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      Focus, Lucy.

      She imagined breathing through her hands, connecting her spirit to her flesh, and connecting flesh to earth. Breath was the great unifier. She inhaled the oxygen given off by the trees overhead. They buried their roots in the soil beneath her hands.

      Lucy reinforced the shields around her aura, and allowed herself to deepen further still.

      The acrid tang of teargas and the burn of pepper-ball projectiles coated the back of her throat, making her want to spit again. She swallowed. She felt fear. Anger. Sorrow.

      Tell me… she thought.

      But the earth revealed nothing more.
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      From her place at the top of the ladder, Lucy set the broad, soft-bristled brush down on the edge of the paint tray and rubbed her right hand against her painter’s pants. The hand itched, and not in the good “your palm itches because money is coming to you” way. She’d been poisoned by nicotine-tainted flying ointment at Summer Solstice. Now the year barreled toward Lammas and the weird sensation hadn’t gone away. Plus, it was messing with her magic in ways she still didn’t understand.

      Regardless, Lucy had work to do. Work she loved.

      The scent of interior house paint was as familiar to Lucy as the scent of her sandalwood shampoo. Paint smelled of industry, creativity, and happiness.  There was a deep satisfaction in helping make something beautiful again. Brightening things up. Enriching spaces. Changing people’s lives.

      Oh, that last thing seemed a little grandiose, and Lucy admitted it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. Part of her magic was helping to shift ordinary spaces into havens, places of refuge and delight. Painting houses was part of Lucy’s true work, and she began every project with a magical intention.

      But sometimes paint was also the scent of stress, like right now. Her crew was way behind on this job, stretched thin because summer meant everyone wanted the outside of their houses painted. But indoor jobs were Lucy’s specialty, and this one was for a friend. Jack. That last fact didn’t lessen the pressure. As a matter of fact, for Lucy, it made things worse. She never wanted to let down people she knew.

      Even if they had let her down before.

      At least the air inside the house was cool. The owner before Jack had installed a central HVAC system, and the air-conditioning worked just fine, keeping the late July heat outside at bay. It also kept out the smoke.

      It had been a hot summer, smoky with the fires burning up in British Columbia turning the blazing sun a bloody red-orange in dark gray skies.  Luckily, it seemed as if the smoke was clearing. Whether that was just a wind pattern shift or because some of the fires were under control, Lucy didn’t know.

      The only issue Lucy had with AC was that with windows closed, the paint fumes didn’t disperse as quickly. Thank all the Gods and Goddesses for low VOC paints.

      Speaking of…

      “Suco, more flat white for the dining room ceiling, por favor!”

      “You got it, boss,” came the reply from the living room.

      Lucy heard the thump of Suco’s boots onto the broad wooden porch, where paint cans and extra drop cloths lived during the day. She exhaled, blowing an errant strand of dark hair from her face, and looked around the formal dining room. Jack’s home was gorgeous. The nine-foot-high ceilings were tall enough to feel spacious but still cozy. The home still had its original wood built-ins and trim around the doors and windows, plus a gorgeous picture rail, all taped up, which Lucy currently worked above, using it as a natural demarcation between the walls below and the ceiling above.

      While Lucy worked on all sorts of houses, old Craftsman and Victorian homes were her favorites. They were built with care. Meant to last. Some of the modern homes these days also had an attention to detail, unlike the cracker boxes of the late nineties, but give Lucy a one-hundred-year-old home to work on, any day.

      Even covered with plastic sheeting, the warm wood of the china cabinet gleamed. The built-in sideboard was the original dark walnut, mirroring the walnut picture rail that ringed the room. The walls were currently navy, which did the room no favors, especially during the cloudy Portland winters. Once the ceiling was done, Lucy planned a pale, leaf green for the walls.  She and Jack had debated over that. She lobbied for a rich burgundy, but after the navy, he didn’t want the rooms to feel dark. They wouldn’t have, but the customer was always right.

      Even when the customer had been an on-again, off-again lover, and was now a who-knew-what-to-call-them, so they both just used the word friend, even though they didn’t exactly hang out these days. Jack had kind of ghosted Lucy a couple of years ago, right when she thought they’d actually been headed a good direction. She had to admit, it still stung.

      Lucy didn’t let herself get close to just anybody, and she was way attracted to Jack—which, right now? She wished was not the case.

      But they were still friendly enough for Jack to hire her and of course, they bumped into one another pretty regularly.

      Jack was part of the ad hoc community that clustered around Arrow and Crescent, Lucy’s coven. There were several people like that, who moved in and out of the sphere of the coven. In Jack’s case, he just happened to be Raquel’s neighbor. Raquel and Brenda had founded Arrow and Crescent, and trained most of the members.

      While the two women were her mentors, Lucy had had her own training earlier. Her Catholic abuela had a little bit of the witch about her, though she would never call it that. She had tried to teach Lucy the use of herbs but that had never quite stuck. Reading objects was Lucy’s natural skill. She’d practiced the art of psychometry—the art of reading physical objects—since puberty, and was now the go-to person for the whole coven.

      She scratched at her right hand again. The sensation was actually more of a tingle than an itch, and less physical than psychic. Despite all of the clearing and cleansing the coven had done after the poisoning, the sensation hadn’t gone away.

      Lucy hadn’t mentioned it to Brenda and Raquel. They would just worry, and frankly, Lucy didn’t see there was anything to be done for it. So she kept mum and just did her job.

      “Here you go, boss,” Suco set the gallon can down on a drop cloth and got to work popping the lid off.

      “Gracias,” Lucy said, rattling down her ladder. Once down, she reached for the plastic-lined paint tray and carefully lifted it from the metal perch.

      “Disponha,” he replied, as she set the tray down next to the gallon can.

      The two of them tended to trade off between Spanish and Portuguese. He was one of her best workers, and had moved to Portland from Sao Paolo when he was a child. His family had immigrated during a slightly easier time.

      Lucy been raised in Portland, on the outskirts further east, toward the city of Gresham. As a matter of fact, there was an old bruja in Gresham that Lucy had known since her teens, when she stumbled into the woman’s shop. She still sought counsel from Izel off and on, though it had been a while.

      Lucy could trace her family back to the days when California had still been part of Mexico. They’d moved to the Pacific Northwest during her great-grandparents’ time, when vaqueros migrated north, hired by white cattle ranchers.

      Suco went back to the living room, where he was busy covering the wood built-in bookcases and the fireplace surround, leaving Lucy to her solitary work. After refilling the tray, she stood to stretch her back. Her heart pounded –– Toomtoomtoom–– an arrhythmic beat. Too fast. Damn it. She never had issues like that before, but yeah, ever since summer Solstice, when that self-centered jerk who called himself the Alchemist had poisoned her, things weren’t quite right, physically or psychically.

      Nicotine poisoning tainted with bad magic was enough to give someone a heart attack, and it had killed one person and put another into the hospital.

      And as for Lucy’s psychometry, where she used to need to consciously tune into objects in order to get a reading, half the time now readings leapt out at her, unbidden. Having worked her ass off to hone her psychic art, it annoyed the shit out of Lucy to be picking up psychic information like some untrained newbie.

      So Lucy had taken to being careful. She didn’t touch the walls or doorways of strange houses with her hands, particularly not her right hand. She just wasn’t sure what stories the buildings would have to tell, and couldn’t afford further distraction when she was already behind. And that pissed her off, too.

      Damn the rogue magician for messing with her magic with that Goddess-damned tainted flying ointment. She shouldn’t have to relearn something she’d been training in for years.

      Lucy shrugged, an irritated gesture, and moved the ladder to the opposite wall. She had one more section to cut in before rolling out the ceiling. If she was honest, she’d actually gotten through the poisoning relatively unscathed, with just a few weird symptoms and erratic magic that she needed to get under control. The coven had to go onto the astral plane and save one victim from a coma that was sapping all of her energy. Another person had ended up dead.

      At least the Alchemist was in prison now. Even though Lucy wasn’t a fan of the carceral state, she had to admit that if anyone should be locked up, it was that madman.

      Meanwhile though, she still had a business to run, jobs to catch up on, and her own health to consider.

      She sighed.

      Okay. Back to work.

      Lucy placed the paint tray back on the fold-out perch and climbed the ladder. The edges around the trim weren’t going to get cut in by themselves, and the ceiling needed to be rolled out by lunch time.

      She just wished the tingling in her palm would go away.
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      The lines of code swam before Jack’s eyes. He paused, took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes, and stretched. He was working standing up, hoping the extra blood flow would somehow make it to his brain.

      Jack wanted to blame his lack of focus on Lucy being downstairs, but that wasn’t fair. If he was being honest, he had to admit this was all on him. And he knew exactly why.

      He gazed out the double sash wood-framed windows and out past the blooming white dogwood toward the pines that towered two houses away. The trees were what made Portland so special. Oh, people talked about the weird people, but Jack had never found anyone he met to be all that odd. But the trees that choked every neighborhood and even lined the freeways? They were really something.

      A man could get lost in those trees, and hikers did every other year, sometimes wandering for days before being found. Jack wouldn’t mind getting lost that way. It would at least be something different than getting lost in screen after screen, beer after beer. Or line of code after line of fracking code.

      He was behind deadline on this latest game but had no interest in working on it.

      Deadlines were part of the business, and usually Jack had no trouble with them. But lately? He had trouble caring. Was starting to wonder if the work was even worth it.

      You still have bills to pay, my man, he thought. And coding games paid really well. The fact that he could work from his home office was a bonus.

      Jack sighed and took another sip of coffee from his favorite Tardis mug. The home office had started out as a small bedroom and still had gleaming dark wood wainscoting and a three-panel closet door. The room also held low bookcases, a sickly ficus plant in the corner by the window that he really needed to ditch, and a massive wooden standing desk with two huge monitors, a tall rolling stool, and the padded mat he was currently standing on.

      His fingers twitched over the small white mouse, ready to click over to the project he was really interested in. The little hacking job his friend Olivia had roped him into.

      Hacking was taking over his life. It was almost all he thought about. But those projects didn’t pay his bills.

      He was getting sick of games. Barely even played for fun anymore.

      Quit stalling.

      This code wasn’t going to write itself.

      The latest game design was complex and chewy, just the way Jack used to liked it, and if he didn’t get enough done today, his schedule was totally borked. But nothing in it grabbed him. Used to be, he could sink right into the rhythm of coding. Put some ambient music on, and his fingers seemed to know just what to do, with barely any input from his brain.

      Jack had been doing this long enough that all coding practically felt hardwired, as if his subconscious was jacked directly into his keyboard.

      Except today it wasn’t happening. Video games had paid for this house, free and clear, paid off his debts, and given him what was a pretty sweet, stable life. But that wasn’t what he wanted anymore.

      He’d had couple of years where it had felt as if he was coasting through life while everyone around him moved forward. Doing things. Falling in love or saving the world. Then his friend Olivia had taken him for a walk in the park one day and shoved Jack’s life from autopilot back into gear.

      He had found a way back to passion and hated giving anything else time. He’d been reborn and didn’t want to go back into stasis.

      There was a creak of a ladder from downstairs, and he heard Lucy talking with the only other worker on site today. Suco, he thought the man’s name was. He sometimes heard them speaking a smattering of Spanish and what must be Portuguese together.

      Maybe he should learn a new language. That would be something else to do, right? Something to quell this new obsession. Make him more well-rounded.

      More interesting to a person like Lucy. Maybe.

      He knew at least five programming languages already, and still retained some of his high school French. How hard could Spanish be?

      Jack drank more coffee and shook his head again. If it weren’t for Lucy, he would have zero interest in learning Spanish. He exhaled noisily and stretched, coffee mug still in hand.

      Yeah. Along with the secret project, Lucy was a definite distraction. Maybe it had been a mistake to hire her. To have her in his home like this every day. It had felt like a natural thing to ask her to redo the interior of his house. He had the money and she was both one of the best housepainters in the city and a friend.

      None of that took away the fact that he’d totally blown it with her a few years ago during his plodding-through-life phase. They’d made a few attempts at dating and sex but he had been way too cavalier. Too scared. Not ready for commitment. In the end, he pretended that all he wanted was casual sex with a friend. The occasional pizza or a movie on the couch.

      He retreated back into his computers, spending hour after hour either gaming or coding games.

      Boring. His whole life had become boring. And what really sucked? He wasn’t even sure why.

      But now that he was starting to wake up, and Lucy was in his house every day…he had to admit he was probably in love with her. Which also sucked.

      Truth be told, Jack had loved Lucy since the moment he first saw her, damp wisps of dark chocolate hair sticking to light brown skin as she wiped her boots off on the mat in Raquel’s café one rainy January four years before. It was a Tuesday afternoon, just past lunch…and why the hell did he even remember that factoid?

      He set the Tardis mug down on the desk too hard, and coffee sloshed over the sides.

      “Shit,” Jack said, and grabbed for the box of tissues to his right as the pool of milky liquid inched its way toward the ergonomic keyboard. He mopped it up just in time.

      Maybe he needed a break. Go downstairs, get a fresh cup. Talk to Lucy.

      She’s still too good for you, man. And that was God’s own truth. She was sexy, smart, ran her own successful business, involved herself in social justice causes, and to top it all off, she was a witch.

      Couldn’t get much more interesting than that.

      Jack? On the surface he was still just another white nerd who could code. He had ordinary, sandy brown hair that needed a cut and dressed in geeky T-shirts and old jeans. There was pretty much nothing interesting about him.

      The only interesting thing in his life right now was something he could never share.

      He pushed back from the desk and threw the damp, coffee-impregnated wad of tissues into the small black garbage can stationed next to the desk. He needed a break anyway. Dork or not, he might as well talk to Lucy.

      Mind drifting to the secret project, he padded downstairs in gray wool slippers, walked through the bright white kitchen, and poked his head into the dining room. The built-ins were draped and taped. The room had lines of white where old cracks in the walls had been patched, but at least they looked smooth now, ready for paint.

      And there she was, perched on a metal ladder, cutting in strips of white ceiling paint above the blue-taped picture rail. No makeup on her serious face, paint spatters all over her work clothes, she was beautiful as always.

      “Want some coffee?” he asked.

      The brush jerked, spitting white paint on her brown skin.

      “You startled me!” Lucy grimaced, set the brush down, and pulled a large navy bandana from her back pocket. She swiped at her face.

      “Sorry about that. I just needed a break and figured you might, too.”

      Lucy glanced at her watch, a heavy black thing that weighted down her tiny wrist.

      “I guess I could take a short break. There were a couple of things I wanted to check with you about anyway.” She clambered down the ladder and turned to cover the paint tray with a fitted piece of hard plastic.

      “Suco!” she called into the next room. “I’m taking a break.”

      “Okay, boss!”

      Jack gestured to Lucy’s face, where her handkerchief had turned the spatter into smears. She shook her head and reached for the bandana again.

      Staring at the smears, a thought floated through his brain. There were sections of code that seemed disconnected, but all it would take was one common force to link them into a flow. A flow that would work.

      But what was it? Jack needed the coding equivalent of Lucy’s bandana. He stood stock still as the tumblers in his brain clicked over. The back of his skull felt as if a great hand had pressed itself against him. So close.

      “Jack? You okay?”

      He blinked. Lucy stared at him, an eleven creasing itself between her dark eyebrows.

      “Sorry! Just had an idea.”

      He looked into her eyes. The thought was gone now. Jack hoped he could manage to call it back.
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      Lucy piloted her blue work truck toward the Willamette River. The truck was huge on the outside and comfy inside, with tan leather seats and AC that actually worked, unlike her last truck, a battered beast that had finally given up the ghost the year before.

      She missed that truck.

      Her right hand still itched, and right now, the tingling drew her west. She was trying to teach herself to follow its lead. As Brenda used to say when Lucy first joined the coven, If you want to train your psychic skills, when intuition tells you to do something, do it as soon as you can. If it tells you to take your vitamins, don’t argue. Just take your vitamins.

      As a witch who worked with psychometry, her hands were the core of her magic. So, even though she didn’t trust the new weirdness in her hand, Lucy was taking her metaphorical vitamins.

      She squinted, and fished a set of sunglasses from the overhead console. It was mid-afternoon, which meant heading into the sun, but at least traffic going west on Powell was relatively light at this time on a Wednesday. Ladders rattled on the rack over the truck bed, a metallic counterpoint to the LeAnn Rimes streaming from the radio.

      The rest of the coven teased Lucy about her love of country music, but what could she say? Her ancestors were actual cowboys and she’d been raised on the Mexican version of country. The crossover between the canción ranchera of her grandfather’s favorite Norteño bands and country western was pretty natural, even if gringos didn’t get it.

      Few people were aware that there’d always been Black and Mexican cowboys in the United States. That fact had been effectively whitewashed from history. Thanks, Hollywood.

      She braked for a light at the big intersection at Powell and Milwaukie, glancing at the old Aladdin vaudeville house to see what bands were coming. Nothing she recognized. And besides, when was the last time she’d been out to hear live music, or go dancing?

      “Too long,” she said. There was always something to take care of at home, or with the business, or coven, let alone local politics, which could become a full time job if she allowed it.

      Lucy was glad she’d had the impulse to stop at a Quick Market for Mexican ice pops, which she’d loaded into a cooler that lived permanently in the truck bed. On Wednesdays, immigrant families were required to check in with Immigration and Customs Enforcement at the ICE building off of Macadam. Even if the magic in her hands told her nothing, a cold treat would bring them a little joy.

      She had to admit she missed the OccupyICE encampment.

      The camp that activists had erected next to the big square of a building had kept the place closed for weeks in protest of the increased raids, arrests, and deportations that left many children separated from their families, languishing in actual cages with no comfort to be found.

      Then the Department of Homeland Security executed a pre-dawn raid and cleared the veterans’ camp from the long driveway, trashing the art and altars people had set up in front. The destruction of the rest of the camp came two weeks after that with the help of the Portland Police Bureau. They’d fired pepper balls and other less-than-lethals at the ICE Breakers. Lucy had seen some of the bruises from the close-range projectiles. They weren’t pretty.

      The dirty business went on. Children hooded and chained to desks. Molestation accusations. Parents deported without their kids, kids sold into “adoption” with white parents….

      Lucy flushed with anger and turned off the music. Even LeAnn Rimes wasn’t helping to distract her anymore. Though she’d worked off and on with local immigrants’ rights groups for years, the current situation had her feeling pretty helpless. And feeling helpless pissed her off. Bringing ice pops for the kids and families walking out of the government building felt like too little.

      But at least it was something tangible.

      Yeah, if Lucy’s itching, tingling hand was forcing her to get to the ICE building, she could at least bring treats. Psychic hoohah was all good and well, but manifesting world action was even better.

      Arrow and Crescent coven had felt assaulted from all sides for the past year. They were working on so many fronts, their attention hadn’t even turned to these latest atrocities.

      Well, if Lucy had anything to say about it, that was going to change.

      “I don’t know what you want from me,” she said, glancing down at her hands on the dark tan, leather-wrapped steering wheel, “but it better not just be that asshole Alchemist tugging at me again.”

      The tingling didn’t have the psychic flavor of the Alchemist, but her hands—and her right hand especially—was trying to tell her something, that was for sure. And time at her altar each morning had increased enough in intensity that Lucy was now getting up at five in the morning just to say her prayers and make offerings before getting to the first job site by seven.

      Lucy had to check in on all the jobs, put in calls to distributors when necessary, and generally ride herd on her own set of painting ranch hands before making her way to whatever job she was working on that day.

      Crossing the Ross Island Bridge, she thumbed the windows down. The heat of the day hit her skin, followed by the mingled scents of river water, oil, and steel. She couldn’t smell any smoke, which was good, but there was that indescribable dry smell that only happened when there’d been several scorching days in a row.

      There was nothing Lucy liked better than that. She had sometimes toyed with moving someplace really hot, like Austin, but the Willamette and Columbia rivers, and the volcanic ring around the city, were in her blood. Despite the whiteness of Portland, her family had been on this soil too long for Lucy to feel one-hundred-percent comfortable anywhere else.

      So she would stay here, and fight for the rights of others to make a home.

      Two sailboats paced one another on the water to her right. That coaxed a smile out of her, at least. She loved everything about the river, though she’d never been much of a sailor herself.

      Navigating around the big loop that would take her south to Macadam and Bancroft, Lucy poked along behind a green Prius that didn’t seem to know which lane it wanted to be in. She took a breath, throttling down impatience.

      Lucy was impatient with the whole world these days, and it wasn’t the damn Prius driver’s fault. Besides, at her last physical, Doc Napier said that her blood pressure was decent but given her family history and the recent tobacco poisoning, Lucy needed to keep stress and certain foods in check. So she was trying.

      Luckily, all of her witchy deep breathing and grounding techniques helped, but she’d had to cut back on salty snacks, which sucked.

      No chicharrones for awhile. Or salami. Or bacon, which really hurt.

      The Prius finally decided on the right-hand lane right before Lucy swung the Blue Beast onto Bancroft. And there it was. A three-story tan-and-white rectangle, currently surrounded by an ugly seven-foot steel mesh fence that blocked sidewalk access. Immigration and the Department of Homeland Security had erected the illegal fence when they re-took the building.

      The activist camp had been beautiful in a ragged way, with banners waving in the sun, and art and posters everywhere. A giant altar to replace the one smashed in the first raid, tucked against the building opposite ICE, filled with images, flowers, and flickering jar candles. The ICE Breakers, the activists called themselves. A ragtag group of anarchists, religious groups, members of the houseless community, and assorted other folks who dropped in and out daily.

      The building looked naked without the encampment. Beneath the anger, Lucy had to acknowledge that she just felt sad.

      “The building is showing its true colors now, at least,” she said to the hot air in the truck cab.

      The building looked like a part of the machine that it was. A place where no one was safe. A fast route to disappearance.

      Lucy wiped the sweat from her face and looked for a place to park.
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      “You still working on the sheriff’s website?” Jack’s friend Olivia pitched her contralto voice low. Despite being in an open space, Olivia was always careful.

      They walked beneath the tall pines in the park near Jack’s house. His home office was relatively secure, but if Olivia could have a meeting outside, she preferred it, both for security reasons and all of those “fresh air and exercise” reasons.

      Olivia was a big woman with ruddy white skin, and Jack could feel her slowing down to match his pace, as if it pained her to contain herself. A self-proclaimed fatlete, Olivia competed in power lifting and won at least half the time. She also ran five miles before breakfast.

      No way in hell could Jack keep up with her physically, so he didn’t even bother pretending to try. Olivia’s girlfriend was equally badass. Another coder, Grace headed up the local wheelchair basketball league. Sometimes being around them made Jack feel bad about himself. Made him think he should start some sort of exercise routine.

      Whenever that feeling gripped him, he usually ate another piece of pizza and took another swig of cola, and the feeling passed.

      “I’m so close to cracking it. Their Facebook page was so easy…”

      “Any script kiddie can hack a Facebook page, Jack.” Olivia sounded mildly disgusted at the thought, as if both script kiddies and hacking social media pages were equally abhorrent. Jack didn’t mind either, despite the fact that
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