearly an assembly line chair, at that. But Shaggy could still feel the artist in it. She could see their vision in the graceful curve of the back, and the way it fitted just so into the rounded seat. And the legs…arcs of wood so slender, she wasn’t even sure how they supported anything, let alone a human body.

      But there it was. Possibility. Creation.

      She realized her hands had crept over her still-flat stomach muscles. Damn it.

      Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

      What the hell was she going to do with…all of this? It hardly seemed fair. She was twenty-two years old, finally free of emotional responsibility, or so she had thought.

      And then, class was over. The blinds snapped all the way up, flooding the room with sun. Shaggy blinked. Professor Logan shut down his computer, and Laura, the nice Brazilian woman close to Shaggy’s age, was headed up the aisle toward her, a big smile on her deep brown face. She wore orange overalls over a white T-shirt, and looked absolutely gorgeous. Laura swung a backpack over one shoulder, and paused by Shaggy’s table.

      “Shaggy! You look as if you’ve seen a ghost! Are you going to yoga today?”

      “Oh! Um…maybe. I hadn’t thought about it.” She fumbled her tablet case closed, and shoved her things into an oversized teal leather shoulder bag.

      Shaggy paused, then looked up at Laura’s expectant face.

      “Actually, do you have time for lunch or something? Or dinner after yoga class?”

      Laura looked pleased. “Yes. I would like that. Dinner after yoga, I mean. I have another class after this. Meet at the yoga shala, then?”

      Shaggy wondered if she’d kept herself way too distant from people for too long. She’d just gotten used to hiding while taking care of her dad. Who would ever believe the poor little rich girl who had all the money and drugs a person could ever want had troubles of her own?

      Maybe it was time to let her guard down. Her intuition, a thing she paid attention to only when it grew frantic enough to scream—like when it told her she had to move the fuck away from Marin County—was telling her yes, to let Laura in.

      Or at least to try.

      “Yeah. That’d be great! I…really need to talk to someone and I don’t have friends here yet.”

      Shaggy didn’t really have friends anywhere, she realized. And she hadn’t for a long time.

      “I’m always happy to listen,” Laura replied, giving Shaggy’s arm a slight squeeze.

      “See you at the studio then,” Shaggy replied. The other woman smiled, and began to walk away. Shaggy looked around, at the empty tables and chairs. Professor Logan and the other students had already left the room.

      She was alone again. But maybe, just maybe, she didn’t have to be.
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      Moss opened the door onto the lunch rush at Raquel’s café. The place buzzed with conversation, the milk steamer going, cups clattering, and over the speakers, Janet Jackson was joining the rhythm nation. Dang. He should’ve gotten here sooner to snag a table, but had gotten pinged for one last drive that he couldn’t resist. Under capitalism, money was money, and a guy had to eat. He crossed the black-and-white-tiled floor and got in line. Most of the tables in the center of the room and all of the booths against the wall were full, plus the café was clearly doing takeout for folks on a break from work. They lined up and down the center aisle, waiting for coffee, pastries, and grilled panini.

      The place smelled of coffee and toasted cheese sandwiches.

      “Hey Moss!” Raquel said with a harried smile as she rang up the person in front of him. The line had moved forward while Moss wasn’t paying attention. A gorgeous Black woman a decade older than him, Raquel wore her dreadlocks tied back in a red scarf. “Your latte will be right up, Cherise.”

      The woman moved to the side, making way for Moss at the counter.

      “Hi Moss!” said Cassiel. A white woman around Moss’s age, with a ponytail that kept a riot of red hair off her face as she expertly foamed milk and poured espresso shots. She and Raquel both wore red aprons over T-shirts and jeans. The aprons picked up the red in Raquel’s signature coffee cups.

      “What’s up, witches?” he asked. Raquel was co-founder of Arrow and Crescent Coven, and both he and Cassiel were members. “I’m meeting Alejandro. He asked me to order. So, two panini specials and I want a large coffee and whatever Alejandro gets. He said you’d know his poison.”

      “That would be a double cappuccino, oat milk,” Raquel said, ringing him up. She leveled her dark, all-seeing eyes at Moss. “You make sure he pays for this. Man makes five times what you do.”

      “At least.” Moss fished for his wallet and slid his card into the chip reader. “How’s Zion, he doing okay?”

      “Happy to be back in school, though not as happy as I am!” Raquel replied. “And yeah. He’s doing okay. The kids who were bullying him transferred out, and he’s got more backup now.”

      “That must be a relief. It’s good to have a little victory now and then.”

      “You’re right about that. I gotta get back to it.”

      Moss nodded and turned to look for a table. Three people were exiting one of the booths. He slid onto a padded bench beneath a cool watercolor of two red-winged blackbirds. The art in Raquel’s was always shifting, done by local artists trying to sell their work to folks who would never see it otherwise. Moss appreciated that about Raquel. She always supported community in as many ways as she could.

      The whole coven did, really. Moss wouldn’t hang with them, otherwise.

      He’d been raised by Buddhists. His dad was white and his mom was Japanese American and they’d met on a Soto Zen retreat five years before Moss was born. His mom’s parents had taught him some Shinto, and told him stories about the Ainu, the aboriginal peoples of Japan. As a teenager, he did more study on his own, and started making offerings to the kami, trying to pay attention to the spirits of everything around him.

      His parents encouraged his spiritual practice, though their eyebrows sure had raised when he joined the coven. He still hadn’t figured out a good way to explain it to his parents…how all of his meditation, and his offerings to the spirits of place—and to his phone and computer even—helped his life. And that all of it had led him to wanting to study magic. If Arrow and Crescent hadn’t been down with social justice, and were only a bunch of middle-class white people, no way would he have become a witch. But along with their commitment to justice, they were also one of the most mixed groups a person could find in seventy-five-percent white Portland, Oregon.

      And over the past couple years? They’d become his friends.

      Alejandro strode through the door, neatly pressed in black trousers and a crisp orange dress shirt. He was an in-demand IT guy with such mad skills he could’ve dressed however the hell he wanted. He actually liked dressing like a businessman. Said it gave him a power edge when he had to deal with uber-wealthy white assholes.

      His face was lightly stubbled, needing a shave, but his formerly shaved head had thick hair growing back on top, dark and gorgeous, shot through with a few silver strands. Round tortoiseshell glasses framed his eyes. He was handsome as all get out, and knew it. Moss grinned. He loved that Alejandro was relatively rich, pansexual like him, Latinx, and a witch to boot.

      It gave Moss hope for the world, and for himself, personally.

      He held out his fist, and Alejandro bumped it with his own.

      “Cassie’s waving. I’ll go get our drinks.” Alejandro slid his brown leather folio onto the booth table before heading to the counter.

      He was back in a flash and set a giant red mug in front of Moss before sliding onto the bench across the table with his cappuccino. Then he grabbed a twenty from his wallet and held it out.

      “Lunch is on me.”

      “Dude. You don’t have to pay for the whole thing. Just give me a ten.”

      “Dude. I’m a rich Marxist. From each according to their ability and all that. Just take it. Please.”

      Moss took the money. He didn’t make nearly enough driving strangers in his car to argue.

      Raquel set the panini sandwiches down. “Here you go!” she said and hurried back to the counter. They really needed three people during rush, but there was no room behind the counter, and Moss knew Raquel couldn’t afford the extra help, either.

      Alejandro sipped his cappuccino and sighed with appreciation.

      “What’d you want to talk about?” Moss asked.

      Alejandro nodded, then swiped a hand over his hair, slight frown marring his handsome face.

      “The river. One of my prospective clients is…” His voice trailed off and he picked up his grilled panini. Cheese oozed out from between the toasted bread.

      “One of your clients is what? And which river, exactly?” Moss’s sense of uneasiness returned. He knew exactly which river Alejandro meant, but had to ask, just in case he was wrong. Portland had two main rivers: the Columbia, which skirted the north of the city, and the Willamette, where he’d been that morning, which divided the city unequally into west and east.

      “The Willamette.” Alejandro leaned across the booth, sandwich still in hand. “And I can’t talk about my prospective client. I’m already under an NDA….”

      Moss picked up his own panini and chewed. He felt impatient, but Alejandro would get to whatever he could talk about in his own time. Moss was no stranger to classified information, though his secrets were all about security culture to keep activists safe from the FBI and right-wing doxxing, not corporate espionage.

      Oh yeah…grilled peppers, mushrooms, and Jack cheese, all sandwiched between crispy grilled bread. So good. He shouldn’t be eating cheese, but lactose intolerance be damned, sometimes he just had to have it.

      Alejandro finally spoke. “But I thought your people should know…you might want to test the water again.”

      “Are you kidding me? We just got the worst of it under abatement last year! You telling me there’s something new? Or just new levels of some of what we’ve already been pressuring the EPA to clear up? You know they don’t want to pay any more, right?” This was worse than Moss had feared.

      Alejandro gestured for Moss to lower his voice.

      Moss flung his sandwich onto the plate and picked up his coffee. He gulped two huge swallows down.

      “I hope you’re not taking this fucking client.”

      Alejandro looked irritated but shook his head. “Of course I’m not. Do you think I’d be telling you anything if I was?”

      Moss deflated. “Sorry, man. It’s just frustrating, you know. I mean, we’ve worked so hard to get the polluters out and hold them accountable for cleanup. And you know it affects my neighborhood the worst.”

      Moss’s neighborhood of St. John’s hung on to its status as an African American neighborhood by its fingernails. The neighborhood was established during Portland’s old redlining days but was rapidly paling as white folks figured out there were historic houses to be had for half the price of other parts of the city. Albina, one neighborhood over, was already mostly white, despite the BBQ joints and Black barbershops that still peppered the streets around Mississippi, MLK, and Rosa Parks Way. Everyone else had moved further east, across 205, and into the numbers. Portland needed more affordable housing, and fast, but NIMBYs and YIMBYs were in a deadlock with the city and each other.

      Alejandro nodded. “Look, I won’t be able to provide counsel this time, because of the damned NDA, but I can get you hooked up with people if you need them.”

      Moss wiped his hands on a rough brown napkin. Part of him wanted to punch something, and part of him wanted to cry.

      “It’s just so frustrating, man.” He looked at his coven brother. Behind his glasses, Alejandro’s eyes just looked sad. “When are we going to catch a damn break? It’s one thing after another these days. I mean, all the shit that’s gone down here in the last year alone. Plus the yearly West Coast fires… Haven’t humans done enough damage? Really? Do we really have to poison everything?”

      Alejandro slid a hand across the table and gripped Moss’s right hand, forcing it out of the fist he hadn’t even known he was making, and wrapping their fingers together.

      “We’re a mixed bag, good and bad. The Divine Twins, circling each other. It’s our job to make sure things at least stay even, right? Keep tipping the balance back.”

      “It just breaks my heart, you know. Plus…I’m tired.”

      And all of a sudden, he was. Dancing and seeing Shaggy were only a temporary reprieve from his heartsore exhaustion. Moss needed a break. A real break. The whole coven did.

      But it didn’t seem like that break was coming anytime soon.
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      Shaggy and Laura sat in one of the padded window booths at a Peruvian restaurant in the Pearl. They both had a glass of sparkling water and one of a crisp Sauvignon Blanc to hand, and ate roasted corn kernels while waiting for their dinner to arrive. Shaggy liked the design of the place. The booths managed to be both comfortable and contemporary, with slanted backs made of three different colors of leather, nestled next to floor-to-ceiling industrial windows. The ceiling had open wood beams that glowed under perfectly placed spots and dangling pendants made of curved balsa wood.

      If she ended up not doing costume design, she’d love to design a place like this someday. But having a baby right now meant moving back to Marin, taking time out from school, and basically, rethinking her entire life.

      And not having a baby right now? It meant she probably would never have a child at all, unless she adopted. Shaggy sighed and took another sip of wine. Hints of apricot and pine nuts. It was so crisp, she could practically bite it.

      Yeah. The thought that she shouldn’t be drinking—and why—drove her toward the wine. Not a great coping mechanism, but here she was, anyway.

      The ashtanga yoga class had been intense, which was good. Being forced to place her full attention on flowing through the sequence at a pace quick enough to make her sweat had kept Shaggy’s mind quiet. Her body was loose now, and despite the glass of wine to hand, she felt a little stronger, more centered, even. That was a good thing, because if she had to make a big decision, she needed to feel as together as possible, and not like the complete wreck she’d been since her gynecologist appointment.

      “How long have you been in Portland?” Shaggy asked.

      “Fifteen years. My father moved here to work for Nike, so I practically grew up here.”

      “Do you ever miss Brazil?”

      Laura shrugged. “Sometimes. We go back at least once a year, though, to visit family. Nike keeps threatening to send my dad back, now that they’re expanding over there. But both of my parents have grown used to Oregon. Part of why I’m in design school is so I’ll have more options if the family moves. These big companies can use people like me to take care of what they call ‘emerging markets’.”

      “How do you feel about that, though? I mean, is that a good thing? Being at the mercy of what your family wants?” Bianca was in international finance and Shaggy wanted nothing to do with it. Whenever that came up, her mother was quick to remark that Shaggy didn’t mind having her bills paid, did she?

      Shaggy figured she more than deserved to get her bills paid for putting up with Bianca and for taking care of Dad for all those years.

      “It’s no better or worse than anything else in this world, you know?” Laura said. She paused as the waiter set down a series of small dishes in between them. Shaggy’s stomach growled as the smells hit her. There was spicy fresh fish, potato and chicken causas, and beef empanadas. The hearts of palm salad looked good, too, but it was all Shaggy could do to not shove a whole empanada in her mouth with her hands.

      She forced herself to be polite and act as if she wasn’t ravenous. She’d thrown up her breakfast and hadn’t been able to eat since. Pregnancy. She felt like shit, the scent of coffee was the worst thing in the world, and then she wanted to eat everything in sight.

      After Shaggy and Laura both dished some of the food onto their plates, Shaggy gestured to Laura to continue.

      “Brazil has been so poor, for so long. And everyone exploits her. So big corporations bringing actual business to the country, instead of just extracting resources? That feels okay to me. And if I can help some locals make some reals”—Laura pronounced the word hay-ows—“all the better, you know?”

      They ate in silence for a moment.

      “But what about you?” Laura asked. “You said there was something you needed to talk about?”

      Shaggy stopped chewing, the soft potato and chicken causa turning to sand in her mouth. Damn it. Why did she have to feel so afraid?

      Because Bianca made sure you knew that discussing your personal business with strangers was forbidden. And that you should really just keep your feelings to yourself. Her mother hadn’t always been that way, but after it became clear that her dad couldn’t make art anymore, and had sunk into his depression, she just…went away. And expected Shaggy to go away, too.

      So Shaggy just pretended to be a party girl and hid her terrible secret away: her father was drinking himself to death and her mother was slowly turning into a bright and brittle monster.

      Shaggy cleared her throat and took a sip of wine. It tasted sour. She drank some more.

      “I’m pregnant,” she blurted.

      Laura raised one well-manicured eyebrow, and tilted her head toward Shaggy’s glass.

      “I take it you don’t plan to keep it?”

      “That’s just it,” Shaggy said in a rush. “I don’t know. I mean…” God, how much was she going to unload on this poor woman?

      Laura took a bite of fish, and chewed as if she had all the time in the world for Shaggy to figure out what she did or did not want to say.

      “I mean, I don’t want a baby. Not now. And I’m not sure if ever. But thing thing is? I thought I couldn’t even get pregnant. I’ve had all of these…” She took another sip of wine. “…complications. Doctors all said it was super unlikely. But here I am, pregnant anyway.”

      “Does he know?”

      Shaggy shook her head.

      “I barely even know the guy. He was a festival hookup, you know? Although it turns out he lives here.”

      “No! In Portland? And you did not know this?” Laura leaned close, face alight, ready to gossip. “Is he cute?”

      How long had it been since Shaggy had a friend to gossip with? Probably not since eighth grade. Too long.

      She gave a wry grin. “He’s too damn cute, actually. And I really like him.”

      “That’s great!”

      “No. You don’t understand,” Shaggy moaned. “That only makes it worse.”

      Laura popped a piece of empanada crust into her mouth. “Worse how?”

      “If I didn’t like him, it would be easier to just not tell him anything. But it turns out, he’s actually a pretty cool guy. So now I have to make a decision.”

      Laura picked up her wine glass again. “Girlfriend, you don’t have to tell him any damn thing you don’t want to. If he was your boyfriend it would be different. But he’s not. It’s your body, and your life.”

      “It’s still part his, though…”

      Laura hmphed at that, waving a hand in the air, as if brushing away a gnat. “How far along are you, even? I can’t see anything, even in your yoga pants.”

      “Six weeks.”

      “It’s barely a blip! The size of a seed!”

      Shaggy sat back against the booth and looked out the window. People hurried by, carrying packages from nearby shops, or hefting purses and leather satchels, heading back to their condos after working downtown.

      She glanced back at Laura, who drank her pale wine, staring at Shaggy.

      “Wait. You’re Brazilian. Aren’t you supposed to be Catholic or something?”

      There was that hand wave again. “We’re half Catholic, half Spiritualists, like two thirds of the people in Brazil. But my mother is a nurse. She raised me to be practical about such matters.”

      Shaggy ran her fingers over the bare wood of the table, feeling the edges. Looking for something solid to hold on to. Her stomach turned sour and she pushed her plate away.

      “Shaggy. What do you want?”

      Shaggy looked at her new friend. “I don’t know. I thought I did, but now?” She shook her head, her mouth filled with sudden sourness.

      “Excuse me…” Stomach lurching, Shaggy shoved her way out of the booth and ran toward the women’s room. She hoped she made it in time.
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      “You make the best garlic bread, Maggie.” Tariq practically groaned. The tall, thin activist had been living in Justice House—a huge, rambling, four square Craftsman—for a few months, and so far, was fitting in just fine.

      “Thanks, Tariq!” Maggie padded into the living room/dining room combo from the kitchen, carrying a big bowl filled with mixed greens and the tuna salad Moss had put together when he got home. She wore her signature jeans and a white, button-down men’s shirt that skirted her frame. A bit butch, their Maggie, in contrast to her girlfriend, femme-as-fuck Barbara Jean. Cis and trans, butch and femme, both white, and both radical as anything.

      As a matter of fact, if anyone could be said to be more radical than Moss and Tariq, it was probably Barbara Jean, who was a fierce part of the local Black Bloc anti-fascist contingent. Masked up and out in the streets with Roses and Thorns was the only time you’d catch Barbara Jean in pants and boots.

      “Where’s Barbara Jean?” Moss asked, after Maggie settled herself on one of the three mismatched armchairs clustered around the coffee table.

      Moss sat on the wood floor, leaning up against a battered couch that had seen better days. Once upon a time it had been a nice, overstuffed sofa with a blue fitted cover. Now it was covered with a striped blue and green bedspread and swamped with throw pillows, courtesy of Maggie and Barbara Jean.

      “She should be here soon. Had to work late at the hotline. Why? Did you need her for something?” Maggie took a big bite of her salad. “Hey, this tuna’s good tonight, too. Spicy.”

      Moss grimaced. “I got some news today, and figured I’d wait ’til all of us were here to talk about it.”

      “Personal?” Tariq asked, setting his garlic bread down on the round white plate on his lap.

      “It’s about the river,” Moss said, and shoved some of his own salad in his mouth before he launched into his worries. Their house was pretty close to the Willamette. He lightly tapped his fork on the edge of his bowl three times, softened his attention, and with a reach of his psychic senses, connected with the spirit of the river. He could feel its distress, and it made him unhappy. He shoved more tuna into his mouth and started wishing he had a beer.

      Their household had a loose “don’t drink and light up all the time” agreement with one another. It wasn’t that they didn’t like to party, but they also tried to adopt as much militant discipline as they could most of the time.

      “We need to be ready to roll at any moment,” Barbara Jean would say. And she was one-hundred-percent correct.

      Moss still wanted a beer. Instead, he focused on chewing his food, and tried to slow his anxious jitters down. Breathe. Chew. Swallow. Breathe.

      Moss set down his salad fork, picked up his own garlic bread, and took a big bite. His eyes practically rolled back in his head. “Oh my Gods and Goddesses, Maggie. This is even better than usual!”

      Maggie beamed, her pale, freckled face lightly flushed up to her dyed red hair. “I added fresh oregano and rosemary into the olive oil before throwing it into the oven.”

      The rattle of keys at the big wood Craftsman door announced Barbara Jean’s arrival.

      “Honey, I’m home!” she called out from the entry way. Moss heard a rustle and pause, then the clump of Barbara Jean’s backpack on the ground, followed by the double thump of her ubiquitous chunky heels. Justice House was strictly a no-shoes household, by Moss’s request. The housemates had soon decided it was worthwhile to have to clean less, and had installed shoe and boot shelves in the foyer.

      Finally rounding the corner into the living room, Barbara Jean’s cheerful, made-up face brightened at the sight of her housemates. She wore a colorful flowered dress beneath a black jacket and, even with her purple-and-black streaked hair in disarray, looked like a thousand thrift store bucks.

      “There’s garlic bread and salad!” Maggie said.

      “Hooray!” Barbara Jean replied, pausing to give Maggie a kiss on the forehead before scuffing off to the kitchen in bright red slippers, flowered dress swirling around her calves.

      “Would you bring me a beer?” Moss asked. Barbara Jean leaned her head back into the living room, one eyebrow cocked.

      Moss just shrugged and shook his head. “I’ll explain in a moment.”

      “You sure it’s not personal?” Tariq asked again.

      “Not personal, but it sucks, and makes me feel tired.”

      The not personal part was half a lie. Seeing Shaggy again had really affected him, but he’d have to deal with that some other time, if at all. Despite having exchanged numbers, there was no guarantee Shaggy would even want to see him again.

      Barbara Jean shuffled back in, carrying a filled plate in one hand, and a six pack of beer in the other. She sent both down on the long coffee table and plopped herself down next to Maggie.

      “I figured if the news was upsetting enough that you needed a beer, we may as well all have one.”

      Moss grabbed a beer, snicked the top off with the church key on his key ring and took a long pull on the local IPA. He had tried to hate IPAs, given their history as a colonial beer, but sometimes a person had to let the past be the past and enjoy the present. Right? It was a good enough excuse for a beer he loved.

      Besides, everything in life was tainted with post-colonialism and late stage capitalism….

      “Earth to Moss!” Maggie rapped her rings on her own amber bottle, disrupting his thought spiral.

      “They’re fucking up the river again. It looks bad. I got an inside tip that we should get the waters tested again.”

      “Well, shit,” Barbara Jean replied. “How quickly do we need to act? And what does this mean for the equinox celebration under the bridge?”

      Local members of the American Indian Movement and the Clean Rivers Coalition worked with other local indigenous leaders on a twice-a-year water blessing in the shadow of St. John’s Bridge. Moss had attended a time or two, and it was pretty cool.

      “Damn,” he said. “I forgot that was this weekend.” Which was stupid. As a witch, he knew it was the equinox, so of course the water blessing would be happening.

      “I hate this, man! Those greedy fuckers need to stop spilling their messes in our ’hood!” Tariq’s fork clattered back into his bowl. “I’m ready to lock down, man, for as long as it takes.”

      “I’m with you, man, but Barbara Jean is right, we need to check with the First Nations before we start planning any actions. We don’t want to step on their event.” Moss took another sip of beer and closed his eyes. The Willamette still whispered on the edges of his skin. He set down his beer, clapped his hands three times, and found the still point that rested below his navel.

      Then he reached, seeking information.

      The river was present, but wasn’t interested in talking today, at least not in words. He deepened his attention. The important thing was… Moss’s eyes snapped open, and he looked at the faces of his housemates, comrades, and friends.

      “No matter what, we need to remember to work with the flow and not against it. We need to not face these people with fire, but with water.”

      “Whatever you say, man. I don’t understand your witchy shit, but fire or water, we have to do something.”

      “We just need to figure out what that is,” Maggie said.

      Moss held up his beer bottle. The other three followed suit.

      “To the Willamette.”

      They clinked their amber bottles together and drank.
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      Shaggy had every window in her one-bedroom Pearl District condo wide open to catch the evening breeze. The air had been warm all day, with the feel of late summer about it, but was rapidly cooling, and felt good on her skin. Portland, it seemed, wasn’t one of those places where a hot day equaled a hot night.

      Shaggy danced. The music was bright, with a deep bass holding up the beat. Her face wet with a mixture of tears and sweat, she bounced around the rust velvet upholstered sofa, and the two teal damask armchairs arranged in front of the white-tiled gas fireplace that she had fallen in love with when she and Bianca had first toured the place. She had imagined herself cozied up to the fire in wintertime, drinking tea or wine, or sharing a joint with some newfound friends.

      Now she didn’t know if any of that would ever happen. Shaggy wanted to run, and when she felt like that, the easiest thing to do was dance until her fight or flight impulses calmed down and she could think again. Puking had put a damper on dinner with Laura. Despite the woman’s sympathy, Shaggy hoped she actually understood, and wasn’t just making polite noise. Shaggy really needed a friend right now.

      “Why the hell did I move to Portland?” She shouted the words over the blasting EDM, still bouncing and swaying, flicking her fingers to the beat and waving her arms in
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