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        The city of Portland has continued to shine as the only jewel along the western coast that has seen neither fire or earthquake devastate it. Not that there hasn’t been threats. The pact with the mighty river god Mulinohana has kept the city mostly safe from flood. I have done my best. But now, we have the threat of all those immigrants, a flood of dirty, unclean scavengers, escaping from the dustbowl and all places east. I would guard the city better if I could. I take their souls, seeking to protect those who were raised here. There is only so much I can do. I know that a small earthquake would terrify them, send them scurrying away like rats off a sinking ship. However, Mulinohana will not allow it. So I bide my time and watch and wait. Sooner or later, my time will come.

        Wilson Evermore, Civil Engineer and Protector of Portland, 1932

      

      

      Tara sat in the backyard of her house, on the porch swing, going over the Portland resiliency report again, the paper commissioned by the local government that studied how well Portland would survive an earthquake. Dew still sparkled on the grass where the sunlight peeked in through the trees. Buds tipped the tops of the roses on the perimeter of the yard, threatening to bloom early this spring. The sole lilac stand in the corner filled the air with their heady scent.

      Though it was still early May, the day was already warm. Tara was comfortable in just a peach colored T-shirt and jeans, her brown hair still down around her shoulders. She’d probably pull her hair back and up, as well as change into shorts later..

      For now, with her hands wrapped around her hot mug of tea, she was warm enough. That morning, she’d gone for a light Celon black, then flavored it with dried fruit—orange peel and currents—as well as ginger. It felt like the perfect combination of light citrus with spicy heat.

      The one good thing Tara had to say about the government was that at least they’d put in effort studying the potential situation. She’d found plenty of papers and websites dedicated to “the next big one”—the earthquake that might end all civilization on the west coast.

      Experts agreed that they were long since due for another major quake.

      The problem was that while the government had done some things—like moving schools out of old fashioned buildings and into more modern ones—they were merely stopgap measures at best. It appeared to her that less than a quarter of the work had actually been done.

      If (when?) a big earthquake hit Portland, the death toll would be astronomical. Plus, only one of the ports had been retrofitted. Neither food nor water would be easily shipped in, as the roads would all be unpassable.

      So even after the quake, people would starve to death, or else die of things like dysentery, as there wouldn’t be any clean water.

      Or, as Tara had read on one of the forums—they were really only a few weeks away from an MCE—a Mass Cannibalism Event.

      How was Tara and her coven going to prevent an earthquake from destroying not just Portland but the entire coast? Particularly since the Riprap man appeared set on causing it?

      In the six weeks since the Riprap man had sent Tara that map, highlighting the location of a small quake some distance away from the city, more tremors had been reported in those hills. Tara had read at least one official report of increased seismic activity in the area. Were they all caused by the Riprap man? Or had his initial quake created some sort of instability?

      Tara had no answers. She’d asked Mulinohana how to contact the Riprap man, or call him forth. As the river spirit was no longer tied to him, the spirit had no idea. However, the spirit did promise to avert what water it could from the city, direct it into smaller channels if the earth suddenly shifted and huge waves threatened to engulf Portland.

      However, there was only so much the river spirit could do as well.

      A sudden warm spot appeared next to Tara. She put down her tablet and reached down to skritch the ears of Teruko, the fire spirit who took the form of a calico cat. Teruko needed little encouragement, and had already placed his paws up on her thigh, looking for a lap to crawl into.

      “Fine,” Tara said, pushing herself back on the seat and making more of a lap for the currently tiny kitty. Teruko frequently changed size, going from what Tara considered normal cat size—about ten pounds—down to kitten or up to Maine Coon, depending on the situation.

      Right now, there wasn’t that much room in Tara’s lap, so Teruko had shrunk himself down a little.

      “There, is that better?” Tara asked as the cat settled down, purring hard.

      Teruko pushed his head up against her arm.

      “Fine,” Tara said. “Both hands.” She gave into the pleasure of petting and skritching a purring kitty in her lap, letting him calm her.

      She still didn’t know what she was going to do. And it was difficult to imagine that a catastrophe awaited on such a pleasant morning.

      But it did. And Tara had to do something about it.

      What, though, she had no idea.
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        * * *

      

      As it was Monday, Tara met with her coven that evening, at Hallowed Ground, the homeless shelter that Kaede ran. The evening meal had already been served, and the residents of the building banished to the upstairs rooms.

      Tara had no problems entering the building anymore, not since she and the others had helped Kaede rebuild the protection spells that sank deep below the foundation. No one loitered outside the door, as those same spells worked on everyone outside the coven, sending them to other locations for the night.

      The tables of the main room had all been pushed to the side and the chairs piled up in the corners, opening the large space up. The building itself had been built back in the 1930s, with the ground floor originally set up as a store, and the upper floors as flats. Shades covered the two bay windows at the front of the room on either side of the door, as well as over the door. The lights came from high overhead, adding a golden touch to the walls and floor. The air still smelled of the spicy spaghetti and garlic bread that had been served for dinner that night, a homey smell that suddenly made Tara hungry despite the dinner she’d eaten earlier.

      Kaede was kneeling on the floor when Tara entered, drawing a large chalk six-pointed star on the scarred wooden floor. Ze looked up and smiled at Tara before going back to zir work, still humming and chanting. Ze wore three shirts, all sleeveless, showing off surprisingly large muscles for such a petite, Asian-looking person. Zir skull was still shaved, making zir face seem larger and more fierce.

      When Kaede finished zir work, Tara felt the spells take hold, sanctifying the entire building. While she had seen Kaede do this every Sunday, before food service for the homeless, Kaede hadn’t necessarily done it every time the coven had met.

      However, tonight was a big night. Richard had been keeping track of the tremors as well, and had located one that had occurred late that afternoon.

      The coven hoped that by tracking the instability of the earth that they might be able to find the Riprap man.

      Tara waited until Kaede stood up and came to join her.

      “I wanted to make sure we were safe, here,” Kaede explained. “The building will withstand an earthquake, now. I’ve made sure of it. But there isn’t anything we can do about water or food.”

      Tara nodded. They were going to be seeking the Riprap man again that night, seeing if the coven could at least find or track him.

      The others arrived shortly. Richard, who still had a hangdog appearance, as Jeannie, his girlfriend, had left him shortly after the floods, unable to reconcile her mundane world with the magical one that Richard was pursuing. His heart was healing, but it would take time. Though is large, black, nerdy glasses weren’t colored or shaded, they still managed to hide his eyes effectively. More silver threads ran through his black hair than she’d remembered from before, probably from all the energy he’d been expending. He wore one of his many geeky T-shirts, this one saying, Come to the Math Side. We have ∏.

      Lucius and Kyle arrived together. Lucius still looked ridiculously formal even in his tan button down shirt and beige chinos. He’d cut his long silver hair, though, so he looked a little less like his namesake from the movies. Kyle wore one of his dashikis, the green one with white embroidery that looked so good against his dark skin. He kept his head shaved bald and gleaming. He looked more like a hipster and not at all like a high powered law clerk.

      Lucius raised one perfectly sculpted eyebrow at the increased protection spells, but didn’t say anything. Kyle just nodded and said, “Good. Was expecting trouble tonight.”

      Ginny arrived last, looking as flustered as always. The new tattoos of dripping water that she’d added to the geometric sequence of triangles down her neck were healing nicely. She’d figured that since she’d survived the floods with the rest of them, that she deserved her own badge of honor. Despite how protected the room and the building were, Ginny still appeared to be surrounded by winds swirling around her, tugging at her torn purple sweatshirt and nipping at the tight black pants with the holes torn out of the knees.

      Tara called them all together, placing them each in a point of the star. She started with Richard, putting him with Ginny on one side and Kaede on the other. Richard was the only one without power in the group. She’d found that when she put him beside Lucius, he’d end up falling over tired, as Lucius managed to pull so much more power out of him than anyone else.

      She placed Lucius next to Ginny, then Kyle, then herself standing beside Kaede. Kyle had been working hard to overcome his aversion to touch. He’d even talked of someday passing further in, along the circles, and moving from the circle of water to the circle of earth.

      However, the circles weren’t just about the elements. While the circle of water was associated with process and the stomach, the circle of earth was associated with roots as well as sex. Kyle had trauma from being gangraped when he was in his twenties. Now, twenty years later, he was finally starting to truly leave his experience behind.

      Lucius was helping, for which Tara was grateful.

      Once everyone was in place, Tara reached out and took Kyle’s hand first, just holding on with pinky fingers. Lucius did the same.

      Power rocketed around the group when the circle was closed. It always made Tara grin. She’d never felt such a strong circle before, even in Miss Lucy’s coven, the first one she’d joined.

      Surely they were going to succeed tonight.

      “I call upon Areebin, the protector of souls, to set a watch over us tonight,” Tara said at the start of their prayers. The names of the gods were many. It had always surprised her that all the covens appeared to call on the same gods, no matter if their focus was on the light and life of others or not. “As well as Samil, the warrior for the people, and his bright shield and spear. Brigid, the protector of the earth, hear our call and help us keep the very firmament stable. I also call on the Hayvu the goddess of the western wind to carry words on her winds, as well as Bonana, goddess of the water, to feed our intent far into the ground. I call on all the protectors, big and small, to help us in our quest. We seek to protect the life of the city and the souls found here. Aid us in our seeking.”

      Tara took a deep breath, then pulled the focus of the group’s magic to her. “We seek the Riprap man. Now.”

      Richard had sent Tara that map of the area around the latest tremors. It was to the west of the city, in the Tillamook state forest, up in the foothills there. Tara felt herself flying, seeking the trail the sun had blazed across the sky. While her physical body remained behind, sustained in part by the rest of the coven, her mind projected far.

      A sharp yip drew her attention. Soot, the first wind spirit she’d called to her, flew beside her. His sleek, black, greyhound body appeared to swim through the air. Soot’s eyes had turned golden and he gave her a great doggy grin as they flew.

      We seek the Riprap man Tara told the dog, holding her last image of the man in her head for the dog to seek.

      She doubted it would do any good. While Soot was great at finding and retrieving things, he seemed to have a blind spot when it came to the Riprap man.

      Probably because the Riprap man was able to call the wind spirit to himself, wrestling Tara’s control away. Or at least the Riprap man had been able to do that. Tara wasn’t certain if he’d still be able to do that or if Tara herself had grown strong enough to be able to hang onto Soot.

      Every other time Tara had sent Soot out after the Riprap man, the wind had returned empty handed. Tara wondered if Soot wasn’t able to find the man, or if the Riprap man had just been able to turn the dog away.

      However, this time, Soot nodded and nosed to the right a little.

      Huh. Where was Soot taking her? She was going to have to drop down soon, find her way through the water and creeks that ran through the area. She hadn’t moved within to the circle of Earth—none of them had. So she couldn’t necessarily trace trails on the ground.

      Dark forest spread out beneath Tara. She heard the hooting of owls. Soot dove down under the dark canopy, leaving behind the open air.

      Tara took a deep breath and followed him.

      Was this a trap?

      Soot swam easily between the trees, skimming over the wide spread of bramble and bushes. Tara had a quick wish that her physical body could do the same. It was a beautiful, wooded area. While it was lovely at night, she wished she could travel through it for real during the daytime, as herself.

      The scent of wet pine filled the air. There wasn’t enough sunlight due to the canopy of trees for blackberry bramble to take over the area. Tara sensed a river to her right, then had to pull her sensing back, or else she’d be overwhelmed by the number of small creeks and trickles of water running through the ground.

      Soot slowed as he left the trees and entered a small, natural meadow.

      The Riprap man stood in the center of the open space.

      Tara instinctively pulled all the power of the coven to her, floating up in a bubble of power.

      The Riprap man looked better than the last time she’d seen him. The rocks that made up his torso were no longer out of alignment. Instead of looking as though he’d been built out of individual stones that had been piled up on top of one another, the rocks had been fused together, giving him a much more cohesive appearance. He still wore pants, perhaps out of a sense of decorum, as he’d been born over a century before. His hat and string tie were nowhere to be seen.

      It was his face that amazed her. It, took, had grown much more rocklike. He still had a weak chin and piercing blue eyes, but the ridge of his brow now looked as though it was chiseled out of pale white stone. His cheekbones, also, had grown hard, and the planes of his face had flattened out.

      Whatever mischief he’d been up to, it had strengthened him. Not weakened him.

      Tara prepared herself for the blast of power sure to rip loosed from him.

      She wasn’t prepared for his laughter, bitter and mocking.

      “I allowed you to find me tonight to thank me again for releasing me from that water spirit,” he said. “While Mulinohana gave me great life and a purpose, you have freed me to become who I truly was meant to be.”

      Tara wondered at the Riprap man’s voice. It still held the cultured edges that he’d been born with. However, the hoarseness of it made her wonder. His voice was now rough and gravelly, as though the sound was being made by grinding boulders together.

      “And what is that?” Tara asked. “A killer?”

      The Riprap man laughed again. “Do you understand the damage that man has done to the wilderness? Can’t you see? I remember what this place was once like, before humanity arrived. No, they are the greater plague.”

      “You protected them for a century or more,” Tara pointed out.

      “That was my mistake,” the Riprap man assured her. “I should have let the first big flood just wipe them out.”

      “Are you certain?” Tara said. “What about all those beautiful bridges?”

      Tara saw a shadow of doubt cross the Riprap man’s face. He still had a soft spot in his hardened heart for Portland. “Those people there don’t deserve to all die. They need the chance to make the world a better place. They can help. Tearing the coast apart will not solve the problem. It will just make it worse.”

      “You are wrong,” the Riprap man said. “It will take time for the locus to return to strip the corpse of the earth bare. I will be ready for their re-infestation.”

      “So many innocents will die!” Tara protested.

      “None of them are innocent,” the Riprap man declared.

      “We will stop you,” Tara said. She drew more power to herself.

      The Riprap man laughed again. He shot down under the earth.

      Tara willed herself after him.

      Surprisingly, the ground appeared to welcome her. It was as warm as the pool at the Y where she taught classes. The loam flowed around her like thick fog. Boulders appeared like dark clouds, easily passed around. The taste of the rich soil actually delighted her, like fresh morel mushrooms.

      Up ahead, tauntingly close, she saw the shape of the Riprap man. He was pale against the dark ground. He looked over his shoulder and appeared surprised at how close she’d gotten.

      He dove forward, then shifted to the right, as if that would be an easier route.

      Tara followed, though the nature of the soil changed. It grew distinctly colder and she stopped moving as quickly.

      She realized that the smooth dirt had turned to clay. Instead of sliding through the soil, she found herself slowing as the clay thickened.

      Then slower still.

      It dawned on her that this was a trap. The Riprap man planned on holding her here. She didn’t understand the magic, as it was merely her projection, not her physical body. Yet she was slowly getting stuck. It was more and more difficult to move herself through the massive pile or clay.

      The Riprap man was nowhere to be seen. He’d trapped her, and had taken off.

      What was it about the nature of this dirt? Was it the stones mixed in? Tara tried to taste the area, see what it was that was so very different about the clay.

      It was wetter, here. Colder. The clay was denser than the rest of the dirt.

      The coven far behind her pushed more energy her way. She reached out again, tapping into the water of the clay. Could that aid her?

      No, but it was in part why she was entrapped here. Like called to like, and the water called to her.

      It was a clever trap, she had to admit. The water calmed her even as the heavy dirt sucked away all her power and magic, keeping her in stasis.

      Tara tapped the energy from her friends and violently pushed her way out of the center of the clay pit, heading up, straight toward the surface.

      It was only after she’d reached the regular soil again that she realized her mistake.

      By destabilizing the ground in this area, she’d just set another tremor into motion.

      Tara swam up above the forest and watched in horror as it swayed in a breeze she didn’t feel, the ground shifting and waving beneath her. A deep moaning groan washed over her as the very earth undulated. Trees knocked each other over, their root balls suddenly exposed in the air. Birds exploded into the air, screeching their dismay. All the small creatures hidden among the trunks raced out of the area, breaking through the bramble.

      The area directly beneath Tara—maybe a twenty-foot radius circle—settled down quickly. She could see the ripples moving out. At least as the area spread the effect grew less. Trees stopped being toppled and merely waved. The stillness of the night returned gradually.

      Crap.

      She had really been trapped by the Riprap man. He had grown much more dangerous now that he was on his own. Not only could she have died under the earth, she could have done much, much more damage escaping.

      Tara tugged on the thread that connected her soul with her body, flying back to Portland and Hallowed Ground. Soot joined her after a short while. He seemed so happy to see her. He didn’t understand that she’d just messed up, but good.

      The bright lights of Portland just made Tara feel worse. What would happen if there was a huge quake? Would those lights ever come on again in her lifetime? She flew north, over the bridges and up to Hallowed Ground.

      The building also appeared to have its own light, safe and warm. She knew that mere tremors wouldn’t rock its foundations. Kaede and the others had sent the root too deep.

      They couldn’t do that for the rest of the city, though. And even if the houses and buildings didn’t collapse, that still left the roads disintegrated, as well as the ports.

      No, Tara and her friends needed to stop the Riprap man from bringing his tremors into the city itself.

      But how?
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        * * *

      

      Tara dropped her friends’ hands and took a step back, breaking the circle. The air in her lungs still tasted of mushrooms and dirt. Though her skin was dry, she’d swear that the clay still coated her back.

      “I don’t see how we’re agonna stop him,” Ginny grumbled. She looked more pale than usual, which worried Tara.

      How much of her group’s strength had she siphoned off that evening? Richard seemed to be holding up well, but Kaede and Kyle were both listing as well.

      “You’re not dreaming big enough,” Lucius said. He lightly tapped his cane on the floor, drawing all their attention to him.

      “What do you mean?” Kaede said. Ze sounded more angry than tired. “We know who it is we’re fighting against.”

      “You’re focused on this group, on this coven, being able to contain
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