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        Horrible flooding continues to plague Portland, the jewel of the Pacific Northwest. The mighty river god Mulinohana spares the bridges that I have marked as sacred. But He only spares those structures. The inhabitants of this city do not help their case, spewing filth and refuse into the clean waters. They are starting to be aware of their predicament, how they poison their own nests, and are planning to build what they’re calling a seawall. Part of the work will divert the sewers from pouring into the river. While Mulinohana would be pleased with that, the wall itself displeases Him, as does anything that impedes His mighty flow. I will need to mark the wall as sacred, though I do not believe that a witch’s heart placed at the base of the wall will be adequate. It is not a single base, unlike a bridge. I will need to find something else to sacrifice so that the seawall can be built and the city will have more protection from the ever capricious river.

      

      

      
        
        Wilson Evermore, Civil Engineer and Protector of Portland, 1920

      

      

      When Tara sat up in her bed, she saw yet another plain envelope had been slipped under the door to her room during the night. It wasn’t addressed to her, but she knew it was meant for her, as all the others had been.

      Though Tara loved her room in the house that she shared with four other people, the notes left her feeling uneasy. The smell of wet sisal rope washed through the air instead of the usual comforting scents of coffee and toast. She couldn’t hear any of her roommates—they were either still asleep (like Tobias, who worked in a band) or already gone to work.

      With a sigh, Tara pushed herself out of her bed, grabbing the ratty, dark green bathrobe that hung on the bedpost and wrapping herself in that. It enveloped her in a warm, soft hug. She sat down on the floor gracefully, thankful once again for the yoga classes that kept her limber even as she approached her thirties, tucking her straight brown hair behind her ears.

      The envelope was manila colored and the size that would normally contain a happy greeting card. This one, like the others, contained a newspaper clipping from the day before, pasted to a white sheet of paper. The news reported two boats crashing into each other. One woman had been killed and three men hospitalized.

      In block letters on the white paper was printed, “YOUR FAULT.” The words looked as though they’d been drawn in red crayon. At least the words felt waxy, and she didn’t think they were done in blood.

      Tara shook her head. How could a stupid drunken boating accident be her fault? Yet, every time there was an accident on the river or a body was dredged out of the waters, someone—probably the Riprap man—sent her a clipping like this. It had been going on for the last six months.

      It wasn’t as if there hadn’t been accidents when he’d still been bonded to the river spirit Mulinohana. Now that the water spirit was free, it wasn’t suddenly causing a bunch of deaths, no matter what the Riprap man might think.

      Though there had been more bodies found floating in the river during the last six months. Most of the cases were labeled as suicide or accidental drowning—there were very few homicides. For the previous two years, a body was found floating in the Willamette river about once every ten days, which was considerably more than any other city. Over the last two months, that number had increased to about one per week.

      It wasn’t her fault. Or at least she kept telling herself that.

      Still, the envelope and the clipping were always distressing. Tara put the paper back down on the floor, her hands shaking.

      Suddenly, a warm presence pressed against her right side. Tara knew without looking that Soot had just shown up, the tamed wind who took the appearance of a black greyhound. She put her arm over his shoulders and rested her head against him, letting his warmth comfort her.

      Not to be left out, Tara heard a loud “Mrrr,” and felt a head butting her left leg. She reached out to pet Teruko, the tamed fire spirit who looked like a calico cat, primarily white with brown and black patches, as well as a short, stubby tail. Teruko promptly stepped up onto Tara’s thigh, then dropped down into her lap, purring hard. She, too, had come to comfort Tara.

      One of the reasons why Tara had chosen this house was because her housemates let her have pets, though they frequently remarked on how quiet her animals were, as well as how they seemed to get in and out of the house on their own, without using a door.

      Teruko turned her head up to Tara and issued another “Mrr”?

      Tara looked down into the kitty’s eyes, one pale blue, the other golden brown. She wasn’t sure if Teruko wanted more pets or was asking what to do next.

      Or maybe both, as she immediately head-butted Tara’s hand when it got in reach.

      “I don’t know what we’re going to do,” Tara told her two familiars. Only hedgewitches had familiars and could tame elements. Schooled witches didn’t keep them.

      Then again, Tara would call Soot and Teruko merely half tamed. They would only do her bidding about half of the time. Otherwise, they ignored her, walked away, and went along on their own business. Ginny, the other hedgewitch in Tara’s coven, told her this was normal.

      It made someone like Tara, who tended to be logical and organized, quite crazy sometimes. But she was trying to be more spontaneous. At least during her off hours.

      Tara shook her head. “I have to get going, you two,” she said after a few more skritches to both spirits. “Teaching this morning, volunteering this afternoon.”

      Teruko looked up at that. “Mrrr?” she asked.

      Tara thought for a moment. “Yes, you can come,” she said. While both spirits tended to follow her wherever she went, whether she wanted them around or not, they respected Hallowed Ground, the homeless shelter where Tara volunteered. It was Kaede’s space. While Teruko and Soot could push their way through Kaede’s protection spells, they both were happier when they didn’t have to, when Tara granted them permission to come with her.

      That afternoon, Tara was running the “teashop” in the homeless shelter. Having Teruko with her would be good. The cat would sit on one corner of the countertop, happy for people to pet her while Tara made up their order. It frequently allowed Tara to talk longer with the person, listening and asking questions, so that she could learn what the person really needed, not just what they’d asked for.

      Soot helped too, playing with the younger children. He acted like a puppy around them, though the rest of the time he seemed like a mature dog.

      “Okay, so let me get up and get going,” Tara told her companions. With a sigh, Teruko got up on all fours, stretched her back, then languidly stepped first, onto Tara’s thigh, then onto the floor. Soot snuffled her hair, rubbing his cold nose behind her ear, before he also stepped away.

      Tara stood up easily, stretching her arms up above her head, then from side to side. It would be a long day today; however, she also knew that it would be satisfying. Nothing she did ever felt like work anymore. It was a strange place to be.

      First, though, as she’d promised, she sent a mass email to everyone in her coven, letting them know that she’d received yet another missive from the Riprap man. She didn’t have to face this on her own, though it was still difficult for her to ask for help. And it wasn’t as if the Riprap man had challenged her.

      The winter solstice had come and gone without incident. While Tara had had nightmares, they were of her own making, not dreams sent to her.

      With a start, Tara realized that the spring equinox was only a week away. It was Thursday, and the equinox was the following Wednesday night.

      Would the Riprap man try something then? Or was she still safe?

      She included that tidbit in the email before she sent it off, then went to prepare for the long day ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Tara walked up the street, heading for Hallowed Ground. Her hair was still wet from her shower earlier, rinsing off all the chlorine from the pool. She’d spent several hours teaching that day—seniors’ water aerobics, beginning swimming for toddlers, as well as coaching a half dozen men who’d made an arrangement with the Y and were getting tips for their coming triathlon.

      The building itself looked like an older office building, built in the 1920s. It originally would have had retail on the ground floor and goods displayed in the big picture windows on either side of the door in the center of the building, with three floors above it full of apartments. Now, the ground floor was a dedicated community space and soup kitchen, and the upstairs rooms were given to the homeless who were truly in need.

      Tara walked past the front door, down the alley on the side, and around to the back where the volunteers came and left.

      Kaede, the person who ran the shelter, was a fifth level witch, and was very good with spaces. It was extremely difficult to permanently enchant an artifact. Most of the time, a sachet filled with herbs only lasted a few days, then would have to be replaced.

      However, Hallowed Ground belonged to Kaede, and ze protected the entire building. Every time Tara walked in, she had the sensation of stepping into another place, a location that was separate from the mundane world, sacred, in a good way.

      Big signs next to the door proclaimed that this entrance was for Volunteers Only—and that means YOU. The door was generally left unlocked, at least during the day. Because of the protections Kaede set in the building, very few people who weren’t volunteers tried to come in that way.

      Soot and Teruko appeared on either side of Tara as she opened the door. Though it was just an illusion that she was stepping into a dark, unwelcome hallway, it always gave her pause.

      “Shall we?” Tara said as she stepped across the threshold. Her familiars walked in with her. Soot always gave himself a huge shake after he walked into the shelter, as if shedding the cold barrier from his fur. Teruko did the same, stopping to give the fur on her back a few licks.

      The small hallway was still dark, but it no longer felt foreboding. Kaede’s office stood behind the first door to Tara’s left. Only when Tara stopped and studied the door could she see the white chalk drawn on the white paint, promising pain to any who tried to enter without permission.

      Kaede had never been forthcoming about where ze’d learned such a spell, or even where most of zir training had come from.

      However, the spells on the door always reminded Tara of her first mentor, Miss Lucy, who didn’t necessarily practice black magic, but tainted magic, nonetheless.

      Past the office door, on the other side, lay a huge kitchen, at least thirty feet on a side, with a vaulted ceiling that rose up two stories. Though the florescent overhead lights were off, enough light to see by came in through the second story windows. Industrial ovens, stoves, and grills lined the walls, while a huge dishwasher/sanitizer stood in the corner. The air still smelled of the soap used to clean the linoleum floor. The room wasn’t heated—the stoves were enough to keep the place warm when it was being used.

      That afternoon, it was empty, everything put away. Instead of a permanent center island, the kitchen had a series of tables that volunteers put together as needed. Even those had been folded up and stood stacked against the far wall.

      From the laughter that came from the main room at the end of the hall, Tara could tell that the after school program had already started. She wasn’t late necessarily, but she would probably have a line waiting to talk with her as soon as she finished setting up.

      A black curtain hung down over one of the long, industrial steel tables that had been pushed to the side, next to the dishwasher. That was Tara’s space. When she reached for the curtain, the fabric scratched against her palms. Though this was hers, the spell on the curtain was so strong that it made even her feel uneasy.

      A large collection of coffee containers full of herbs lay scattered across the lower shelf of the table. None of the containers were matched. They were the cheapest containers Tara could get at Goodwill. However, they all had good rubber seals on them, to prevent air from getting in.

      Tara loaded all the containers onto a cart before flicking the curtain back down. She went looking for mugs next, but found the cupboard was empty.

      Smiling, Tara wheeled her cart out into the main room. Long tables had been set up in three rows close to the hallway entrance, taking up just a small amount of space. A corner had been marked off for the younger kids to race around and play in. In another corner, an older member of the community—Stella, if Tara was remembering correctly—sat in a chair and read to a group of spellbound younger kids. Soot sat beside the storyteller, attentively listening with his tail thwapping.

      One of the teens supposedly doing homework at the long table closest to the door came bounding up when he saw Tara—Eric. She’d made him a special tea the first time she’d volunteered at Hallowed Ground, and he’d become her determined helper ever since.

      Eric looked better than when she’d first met him. He was still too skinny, with dirty blond hair that stuck up everywhere. But his gray-green eyes no longer looked so haunted, and his skin was no longer a washed-out white. He’d recently had a growing spurt, and was finally taller than Tara’s five foot ten. He was just sixteen, and hadn’t reached the end of his growth, she knew.

      “I got out the mugs for you,” Eric said as he helped her maneuver the cart next to the long table.

      “Thank you,” Tara said. The containers weren’t marked, so Eric stood to the side, awkwardly shuffling from one foot to the other as Tara placed them in order. When she was finished putting the two dozen containers into three long rows, he cocked his head to one side and studied them.

      “How did you order them this time?” he asked.

      “What is your guess?” Tara replied.

      He pressed his lips together and studied the arrangement. “The rose-colored short container has dried marigold flower petals. Adds brightness to a tea.” He paused, then indicated the other end of the first line. “While hyssop flowers mellows out most teas, making them richer and darker.”

      “Very good!” Tara said. Eric had been fascinated by all the herbs she’d used, and had started learning the properties of each. He had no magic, at least as far as she could tell. He did, however, have a fantastic palate, and had been able to separate out the herbs of the “surprise” teas that she made for him.

      She wanted to encourage him to get a job as a cook, and maybe train to be a chef. However, he was still too tightly wound to handle the stress of a kitchen. He would only meditate with her. Wouldn’t do it on his own. Or at least not yet.

      Eric helped Tara fill the giant jugs she used for water, then she filled her electric tea kettle and started the water boiling. She still envied the professional teashops and their massive hot water heaters that were able to keep the temperatures precise, based on the type of tea. Maybe some year, if she opened her own teashop, she could get some of those.

      “Can I make you a tea?” Tara asked Eric, as a way of announcing that she was now open for business.

      “Something to help me pass this next math test,” Eric said with a grimace.

      “You know the math,” Tara told him. “You just have to stay calm.”

      “I know,” Eric said, sighing. “It’s just so hard with all those questions staring at me.”

      “All right,” Tara said, thinking. “Payment is going to be five minutes of meditation every night this week. Just before you go to bed.”

      “I can’t,” Eric said, starting to sound panicked. “I can’t⁠—”

      “Yes, you can,” Tara said firmly. She caught the boy’s hand and made him look at her. “You can learn how to breathe deeply at your father’s house.”

      Eric wrinkled his nose.

      Tara knew Eric’s fear was irrational, that he’d take in too much of the air in his father’s house and would somehow become more like him, an alcoholic who was at least functioning, unlike Eric’s mom who was in prison.

      “Remember, meditation isn’t just about taking in the air, but also about releasing it. You can let go of everything you take in, every molecule of air,” Tara said. “Maybe you should focus on that.”

      “Huh. I hadn’t thought of that,” Eric said. He considered the payment she was asking while Tara went ahead and put together the most calming elements she knew and started her tea.

      “Fine,” Eric said after a few more moments. “I’ll meditate for five minutes every night before going to sleep, concentrating on releasing the air, not just bringing it in.”

      “Good,” Tara said. The water had just started to boil. “Let this steep for five minutes,” she said handing the cup to him. “And bring it back when you’ve finished. I’ve given you enough for two cups.”

      “Thanks,” Eric said with a grateful smile. He took a deep sniff of herbs. “Chamomile, mint, and lavender?”

      “Close,” Tara said, impressed that he’d gotten all that just from the smell before tasting it. “Gingko, too,” she said.

      “Ah,” Eric said, nodding. “I’ll have to remember that.”

      He turned and went back to where he’d been studying, and the next customer came up, a pre-teen girl with beautiful black skin and her hair braided tightly in rows across her head. Tara gave her a tea with borage and other herbs to boost her self-confidence. For “payment,” she wanted the girl to remember to use her twenty seconds of courage and do something she wouldn’t normally do the next day.

      All through the afternoon, the people in the community center would come up and ask Tara for different teas. Teruko stretched out in front of the containers of herbs, purring loudly sometimes to catch someone’s attention, getting scritches as the person talked with Tara of their need.

      Many of the teas Tara made were just tasty ingredients mixed together with a deft hand. While the ingredients did have medicinal properties, Tara was aware that for them to work the person would have to make tea from them on a regular basis, not just a couple times a week when she came to the shelter. That was the way of herbs—they didn’t work immediately, and generally weren’t as potent as modern medicine.

      Sometimes, though, as she picked out the herbs she felt a spark pass through her, flowing out of her fingers and into the tea. She knew that her hedgewitch magic had just engaged and the tea would be extra effective.

      By the time the community shelter closed up for the night, around eight PM, Tara felt exhausted, as she knew she would. But she didn’t feel drained. It was always a weird energy, and she felt both wired and tired, as if she’d consumed too much caffeine after staying up all night.

      Fortunately, she had both a long ride on the MAX, along with a long walk, before she’d arrive at the house she shared. That would help her relax before she tried sleeping. Plus, once she got home she’d make herself a nice tea.

      The empty streets held an orange glow from the streetlights. It was misting out, not raining, the air full of moisture. Flowers had been in bloom for a while. Tara was looking forward to the lilacs that would start blooming soon, followed by the roses. Cars raced past her, hurrying to their important destinations.

      Every once in a while, Tara thought about getting a car. But it would be such a huge expense. She’d arranged her life so that it was easy for her to get everywhere via public transportation. One big triangle, with Hallowed Ground to the north, the Y to the south and east, and her home to the south and west.

      Soot suddenly appeared beside her. Tara didn’t hear footsteps behind her, but normally, the tamed wind wouldn’t walk her home unless there was some danger.

      Tara stopped and looked back. It took her a moment to recognize the figure walking toward her. The cane gave him away, however. Lucius was following her.

      On the one hand, Lucius was currently part of her coven and regularly performed magic with Tara and the others. On the other hand, Lucius wasn’t human, but a being of power.

      Tara still didn’t know exactly what Lucius was. She knew that many of the myths of the elves were based off of encounters with his kind. He was completely alien. Fortunately, he wore a “mask” of humanity, so that unsettling difference was hidden most of the time.

      “Hi, Lucius,” Tara said as he stepped closer. He was about six feet tall, with thick silver hair that hung down past
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