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      Haunted by the dead, she fights for the living.

      Cassiel thought she had outrun the ghosts, but here they were again, in Portland, Oregon, whispering in her ears. 

      Between the ghosts and her imminent eviction, Cassie has trouble enough, and then Joe walks into the café…

      

      
        
        This is a standalone book in a linked series.

      

        

      
        Please note that one character uses they/them pronouns. This is not a typo or editorial mistake.
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      It was Solstice Eve, the longest night, and the coven had gathered. It was the time that ancient people thought the sun stood still in the sky before reversing itself.

      Some said it was the night the sun would be reborn.

      So much in her life was uncertain right now; Cassiel welcomed the moment of stillness and the promise of rebirth. Twenty-two years old and healthy, with a pretty enough face and a mass of curly red hair people admired…on the surface, Cassie’s life looked pretty good.

      Inside, though? She was worried all the time.

      The slanted walls of Raquel’s attic were painted creamy white, including to the knee walls. The dark planks of the fir floor gleamed in the light from the candles massed on altars in each corner of the space. Nine people sat on bright cushions in a rough circle.

      Raquel was not only a coven mate, but Cassiel’s boss at the café. A regal black woman with dreadlocks flowing down her back, Raquel looked around the space, making certain everything was ready and in place.

      A clap of her hands set a row of metal and beaded bracelets snapping on her wrists. Two more claps, and Cassiel felt her attention snap itself in place along the column of spine. She felt the rest of the coven exhale around her, and exhaled, too. Ready for magic. Ready for the night.

      Raquel gestured toward the center of the room and Moss, a slender Japanese American man in his early twenties, picked up his athame, a double-bladed witch’s knife, and began slowly turning in a circle. Cassie felt Moss’s blade sweep by her, causing the edges of her skin to prickle and stand at attention.

      She could almost see the blue flame she’d been told was the vital energy of magic, and of life itself. Prana. Mana. Essence. She certainly imagined it now, snaking from the blade tip as it traced the edge of the circle.

      When he reached the place he had started from, the blade swept up in an arc overhead and then back down, forming a glowing sphere, a sphere of safety, a sphere to focus, a sphere of protection for those within and those without.

      Cassie let her soul wander deeper. She let herself open to the magic of the night.

      “Cassiel, is your cantrip ready?” Brenda said. The cantrip. The poetry that helped tune magical operations and rituals. Cassie was a poet, and the coven had started looking to her to weave spells of words.

      Brenda had been Cassiel’s main mentor for the year and a day of her coven apprenticeship. The white woman was in her early forties, with a messy array of brown hair piled on her head. As usual, she wore a flowing tunic over slim pants. Tonight’s tunic was black, shot through with purple stars. A chunky silver pendant at her breast reflected the candlelight.

      Cassie smoothed her hands on her jeans, tossed the heavy fall of red curls over her shoulder and stood.

      Stepping forward to face the north, she said “By earth…” She turned, pointing to each cross quarter in turn, charging up the energy, speaking as she went. “By flame. By wind. By sea. By moon, by sun, by dusk, by dark, by witches’ mark…”

      Cassie felt the energy build as the words moved through her. They were simple words, but like all magical poetry, their very simplicity increased the potency. What mattered was that they focused the witch’s will. What mattered was that they called the planes of existence closer together, joining above and below, within and without.

      “…We consecrate this holy ground, with sight, and sound, and breath twined ’round. With will and love, from below to above…”

      Cassiel felt as if the whole hub of the cosmos spun around her, within her, and then locked into place. “Let the magic portals open,” she said, then stood, vibrating in the hushed, still center of the space for one long breath. Then she bowed and took her place in the circle of the coven once again.

      “So mote it be,” eight voices responded.

      Two other coveners, Alejandro and Lucy, carried a small table and a large black mirror into the center of the circle. The buttoned-up IT guy and the house painter, tall and short. Alejandro saw the future, and Lucy did a lot of work with the ancestors. Those two couldn’t have been more different, yet their magic fit together like dusk mirroring dawn.

      “Tonight we scry,” Raquel said. “We look into the other worlds to see what we can find there. We ask for guidance for the coming year. We ask for help. We ask for visions of what may be, and visions of that which must fall away, and we ask on this, the longest, darkest night, to feel the promise of new light. So mote it be.”

      Cassie was drifting in and out, between the worlds of matter and æther, feeling the weight of the longest night around her, feeling the magic in the room. She felt a sense of home, as she always did when surrounded by the Arrow and Crescent Coven. She could taste that sense of home, just like she could taste the mulled wine the coven had toasted with before heading up the stairs. The memory of it slept on the back of her tongue.

      But she also had to admit the sense of home wasn’t as strong as it was before, because even though she still let herself float in the in-between, her anxiety was back.

      Cassie watched her coven mates move in and out in groups of two or three to kneel in front of the big black polished mirror, gazing into it, seeking prophecy or reassurance, a way forward or a way to release the past. She realized she was scared—terrified, actually, and growing more frightened by the minute.

      The things that were in her past were things she had hoped to keep buried—the ghosts clamoring for her attention, day and night. The inquests. The police calling her for help on cases. Her fourteen-year-old self, shaking and stammering as she tried to testify on a witness stand, testify to things that no one should ever see. To things that no person except murderer and victim should ever know.

      Except the victims were ghosts. And Cassiel could see them. Could hear their terrible stories, and see the images of their murders all too clearly in her head.

      The ghosts were the reason she fled Tennessee.

      “I can’t do this,” she whispered, “I can’t, I can’t do this.”

      Raquel moved towards her, put an arm around her shoulders. Her friend and boss drew Cassie in, and cradled her against her chest for a moment. Then, with a squeeze, she released her and turned Cassie’s face toward her with her fingers.

      “Cassiel,” she murmured softly, “you are a child of the Goddesses and the Gods. You are beloved of this coven, and of the Goddess Diana herself, and we will not forsake you. Whatever it is you see tonight, I will personally help you bear it. You can do this. You got this, girl.”

      Cassie still felt the tension of sickness clamping down her throat and churning the mulled wine into a sour liquid in her belly as she nodded.

      “Guess I’ll get it over with,” she said.

      She moved forward with two other coven mates, Alejandro and her best friend in the coven, the elegant Selene.

      She watched as they bowed their heads, gazing into the black expanse, Alejandro’s face forming a sharply backlit profile. Selene’s face was obscured by a fall of straight black hair. Then she leaned forward herself.

      Staring into the black mirror was like staring into the curved bowl of space. Cassiel remembered nights out in the wilderness of Tennessee, coming upon a high place, nothing but black night and stars, so many stars, the kind you couldn’t see in the city, the kind of stars she hadn’t seen in years. Closing her eyes for a moment, she took three deep breaths and looked once again into the mirror. She saw the glimmering wink of candles, and the dark reflection of her own face. She saw a hand reaching out as though in friendship. She saw her parents. Her grandmother.

      Feeling tension rising in her shoulders and belly again, she willed herself to calm down and drew in another deep breath.

      “Help me see,” she whispered to the mirror, “help me see what I need to see.”

      All of a sudden the mirror was wiped clean. There was nothing. Just blackness, deep, deep blackness. Cassie leaned in further, trying to keep her eyes soft as they wanted to focus, trying to find anything, something. “Show me, please.” And there it was—an image of a burning tower. Cassie gasped and rocked back on her heels.

      “No, no, no, no, no,” she said.

      She felt Raquel next to her. “You’re fine, girl. Anoint yourself and look again.” Raquel was holding out a small blue bowl of water.

      “I don’t think I can,” Cassie replied.

      Raquel was silent, still holding out the bowl. Cassie shook herself, dipped her fingertips into the bowl, then bathed her face and ran damp hands through the top of her hair. She lifted the heavy fall of hair and placed one cool, moist hand on the back of her neck and breathed.

      It felt good. “Thank you,” she whispered to Raquel, who nodded and moved back again.

      Cassiel evened her breathing out and leaned toward the black mirror once again. Her eyes unfocused and Cassiel dropped into the black mirror. She was flying.

      Flying through stars, flying through the air, then steering her spirit lower.

      She was flying above the city of Portland and then she saw the room that her coven was in—she saw Alejandro and Selene, still kneeling by the black mirror, the other six lying down or sitting in a circle around the altar. She saw that some of them had left their bodies, shimmering silver cords attaching their spirits to their flesh.

      She saw her own silvery cord and followed it down. It was as though her spirit were in two places at once, the observer and the observed. Cassie watched herself gazing in the mirror, and felt things go black again.

      And then her eyes opened on to the face of a beautiful black woman with the strong, tall body of a warrior, a small tape recorder in one hand and a pen in the other.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Who I am is not important. I don’t exist here anymore, except as memories, ambitions, and work that still needs to be done. I need you to finish it because he can’t. He’s not able.”

      “Who? Who can’t?”

      The woman just shook her head.

      “Follow the tower on fire.”

      “What? I don’t understand. What do I need to do?” she asked.

      The woman just looked at her with firm eyes, then scribbled something on a piece of paper.

      “You will know,” the woman said. “Tell Joe I still love him. And tell Darius I said hi.”

      The woman held up the piece of paper. Cassiel peered at it, trying to make out the word.

      And then the woman was gone.
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      Gasping. Choking. Sweating.

      That feeling. That feeling something was clawing at him. Feeling like he couldn’t escape. He was trapped. He was trapped and he was running.

      Joe was running and he was trapped and he didn’t know what was happening. He only knew his heart pounded in his chest and his arms were sore from beating at something.

      Joe fell to his knees. Wrapped his arms around himself. And he tried…he tried to just. Give up. Tried to just give up, but it wouldn’t let him.

      It. This nagging, gnawing thing. He couldn’t tell if it was inside or outside. But it had him in its grip. The air around him suddenly froze. A big icy finger shot through his heart, filling him with tremors. He shook and shook.

      Terrified. He was terrified. But he also felt so sad….

      Gasping, Joe woke up with blankets and sheets in a tangle around his legs. His legs felt sore. Bruised.

      The sheets were damp with sweat, but Joe was shivering. His room in the beautiful old Craftsman house was freezing.

      “What the…?”

      The heater in his bedroom must have turned itself off. He couldn’t hear the rush of air, or see the glowing red coils in the darkness.

      Joe rubbed his hands across his damp face, trying to wake up enough to make sense of what was going on. Then he heard the soft patter of rain on the window and roof.

      “The damn electricity must be out again,” he murmured, as he struggled into the sweats he’d thrown on top of the quilted blue comforter before he fell asleep.

      Joe pulled the tangle of sheets, blanket, and comforter up to his chin, then shrugged and wriggled himself into the cold sweatshirt and sweatpants and a pair of balled-up wool socks. He lay there for a moment, trying to warm up and work up the courage to get out of the damn bed.

      It wasn’t happening.

      “Dang,” he said, then finally thought try his bedside lamp.

      Click. Click. Sure enough. No light.

      “Well…damn!” he said again, and grabbed the flashlight he always kept by his bedside and padded his way down the stairs to the breaker box.

      It was just outside the bathroom, down the hall en route to the kitchen.

      Snorts and snores let him know he was passing his brother’s room as Joe’s hand traced itself down the dark hallway wall. He didn’t bother with the flashlight yet. His body knew the way, having stumbled downstairs to pee in the darkness many times.

      Henry was always snoring. Joe was glad he didn’t have to sleep with him, and pitied the woman who ever ended up with his brother long term. She’d have to snore in self-defense. Or get some really good earplugs.

      Finally, he reached the downstairs bathroom. Joe blew on his hands.

      “It’s too damn cold,” he muttered. He’d been born and raised in Portland, but his ancestors had also left their mark. For all the ways Joe was an Oregonian through and through, he was still Melanesian and sometimes thought he should go live on a tropical island somewhere. When he had the funds, that was where he took vacation. He loved Fiji, where his family was originally from. Samoa. Belize. Any place but the Portland rain and cold.

      Wasn’t gonna happen this winter, though. Money was too tight. Joe made great money as a plumber and in the side business rehabbing classic homes with his brother. But the old house they lived in took every bit of extra cash these days. Shoot, they could probably use a roommate to help out, but they were used to each other.

      Joe grabbed the icy cold metal handle and opened up the breaker box. Sure enough, there it was. He flipped the switch again. And then realized he should’ve unplugged the space heater that was probably what caused the problem in the first place.

      “Yep, it’s that blower that’s the culprit,” he muttered. A cough came from down the hallway.

      Joe should’ve invested in an electric blanket or one of those radiant heaters. He and Henry had looked at those heaters at Home Repair Mart. They’d bought the fan heater anyway, because it was cheaper. Now they were paying for it. Or he was. Damn Henry’s ability to sleep through anything.

      Joe hurried, feeling his way back down the hallway and up the wooden stairs that groaned and popped with every step like hundred-year-old wood would do. The creaks escorted him back into his bedroom. The bedside lamp was glowing, the fan whirred, and the heater element coil glowed red.

      Joe turned it off and unplugged the thing, then dove back in the bed still fully dressed. This was how it was gonna be until he got another way to heat his room, or until they saved enough money to fix the central heating.

      But forget about that for now. No way did they have the cash for that big a job. “We got to do it right, bro,” his brother said, meaning putting central heat and air in at the same time.

      Joe knew he was right, but he didn’t like it much. He sighed and went to turn the bedside lamp out before realizing he needed the warmth of the light. The sense of being chased still lingered.

      Darkness would bring sleep and sleep would bring the dream again.

      Maybe if he laid here, hoodie pulled tight around his face, and thought for a while, he could figure it out. Figure out why it kept showing up, once a month, freaking him out and leaving him short of sleep. This had been going on for the past year and a half. Not that long after Tarika died.

      Sure enough, just starting to think about it, the dream resurged, tapping at his head.

      At first the dream felt as if he was chasing after something. The therapist he saw for the first six months after Tarika died thought he was trying to pursue her spirit somehow. Trying to bring her back to a place that felt safe. Not frightening.

      A place that felt like home. Real home. Not a place where she felt so alone she couldn’t even confess that she had intended to kill herself, let alone go through with it.

      But then, three months after Joe gave up on therapy, the dream changed. Instead of running after something, something was running after him. He hated it. It freaked him out worse than anything in his life.

      He tried to talk to Henry about it, but his brother wasn’t any more help than the therapist.

      “Maybe you should ask Raquel,” Henry had said. “Isn’t she psychic or some shit?”

      Joe felt too stupid to ask Raquel. He felt too stupid about a lot of things. Maybe that was what the dream was about. He always felt bruised and battered lately. Though since Tarika killed herself, he didn’t so much feel like he was running as hiding.

      If he could have curled up in a shell, he would have.

      That had finally started to change, just a few months ago. Joe was finally feeling more like himself. Business was good. He liked working on projects with Henry. He was going out for drinks with the guys.

      But he hadn’t started dating, that was for sure, despite his brother bugging him about it. Joe hadn’t looked at a woman since Tarika died. Not really. Not that way.

      So why was the dream back now? What was trying to get his attention?

      His therapist had said it was his subconscious, working through the helplessness and grief.

      Now Joe wasn’t so sure.

      He wasn’t so sure the dream was anything inside of him at all.

      It felt too real.

      It felt like it was outside, and chasing after him.

      Joe just wasn’t sure yet whether or not the thing meant him any harm.

      But something sure was on his tail.
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      Cassiel had a job. Poetry. A coven she loved.

      But pretty soon she was going to be out of a home. And the ghosts had held themselves at bay so far, after two years of her running as far and fast from them as possible.

      They hadn’t appeared in her dreams, or out of the blue on a sunny day, needing help, screaming about death. There had been no calls from the police, asking her to come look at a crime scene and tell them if “she could pick anything up” from the empty, terrifying rooms.

      It was December 20th, Solstice morning, and also a Monday. The café was thankfully warm and snug from the combination of the heater working overtime, the panini grill that had been popping out hot breakfast sandwiches all morning, and the steamer on the gleaming espresso machine.

      There wasn’t enough coffee in the world to help Cassiel keep up. She and Raquel were both bleary-eyed from the ritual the night before. No one else had been available to open the café, and Solstice occurred when Solstice occurred. Schedules be damned.

      It was really cold outside, frost on the windows, so close to freezing that Cassie wondered if it was going to snow. She actually hoped so. It didn’t snow very often in Portland, so when it hit, it was kind of magic.

      Cassiel needed more of that sort of magic. Yeah, magic had felt in pretty short supply lately. And last night’s ritual, which should have helped, had just left her feeling unsettled. That woman and her messages…she’d had the scent of ghost about her, but Cassie wasn’t sure.

      Or she didn’t want to be sure.

      She wiped down the counter and then headed for the red Naugahyde booths lined up along the wall. The café was quiet, just some early Smiths on low, Morrissey complaining about his loneliness again. The morning rush had just ended, so she was catching up on cleaning while her boss, Raquel, restocked some of the food before the café lunch crowd hit.

      Wiping down a table that had recently held her favorite lesbian couple and their two kids, she scrubbed at a particularly stubborn spot with a wet rag. The table was sticky with grape jelly from toasted peanut butter sandwiches. Toasted peanut butter and jelly actually sounded pretty good right now. Comfort food.

      Frankly, after last night’s visions, she needed a little comfort. That taste in your mouth that signaled someone cared enough about you to make your favorite food. Something simple. Something a little sweet and a little nourishing.

      Stop it. Cassie. You’ve got work to do.

      A customer walked in the door, letting in a blast of frigid air and the scent of cold and car exhaust. Cassie hurried back behind the counter, throwing her rag in a bucket of water laced with orange peel essence.

      “Hello, may I help you?”

      A white woman in her mid-twenties with a round beautiful face, round like the moon, smiled across the counter, spikes of black hair peeking out from beneath a burgundy knit cap. A heavy messenger bag was slung across her chest. Her cheeks and the tip of her rounded nose were tinged with pink from the cold. She had on a black wool coat and fingerless burgundy gloves that matched the hat.

      “What can I get for you?”

      “Mocha, please, with coconut milk. And…” The woman looked up at the chalkboard hanging behind Cassie, perusing her options. “Could I get a bagel with ham?”

      “What’s your name?” Cassie asked, as she rang her up and made change for the crumpled twenty the woman pulled from her coat pocket.

      “Olivia.”

      “Great, Olivia, I’ll have that mocha up in just a minute.”

      Cassie watched her sit down at one of the booths she’d just cleaned and drag a laptop from the messenger bag. Scooping out some freshly ground espresso, Cassie tamped it into the portafilter, inhaling in appreciation. She’d already had two coffees this morning. No more allowed.

      Everyone came to Raquel’s to work. Especially after the rush was over and the space cleared out, like the two writers at the corner table. Regulars. Tall soy latte and a regular coffee. Sometimes they split a danish. They were typing away, the Black woman on a novel, and the the white guy? Probably working on some article he had due if he was on deadline, or on the novel he worked on in between assignments.

      Cassie slammed the filter into the group head and yanked the handle tight.

      She envied that pair of writers. Story was that they’d met a few years previous during National Novel Writing Month and had been coming to Raquel’s three days a week ever since, without fail. Apparently, both of them made decent money.

      Waiting for the espresso machine to start spitting the brown gold from its spouts, she got the coconut milk from the little fridge below the long counter. That was what she should do. Learn how to write novels.

      No money in poetry, that was for sure. Not that money was really Cassie’s current problem. Her problem was the shifting landscape of a city with a fairly temperate climate and a constant fresh influx of tenants, and zero rent control.

      And greedy developers and landlords.

      Yeah. A landlord raising her rent by fifty percent practically overnight was not a money problem. It was a greed problem.

      Cassie sighed. She never thought she’d become some sort of radical. Still wasn’t. Not like Moss, in her coven. She just wanted to live her life and write beautiful things.

      Cassie loved poetry. Always had. People said she had a way with words. She got that from her mother, just like the pale white skin that burned in seconds as soon as the sun emerged. Other inheritances? Long, tapered fingers which meant she should’ve played piano. Or basketball. And the huge mass of red-orange hair currently piled up on her head.

      She liked to wear it down but never could do that at work because hair got everywhere. In sponges. On the floor. Tucked around the edges of plates.

      Clearing the vacuum cleaner at home was a constant chore, and she had to get one of those special hair traps in the shower, otherwise the shower and sink would be constantly clogged. Speaking of which.

      “Hey, isn’t that plumber coming today?” Cassie asked Raquel. Raquel’s dreadlocks were tied back to in a purple scarf that matched the purple moon-and-star–patterned sweater she wore over dark blue denim jeans. She was somewhere around thirty-five years old, if Cassie was guessing, but frankly, with witches it was always hard to tell.

      Raquel held a clear plastic container of onions and one of sliced red bell peppers, which she put in their slots under the metal hood behind the counter.

      “Yep. My neighbor Joe is coming in. I hope he can fix it. It’s a pain in the ass the way that thing’s leaking. I would fix it myself, but don’t have the time.”

      At least they didn’t have to shut the bathroom down. Luckily it wasn’t that bad, but the thing kept leaking every time someone washed their hands and it was Cassie’s job to go empty the bucket in between.

      “Can you make a sandwich?”

      “On it,” Raquel replied, glancing at the ticket Cassie’d shoved into the bar above the work counter. She sliced a plain bagel in half and threw it on one of the rotating toaster racks.

      The smell of warming yeast filled the air, mingling with the scents of caffeine, along with ham and cheese from the array of breakfast sandwiches they’d been hustling all morning to make on the panini press.

      Cassie put the metal pitcher under the steam wand and began bringing the coconut milk to a froth.

      She had already poured the double shot of espresso into one of the red cups that were a signature of the cafe. Cassie poured the milk in, layer by layer. The trick was to make a perfect series of circles, and then drag the final pour up through the center, forming a heart.

      That was always so satisfying. Cassie wanted to learn to make fancier shapes, but had never taken the time.

      “What’s happening with your housing? Any luck?” Raquel asked.

      “No, not yet. It looks like I’m going to lose my place. I can’t pay the increase, and when I called the Tenants Union, they said the only thing I can do right now is refuse to pay in protest as a way to buy more time. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “Something will happen,” Raquel said. “I believe that. I can feel it in my bones.”

      Raquel was clairsentient. That meant she got psychic information through her body.

      Cassie just hoped she was right. Wow. Did she need something.

      “Well, I’m going to an actual Tenants Union meeting later this week. We’ll see if they’ve got more ideas.”

      “They’re good people,” Raquel said. “They tried to help my family years ago.”

      “Your family?” Cassie really needed to get the coffee out to Olivia, but wanted to hear this.

      “Yep. We used to live up northeast, ’til we got pushed out by gentrification.”

      Raquel buttered the warm bagel and began layering thinly sliced ham on top.

      “That’s where it started, you know. No one with money wanted to live down here in felony flats with all the white, meth-dealing gangs, but they sure could push working class Black folks out of our homes up in the north part of the city.”

      “Damn,” Cassie said. “Got to get this mocha out.”

      “Take the bagel, too. It’s done.”

      Olivia was working on spreadsheets, earbuds plugged into her ears. She smiled and mouthed a thank you as Cassie set her late breakfast down.

      Cassie wondered what it would be like. To come work in a café. Use it as your office instead of working at the café. Maybe she’d find out some day—though, yeah, as long as she kept calling herself a poet, it seemed unlikely. And if she didn’t find a place she could afford, who knew how long she’d even be in Portland?

      A recent arrival, Cassie was getting pushed out like everyone else.

      The door opened again, letting in a blast of frigid air.

      A young man with dark brown hair pulled back in a bun walked in. He had pale brown skin and a goatee. Stamping big work boots on the industrial rug in the doorway, he unzipped a heavy, quilt-lined work coat.

      The black swoop of a tattoo peeked out from the top of a navy thermal shirt.

      Cassie felt a rush of attraction run through her whole body. The man was seriously cute. More than cute, even.

      He caught Cassie’s eye and then immediately looked down at the floor.

      Huh. Okay, he was cute, but kind of weird. And just because her body responded to someone, didn’t mean she couldn’t control her thoughts.

      Cassie didn’t have time for men anyway. There was more work to do, and she really had to find a place to live.
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