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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 Olivia clearly viewed them as vermin. Anyone who wanted to do a little low-key hacking for the public good was okay by him, whether they actually knew their way around a piece of code or not.

      “Simmer down there, code master,” he said. He enjoyed the way his sneakers crunched on the dried pine needles, but sweat rolled down his back and he was pretty done with being outside already. “You sure you don’t want to head back to my AC?”

      Olivia shook her head. “You don’t have nearly enough interference set up for this conversation.”

      They both carried their phones in homemade, portable Faraday cages that blocked electromagnetic fields, increasing digital privacy. In Jack’s case, his custom messenger bag was lined in metal-impregnated fabric. He had a smaller sleeve just for his phone for days when he didn’t carry his bag.

      For today’s conversation? He had the phone in the sleeve inside the copper-lined purse.

      Olivia? She kept every damn thing in a sleeve and had also taken the battery out of her phone before they started walking. Belt-and-braces security. That was Olivia. Always.

      Jack worried that if he got any deeper, he was going to have to do the same. That meant he’d have to give up his preferred phone for one with a removable battery. He sighed. It was always something.

      Kids shrieked from the public pool, snapping Jack’s attention back.

      Olivia cleared her throat. “So what’s the idea?”

      “It’s only half of one, really.” He stopped, and stepped off the path into a cluster of five towering pines. Olivia crossed bare muscled arms across her massive chest. She wore a black tank top with the Electronic Frontier Foundation logo on it. Black cargo pants and sneakers completed the look.

      “Just talk,” she said. “I know you wish you had a whiteboard, but make do, man.”

      She was right. Jack’s fingers itched for a marker. He tapped his fingers on his jeans.

      “Okay. I’ll start with the image, then. It’s a spatter. Like paint. One source, but sprayed out in an array.”

      Olivia squinted at the spaces between the trees, as if trying to imagine it.

      “See, instead of the information moving in a web with obvious links, it jumps.” He looked at his friend. She trained her brown eyes on his.

      “You’re asking me how to do it. How to skip over the obvious connections? Or how to make the connections invisible?”

      “That’s the problem. I’m not sure.”

      Olivia jerked her head toward the pathway. “Let’s walk. I can’t think if we’re not walking.”

      They fell back into step, Olivia making a better effort to slow down. Jack was relieved. The heat was making him feel a little ill, and walking quickly only made it worse.

      “The more I think about it, the more I think that the connections are invisible. You know…with paint spatter, the paint was connected at the beginning—at the source—and the molecules remained connected in the air, as it flew. Just because it looks disconnected when it lands, doesn’t mean the connection isn’t still there. We just can’t see it anymore.”

      “Except in the pattern,” Olivia pointed out.

      Jack stopped again, dead in his tracks. That was it.

      “Of course. Shit. The pattern itself shows the connections.”

      They walked some more. A squirrel darted across the pathway, and a group of parents made a brave attempt to corral a group of toddlers up ahead. A clutch of high-tech strollers huddled together at the edge of the play area.

      “That seems to be the root of your problem,” Olivia finally said. She slipped a steel water bottle from one of her cargo pant pockets, snapped the lid open, and took a swallow.

      “What?”

      “Even if the connections are invisible, if the connections exist in the pattern, all it takes is for someone to be able to see the pattern to trace it. Figure it out.”

      “If they’re good enough,” Jack replied.

      Olivia snapped the bottle shut. “If they’re good enough.”

      “If I make the spatter array big enough, it’ll be hard to see the pattern, right?”

      “You’re talking…”

      “Yeah,” Jack said. “All of a sudden I’m working on something a whole lot larger than the local sheriff’s website, aren’t I?”

      And that was always his trouble. He tried to fix something small and ended up creating an entire world instead. He should’ve been an epic fantasy writer, except his brain worked better in code than words.

      “Do you know what it is?” Olivia asked.

      “Not yet. Not even sure if it will be applicable to anything at all.”

      “Oh,” she said, slipping the water bottle back into a pocket, “it will. Trust me. That’s how all the big inventions work. We’ll need whatever it is at some point, and the application will become clear.”

      Jack knew that was true. But it didn’t make him feel better. As a matter of fact, it worried him.

      “Well,” he said, “keep thinking about the smaller problem for me, will you? And now I’ve got to get out of this heat. Let’s go grab some lunch.”

      “Hey Jack?” Olivia stopped him as he turned. “I do think you’re onto something…and I’ve got a group that’s been working on a project that may end up needing it. Maybe even soon.”

      A finger of uncertainty touched him, stopping him in his tracks again. But no thoughts followed. The information stayed just beyond his reach. So he shrugged, and started walking toward the café across the street from the park.

      “Just keep me posted, okay? Let’s get lunch and some iced tea. I’m buying.”
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      Lucy hoisted the small red cooler out of the truck bed and began the two-block walk to Portland’s ICE headquarters. A neatly printed cardboard sign in one hand, the cooler in her other hand bumping against her painter pants, she walked past some food carts parked in an old industrial loading dock, heading toward the shiny six-story loft buildings catty-corner to the ICE building.

      The building really did look menacing now. Lucy wasn’t sure if that was simply because she was aware of what went on inside—how some people went in for an appointment and their families left in tears, without them—or if the building itself had changed.

      Or maybe, she thought, as her right hand pricked and tingled, I’m just getting clearer psychic hits now.

      She didn’t used to be able to get such strong information from a distance, but maybe that was changing, too. Whatever the Alchemist’s intentions in making that tainted flying ointment, he seemed to have changed Lucy’s magic. Perhaps forever.

      She headed toward the dirt slope near the metro tracks, an area only recently filled with garden beds, art, meditation tents, and a children’s play area.

      She set the cooler in the shade of some maple trees on city property next to one of the seven-foot-tall mesh fences abutting the concrete driveway and guard shack at the edge of ICE’s property.

      Red and silver tape marred the big light pole next to the sidewalk, where signs had been taped up, facing the building. A bright display of radical stickers still festooned every pole on the block, reminders of the people who had held the building down for weeks on end.

      She rested her cardboard sign against the cooler.

      Paletas, gratis, it read in black block letters, with Free Popsicles written beneath. Inmigrantes Bienvenidos, read smaller letters near the bottom of the sign.

      Not all of the people checking in at the ICE building spoke Spanish, of course, but a large number of them did. Lucy hoped her sign and presence were non-threatening enough that some folks would feel comfortable stopping.

      She should’ve grabbed a folding chair.

      During the time the camp was in operation, Lucy had seen several immigrants stop to shake hands with the activists. She’d also seen some, confused, skirting around the throng.

      A family walked down the sidewalk, squinting in the sun, making their way toward the building. The father held a baby carrier in one hand, the other hand gripped by his five-year-old daughter’s chubby fingers. A woman walked next to them, clearly the mother, a worried look in her eyes and a sheaf of papers in her hands.

      As they approached, Lucy smiled.

      “Paletas?” she asked them.

      The woman’s face brightened slightly, and the little girl tugged on her father’s hand.

      “Después, mija,” he said to his daughter, then looked at Lucy. “Gracias.”

      “De nada,” she replied. She hoped that they actually did stop once they were done with their appointment. Every kid needed something to look forward to, and on a hot day, a paleta was often just the thing.

      As the small family trundled their way up the broad driveway to the entrance, they had to pass armed Department of Homeland Security police, two of whom wore full face masks. Because terrifying already frightened people was just part of the job. The fact that the DHS cops had to be miserably hot under their gear and balaclavas made Lucy feel only slightly better. Sweating under a face mask was nothing compared to what some of these families were going through, but at least the minor day-in, day-out irritation was something.

      No one should feel comfortable while ripping families apart, torturing children, and sending people back into danger.

      Anger tasted bitter in her mouth.

      Lucy waited until the family was inside, then crouched next to the cooler and spat on the dirt. The guards watched her. As long as they didn’t ask her to move along, she could ignore them.

      Boots barely moving, she inched her way toward the fence. Lucy needed to get as close to what ICE thought of as “their property” as possible. At some point, she was going to need to try to touch the building itself, but that wasn’t going to happen today. This was just reconnaissance.

      Lucy had no idea what she would find, if anything.

      The way psychometry worked…well, Lucy couldn’t really explain it. Not rationally. All she knew was that when she held an object in her hand, it often spoke to her. Told her stories.

      The first time it had happened was just after her abuelo’s death. She had clutched his favorite pipe, stroking the cherry bowl with light fingers. Her hand tingled and the clearest image rolled into her head. It was Abuelo Ricky, pipe in hand, sitting in his favorite green corduroy easy chair. He looked directly at her and smiled.

      She had dropped the pipe, but the sense of her grandfather remained.

      After that, her mother caught her picking up objects in shops and around the house, closing her eyes, and screwing up her face. Once she figured out what Lucy was attempting, she sent her to Abuela Linda for training.

      Turned out the whole family was riddled with psychics. Oh, they were good Catholics, but brujas all the same.

      Not that they would ever use that word to describe themselves. Never in a thousand years.

      Lucy smiled. Enough of the trip down memory lane.

      She touched one hand to the dirt. Felt the tree roots. Felt the hum of electricity. The whoosh of water in buried pipes. The distant rumble of a streetcar. Slowing her breathing down, she softened her awareness, and sent her consciousness further downward. Another thing that was difficult to describe, that dropping of one’s awareness to a place inside that felt like still water, or the deepest cave inside the tallest mountain.

      The earth felt warm, despite the shade. Tree leaves were not enough to keep the dirt from heating up during day after day of scorching temperatures. The concrete sidewalk and black tarmac only increased the heat, pumping it skyward, causing the whole city to heat up.

      Focus, Lucy. It was hard to do witchy work when men armed with Tasers, service revolvers, and less-than-lethal filled machine guns stood guard nearby.

      She imagined breathing through her hands, connecting her spirit to her flesh, and connecting flesh to earth. Breath was the great unifier. She breathed in 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. Damn. Lucy had felt so certain that her itching hand had drawn her here. So what…?

      ::::

      Sensation flared in her right hand, along with the strange sense of not-quite-a-voice at the back of her skull. Well then. Something was trying to communicate.

      Who are you? She sent the thought-form out through her hands, and simultaneously through the edges of her aura, hoping that somehow her question would make it through.

      “Excuse me, ma’am?”

      Lucy’s consciousness snapped back into her head. Dammit! Anger flashed through her, heating her skin hotter than the day’s sun. Her skull throbbed.

      She rocked back on her heels and rose quickly. Ignoring the spots swimming at the edges of her vision, she brushed off her knees before squaring her shoulders and looking up at the DHS cop in his dark blue polyester uniform, bulletproof vest over top. Yellow Taser strapped to one leg. Revolver at his hip.

      Dressed like that? Everyone you encounter is the enemy.

      “Yes?” she said.

      “You can’t loiter here, ma’am.”

      Lucy looked around herself, at the cars driving by, at the five-story condo building across the street. Three cyclists rolled toward the bike path that skirted the train tracks just behind her, heading toward the high-end car dealership.

      “As far as I know, I’m standing on city property and not under your jurisdiction.”

      He pointed to a small orange sign staked in the dirt.

      “No camping allowed,” he said.

      “Do I look like I’m camping?” Lucy asked.

      He didn’t respond, but his right hand strayed toward the butt of his gun.

      Coward.

      “You need to move along, ma’am.”

      “I’m waiting to give frozen fruit pops to the children that just walked through your doors. They deserve something nice today, don’t you think?”

      Lucy kept her words deliberately mild, but couldn’t keep the challenge from her face, or from the solid spread of her boots on the ground.

      “Here they come now,” she said.

      The man turned. Once he saw the small family coming toward them, he backed off.

      “Best to not stick around, ma’am. It could mean trouble for you.”

      Could be more than trouble for you, pendejo, Lucy thought at his retreating back. Then she called up a smile, and plastered it on her face. Squatting back down, she opened up the cooler and drew out three strawberry paletas.

      The little girl hurried toward her, dark hair flying around her sweet, round face.

      “Papa?” she asked, pausing, hand in mid-reach toward one of the paletas.

      “Sí, mija,” he said. He gave Lucy a serious look, and a nod. “Gracias.”

      “De nada.”

      Not quite nothing. But never quite enough.

      She handed out the frozen fruit pops, and watched the family make their way, likely heading to the streetcar one block down.

      She looked back at the imposing building, and the blinding white driveway leading to the automatic fence where the buses emerged, ferrying innocent people away.

      She wished there was a way to get closer to the building itself, but couldn’t figure out how.

      Not yet.

      She was too pissed off to re-center now. There was no way she’d be able to recapture whatever that almost-voice in the back of her head was. Damn it, again.

      Lucy would just have to come back. Maybe talk to the sidewalk next time.

      Meanwhile, a man trudged toward her, paperwork clutched in his left hand. She called up another smile.

      “Paleta?” she asked him.

      “Gracias,” he said. “Despues.”

      Yeah. Later. She just hoped he wasn’t one of the ones who had run out of time.
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      Jack sat at the long sweep of the scarred oak bar at Constellations, sipping a crisp local lager. Most of the tiny tables between the bar and the front door were empty. It was still early, and there were no bands scheduled for the night, which was good. Other than the Dropkick Murphys playing quietly through the bar speakers, the place was pretty quiet. Jack needed the quiet to think as he flipped through the big, abstract-impressionist art book he’d gotten from the library.

      The ghost scents of beer and old marijuana tickled the edges of his nose, mingling with the faint patchouli scent the bartender wore.

      Lunch with Olivia had consisted mostly of her grousing about one particularly persnickety client. Jack had certainly dealt with those before. It was a benign conversation, the kind you have when there’s something important you really need to be talking about but can’t.

      However good it was to see Olivia, it all just made him feel restless. Too restless to go back to coding the backdrop for orcs and errant princesses. So after lunch he’d gone to the library to see if there were some contemporary art books that might give him insight into the vision of paint spatter still dancing in his head.

      Paint spattering across Lucy’s lush, gorgeous skin.

      After a couple hours at the air-conditioned library, he’d decided to head to the bar. He needed to avoid Lucy for now. By the time he got back home, she and Suco should be packed up for the day.

      His fingers grabbed another slick page and gave it a sharp flip. Page after glorious page. Splashes of color, and tone on tone. Jackson Pollack. Lee Krasner. Perle Fine. Joan Mitchell. What made the paintings something interesting, what drew the viewer in rather than pushing them away?

      What held the patterns together? Olivia said it was the source, and Jack knew that was right, even if he couldn’t see it yet.

      It wasn’t just Olivia, either. His gut also insisted that he was onto something.

      That spatter had to mean something more than Jack was still hot for Lucy, which, given the way she was around him—slightly cool and distant—was something he should probably ignore. He’d fucked that one up good.

      These paintings were close, but not quite right, either, but he knew he had to keep looking. The answer was in here somewhere. The way Jack’s brain operated, he only latched on to something if his subconscious was trying to work it out. It was part of why he was a good coder, and part of why he’d been such a good gamer, back when he played regularly.

      His brain always sought the patterns that underlay everything. Gaming had never been about high scores, it was about figuring out the puzzle. Even random shoot-it-up games had a pattern to be solved. High scores were simply a byproduct of what really drove him.

      Same with coding. It wasn’t about the money, though owning his own home was a pretty nice outcome. The key to coding was latching on to the unseen pattern, building on it, shaping it into something satisfying. Beautiful, even.

      The trouble with coding as a business, however, was that when he’d cracked the code, he became easily bored. And then he was in the position he’d found himself in with the current client. He just didn’t really care. He knew he should, but…nothing.

      All he wanted to do was dive further into the projects Olivia was slowly feeding him, a type of coding that didn’t pay the bills. Despite no mortgage, Jack wasn’t nearly rich enough to give up paying work.

      So he was going to have to suck it up and work, and keep hacking on the side. It wasn’t as if he had much of a social life these days, anyway, though Alejandro said he’d try to stop by the bar after he dropped his nephews at his sister’s house.

      Alejandro was another coder. Jack hoped that would help. The fact that Alejandro was also in Lucy’s coven wasn’t lost on Jack, but he was determined not to ask about her. Alejandro would just tell him to ask her what he wanted to know himself.

      Jack took another slow swallow of lager and pondered ordering a pile of nachos. He flipped another page in the art book, and there it was. The pattern. It was a painting by Clyfford Still and somehow, out of all the other pieces, this one struck him.

      The image was layer after layer of red that streamed like code down the canvas face. A jagged striation of deep blue with a yellow core edged its way upward—or was it down?—toward the left-hand side. A black edge near the top shaped the red lines of coded paint, making the painting almost look like a map of Oregon.

      “Hey man. Sorry I’m so late.” Alejandro slapped his hands on the bar before easing into the stool next to next to Jack. He wore a crisp lavender dress shirt and black slacks. Dude was a programmer, but dressed like a businessman.

      Jack didn’t get it. Jack also noticed that Alejandro had no trouble getting women…or men, either.

      Alejandro ran a hand over the stubble gracing his dome, dark eyes serious behind his glasses, as though the cocktail menu in the neighborhood bar was something of great importance. He pursed his lips, then looked up and smiled, signaling to the bartender.

      She stalked over like a cat, hazel eyes rimmed with black eyeliner that matched her clothes and the short swirl of hair on her head. This close, the patchouli scent was almost overpowering.

      “What’ll it be?” she asked, leaning just slightly across the bar. Jack doubted she even realized she was doing it.

      “Aviation martini, please. Stirred.”

      Jack had no idea what an Aviation martini was, but knowing Alejandro’s tastes, he bet it was a local gin.

      He could almost feel Alejandro’s smile, beaming at the bartender.

      “Olives?” she asked.

      “Twist.”

      She spun on her heel to begin the ballet of chilling the martini glass, flipping bright bottles, and pouring the exact amount of clear liquid plus just a little more.

      “How do you do that?” Jack asked.

      Alejandro looked at him, brow furrowed. “Do what?”

      The bartender shaved off a perfect curl of lemon peel before delicately twisting the fragrant sliver over the glass.

      Jack just shook his head and took another swallow of lager. He was a simple man, and nowhere near Alejandro’s league.

      The bartender set the martini down with a smile.

      Alejandro smiled back and slipped four ones onto the bar top.  Damn charmer.

      Jack let him settle in with his drink. They sipped companionably for a moment before Alejandro gestured toward the book.

      “You ready to talk about why you texted, and why you’re suddenly interested in abstract expressionist art?”

      “What? Can’t I cultivate some culture?”

      Alejandro just snorted and took another drink.

      Jack’s mind raced, trying to figure out how to explain the inchoate sense he had that somehow, just somehow, the painting in front of him was important.

      He also had to figure out how much he could share about his little side projects.

      “Show me,” Alejandro finally said.

      “Okay,” Jack said with a sigh, and slid the book over.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “The code.”

      “Code?”

      “See how the red paint drips look like a field of color, but really they form a cohesive pattern? And see the way the blue and yellow cut across them and the black forms a weird boundary?”

      Alejandro ran a hand over the stubble on his head again, a slight frown on his face. After a moment, he nodded.

      “Yes. I see it. It even looks kind of like Oregon. But what does it mean?”

      “Can you look at it with your…” Jack waved a hand over the page “…you know. Your spidey senses?”

      Alejandro barked out a laugh.

      “Spidey senses? You sound like my nephews.” He took another sip of his martini, then slid the glass away and wiped his hands on a tiny black bar napkin.

      Then Jack felt Alejandro…change. Damn. If he was going to hang out with witches, he really needed to expand his spooky-shit vocabulary.

      It felt as if Alejandro had gone into some weird sort of stasis. Like, he could barely tell the guy was breathing. Alejandro’s eyes were closed behind his glasses and he slid his right hand forward until it hovered a couple of inches over the painting on the page.

      He stayed poised like that for what must have been around thirty seconds, but felt like an eternity.

      The witch curled his fingers in, withdrew his hand, and shook it out. He slowly opened his eyes, and reached for his martini glass once more.

      Jack sipped at his lager. Waiting. Looking down at the Clyfford Still painting, the image somehow felt more alive. Another thing he couldn’t explain.

      Alejandro finally trained his dark eyes onto Jack.

      “I’m happy to talk to you about what I sensed, but I can tell you right now, you’re going to need to decide exactly how much you’re going to share with me, Jack.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Alejandro set his stemmed glass back down on the bar and turned on his stool, facing Jack head on.

      Jack felt as if a predator had suddenly taken up residence inside of Alejandro’s skin. He didn’t know whether or not he should run.

      “While I was scanning the painting, I couldn’t help but pick up on your aura. You’re broadcasting all over the place.”

      Shit.

      “And?”

      “And…I think you’re in way over your head. And if I’m going to help you, you’re going to need to spill it all.”

      Okay. Great.

      “Look man,” Alejandro said, “you ask a witch for help, you deal with the consequences. You’re a friend of the coven, and a fellow coder who isn’t a dick, so I’m willing to help you. You just have to decide if you really want the help.”

      “And if I do?”

      “You have to ask for it. And tell me as much as you can.” He lowered his voice. “It’s got to do with illegal code, right? That’s why you asked me to look at the painting.”

      Jack swallowed, and nodded, suddenly unable to speak.

      The old Jack would never get in over his head. And if he felt like he was coming close, he would just dive into a video game until the feeling passed.

      Jack couldn’t do that anymore. Not since he figured out that having a purpose felt good.

      “So, you think I’m at risk?” he asked.

      “There’s always a risk, man. That’s one thing every magic worker knows. Whether you act or don’t act, there’s risk either way. Which is more worth it to you?”

      Alejandro held out two closed fists.  Opening one palm, he asked, “Action?” then opened the other. “Or inaction?”

      Jack just nodded. He understood the Matrix shit, but that didn’t mean he was going to tap a witch’s hand in the middle of a neighborhood bar.

      “Can you come back to my place? I can tell you more when we’re not in public.”

      Alejandro smiled. “You sound like Olivia.” Then he checked his watch and shook his head. “I’ve got a coven meeting at Raquel’s right now. Can I come over after?”

      Alejandro knew Olivia? Jack shook his head.

      “Please. Yeah. Come on by. I’ll be there.”

      He’d be there. Trying to figure out what the hell he thought he was getting himself into.
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      Raquel’s back garden was an oasis.

      The coven gathered beneath the towering, green maple tree, around a slightly peeling white wicker table, with vegetable beds and flowers wilting all around them. The only things still holding up were a riot of spiderweb-strewn golden cherry tomatoes and a pumpkin patch that looked as if it was going to eat the whole back corner of the garden.

      Moss barreled through the back gate, his black fauxhawk slightly disheveled, huge grin on his face. He wore one of Lucy’s favorite T-shirts today—the “Not Your Asian Sidekick” one—and a pair of old gray shorts that had started their life as black.

      He carried a white bakery box.

      “I come bearing scones from No Wheat, No Worry.”

      He set them down with a flourish next to a cutting board covered with chunks of manchego and sharp cheddar, some grapes and figs.

      Lucy was new to the whole gluten-free thing, but NWNW not only had a clever acronym but had baked goods that were actually tasty and didn’t make you feel as if you were chewing rocks.

      “Thanks, Moss,” Brenda replied. She’d only recently discovered she had celiac disease, and the coven was trying to adjust. Lucy half-wondered whether clearing up that issue was going to increase Brenda’s already formidable psychic skills. It had to help, right?

      Now that most of the wildfire smoke had cleared—there was just a slight acrid tinge in the air—it was nice to be outside, drinking Raquel’s signature lavender-infused lemonade, and thinking about eating a scone.

      The remainder of Lucy’s fruit paletas rested in a metal bowl of ice next to a small rosemary plant at the center of the table.

      Lucy scratched at her right hand.

      “That still bothering you?” Raquel raised an eyebrow. Her heavy fall of dreadlocks were tied back in a bright turquoise scarf, piled up on her head today. Her hair mirrored Brenda’s, who had also pulled her wavy dark hair up into a messy bun.

      Lucy wished she’d done that, too. Her own hair stuck to the back of her neck with sweat.

      “Yeah.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell us?” Brenda asked, glass lemonade pitcher in hand, stopping mid-pour to pierce Lucy with those intense blue eyes that Lucy swore saw everything. “After all we went through with that man?”

      Brenda and Raquel were two formidable witches. It was why they led the coven.

      Lucy just shrugged, hoping they’d leave it be. They were supposed to be talking about this weekend’s Lammas ritual, not fussing over her, or bringing up the Goddess-damned Alchemist.

      “Give me your hand.” Raquel flicked her fingers, motioning Lucy closer. Her face had that “don’t even think about it” look. Lucy sighed, and held out her hand.

      Raquel closed her eyes. Lucy felt her mentor searching, sending her psychic senses out toward Lucy’s aura, then deeper, into the ætheric body just around Lucy’s skin. That tingled almost worse that whatever the residue was.

      There was a slight push, as though two forces met inside Lucy’s hand. Raquel grimaced.

      Lucy’s right foot tapped out Morse code on the grass. Dammit. She willed herself to sit still. To slow her breathing down. To let Raquel do her job.

      But that didn’t mean Lucy didn’t still feel invaded. Funny, she didn’t used to be such a private person. Oh, she had decent boundaries. That was basic psychic hygiene that everyone in the coven worked on. But lately? She’d become more private. Guarded, even.

      All of that came after the attack that had left her far too vulnerable to that pendejo Alchemist.

      May he rot on the astral plane, she thought.

      She couldn’t blame Raquel and Brenda for being pissed off and worried, but it bugged her all the same. Lucy just wanted things to feel normal again. Or as normal as they got for her. Maybe she could take up a hobby. Get a boyfriend.

      As if. The thing with Jack had soured her on relationships, too. Oh, she’d had her share of dates and sex since then, but being around him lately made her realized how much she still carried a damn torch. Well, if he couldn’t see what he’d lost, piss on him, too. It didn’t matter how cute he was in his nerdy way, Jack could go pound salt.

      The rest of the coven just waited as Raquel worked. Lucy was barely aware they were there. Raquel pushed deeper. Flashing images raced through Lucy’s head, sending her surface thoughts skittering.

      The Alchemist. And his servitor: the tobacco spirit he’d roped into unwilling service to act as both a physical poison and a magical battery.

      The itching in her hands flared. The taste of tobacco on the back of her throat returned. With a mighty tug, Lucy was pulled out of herself and into a second world. A corrupt world. The world of the Alchemist’s mind.

      And then, with a great, shuddering breath, Lucy called upon the power of her will and snapped the connection. The tobacco taste cleared, and Lucy floated in a clear blue sky, hair whipping out behind her.

      She saw the whole city. The two mighty, sacred rivers. The ring of cinder-cones and volcanoes. The buildings and the trees.

      Lucy clapped her hands together three times and the scene changed, showing her the underside of all of that.

      She gasped and began to fall.

      “Lucy!” Raquel’s voice.

      Someone else’s hands on her shoulders. Warm. Soothing.

      “Get some lemonade!” Brenda.

      “Lucy!” Raquel again. “Open your eyes!”

      Air rasped into her throat. She coughed. Her eyes fluttered. Green leaves. Blink. Raquel’s concerned face. Blink. A glass of lemonade, in front of her. Blink.

      Lucy shuddered, feeling it through her whole body, all the way down to her toes. She coughed again, then forced her eyes all the way open.

      Selene held out a glass of lemonade, their brow furrowed, white shirt floating like a specter, contrasting with the black lipstick and eyeliner that etched their sharp, pale face.

      Lucy reached out with her left hand. Raquel still clutched at her right. Selene made sure the cold, sweating glass was securely in Lucy’s hand before letting go.

      The lemonade was tart and cold, with the slightest hints of lavender-infused syrup. An ice cube clicked against her teeth.

      “Thanks,” she said, handing the glass back to Selene. Lucy didn’t trust herself to hold on to it.

      She straightened in the chair, and tugged her hand from Raquel’s.

      “Okay.” Lucy cleared her throat. “Enough of that. What are we doing for Lammas this year?”

      She felt shaky inside and really really just wanted to move on. Damn her magic for betraying her. And damn the Alchemist for still affecting her this way.

      “Nope,” Tempest’s voice came from behind her. It was the healer’s hands she felt on her shoulders. “I want to know what the heck just happened. I also want you to open to this Reiki, okay? Stop fighting me.”

      Coven members pretty much had permission to do what was necessary. It was a trust thing. A bond they held together. It was also a precaution they’d decided on a few years before, after Moss first joined the coven and got caught out on the astral. Brenda had dragged him back, but it would have been an easier process if he’d given more permissions beforehand.

      Lucy forced another breath in and out of her lungs. That was weird. Why this need to hold her breath all of a sudden? She imagined the edges of her aura softening, letting in the energy Tempest was pumping out.

      Yes. That felt better.

      She closed her eyes again and breathed for a few minutes more, listening to the familiar sounds of her coven. The clink of ice in glasses. The thunk of a small knife on the cutting board. The rustling of paper from the bakery box.

      “Moss, do you and Tobias have a plan for the Lammas ritual?” Raquel asked, giving Lucy a little more time.

      Lucy didn’t hear the answer, focused on the weight of Tempest’s hands and the feel of the energy moving through her body. The tingling in her hands, especially her right hand, slowly subsided.

      She shook both of her hands out, then rested them on top of Tempest’s. Leaning back, she tilted her head until she saw the purple fall of Tempest’s hair framing her peachy-skinned elfin face, covering the buzz cut that graced the rest of the younger woman’s head.

      “Thanks, sister.”

      “You better?”

      Lucy nodded.

      “You ready to talk?” Raquel asked. “Because that’s some powerful magic you’re wielding there, Lucy. You’ve been holding out on us, and you’ve put yourself in danger.”

      Lucy looked from Raquel to Brenda. Both women crossed their arms. Waiting.

      “I…I’m not sure what’s happening,” she said.

      “Lucy, I knew something was up with your magic,” Alejandro said, “but I was hoping you would either figure it out, or come to us for help.”

      Alejandro leaned forward, pale brown arms resting on his neat black slacks, glasses shining in the sunlight moving through the maple leaves. The stubble on his head was damp with sweat.

      “Are you still connected to that bastardo? Do we need to do something about it?”

      Lucy shook her head. “It’s not…. It’s not him. At least, I don’t think so. But the tobacco spirit and all the rest? Changed something in me. It’s affecting my psychometry, and I haven’t been able to figure out what it means yet.”

      Alejandro gave her a look, but sat back anyway, picking up a piece of cheese and popping it into his mouth.

      Raquel shrugged and looked at Brenda.

      Brenda pointed a beringed finger at Lucy. “This isn’t over. We have to discuss this. If you don’t want to do it right now, make an appointment with me or Raquel. We can’t have rogue magic taking over the coven.”

      Lucy snorted. “It’s not exactly taking over, but okay. I will.”

      “Stop hiding from us, girl,” Raquel said, giving Lucy’s leg a squeeze.

      Lucy nodded, and reached out toward Selene, who still clutched the glass of lemonade. Selene startled, then offered her the glass. Lucy took a deep drink. It felt so good going down.

      No matter what weird shit was going down, or what hell some people were living in, drinking lemonade in her friend’s garden reminded Lucy that she was alive.

      And for some reason, today? That felt really important.

      But the itching in her hand made her think the nice moment wouldn’t last. Something else was coming.

      Something big.
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      Jack stepped out of the shower, drying his hair with a towel so threadbare even he had to admit it was time to turn it into rags. It was just the way Jack was. Sure, he liked nice things, and the once thick and fluffy teal towel had once been nice. But once he had a nice thing, it just became a thing that was useful.

      Until it wasn’t anymore.

      With a pang, he realized he was that way with people, too. It was no wonder he had no really close friends left. Or that he’d blown it with Lucy. Oh sure, he had friends to drink an occasional beer with, or to work on projects with, but he didn’t have anyone to actually share his shit with. And if it wasn’t for a couple of former MPORG bros who called him up for the latest blockbuster, he wouldn’t even have any go-to-the-movies friends.

      Maybe it was time for that to change.

      But how?

      Shaking his head, Jack threw the ratty towel into the corner of the white-tiled room. He swiped a hand across the half-fogged mirror and stared. The eyes looking back at him, ordinary light brown, set in an ordinary face, revealed nothing.

      “And that’s the problem, dude. Isn’t it?” His friends always joked that he played his cards close to his vest. He replied that he’d never worn a vest in his life.

      Today? All of that just made him feel stupid and a little bit sad. It was a sign of his current state of discomfort that he had actually considered going for a jog. A strange influx of energy had been stopping and starting inside of him, leaving him agitated. He felt desperate enough for something—anything—to crack through his routine and disperse whatever the weird feeling was, he might just give it a try.

      Tomorrow. He’d get up super early, before the day heated up, and get some exercise. Maybe.

      Jack’s phone buzzed from the toilet tank. He glanced down at the text. Lucy. She was running late, but Suco would be on the job. That was good. He wasn’t prepared to deal with her anyway.

      Not after…everything. And not in the middle of whatever the hell soul searching he’d woken up determined to do and was now trying to avoid. Besides, he was still trying to parse the weird shit Alejandro had laid on him until late into the night over more beer.

      It was way more woo than Jack was prepared for, even though yes, he had asked for the witch’s help. Alejandro had gone into some mystic state and started waxing poetic about the patterns in the universe and every drop holding the whole ocean, and everything on earth being made of garbage and stars.

      If the glow in Alejandro’s eyes hadn’t been so damn spooky, Jack would have laughed. It was ridiculous, and he felt no closer to cracking the riddle he’d first seen splashed across Lucy’s face.

      He padded naked to his bedroom across the hall. He’d indulged in a king size contemporary walnut bed and matching dresser after he’d paid off his final debts. He’d also painted the walls a soothing pale blue that Lucy was still trying to talk him out of. Slamming drawers open and shut, he threw on clean underwear, jeans, and a faded Captain America T-shirt, then shoved his feet into his grey wool slippers and headed to his office.

      After Alejandro had left, he’d spent an hour scanning the image into his computer and then printing it out into ten sections, which he taped onto the whiteboard that took up one wall. The 8.5 x 11 pages didn’t form a seamless whole, but it was as good as he was going to get unless he decided to spring for a poster.

      Jack stared at the colored blocks of paper. In the morning light, it really wasn’t good enough. His printer had flattened the whole thing, making it even less a representation of the original painting than the glossy print in the book had.

      “Shit.” Back to square one, then. Which was practically nothing.

      Nothing.

      Something Alejandro had said…

      “If there was a beginning, which we’re not sure of, everything would have started with zero.”

      “I thought everything started with Big Daddy One.”

      “Not if you were a smart Arab mathematician and invented the cipher to represent the void before differentiation. The zero is the circle. The egg. It is all possibility. The non-dual that existed before either one or two.”

      The night before, Jack had felt those words trip around the edges of his brain. They were tripping there still. Barely coherent thoughts, dancing in a wheel around his mind.

      “So, if zero exists before one or two, why is binary code made up of zeros and ones?” He’d asked Alejandro that the night before, too, and the answer still made no sense at all. Some stuff about math, and zero coming from the void, but in magic, dualism was born of zero, and annihilated into zero, so there was no one.

      “Whatever the fuck that means,” he muttered as he ripped the inadequate pieces of paper from the wall, picked up a red marker, and began to draw on the whiteboard in the corner of the room.

      Faster and faster, he drew. Zeros and ones, ones and zeros, dancing in rings around a vast, empty white orb. A circle of nothingness. A formless place that only other things gave form to.

      Dammit! There was something there. But it wasn’t there. It was nowhere.

      It was…

      His phone buzzed and he dropped the pen, hearing it roll slowly across the wooden floorboards until it hitched up against a wheel of the rolling tall stool.

      “What the hell is happening to me?”

      Looking down at his phone, he realized he was sweating. Damn air-conditioner… But he heard it. Felt it. The AC still whirred plenty of cold air into the room. It was him. It was just him.

      There was another text from Lucy. She’d be en route by lunchtime and planned to swing by Raquel’s café to pick up lunch for her and Suco. Did she want him to bring coffee? A pastry or panini?

      Picking up the phone, he paused. I’ll put another pot of coffee on here, he texted. But I’ll take a ham and cheese panini with peppers if you don’t mind. I’ll buy for you and Suco, too.

      Sure thing.

      Jack slid his phone into his jeans. Why was Lucy bringing him lunch? Did it mean something?

      Something in the corner of the whiteboard caught his eye. Seemingly outside the pattern, but still connected—because it had to be, right? Like Alejandro said, it was all connected—was a sharp shape. A long, thin triangle with no bottom bar, pointing up.

      He moved closer, breath hitching slightly in his chest. What was it?

      His eyes flicked from the big empty space, the dancing shapes and numbers, and back down to that narrow triangular wedge.

      Jack began to laugh. Of course he knew that shape. It was on the cover of the cheesy books he’d read as a boy. It showed up in every multiplayer online game.

      It was a point. It was the point.

      For some reason, Jack’s subconscious had drawn the symbol of a spear. In the spirit of his cheesy childhood books, and half the role-playing games he’d raced through in his life, he drew another spear. And then a hand around the shaft. A large, muscled arm. Blond hair.

      A man. A man holding a spear, with a bright halo of light around his head. Jack’s drawing was crude, but it was as if another, better, image had superimposed itself over the thick marker lines on the whiteboard. Jack heard the roaring of a crowd. Saw the cloak fastened at the tall man’s neck ripple in the wind.

      The man looked proud, but there were tears in his bright eyes.

      “Who are you?” Jack whispered. The image buzzed and flickered, then was gone, leaving Jack staring at red marked lines and circles of zeros and ones.

      His body hummed as though an electrical wire had been inserted beneath his skin. He shook his head. His hands. Even shook out his feet in their slippers. The humming didn’t stop.

      And it meant something, he was sure of it, just like the image of the man meant something, and the painting, and the spots of paint on Lucy’s cheek.

      And he was no closer to figuring out how to crack the larger code he’d become obsessed with hacking. He still needed to shake something up. Get a different view. And do something with this weird energy that had suddenly taken up residence in his body before he completely freaked the frack out.

      He didn’t want to put it off until tomorrow anymore, but he didn’t trust himself enough to not injure something. Like he would with anything else he needed to learn, he should call an expert.

      He only knew one of those.

      Looking at the computer clock, he grabbed his phone again and pressed a number.

      “Olivia? I never thought I’d be saying this, but do you have time for a run? Or a workout or something?”

      Yeah. Maybe he was losing it. Or maybe all he needed was more help.
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      Lucy needed to get a grip. She’d decided that was the message from her tingling hand. Like the old sailor tattoos that read “Hold Fast” across the knuckles when they made a fist. A fist that helped sailors grasp onto ropes when their boat was caught in the middle of a storm.

      Despite the cloudless, blazing-sun-filled sky, and the fact that she was on dry land, Lucy felt like she was being tossed around.

      Always a person with strong emotions, she was used to them flaring and subsiding. But with the maelstrom the country was in lately? Coupled with the residue of nasty magic? Her emotions felt turned up to eleven constantly.

      All of this? It meant she needed more time at her altar. Hair still damp from the shower, clad only in a fresh white T-shirt and her painter’s pants, Lucy padded barefoot into the living room. The wood floors felt smooth beneath her feet, freshly swept and mopped by the cleaning service she’d finally broken down and hired to come once a month after admitting to herself that she just wasn’t keeping up with all of her household chores.

      The cleaners, however, were under strict orders to not touch the altar.

      Looking at the large console tucked with statues and candles, photos, and goblets of water, she felt guilty. Lucy realized not only did she need to spend more quality time at the big space in her living room, but she needed to clean and rebuild it. Dust lay thick on every shelf and the tops of the photo frames.  The water glasses were empty, just a white rime coating the bottoms.

      “Damn, girl. You’ve seriously been neglecting your shit, haven’t you?” She winced, looking at her beloved altar, especially at the large, central statue that graced the space. A dark-skinned indigenous woman in a starry cloak, surrounded by golden rays. The entity her abuela had called La Virgen, but whom Lucy honored as the much older Goddess, Tonantzin, the Mother.

      Looking at her watch, she tapped her foot. She didn’t have time for this. She should be on her way to the job already, coffee in hand.

      ::Slow down, mija. You’re going to crash.::

      Lucy stopped tapping, took a deep breath, and focused. That wasn’t just her inner voice speaking. It was the voice of her highest self, when it was connected to the Goddess. At least that was how Lucy explained it to herself. Abuela had talked about the “still, small voice” that was God speaking through the faithful when they bothered to shut up enough inside to listen.

      Lucy wasn’t always faithful, and she honored other deities than her abuela had, but the concept felt close enough.

      Tonantzin had her attention, and wasn’t going to let it go. From past experience, Lucy knew that the voice would ping her until she gave it her full attention.

      Lucy sighed, and pulled her phone from her back pocket. She texted Suco first, then Jack, letting them both know she was running late.

      Then she opened one of the drawers at the base of the console, pulled out a dust cloth, and began to remove every object from the first shelf, placing them carefully on the wood floor. She would go one shelf at a time, ending with the largest space, the one that held the proud statue.

      As she worked, Lucy let her hands and breath fall into a gentle, steady rhythm. After the first two shelves were done, the still pool that rested in the center of her belly, the place she connected with during magic or meditation, was back. She felt it expand, sending ripples of still certainty throughout her whole being.

      How long had it been since she’d felt that? Too long. She’d been rattled with tension. Keyed up. Ready to strike from anger or frustration, rather than from her honed will.

      “Rookie mistake,” she muttered to the empty room. But a mistake even seasoned witches made when they had neglected their most basic practices. It was the common downfall of many a priestess: thinking that once they had their initiations, or had gotten their lives together, they could coast.

      A witch could only coast on past work for so long, before something bit her in the ass.

      “So, madre mía,” she said. “What messages do you have for me?”

      Lucy picked up the two clear water tumblers and a small red vase of wilted roses and carried them into her bright turquoise-and-white kitchen. As she washed and rinsed the vessels, she allowed her attention to cast itself outward. Listening. Her hands caressed the familiar objects, and the water gushed past her fingers. There was no tingling, just the sense of rightness. A coming home.

      ::The children need you, daughter. They cry out in fear and pain. The hearts of the parents are broken and the world must be repaired.::

      Lucy’s hands stilled in the water. Her breathing slowed down. Eyes closed, she waited again.

      Her head filled with images. Images of children, with tears on their faces. Images of women, mouths open, screaming. Images of rape, and fire. Images of men doubled over, after a blow to the belly with the butt of an AR-15.

      She shuddered and turned off the tap. The kitchen was quiet, but outside the window, she heard cars and the calling of a scrub jay.

      “Mother?”

      Damp hands pressed against the edge of the sink, she took in another long, shuddering breath. Her body wanted to tense, to run, to strike out, or to hide. Lucy forced breath deeper into her lungs. She willed her muscles to steady their trembling, and relax.

      The onslaught of images continued. Cities on fire. Police in riot gear. The scent of terror. A desert, marked by scrub and cactus. A mighty river, dappled with moonlight. A bridge.

      The taste of tears and freedom.

      Lucy bit back a sob. Her face streamed with tears. She felt pain in her chest, and this time, both of her hands felt as if they were on fire.

      Opening her eyes, she grabbed a dish towel and mopped at her hands and face, then looked out the window above the sink. The summer sun still shone bright.

      Just an ordinary day. But then, weren’t they all?

      And she still didn’t know what Tonantzin wanted from her. She knew all about the pain, already. But what was she supposed to do?
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      “Modulate your breathing.”

      Olivia’s voice penetrated his skull, and he tried. He really tried. It was all Jack could do to gasp, wheezing, as his feet pounded the pathway that made a circuit beneath the pines, impact jarring its way up his shins. He practically sobbed with effort.

      When will the torture stop? he thought.

      “We can quit if you need to.” Olivia’s voice again. He gave a shake of his head, sending sweat flying through the air. Hot. Too hot. But he couldn’t stop. There was still something about that shape that drove him on. The spear. It was as if he was being goaded forward.

      The spirit was willing, and all that, but his flesh was really weak. When he’d asked if she had time, he figured she would have already come back from her morning run and be working. But Olivia had replied, “How about now?”

      And, fool that he was, Jack had agreed. Yeah. Great idea, Jack.

      “Really, Jack. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      Jack slowed, but only slightly, willing his breath to move from sobbing gasps into full and heavy inhalations. The sense of the jarring pounding decreased, but the pattern still swirled in his head and electricity still buzzed inside him. Paint spatter. Computer code. And the overwhelming feeling in his body that all of it was meant to come together in one great wedge. That spear the tall blond guy held in his long arm.

      “Come on man, slow all the way down to a walk. Last thing I need is for you to faint on me, or puke on my shoes.”

      That was Olivia, always so delicate. Sun glinted in a shaft through the pine needles, blinding him for a second. Jack winced and blinked, then unscrewed the cap from his steel water bottle and poured some over his face, rinsing away the salt and sweat. He took a drink. Nothing had ever tasted that good. He finally looked around at the group of parents with giant strollers, the children shrieking and laughing over in the play area, flinging sand, climbing monkey bars, sliding down slides. Beyond them, past the tall fence that marked the backstop of the ball field, he saw a group of people wearing red, black, and white. They were doing a strange set of martial arts exercises he’d never seen before. But he recognized two of the men. They were friends of Raquel’s.

      “The Sons of Sàngó,” Olivia said. “They’re pretty badass. They train in a West African form of martial arts.”

      “Right,” Jack said, nodding. “I remember now.”

      Sàngó. That was the God they worked for, right? At least that was what Jack remembered from snatches of overheard conversation with Raquel and the coven. He wasn’t sure what it even meant to work for a God, but if that vision he’d had earlier was any indication, he was well on his way to finding out. The blond guy looked like he could be some sort of God.

      Maybe Jack should have called Alejandro instead. Maybe he needed a witch.

      Jack pulled a hankie from the pocket of his shorts and mopped at his face. As they walked the winding pathway through picnic benches, beneath the towering pines, Jack slowly started to feel better. But the urgency was draining out of him and he still felt no closer to figuring out the pattern.

      “So, you finally gonna tell me why the sudden urge to work out when you’ve never had one before in your life?”

      He stopped and gazed up at his friend. She was barely sweating. Jerk.

      “It just felt like… Like that pattern I’m seeing, that thing that’s not random? Not only is it not random, it’s purposeful.”

      “Well, of course it is,” Olivia replied, as if it should be obvious. “All patterns are. We just have to figure out what the purpose is, and whose purpose it is.”

      “Yeah, but.”

      “Keep walking so you don’t seize up.”

      They fell into step, Jack could already tell he was going to pay for this the next day. His muscles screamed and trembled.

      He tried again. “Yeah, but most patterns, it’s easier for me to see the pattern. Sorry, I know I sound like a doofus, I’m not used to this.”

      Olivia smiled. “Not used to not making sense?”

      “I know you’re giving me shit, but yeah, actually. It’s as if there’s something just beyond my grasp. But the thing I’m trying to explain is that this randomness has a purpose and that purpose wants a focus. And this is gonna sound even weirder, but that focus? Right now it’s looking an awful lot like a spear.”

      Olivia’s grin grew feral. “Well, if that’s the case, my friend, I know just where we can aim.”

      Jack was reassured. Olivia didn’t think he was crazy. That was good. He swallowed some water, taking slow sips.

      All of a sudden, the wish to run wasn’t just about the restless energy inside of him. It was about wanting to be strong, for once in his life. Wanting to show up for something. Wanting, maybe, even, to run toward something instead of away.

      Maybe it was time to take more risks. See what would happen.

      “Can we run some more?” he asked Olivia.

      She shook her head. “You’re an extremist, Jack. Either couch potatoing all the way, or ready to run a marathon first day out. Why don’t you try jogging home? A slow jog. We can do more training later, but the first rule of training is ‘don’t break anything’.”

      “Okay.” Jack had to admit that he felt slightly disappointed. For the first time in his life, a sense of determination had stepped up and replaced his need for comfort and safety.

      He wanted to be like that tall man with the spear. Strong. Certain. With a cloak that moved in the wind.

      A superhero. Yeah. For real.
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      Lucy pulled up in front of Jack’s house, truck windows wide open. A squirrel chattered at her from high in the towering maple tree across the street. Her hands trembled on the steering wheel.

      She needed to unhook her seatbelt. Grab the sack of grilled sandwiches. Open her damn truck door. The visions in front of her altar had left her spinning. She’d barely been able to get through ordering lunch without Raquel dragging her into the worker’s break room. If the café hadn’t been so busy, Lucy knew that was exactly what would have happened.

      “What the hell? Get. A. Grip.” The words came out as barely a whisper, hardly louder than the ticking of the truck’s cooling engine and the chattering of the squirrel through the open windows.

      This wasn’t her. This had never been her. Trembling at visions, unwilling to see. And her coven’s reaction the night before didn’t help. They were impatient, worried, even a little bit pissed off. Lucy knew she needed to have a private consult from Brenda or Raquel, but she just couldn’t bring herself to.

      So she had fled the café, making no promises of further conversations or explanations for why in multiple Goddesses’ names she was walking around so far off her center in the middle of what should be a regular work day.

      What in the world was there to explain? That her hands were leading her, over and over, to the ICE building and that Tonantzin was telling her to help the children? Filling her head with terrifying, heart-wrenching visions, when all Lucy had tried to do was clean her altar and center herself?

      Come. On. Every witch knew about the coven member who got delusions of grandeur and decided that they were the high muckety-muck who was going to save the world through magic and the power of their will alone. Lucy had always prided herself on action on the physical plane. Coalition-building. Fundraising. Building things. Painting houses. Yeah, she had psychic skills, but the psychometry had always just been a way to gather information.

      Right now? She didn’t know what it was trying to tell her, and she didn’t like the fact that the itching in her hands seemed to want her to do something. Something she could barely see, and that felt bigger than Lucy was ready for.

      For the first time in her life, both the Goddess Lucy honored and her magic seemed to be working around her rather than with her. As if her own magic had gone rogue and was in cahoots with La Madre, no matter what Lucy thought or said. She was outside of the conversation and she didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      From behind the truck, she heard a sound. The distinctive slap slap slap of trainers on concrete, but just a little off. The cadence wasn’t quite steady. Lucy supposed it was still cool, relatively speaking, but still, she wouldn’t want to be out for even the slow, raggedy-ass run this errant jogger seemed to be on. She glanced into her side mirror.

      “Dammit,” she said. It was Jack, face red as a tomato. He looked like he was wheezing. What the hell was he doing? Had he actually gone for a run?

      All of a sudden, Lucy wished she hadn’t offered to bring sandwiches. Jack would definitely expect to check in on the project over lunch, but she’d made that promise before the morning’s visions had wrecked her equilibrium, smashing her ability to cope.

      “Only way out is through,” she said.

      Sighing, Lucy grabbed the crackling, fragrant bag, hoisted open the heavy truck door, and slid out until her boots were on tarmac. She reached back and across the wide leather seat, grabbing the cardboard carton filled with coffee go cups emblazoned with the swirling red script that simply read Raquel’s.

      Suddenly, he was there beside her, wheezing, half hunched over.  His blue eyes blinked at her, in between the big swipes of his hands as he tried to clear the sweat from his red face. He looked terrible, but smelled of fresh sweat and summer, and Lucy liked it.

      Dammit again.

      “Hey, Lucy.”

      They both just stood there. Him panting, struggling to get his breathing under control. Her? Holding coffee and sandwiches and staring. Like an idiot.

      Lucy cleared her throat and shouldered the truck door closed.

      “I need to check in with Suco, if you want to shower before our lunch meeting.”

      Good, she had said something, and it even made some sort of sense.

      Her head still swirled with those images of fire and pain. And the image of Tonantzin, surrounded by her halo of light. The mother of all, turned avenger.

      Jack still stared at her. Then he moved suddenly, taking half a step backward as if he had just woken up from a reverie.

      “Sure,” he said, “sounds good…. There’s something I need to talk to you about, too.”

      “About the job?”

      He shook his head, then ran a hand through his damp hair.

      Lucy waited for him to say more, but instead he just grabbed the cardboard carton of coffee from her hand.

      “Good you brought this. I forgot to put the pot on before my run.”

      He walked gingerly across the street, seemingly in pain. Lucy watched him go, brow furrowed in confusion. What else would he want to talk with her about? But she wasn’t so confused that she couldn’t admire his legs and his ass in his running shorts. Even the fact that his legs were a blinding, pasty white didn’t mar the view.

      “Well, that was weird.” She wasn’t sure she was talking about her response to him, or the fact that he’d avoided explaining what it was he wanted to talk about. All of her witch’s intuition stood at attention. Something was happening with Jack, and it felt as if it was connected, or at least might be, to her damned visions. And with the tingling in her hands…

      She thumbed her key fob, locking the truck. Then she strode across the street herself. As she thumped up onto the porch, she heard Suco’s music playing inside the house. Ozzy Osbourne. “War Pigs.”

      Lucy smiled, and shook her head. She pushed the heavy Craftsman door open.

      “I have lunch,” she called over the grinding guitars.

      Her co-worker turned the music down and smiled.

      “Thanks, boss.”

      Standing in the mostly painted living room, Lucy was filled with a sudden desire to pray for an ordinary day. A day of listening to old metal and painting. A day of talking about ordinary things, like color design.

      But she also knew that praying for things that were not possible was a futile activity. So she shut the door and handed Suco a sandwich, then went to walk the job, to see what else needed to be done. Whatever Jack wanted to talk about, she’d deal with soon enough.
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      As soon as he saw Lucy step down from her truck, Jack knew what he wanted. Everything he’d held on to for the past few years—the longing, the fear, the desire, and the wish to run away—all came into focus. And somehow he had to ride whatever this wave of courage was and talk to her before it ebbed again.

      He’d showered as quickly as possible, downed some ibuprofen, and found Lucy in his kitchen, sitting at the table in the built in breakfast nook that looked out onto the backyard, sandwiches on plates and paper cups of coffee at the ready.

      The sun through the window burnished her dark hair. Jack had to keep himself from running his hand across the silky-looking strands. He had no right to touch her. Not now.

      That had been fifteen minutes ago. He’d sat. They’d gotten started on their sandwiches, and Lucy had made a few comments about the job, and then finally asked him what he wanted to talk to her about.

      He had taken a breath to steady the shaking that started up in his knees, and then let the words tumble forth.

      “It’s probably too little, too late, but I owe you an apology. I’m sorry if I made you feel like you weren’t worth my time. I’m sorry I was a jackass, and drifted away like that. The truth is, Lucy, you’re amazing. You’re actually probably too good for me, and…I wonder if I can have a do-over. Try again.”

      Lucy looked gobsmacked. She set her sandwich down and leaned as far away from him as she could get. Then she picked up her coffee, turned her head back to the window, and spoke.

      “I’m so not having this conversation with you,” Lucy said.

      Jack set his own sandwich back down with a little regret. It was a delicious combination of ham and cheese and peppers and crunchy bread, but frankly his stomach was cramping up from the nerves. Nerves, and strange figures showing up in visions, and the aftereffects of that damn run…

      “Why?” he asked, wiping his mouth with a paper towel and picking up his cup. Coffee he could always drink, no matter how crappy he felt.

      He could practically feel the waves of agitation radiating off of Lucy’s small frame. Her dark eyes snapped his way, then darted around his kitchen, raking across the stainless steel appliances, the black marble countertops, and the white cabinets. He knew she had a lot of ideas about painting the walls in here, but they were still in negotiation. He liked to keep things clean.

      Clean lines. Clean colors. Clean, locked-away emotions. And the last was biting him the ass, wasn’t it?

      “Lucy?” he prompted. “Sorry if my timing sucks. That’s nothing new, I know. But I can tell something’s wrong. First of all, you’re never late to work, and next, you’re acting really strange today. Like you’re not yourself.”

      She slammed her coffee cup down the table. “Seriously? That’s how you’re playing this? You ask if I’ll give you a second chance and then you try to act as if you’re not the one acting strange? What the hell, Jack?”

      “I deserve that,” he said quietly. And he did. It brought back the conversations they’d had before she broke it off with him, or really, before he ghosted on her. At the time, he had tried to deflect responsibility. And look at him, he was still doing it.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have said that. I know what I said came out of the blue. But I also know something else is going on with you, and I’m trying, in my own stupid way, to offer to be a friend, if nothing else. I can listen if you want me to, to whatever’s bugging you.”

      Lucy snorted. “Besides you, you mean?”

      “I deserve that. I totally do.” Damn it. No matter what he did or said, he was still a jerk around women. An awkward, nervous jerk. Go, Jack.

      She looked away, staring back out the window into his untidy mess of backyard. That yard was another project he never seem to get to, so he just avoided going out there, which was dumb. It could be a nice space someday.

      He leaned across the narrow table and willed her to look at him. Her gaze remained fixed on the window.

      “Look, Lucy,” he said softly. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I was such an idiot all those years ago. I’m sorry I ran away. If I had the chance to do it over again…”

      Her head snapped towards his, dark eyes boring into him. He fought to not squirm.

      “If I had the chance to do it over again, I would do better.” He swallowed. Fuck. His knee began to jounce and jitter under the table again. “I’d tell you I was scared to love you. I’d tell you you’re the most interesting person I’ve ever met. I’d tell you how gorgeous you are.”

      He felt her grow still at his words, like an animal waiting, trying to sense danger. Barely breathing. Her eyes remained steady though; no matter the circumstance, she was always courageous, that Lucy. Unflinching, even.

      “I so cannot talk about this right now,” she said. “Why don’t you tell me what else has been happening with you? You think I’m acting weird? I know shit’s going on with you, too. No way you just decided to run yourself sick this morning for no reason.”

      A truce then. He would take it.

      He leaned back in his chair, took another sip of coffee. It was his turn to look out the window now. The Japanese maples and the single persimmon tree were still green. And that pattern? He sought it everywhere now, including in the sugar grains that spilled across the table when he’d doctored his coffee. He hadn’t bothered to wipe them up yet. His eyes moved from clump of grains to the single, tiny crystals of white that spread in a small array across the wood.

      “There’s a pattern, but it’s just beyond my reach. It’s code. It’s art. It’s…something I can’t even describe to you yet. But it feels big. Bigger than me, that’s for sure. And this pattern, it feels as if it’s trying to form a wedge or a spear. As though it wants to strike. And a hacker friend of mine, well…”

      This time it was Lucy who leaned across the table. Placing a hand on his arm, she drew his gaze back towards her.

      “This hacker friend of yours wants to what?”

      She leaned forward so far across the slab of wood their heads were only about six inches apart, creating a small bubble of safety, a cone of silence. But just in case…

      “Power down your phone,” he said.

      “What?” Her face creased with confusion.

      “Please. Just power down your phone.” He fished his phone from his pocket and began the process of shutting it down.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      Lucy shrugged and did what he asked, as he rose and got a metal bowl from a kitchen cabinet. He set both the phones on the counter and turned the metal bowl upside down on top of them. As good a Faraday cage as any.

      Scooting back into the built-in nook, he sat, wincing slightly at his screaming muscles. How soon until he could take more ibuprofen? He took another drink of his rapidly cooling coffee and leaned forward again, not only to be able to speak softly, but because he just liked being so close to her.

      “My friend…wants me to help hack into Immigration and Customs Enforcement.”

      Lucy sat back with a whoosh, as though all the air had been pressed from her chest.

      “Holy shit! You’ve got to be kidding. ICE?”

      Their sandwiches sat barely touched on the white plates in front of them. He began to pick at the crust of his ham and cheese.

      “You think it’s crazy?” he asked.

      “No. I don’t.” She paused for the space of three breaths. He just waited.

      She looked at him again, and spoke, then turned her hands palms up. “My hands, particularly my right hand, have been itching for days. They led me out to ICE yesterday.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “And this morning, the main Goddess I work with gave me the charge to help the children. To help all those children that are being tortured right now.”

      “Holy shit,” he said. “What are we going to do?”
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      Lucy stared at the hulking backside of the ugly tan ICE building. She stood near the rail tracks, just past the bustling luxury car showroom. This was such a strange neighborhood. Once a derelict place near the river, now getting built up with condos and top-of-the-line bourgeois electric cars, like everywhere else in Portland.

      She couldn’t think about Jack’s proposal that she give him—and them—a second chance. There was too much else going on right now. Plus, she wasn’t sure she trusted the sudden about-face on his part. Oh, it was clear something big was going on with him, but that didn’t mean she had to fall swooning into his nerdy arms.

      Lucy smiled at herself. She actually liked that he was such a nerd. It was kind of refreshing. And his eyes were truly beautiful, even when he pissed her off. Or disappointed her.

      Lucy breathed in the dry, dusty summer air. There was just a hint of smoke today. The winds kept shifting, and she was sure the firefighters prayed for rain. She stood at the edges of what had once been the vital, bustling encampment. It felt like a ghost town now.

      Glancing at the wall of the building to her back, Lucy smiled. Despite the rest of the camp being cleared, its marks remained. Five-foot-high letters made of painter’s tape were still stuck to the building that faced ICE’s Portland headquarters. “What Would Mom Say?” they read.

      What would La Madre say, indeed? Lucy waited. Watched. She needed to make sure no guards were coming by, patrolling the perimeter of the building. At least no one was stationed on the low roof that shaded the entrance today.

      When the camp was still active, there was always a sentinel on that rooftop, face covered with a balaclava, AR-15 or a shotgun filled with less-than-lethals slung loosely in their hands. The DHS cops also used to blare floodlights onto the sleeping campers, and blast music at them all night, expensive condos nearby be damned.

      But today? The building felt quiet. Almost too quiet. The land felt quiet, too, though some bicyclists headed down the slope toward her, dressed in red, black, and yellow spandex. The bike path was a main thoroughfare through this part of town, tracing the path of the metro.

      Lucy shouldn’t be there, and she knew it. But just as clearly, she knew she couldn’t stay away. Her hands itched and burned with the need to touch the building. Her gut had tugged her here, even while her head told her she was a stone cold idiot.

      She’d also needed to get away from Jack. There were too many conflicting emotions at play there, between his revelation that he carried a torch for her and the fact that he seemed to be God-touched or something, and in a way that dovetailed with her own current calling.

      Lucy’s workers were grumbling, though. Summer was not the time to be gallivanting around town, tilting at windmills. It was the time to work long hours and make the bulk of her money for the year. Of course she knew that. And it didn’t matter, did it?

      Lucy fished in her front pocket for a rubber band and slicked her heavy hair back into a ponytail, tight at the base of her skull. Better.

      To her right, a small flash of red and blue caught her eye. She walked down the narrow, paved bicycle path in the direction of whatever the sun had captured and thrown her way.

      Crouching down near a dried-out clump of vegetation, she laughed. It was an Our Lady of Guadalupe jar candle. Tonantzin. Right, this was the exact spot where the second altar tent was erected after the cops had smashed the smaller altar at the front gates.

      “Okay, Mother, here we both are. Anything you want to say to me?”

      Lucy deepened her attention, dropping into her core and slowing her breathing down. A slight breeze carried the scents of warm tarmac, dried grass, and a hint of copal, but no words. There was a sense of waiting, like the final moments before the performers took to the stage, or as the warriors—weapons gathered and armor donned—waited for battle.

      Another shift in the wind’s direction brought that faint waft of smoke from the fires again. She gave a slight cough and sent out a quick prayer that the forests, animals, and humans would all gain relief soon.

      Still no direct message from Tonantzin. She couldn’t stall anymore.

      “Okay,” she said again to the summer air. “Guess it’s just time to get to it.”

      Lucy wiped her hands on her painter’s pants, stood, and did another scan for cops. Then, boots on the dry dirt and grass, she scrabbled up the slope that led to the backside of the fortress in front of her. The other sides all had the tall, black lattice fences and guards. If she was going to touch the building, this was her only chance.

      Leaning one shoulder against the rough tan concrete, she looked left, then right.

      Still no one coming, which felt kind of unbelievable.

      Lucy rubbed her hands together. They were slick with sweat again, but rubbing them on her pants barely helped. Taking a deep breath, she made sure she was anchored to the earth beneath her, and then breathed across her damp palms. They tingled, but some of the itching resided, as if her hands knew she was finally on board. Taking in another breath, Lucy closed her eyes and placed both palms on the building.

      Images flooded into her so quickly she bit her tongue, tasting spit and copper before even that was whisked away, replaced with the stink of sweat and fear. The sound of men shouting. The screams and cries of children. A woman’s voice, sobbing. The sharp crack of a round being chambered. The thud of a weapon on soft flesh. Sound upon sound, image upon image, taste and smell and emotion, all of it pulsed through her. She felt adrenaline, the need to run or punch or kick or bite.

      Then that was gone, too, replaced with images of burning homes. Visions of women being seized and pinned to the ground. Images of children, faces weary, walking for miles. The scent of water.

      And then she was there. Lucy’s Goddess. La Madre. Tonantzin.

      She was resplendent, glowing, her black hair spread out like flames, her skin burnished like rich mahogany. And around her were rays so bright it was as if Lucy stared directly into the sun. She felt warm sweat run down her body. Tasted blood again. She pressed her palms more deeply into the building, as if she could burrow her way in. The shrieks and screams were joined by the sound of someone riffling through files and the clicking of computer keys, the clank of metal upon metal, and the heavy, final sound of a stamp smacking onto paper.

      ::See this, my child.:: The voice was thunder in her head. ::You must fight. You must show others the way toward freedom.::

      “Hey!” A voice penetrated her consciousness. “Get away from the building! Ma’am? Raise your hands where we can see them!”

      Breath shoved its way into Lucy’s lungs. Her spirit slammed back into her body so hard, she almost passed out. An ice pick of a headache spiked her skull, and her stomach lurched. Releasing her hands from the building, she turned her head and spat upon the ground. The taste of bile filled her mouth.

      Squinting, she saw three figures running towards her, heard the sound of their boots on the bike path, getting closer.

      “Shit,” she said.

      What were her choices, here? Her body knew. Shoving herself upright, she felt her hands scrape on rock—more pain—but she was on her feet again. Hands in the air, praying they wouldn’t shoot her in the back, Lucy ran as she had never run before.

      She heard shots strike the dry soil and smelled the acrid tang of pepper. On a burst of speed, Lucy rounded the corner and began zigzagging behind warehouses, alternately heading away from and back toward her truck. Keeping her hands up threw off her balance, but she did not dare to put them down.

      Her feet smacked on the narrow roads, running past delivery trucks and cyclone fences. After a moment, panting, she slowed slightly, listening.

      She couldn’t hear their boots in pursuit anymore.

      “Thank you, Mother.”

      Stitch in her side, she lowered her arms, and slowly jogged the rest of the way to her truck.

      She was safe. For now.
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      Jack really needed to get some work done, to try to settle himself down into routine. Besides which, bills still needed to be paid. He couldn’t waste his day away, thinking of spears and phantom battles. And he sure couldn’t moon about over Lucy, appealing as that was.

      Before he started coding, though, he flipped open the big coffee table book and stared again at that luminous piece of art. The shades of red. The flowing patterns. The strange border. He reached his fingers out and lightly touched the glossy pages, as if he could decode the painting’s secrets through his fingertips. As if the painting had something to tell him that was more than just the likelihood that Jack was going off the deep end. That he had finally turned the corner and become one of those mystic coders people used to talk about.

      He remembered this old guy he met on the MAX train when he was a teenager, just learning how to code. It was a bearded white guy that everyone called the wizard. The dude’s business cards even used Wizard as his job title. Oh, it was all a great lighthearted joke, until you actually sat and talked with the man. Then you realized he was serious. And that he attributed all of his coding success to some weird kind of magic flowing through the pixels across the screen.

      Well, Jack wasn’t so sure that was a lie anymore.

      He snapped back to himself shut the book with a thud, then walked to his desk to wake up his computer. As his trusty tower began to hum and the monitors flickered to life, he took a breath and tried to prepare for whatever it was that was coming.

      “Just work, man,” he said to himself. “Stop wool-gathering.”

      He climbed up onto his high stool with a groan. God he was sore. And if he was this sore already, he hated to think what tomorrow would bring. Maybe he’d actually take a bath tonight.

      Switching over to his music program, he put a song on loop. Black Violin’s “Opus.” As the dueling violins swirled their way through the room, dipping and rising like swallows flying through the air, he set his fingers to the keys and began to code.

      It was just the little income-producing game that had just been boring him shitless, but today, that didn’t seem to matter. It was actually weird. As soon as he began tapping the numbers and symbols out, and they flowed onto the screens, it was as if something else took over. The symbols flew faster and faster, until Jack barely had to pay attention anymore. It felt as if his brain, his heart, his fingertips, and the computer were all one. As if someone had put a port into Jack’s skull and out poured the code.

      On and on it went, following the sound of the violins, following the pattern still lodged in the back of Jack’s mind, that painting. The sugar on the table. And the spatter of pattern across Lucy’s beautiful cheekbones.

      The coder and the pattern. The pattern and the coder. Jack felt like a God raising up new worlds and sending them crashing back down. Building mountains, forging rivers. Whole towns rose and fell beneath his hands. He was building something…. More than just the game. Fairies and dragons. Ogres and knights. Winged creatures with no name. And in the distance, great krakens and leviathans swam in vast waters. And all of them were forming something new, something not quite of his design.

      The story was writing itself.

      And through it all, a mighty man strode across the land, thousand-league boots booming across the landscape, hair like jagged lightning. Tall, lean, muscular. Shining. And in his long right arm, he held a mighty spear.

      The code crashed through Jack’s body onto the keys, faster and faster and faster. The man faced a great wall. A wall of darkness, teaming and writhing, spewing and belching noxious sounds and scents that could choke a man. And in the midst of it all, Jack heard wailing. Wailing voices, screaming, crying. And the tall man faced it all. Behind Jack’s left shoulder blade he felt pressure. He gasped, but kept on typing.

      It felt as if his brain was crackling with the power of the code. The pressure beneath his shoulder blade increased. It felt as if someone pressed a spear point there, or a shaft of lightning, and the pressure grew and grew and a roaring began inside his head, and soon Jack—still coding, still typing, fingers still flying across the keys—began to roar and scream himself. He couldn’t help it. He couldn’t stop the sound that rolled over and through him.

      The pressure increased, growing sharper and more painful until the spear or whatever it was pierced all the way through his heart. His monitors blew in a flash of white and green.

      Jack fainted, stretched across the keyboard.
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      “Oh my Goddess, Lucy!”

      Brenda rushed around the counter, bypassing Tarot cards and crystals and all the other goods that made up a metaphysical shop. Lucy barely registered the store. She stood just inside the glass door, panting, as if, instead of driving her truck, she had run all the way here. Then Brenda was in front of her, dark wavy hair coiled up on her head, normally serene face creased with concern. As her mentor enfolded Lucy in her firm embrace, she felt the other woman’s strength and softness surround her. Lucy began to shake.

      Brenda leaned back, searching Lucy’s face, but Lucy couldn’t hold her penetrating gaze. Most of the witches Lucy knew had eyes that could see right through you. Brenda and Raquel certainly did. Lucy’s muscles screamed from the tension, and the taste of bile and blood still filled her mouth.

      “Did someone hurt you?” Brenda’s voice was gentle, as if Lucy were a wild animal she didn’t want to spook.

      Lucy shook her head no and winced. Damn, that was painful. Just because no one in particular had hurt her didn’t mean she wasn’t hurt. The combination of magical overload and adrenaline spike were as painful as a punch sometimes.

      “Let’s get you into the back,” Brenda said, ushering her toward the purple Celtic-knot-patterned curtain that separated the main shop from the classroom and break room behind. Brenda gently pushed her through the curtain, Lucy felt her hold back, heard her voice again, “Tempest? You got the shop?”

      Lucy was so out of it, she hadn’t even seen Tempest in the shop, and didn’t wait to hear the younger witch’s reply. She just crossed the room and sank into one of the few padded chairs set in groups around the otherwise spare space, hands resting palm up on her thighs. The chair sat directly beneath a big quilted blue and green banner representing water, and the direction of West, where the Willamette flowed, and a couple hours drive further, the Pacific Ocean gleamed.

      Lucy needed some metaphysical water to quench the fire still burning in her veins. She blinked. The lights seemed too bright. Traces of sunspots from her vision of Tonantzin flashed with every blink, which increased the dull ache in her head.

      Also, her hands hurt like anything, but she was too wrung out to deal with them, either, so tried to sit quietly, eyes closed.

      Focus on your breathing, she thought. You’re safe now.

      She heard Brenda come back into the space and squinted her eyes open. Brenda bustled with the kettle in the tiny pocket kitchen off to the side, also set on the western wall. That was Brenda’s antidote for every thing, no matter the weather. Tea.

      Brenda glanced over her shoulder, crease of worry still marring her brow, joining the crow’s feet and smile lines on her beautiful, creamy face. Several coils of her dark wavy hair escaped their loose bun and cascaded past her cheeks. She wore a flowing, floating peach sundress and sandals that snaked their way up her calves. Always a stunner, that Brenda.

      Lucy realized her thoughts were doing their own internal form of babbling and she took a shuddering breath. Leaning forward, elbows on her knees, she tried to call on her witch’s training to calm down and breathe more normally again. She needed to slow everything down. She felt Brenda next to her, heard her set two mugs down on the small table to Lucy’s right, and smelled the familiar fragrance of lavender and mint.

      Then she felt Brenda’s hand on her back warm, reassuring.

      “Do you need me to get Tempest in here? Her healing skills are better than mine.”

      “No,” Lucy croaked out. “I’ll be good in a minute. You got any aspirin? Ibuprofen?”

      Brenda rose to get a bottle and a cup of water from the tap, setting them on the table before floating into her own chair.

      “Are you going to tell me what happened? And what’s that smell?”

      Lucy sat up, confused for a moment, and then caught the acrid whiff of pepper spray.

      “Pepper balls,” she said. “Less-than-lethals. They shot at me.”

      “Oh Great Goddess Diana! Cops?”

      “DHS. I was trying…” Lucy coughed, trying to clear some of the dust and capsaicin from her lungs. She gingerly picked up the cup of water, using only her fingers to avoid her scraped palms. The right one was really bad, but she didn’t feel like having Brenda clucking over her more than she already was, and was glad to be able to hide the scrapes for now.

      She pried the ibuprofen bottle open, popped two of the pills, and drank.

      Please work. She really needed a clear head to have this conversation. Maybe the tea would help. Trading out the cup of water for the mug of tea, she blew across the pale green surface. The mingled fragrances rose to meet her, sending out a wave of calm. That was one of Brenda’s lesser magics, the ability to heal through simple, homely things. Lucy took a sip. Then another. Better. Though she would have preferred the brewed infusion over ice.

      “My hands keep itching, tingling, like we talked about,” she finally said. “They’ve led me back to the ICE building twice now. It’s so intense there. The land wants to talk to me. I finally got close enough to touch the building today before the DHS cops chased me away.”

      Brenda, usually so completely calm, set her tea down on the floor with a loud thunk.

      “Do we need to call the rest of the coven?” she asked.

      Lucy had to give Brenda credit for asking only one basic question when she could feel the other woman’s brain tumbling and teeming with a million thoughts. But Brenda’s training held true. The witch had discipline, and only asked what was necessary in a crisis.

      “Probably,” Lucy said. “But meanwhile, I just need your help. I’m…I’m confused, and frankly a little overwhelmed.”

      “I can only imagine,” Brenda said, then picked up her tea.

      Both the women sipped the slowly cooling infusion for a moment. Lucy gazed at the fire banner, tracing the shapes, taking in the shades of orange and yellow and red. Despite the soothing tea, that was what she felt like inside right now: a great conflagration lit by the fire of the sun that surrounded Tonantzin.

      The Earth Mother lit by a combusting star that could deal out either life or death to everything on the planet.

      She turned towards Brenda, finally seeking out the eyes of her mentor.

      “Tonantzin has set me on a quest.” Then she shook her head. “No, not a quest. She’s laid a charge upon me. What’s that thing, that Irish…?”

      “A geas,” Brenda replied. “A sacred charge, or a binding. An obligation, or sometimes a prohibition.”

      “Yeah,” Lucy said, taking another sip of tea. The tea made her sweat a bit, but it was comforting nonetheless. Thankfully the Inner Eye was air-conditioned. “So what am I supposed to do about it?”

      “What is the geas?”

      “I have to fight to protect the children. And show others the way to freedom.”

      From the front of the store, Lucy heard the bells announcing someone had entered. She heard Tempest, talking low. She waited, feeling Brenda listening to see if Tempest needed help. The curtain rattled open and there was Tempest, a startling vision because she had cut off her usual long fall of bright color. Her hair was short today. White-blond.

      “Jack is here,” Tempest said. “And it really sounds as if he needs to talk to you. Both of you.”
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      Despite having known the witches for a few years, Jack had managed to avoid Brenda’s store until now. He was struck by the smells—some kind of incense, he guessed—and all the weird stuff crowding shelves and counters. Sparkling chunks of rock and crystal. What must be Tarot cards. Statuary of figures he couldn’t identify, except a couple of Greek Gods he recognized from grade school mythology and gaming, of course. Gamers loved Greek and Roman Gods. Some of the Celtic ones, too, but only if they could be drawn as sexy warrior women.

      Despite the strangeness of it, the store felt peaceful. Soothing almost, as if it wanted him to relax in its embrace.

      But Jack couldn’t relax. When he’d come to, face planted on his keyboard, left shoulder blade on fire, he knew he needed help. He still felt slightly sick, and as though his skin was humming with electricity. He sniffed. Yep, that slight tang of ozone he’d smelled when he’d come back awake was still there.

      He’d texted Alejandro but gotten no answer, and rather than wait, headed immediately to the Inner Eye.

      A young woman with short, punky white hair looked at him, her black-rimmed eyes narrowing at the sight of him. Was that concern or mistrust?

      “May I help you?” she asked, sounding friendly enough. Her voice was familiar.

      Right, he’d met her before, but she looked different now. The few times he’d seen her, she had punky colored hair, not this short, face-baring platinum job.

      “Hey, Tempest, right? Is ah…Brenda here?” His head swiveled around the shop, but he didn’t see the older witch anywhere.

      “Oh! Hi Jack. Sorry, it’s been a while. Brenda’s in the back room with Lucy. Want me to get her?”

      He nodded. Lucy was here too. Huh. That felt a little awkward. But at least he could get his story out without having to repeat it. And get help, though what exactly help looked like in this case, he had zero idea.

      Tempest poked her head behind a long purple curtain with some knot work pattern all over it. Looked like some hippie Irish thing. He heard Brenda’s voice murmuring something.

      Leaning back into the shop, Tempest turned to him. “Head on through.”

      He walked back into a mostly bare room with chairs stacked to the sides, and a few comfortable chairs grouped against the walls. Brightly colored quilted banners hung from each wall. They looked significant, but Jack wasn’t sure what they meant.

      Lucy and Brenda were both staring at him, their eyes making him feel uncomfortable. Something was definitely going on. Lucy looked like hell, but Brenda was serene and beautiful as usual.

      As he walked toward them, he noticed Lucy cradling her right hand.

      “Did you hurt yourself?” he asked.

      Lucy looked down, startled, as if she’d forgotten her hand was messed up. As he got closer, he could see red scrapes and flecks of dirt embedded in her light brown skin.

      “Oh my Goddess, Lucy,” Brenda said, “how did I not notice?”

      Brenda leapt up, bracelets jangling, moved toward a cabinet on the far wall, and pulled out a small first-aid kit.

      Lucy looked a bit sheepish. “I kind of tried to hide it from you.”

      “Well, that wasn’t the best choice you’ve ever made. Along with tackling the DHS all on your own,” Brenda said, voice dry. “Come over to the sink and let me wash it for you.”

      Lucy shook her head, face creased with tension. “Don’t bother, Brenda,” she said. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” Jack replied.

      Lucy huffed at that, but finally assented, standing and walking over to the little kitchen area. She allowed Brenda to wash and dry both of her hands.  Then Brenda spread some kind of goopy ointment all over the scrapes from a little jar that smelled fragrant, and nice, not like medicine at all.

      “The kettle is still warm if you want tea,” Brenda said to Jack as she worked. “It won’t take too long to bring it back up to a boil.”

      “I’m fine,” he replied. Once all three were settled in the cushioned chairs again, Lucy’s right palm wrapped up in a narrow band of white gauze, both the women fixed him with those with twin gazes, pinning him like a bug to a corkboard.

      “You going to tell us what’s happening?” Lucy asked. “Why you look like you saw a ghost or something?”

      She seemed brittle, as if she was still a little pissed off at him. He couldn’t blame her.

      Jack cleared his throat, now wishing he had some of the tea both women sipped at. But he also just wanted to get this over with. He flexed his hands on his jeans, rocked forward slightly and began talking.

      “I was coding, just a game I’ve been working on, nothing special, but I was finally back in the groove. And you know,” he looked at Lucy, “there’s that painting, right?”

      Lucy nodded.

      He licked his lips. “Well, I’d been staring at that painting again, before I started coding, and I swear…” Jack paused, staring at a banner that was quilted in shades of green, gold, and black, trying to figure out how to describe his experience to two civilians.

      “It was as if the code took on a life of its own,” he said.

      Brenda made a small noise at that, and Jack snapped his head back to look at her. Brenda’s face was still serene, waiting, one dark coil of shining hair falling passed her cheek. Jack wondered if it was age, experience, or temperament that contributed to her equilibrium. Maybe he would eventually learn how to do that.

      “Don’t drag this out, Jack,” Lucy said.

      “Sorry. I mean, every coder has those days, right? Where things flow?” He looked at both women. Lucy nodded. “But this was different. It was as if something else had taken over me. Like something else was driving me and the code. And then… This is going to sound so weird.”

      Lucy actually snorted. “You’re talking to two witches, Jack.”

      Right, he thought, then nodded again.

      “Can I have a sip of your tea?” he asked. Lucy handed him her mug, silent. He took a sip of lukewarm beverage. Some kind of herbs. Maybe mint?

      He handed the mug back, fingers brushing Lucy’s knuckles. He tried to ignore how good her skin felt. No distractions.

      “And then, in the middle of it, this man strode through everything. A vision. Tall. Blond. It was like he was a God, or a hero, or something.”

      “You could see him?” Brenda asked, sitting up even straighter, as if she was suddenly on alert.

      “Yeah. Clear as day. He was a broad-shouldered white dude, kind of tan. His hair moved like lightning and he was really bright, bright like a flash. And he carried a spear. And I’ve been seeing a spear or…spear shapes in the code. It all feels connected.”

      He paused for a moment. Both women sat preternaturally still now, waiting.

      “Feels like he’s someone…like someone I should know. Do you know who he is?”

      Lucy and Brenda exchanged a look and Lucy shrugged.

      Brenda looked thoughtful, coiling a lock of her hair around one finger. She finally spoke. “It sounds like Lugh. He’s an Irish God. A maker and craftsman, a poet, an artist…”

      “Then why the spear?”

      “Lugh is also a warrior,” Lucy said. “In the stories, that’s actually his main gig, right?”

      “Metaphorically, he fights the old order.” Brenda took up the thread. “He fights that which came before that needs to change.”

      “Now,” Lucy interjected, “to be fair, some people think he was one of the colonizers. That he helped conquer the people who were originally on the land. But the stories aren’t a hundred percent clear and there is no way we’ll ever know. But yeah, it sounds like Brenda’s right. Looks like it’s Lugh, and he’s probably here to help you, at any rate.”

      “Help me do what? So far, it just feels like he’s just stuck a spear in my back. Plus, he fried all my monitors.”

      Brenda paused for a moment, one finger on her lips. Thinking. “He can help you face something that needs to fall, or to face a battle that needs to be won,” Brenda replied. “Do you have any idea what that is?”

      Jack rolled his shoulders, wincing at the sharp pain still embedded under his left shoulder blade.

      “I don’t want to. I don’t want to know,” he said. “But I think I have to. I mean… Sorry I’m being so opaque here, but it’s all pretty confusing for me, I hope you can understand.”

      He looked at each woman in turn, taking in Brenda’s blue eyes and Lucy’s rich brown. They both just waited. They were good at that. Must be a witch thing.

      “But yeah, I feel like I know exactly what I’m supposed to be facing, but I’m still just not sure how.”

      “It’s that thing we talked about?” Lucy asked. “ICE?”

      Jack swallowed, and nodded.

      “Yeah. ICE,” he said. The fucking government, as if I’m some kind of damn hero. And myself, which feels like the hardest thing. And whoever this Lugh person is, which is pretty freaky. And you, Lucy, he thought. The other thing I need to face is you.

      Although after their conversation the day before, and the cool reception today, he wasn’t sure he would have the courage to keep trying.
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      Lucy had slammed into her truck and and torn off like the proverbial bat out of hell, racing away from Jack and Brenda. All of a sudden, while listening to Brenda coax more of Jack’s story out, Lucy knew who she needed to see for help.

      She had said something to close the conversation about her hands and about Jack’s weird Lugh encounter, which she was sure they’d process later. She just hoped whatever it was had made sense and that the weird look Tempest threw her on her way out of the shop hadn’t meant she was acting too strangely.

      When she arrived at her destination, Lucy texted instructions to all of her job sites, letting them know she’d either be by later in the afternoon or would see them in the morning. She felt the displeasure from some of the workers, but they’d just need to chill. This charge from Tonantzin took precedence.

      Now she stood on a cracked concrete sidewalk in one of the sketchier parts of Gresham, the town just east of Portland. Portland and Gresham actually segued pretty seamlessly together, something most Black and Latinx denizens of the cities knew. Most middle-class white Portlanders wouldn’t have anything to do with the area.

      But for Lucy? Having grown up in the wilds of the southeast Portland neighborhood known as “the numbers,” Gresham felt like home.

      She stood on the sidewalk, a sheen of sweat on her upper lip, wondering what to do as she stood in front of a shop she hadn’t entered in far too long. Izel’s botánica.

      Cracking burgundy paint surrounded the wood façade. The windows needed cleaning, which was new. Used to be Izel hired a houseless man to wash them once a week. The giant plates of glass were still clear enough that Lucy could make out a giant statue of St. Lazarus, a cascade of burning candles, and all sorts of shells, metal amulets, and trinkets.

      Lucy felt a tingle along her face, as if a ghost had brushed by her. Izel must have noticed her. That woman was the most powerful witch Lucy knew.

      You need to learn to close your mind, Izel always said. But nothing Lucy ever did made any difference. To a powerful clairvoyant like Izel? Lucy would always be an open book. She scuffed her boots on the sidewalk, staring at St. Lazarus, also known as Babalú Ayé, compassionate one, protector of the sick.

      “Chicken shit,” Lucy muttered to herself. She shook out her hands, including the right one that Brenda had insisted on wrapping despite Lucy’s protests, then shoved open the heavy glass door. The toc toc toc of metal bells affixed to the inside handle greeted her. She shut the door carefully, making sure not to bang it, and breathed in the cool dim light of the botánica and the familiar scents of frankincense, benzoin, and myrrh. A fountain burbled and the rows upon rows of candle flames made her blink.

      She felt a tension she hadn’t even realized she was holding release itself and let go.

      “Lucy! Sobrina!” Izel looked up from a shadowed corner near the back of the shop. Sitting tall in her electric scooter, the old crone held what looked like a large vulture feather in her right hand. Sharp eyes set deeply into an otherwise soft, round face stared at Lucy, framed by perfectly arched eyebrows. Despite her elaborate makeup, Izel had a butch haircut with a pure white streak shooting through the black, short hair as though a comet’s tail had kissed her. Lucy knew the older woman had always had that streak, and that it began at her right eyebrow.

      Izel was truly touched by the Powers and had always known it. And despite the friendly, expectant look on her face, she still made Lucy quake in her boots.

      Izel navigated her whirring scooter through the altars and goods for sale, setting the feather down on the end of the long wooden sales counters as she passed. Lucy watched her come, forcing herself to stand motionless.

      “You look troubled, girl. And it’s been too long. Come, help me dust the high shelves and talk to your tía.”

      Everyone called Izel “Tía” as an honorific, because when Izel first opened the shop she swore she was too young to be called Madre. No longer young, she remained Auntie to every teen and child in the neighborhood, and to half the magic workers and Santeros in the Portland area.

      Lucy picked up a dust cloth, dragged a foot stool from beneath a shelf, and began carefully dusting around a dazzling collection of religious objects, herbs, shells, feathers, dried roots, and shining beads.

      Izel busied herself at the counter, doing her own work, which consisted of rubbing oil onto one blue and one white taper candle and flapping the feather upwards toward the dormant wicks.

      Lucy had no idea what the vulture feather was for. Tía Izel’s people had a different relationship with magical objects than the witches of Arrow and Crescent coven, and that was fine.

      “I need counsel, Tía.”

      “Of course you do, Lucinda. Why else would you come to visit?”

      The barb was mild, but Lucy felt it all the same. She had been neglecting some of her duties without realizing it. Running her own business took up all her time. She barely saw her friends outside the coven anymore.

      As she gently wiped a layer of dust from a small statue of St. Michael, Lucy opened up her psychic senses, making sure that the shop’s protective wards were in place.

      “You think I’m not strong enough to protect my own house?” Izel’s voice was sharp this time.

      “Of course not, Tía. I’m just…involved in some things I maybe shouldn’t be.”

      “You face la migra, no?”

      “Si.”

      Izel made a tsking noise.

      “They tear our people apart. What does La Madre say?”

      Lucy set the statue down, then turned and stepped off the small stool. “Tonantzin says I must help the children. But I’m not sure how. The buildings, Tia…they are filled with anguish and danger.”

      “You have never been afraid of danger when someone else’s life or heart was at stake.”

      Lucy nodded, not sure what to say.

      Izel closed her eyes, and made sweeping gestures with the feather, barely missing one of the lighted altar candles. Lucy winced, despite the fact that the bruja knew every inch of the shop, and her precision was innate. Waving a feather so close to a lighted candle was partially a test, a show. Anyone who came into the shop thinking they could pull one over on the old lady in the motorized ’chair had another thing coming. They soon found out that when she needed to, Izel could walk, and that the cane resting by the counter could crack shins as well as heads. Izel could only walk in brief bursts, mind, but they didn’t need to know that.

      Lucy waited, breathing deeply now, allowing her ætheric body to expand, and her aura to grow lighter and more open. Whatever Tía Izel sought, the more accessible Lucy was, the more information or help she would receive. It was simple: the more shut down a person was, the harder it became to read the situation. So Lucy, keyed up for days now, called upon all of her training to help herself relax even more.

      “You need a bath,” Izel said, breaking the silence.

      “Excuse me?” Lucy stifled the urge to sniff her armpit.

      “In order to do this work, you must first cleanse all of the interference from your body and your soul.”

      The bruja’s eyes snapped open. “Pour one growler of dark beer into the water, and soak for at least half an hour, concentrating on becoming as clean and strong as you can.”

      Lucy had heard of beer baths, but never taken one before. They always sounded kind of disgusting. But Portland was full of locally made beer, often sold in refillable jugs called growlers, so at least procuring the necessary ingredient would be easy.

      “And then?” she asked.

      Izel motioned her closer, and tapped first one shoulder, then the other, with the vulture feather. Then she whisked the feather over the center of Lucy’s forehead, and gently touched it to the edges of each eye.

      “Then you call on the strength and patience of the vulture to pick through the rubble of the world that was, and shit it out, to fertilize the earth for the world to come.”

      “I don’t understand,” Lucy replied.

      Izel gripped Lucy’s jaw in her left hand. The hand looked soft, but Izel was strong and her grip bordered on painful.

      “You are not meant to understand, girl. You are meant to do!”

      She released Lucy’s jaw, pressed the wheelchair’s joystick, and whirred a foot backwards. Lucy swayed on her boots before righting herself again.

      “Now. Leave my shop. Come back only when you are clean and ready. I may have more for you then.”

      “Thank you.” Lucy bent and kissed the bruja on the cheek. For the first time, she caught the scent of death skirting the edges of the older woman’s skin. It startled her, but there was no time to think on that now.

      “Go with the blessings of the mother. And do exactly as I asked.”

      “Sí, Tía. I will. Gracias.”
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      The Mercado was jumping, the way it always was during summer. Any chance a Portlander had to be in the sun, they took, even though summers had grown more and more punishingly hot in recent years. Luckily, the Mercado had big sheltered canopies, mostly in the form of a towering wooden shade structure that covered most of the picnic benches. The other tables were set either under the white temporary canopy or under the small shelter at the wine bar on the edge of the area where the food trucks were.

      That was where Jack sat, an array of Oaxacan tacos in blue corn tortillas, yuca frita from the Colombian cart, and two pint glasses of lager. The men who had thought to open up a wine and beer bar on the edge of the only truly Latin American food court in Portland were smart.

      Joe was Jack’s other neighbor, he lived on the other side of Raquel’s house. Raquel sometimes called them “J and J.” Joe was Cassiel’s boyfriend. She was another one of the witches. Cassie, Lucy, Alejandro, and the rest were all at some coven meeting. Brenda had said it was a big holy day or something.

      All Jack knew was it was still damn hot out, and he needed to get drunk. He didn’t often feel that way, but after today? More beer was exactly what he both wanted and needed. He’d already downed a pint while waiting for Joe to show up, then they’d gotten their food and Joe had headed off to wash his hands.

      Joe scooted onto the picnic bench across from Jack and hoisted his glass of lager, golden bubbles shining in the sun, and tipped it towards Jack, muscles and pale brown skin rippling slightly beneath the swirling tattooed half sleeve on his arm. The tattoos were some sort of traditional Pacific Island designs, and looked pretty cool. Joe was a handyman and builder who came by his muscles honestly. He didn’t need to puke himself sick like Jack was going to need to, if this current “get in fighting shape” mania continued. Jack liked him anyway. Beneath Joe’s cool dude exterior, he was actually just a regular guy.

      “To your health,” Joe said.

      “To your health,” Jack replied. They clicked their pint glasses and drank deeply. Crisp. Light. Delicious. The perfect beer to pound down after discovering an Irish God had blown up your computer displays and the woman you were hot for had raced out on you with barely a word.

      “So,” Joe said after chowing down on a steak taco, “I know something’s up, man. Not that I don’t like just hanging out with you, eating tacos and drinking beer, but you seem a little off. And it’s not like you to drink much on a weekday and you’ve already downed most of that, and I know you had one before I got here, man.”

      Joe nodded at Jack’s pint. Jack looked at the glass. It was already two thirds gone. He just shrugged and swallowed the rest before setting the pint glass down.

      “I really, really feel like getting drunk. And yeah, I need to talk to you about something. It’s going to sound really strange. I already started talking with Alejandro and Brenda, Lucy, too, but I need someone normal to run it by.”

      Jack was feeling buzzed and wondered if pounding two beers before even starting the conversation had been a mistake. He also knew, though, there was no way he was going to get through this conversation without the buzz, so what you do?

      Joe laughed and wiped his hands on a brown paper napkin and picked up a crispy piece of yuca frita.

      “I don’t know how normal I am. And I’ve seen some seriously weird shit since I started hanging with these witches, Jack. I mean, you know that Cassie talks to ghosts, right? I’ve seen some shit that’s real. So hit me, man. Whatever you got, I probably heard it before.” Joe popped the fried cassava root into his mouth and chewed, then returned his attention back to the tacos, giving Jack a little space.

      Jack picked up one of his own tacos and bit into blue corn, chicken verde, and radish. Mercado tacos were the best.

      After both men had eaten for a minute, Jack wiped his hands on one of the brown paper napkins, and started wishing for another beer. Instead, he started talking.

      “Your phone powered off?”

      Joe pulled his phone out of his pocket, thumbed a couple of switches, and said, “It is now. What next?”

      Jack held out his little metal-lined bag and Joe slipped his phone in and handed it back to Jack, who slid the whole package into his lined messenger purse. He was glad Joe didn’t ask too many questions. It was one thing Jack liked about him.

      Jack exhaled and looked out across the crowd enjoying the summer sun, and Haitian food, Cuban food, food from Nicaragua and Mexico. A band was setting up under the white canopy now. It felt like a holiday despite being a work afternoon.

      No one was paying them any attention. That was good.

      “Is this about some hacking thing?” Joe’s voice was pitched below, just loud enough for Jack to hear over the buzz of the crowd. “You said you’d talked to Alejandro…”

      Jack nodded. “Yeah. But it’s not really about computers. Or at least, I don’t think it is. I was coding today and…”

      “Just spit it out, man. Or hell, go get another beer if you need one that bad.” Joe took another huge bite of taco and, chewing, looked at Jack, and waved his hand as if to motion go on.

      Jack leapt up at that, and went to the bar, which amazingly wasn’t crowded at the moment. He paid for two more pints of lager and made his way back to the table outside.

      Sitting back down, Jack took a swallow of beer. Then another. He was seriously buzzed now, but actually felt steadier.

      “Okay, I can’t really explain this shit, so I’m just gonna start in the middle,” he said. “I was coding and it’s almost like I went out of my body, man. And like the code was just slipping through me, smashing through me. And then I started to feel this weird pressure.”

      As Jack spoke he felt the same pressure again, as if the point of the spear was trained just underneath his shoulder blade.

      He told Joe the rest, as best as he could, about the tall guy with the spear, and about the lightning. About his monitors frying, and Brenda and Lucy saying it was some Irish God.

      Joe drank more beer and tilted his head at Jack, squinting a little from the sun. Then he sighed, and held up his non-beer-holding hand in a what are you gonna do? gesture.

      “Gods make as much sense to me as computers, man,” Joe said. “It’s all magic, in my book, just a bunch of stuff I don’t understand but that affects the world all the same. I mean, I was raised on my grandma’s Fiji fairy stories, but give me a wrench or a hammer, and I’m good.”

      “Yeah, but…what do you think about this God or whatever it is? Brenda and Lucy say he’s a craftsman, a poet, and some warrior dude. And I have no idea what that’s got to do with me.”

      Joe drank more beer, then looked thoughtful. “Some folks might say coding is a craft, right? And maybe it’s time you stepped up, man. Time we all stepped up. Time to stop hiding in the shadows. Playing it safe. It’s one thing I learned when we were dealing with those corrupt developers awhile back. We all have to fight for something. Maybe you need to fight for yourself.”

      “You talking about Lucy or something else?”

      “I’m talking about all of it, man. Lucy—who you were an idiot to let go of, by the way—and all the other stuff that’s going on these days. The big-picture stuff. This country is in trouble, man, but saying that, sometimes we need to start a little closer to home. At least, that’s my opinion. Take it for what it’s worth.”

      Jack didn’t respond; he just played with a piece of yuca frita, crumbling and mashing it onto a discarded napkin.

      “But right now? It’s a gorgeous evening and we don’t know how many more of these we have left before the rain comes,” Joe said. “So, drink your beer and chill. You’re freaking me out.”

      Jack flashed Joe a grin at that, and hoisted his beer.

      “To Gods and computers,” he said.

      “To Gods, and computers, and witches, and ghosts, and all the spooky stuff that makes this world go ’round,” Joe replied.

      And Jack found he couldn’t disagree.
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      Lucy couldn’t relax. Spending time with Arrow and Crescent coven was usually one of her favorite things, but focusing on the ritual of first harvest was the last thing she felt like doing right now. Oh, there was plenty for her to feel thankful for. Overall, life was pretty sweet. But she couldn’t shake the knowledge that right now, people were languishing in cages, separated from their families…and that too many of them had crossed the border hoping to find work helping with the very harvest the coven was honoring.

      Maybe she needed that beer bath after all. Her aura was funky from all the toxic goo flying around the country.

      The coven was in Raquel’s backyard again, under the shade of the towering maple tree, flanked by vegetable gardens and flower beds. The dusty scent of tomato plants filled Lucy’s nostrils, along with her shampoo. After visiting Izel, she’d rushed home to shower off the vestiges of pepper spray and put some more ointment on her right hand. She’d even put on a floaty white sundress for a change.

      Alejandro had quirked his eyebrow when he saw her re-wrapped right hand, and the light abrasions on her left. When he pulled her in for a hug, he had whispered in her ear: “I know you aren’t going to want to talk about whatever the fuck is going on with you, Hermana, but you’re going to have to spill.”

      Here she sat, as everyone around her drank cucumber- and mint-infused sparkling water over ice, or set out trays of fruits and vegetables and a freshly baked loaf of gluten free bread Tobias had made. She didn’t want to talk. She didn’t want to laugh…and she didn’t want to sit here, either. Sitting still was painful. And so was her right hand. Beneath the scrapes, both her palms still itched and tingled. As if she wasn’t paying enough attention already.

      “So,” Selene said, sitting down next to Lucy in a waft of amber scent, “you going to tell us what’s going on with you? I can tell your hands are bugging you again. And what’s with the scrapes?”

      Selene flipped their long black hair over one shoulder. Waiting.

      Selene and their new partner, Joshua, had been the main instigators in helping the coven take down the Alchemist that had poisoned Lucy. The Alchemist had targeted Selene because, not only were they queer, they were non-binary. The Alchemist had fixated on Selene as the perfect alchemical creation. The man’s delusions had led to one death, and several people being hospitalized. He had also assaulted Selene.

      Lucy sighed. There was no getting around talking about this.

      “I think I just need to talk to the whole coven, when we’re ready. I can’t tell the story over and over again.”

      Raquel gave her a sharp glance from across the table where she was pouring more sparkling water into glasses.

      “We’re all gathered now,” Raquel said. “No time like the present to tell us what the hell is going on with you. I can smell danger all around you, girl. What now?”

      Lucy sipped some of the sparkling cucumber-mint water, desperate to wet her throat, which had gone dry under Raquel’s gaze.

      “The short story?” she said. “Tonantzin has been coming to me, insisting I do something to help the families—especially the children—being held by ICE and the DHS. On top of that, my hands have been tingling like crazy, and leading me out to the ICE building more than once.”

      She held up her scraped hands. “And this morning, I got chased by DHS agents, who shot pepper balls at me.”

      “What the…?” Moss sprang out of his chair. “Are you okay?”

      Lucy shook her head, clean hair swirling around her shoulders.

      Alejandro cleared his throat. Half the coven still looked at Lucy, but the other half turned toward him. Lucy was grateful for the respite.

      “There’s something else,” he said. He jerked his chin at Raquel. “Your neighbor Jack is having visions. He’s been trying to figure out what’s going on.”

      Brenda chimed in then. “And he told us today that he’s being visited by a figure with a spear.”

      “Lugh?” Tobias asked, scratching at his goatee.

      Brenda nodded. “It looks that way. And considering this is Lammas, or Lughnasadh…”

      “That means we have to act fast,” Raquel said, “about whatever this is. Dammit. Can’t we just enjoy a holiday now and then?”

      Raquel shook her head in irritation, then continued. “Much as I hate to say it, I think today’s ritual is going to be a toast to the Gods and the harvest and then, while we eat this glorious feast here, a big discussion about what the heck we’re going to do. Again.”

      “We’re going to have to call on the network again,” Moss said. “If what’s about to go down is happening this weekend, and it’s as big as it seems? We can’t do this without backup.”

      “And you most certainly can’t do this on your own, Lucy, so don’t even try it.” Raquel’s voice brooked no disagreement.

      “But the Goddess…” she protested. Everything in her wanted to fight them. Fight her coven siblings. This was her battle. Her war to fight. Not theirs.

      “The Goddess nothing,” Raquel said flatly. “That’s bullshit and you know it. Talk about grandiose? What? Are you trying to protect us? After we helped train you? After every person in this circle has fought by your side?”

      The fight swept out of her in a whoosh, and Lucy’s shoulders slumped. She was suddenly just tired. Raquel was right. Moss was right.

      She raised her injured hands up in surrender.

      “Okay,” she said. “Okay.” She didn’t have to like it to acknowledge what they said was true. Every single holiday for the past year might have ended up in some sort of crisis, and her country—and the world—might be teetering on a precipice, but at least she had her coven around her.

      “To the Goddesses and the Gods,” Brenda said, raising her glass. “And to the harvesters who toil so that we may enjoy this glorious bounty.”

      Everyone raised their own glasses of sparkling water. The sun’s rays caught the bubbles and the fluted glass, and threw shards of light on the beloved faces of her coven.

      “And to the Earth and Sun, who, together, help keep us alive,” Lucy said. “I give thanks.”

      “We give thanks,” the coven replied.

      Lucy drank, deeply, letting the bubbles and the taste of cucumber and mint fill her mouth. She could appreciate this moment, at least, even if they were on the verge of war. Even if the coven seemed beleaguered, battle after battle, with seemingly no end in sight.

      They had this day. They had this bounty. They had one another’s power.

      And at least those DHS bastards hadn’t caught her.

      Yet.
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      Jack was holed up in the cave Olivia called her office, wincing slightly at the Norwegian metal blasting from her speakers. His head was better. It still ached a bit from his overindulgence the day before, but he didn’t dare ask Olivia to turn it down. He knew she worked best with her music cranking, and they had a lot to get done.

      He worked on Olivia’s second setup because he had to buy himself new gear. Thank someone-or-other that his tower hadn’t fried, at least.  And he had all of his work stuff backed up online as well, but losing his monitors, including his favorite gaming screen, really blew.

      Olivia sucked down another high caffeine cola, crumpled the can, and tossed it toward the squat, overfilled recycling bin in the corner. Jack couldn’t exactly tease her about her habit, considering his own food and drink intake, but it was still incongruous that a jock like her was such a typical geek in so many ways.

      “You need anything?” she asked.

      He quirked his mouth up. “You ever heard of this thing called natural light?”

      She snorted. “Open a curtain if you want to, though why you want to fight the glare, I don’t know.”

      He needed to get up and stretch, anyway. Maybe get some water. Pee. They’d been at it for hours.

      While he was up, he slid one of the heavy navy curtains over, letting a slice of sun into the room. The light slid across the hardwood floors, the big metal desks, and the racks of computer gear. Olivia’s room was strictly utilitarian. Her partner’s touch—so apparent in the rest of their one-story home—was lacking here. No way Grace’s chair would fit around all the cables in here, anyway.

      “I’m taking a breather,” he said. “Do you want anything while I’m up?”

      “Nope. I’m good.”

      Olivia turned back to the twenty-four-inch screen streaming with code, her yellow-tinted computer glasses reflecting the harsh glow. It didn’t take long until she was clearly back in the zone, fingers tapping out a rhythm only she kept time with. The singer growled from the speakers, over crunchy bass and rhythm guitar.

      Jack massaged his temples. He’d been wondering what was next in his life. Wondering when the boredom and dissatisfaction would resolve itself. Well, that “something next” turned out to be taking a short leave from his current projects in order to get whatever the hell this thing was done.

      He was answering the call.

      After Jack’s monitors had blown, and given the damn stabbing behind his shoulder blades when he even talked about doing something other than figuring out the cryptic messages trying to come through, it was clear that he wouldn’t be allowed to work on anything as prosaic as a game to pay his bills.

      It seemed that he had a bigger debt to pay. To some guy with a spear, apparently. Some ancient Irish God named Lugh, and how weird was that?

      And since—coincidence of coincidences—Olivia had been getting a group of hackers together to mess with the DHS anyway, Jack jumped on board. Was this the particular project he’d been called to? He wasn’t sure, but it would at least do for now. He was glad Olivia trusted him enough to bring him in.

      He stretched, took a drink of water from the bottle on his desk, re-capped it, and then realized he knew exactly what the next lines of code were. Rubbing his hands over his face to get some blood flow moving, he swung his arms a few times, then sat back down in the ergonomic chair and got back to it.

      As soon as he sat down, Jack felt the pressure on his back again, but this time it wasn’t painful. It felt good. As if, instead of stabbing him, something—or someone—had his back. Or as if he had on some sort of leather armor. Jack felt his posture straighten. His breathing came more easily. He realized the body aches from his out-of-character workout were just…gone. So was the headache from last night’s beer. As a matter of fact, part of him wouldn’t even mind another run. All of a sudden, he felt…great.

      If this was what it was like to have a God hovering over your shoulder, maybe he could get used to it. The perks were pretty good.

      Jack smiled and let his fingers hover over the split keyboard for a moment, took a breath, then dived back in.

      Immediately, his fingers moved as if possessed. Some direct connection bypassed his conscious mind and let whatever needed to come forth find its way onto the keys. The image of the painting flashed into his mind, replaced by a picture of the tall blond man, striding toward a giant wooden door.

      Jack just kept coding, fingers flying across the keys. Shards of images flowed across his mind, just like the code flowed on the screen. There were symbols, strange and foreign, and the Clyfford Still painting, and the striding man—Lugh—pounding on a solid wood plank of a door. There was the growling voice of the lead singer, the hum of the computer towers…all of it turned into one image, one sound, one flow.

      The image of Lugh turned and stared at Jack with sharp eyes. They were hazel, with deep, hooded lids. The eyes of a falcon, or some other bird of prey. Jack felt frozen, for just an instance, but his fingers never stopped their tapping.

      He was in rhythm with the pounding drums and bass. With Olivia’s keystrokes.

      ::I, master of all crafts and the warrior’s arts, have been left out of the feast. You must allow me in. You must open the great doors. Open the doors to the hall. Depose the king if you must. But no matter what happens, the doors must be opened. My mother died clearing the fields so that all may be fed, and yet there are still those who would keep us from the feast, we warriors, poets, and harvesters alike.::

      The words resounded inside Jack’s head, bounding through his skull like Ping-Pong balls. His hair stood up on end. He just kept coding.

      ::Gather your warriors for battle. Gather the witches, high on the hills. Gather the crafters who know how to build. You cannot work alone.::

      Sweat crawled down Jack’s spine, and dripped across his face. He swiped at it only long enough to keep the salty water from his eyes. Then his fingers, damp now, returned to whatever feverish beat they were grabbing from the universe and throwing into code.

      ::There are no lone assassins. Tell the woman with the raven hair. There is no sneaking in the night.::

      The growling vocals made way for the crash of cymbals and the screaming wail of guitars. Jack felt a charge building in the air. Coming to his senses long enough, he shouted at Olivia.

      “Do you have a UPS? And enough surge protection?”

      “What? Of course I have uninterruptible power supply, do you think I’m…” Olivia screamed back. Then Jack saw her eyes change. “Holy shit!” She frantically began closing programs, trying to save everything.

      He couldn’t stop. He just had to ride the storm.

      “You’re going to blow everything up again, Jack!” She swatted at his shoulder. He flung an arm back.

      “I can’t stop!” he said. “Just save what you can!”

      His hair stood out straight on end, and his fingers flew. In his mind’s eye, the tall man pointed a spear straight at his heart.

      ::You must bring the summer storm. The lightning and the thunder. The people must see. The people must hear the truth.::

      In the midst of the noise and heat, a sliver of ice pierced the center of Jack’s heart.

      And, in a flash of lightning that lit him up inside, he saw. He trembled. He could not look away.

      ::Each warrior faces their own truth first of all.::

      And what stared out from the reflection of the computer screen, resting just above the scrolling lines of code?

      That was his own truth. Showing all over his terrified face.

      He had lived his life afraid. Seeking safety overall.

      But apparently, those days were no more.

      The man with the spear nodded. Satisfied. The code pouring through Jack’s fingers slowed, then stopped. Breath heaving, sweat pouring down his back, Jack sobbed in relief.

      “Damn. What was that about?” Olivia asked.

      Jack just shook his head.

      He couldn’t speak. And if he could have spoken, he had no idea what he would say.
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      Izel’s shop was filled with clouds of myrrh. Lucy gave a slight cough as the bells on the door toc-tocked, announcing her arrival. She’d been enjoying the fact that, though a slight haze still lingered, almost all of the smoke from the fires had cleared outside, so walking into the cloud of incense made her want to turn around. She knew better than to wave a hand in front of her face, though. It wouldn’t do to insult another bruja’s practices.

      Especially when you wanted their help.

      “Two visits in two days?” Izel raised one of those perfectly manicured eyebrows. “You don’t come by for months at a time, but now that Tonantzin rides your back, you decide you need me? Did you take a bath, like I told you?”

      “Yes, Tía.”

      Lucy stepped further into the shop, following the mechanical whir and click as Izel turned her scooter. Lucy was a bit wary as she saw two strange brujas flanking either side of the long counter. It was clear she was interrupting something big. The air practically crackled with magic, as if the peaceful shop of yesterday now prepared for war.

      One of the witches—a petite woman with reddish-brown hair, tight jeans, and a big attitude—stared her down. The other one, tall, dark, and curvy, wearing a summer dress, pointedly ignored her, contemplating a bone reading instead.

      Shit, Lucy thought. Part of her just wanted to crawl out of the dim, cool, smoky shop, gather her supplies, and figure it out herself. But the whole coven insisted that she couldn’t. Brenda and Raquel were both pissed at her, and the rest of the coven had already started tugging on the threads of the magical network that made up Portland. The street activists and community organizers were being called, too. This was going to be another big one.

      And Lucy didn’t like it. Not one bit. She would rather follow her itching palms and do the work herself. But Tonantzin had also insisted.

      ::If you serve the people, you must trust the people.:: the Goddess had said last night. Well, Lucy couldn’t argue with that, much as she might want to.

      So here she was, because Tonantzin had given her the bright, harebrained idea of a nationwide bruja network. And to get that? She needed to get Izel on board.

      And apparently getting Izel on board meant working with these two brujas, here.

      “I brought…” Lucy held out the basket of strawberries and a bottle of good wine. She was annoyed at herself, for feeling as if she should go begging in front of witches she didn’t know. Giving Tía Izel honor was one thing, but talking about her problems and explaining herself in front of those two? It wasn’t going to happen.

      It’s going to happen if you expect to get any help, she thought.

      Tonantzin was riding her back, and last night? Despite the prescribed beer bath, the children had woken her up, crying in her dreams.

      Izel smelled the strawberries and nodded. Setting the basket on her lap, she whirred over to one of the altars and placed three of the largest berries at the feet of a statue of Our Lady of Guadalupe. Tonantzin.

      “Valeria! Open this bottle, please, and get four glasses from the back. And Jimena? Put that reading away, please. You have gotten all you will from it. Enough for now.”

      Valeria’s boots thumped on the scarred pine floor, but Lucy noticed that she took the bottle from Izel with some deference. And Jimena wasted no time sweeping the reading into a small bag. So…the mighty witches were Izel’s apprentices, then? That made Lucy feel better somehow. As if she wasn’t completely out of her depth. Maybe the big magic she’d been worried about interrupting was just a lesson.

      She felt some of her confidence return. Apprentices, she could deal with. They were no better than she was, and who know how good their magic even was?

      “Why have you come? Didn’t my answers yesterday satisfy?” Izel grinned. She knew Lucy had left the shop unsettled. But everything with Izel was some sort of test.

      Lucy decided the best course was to ignore the question.

      “Things have grown more urgent. The coven thinks we need to act quickly. There are…timely things happening. We’re going to need your help. I need your help.”

      Izel’s eyes sharpened. Valeria’s boots sounded on the floor again, followed by the sound of glasses being set on the glass countertop, followed by the thunk of the wine bottle.

      “Pour please, and bring the stools out from the back?”

      “Yes, doctór.”

      Doctór. Teacher. So yes, they were Izel’s students.

      As Jimena poured the Oregon Pinot Noir into an assortment of wine glasses, Valeria thumped into a back room again and came out toting a tall bar stool.

      “Sit,” Izel said, pointing to the stool across from her scooter, “and let us taste this wine you brought.”

      Lucy climbed up onto one of the padded barstools at the counter, facing Izel, who swirled the ruby liquid in the one glass actually the proper shape for a red wine. Lucy swirled her own, more narrow glass, deepening her breathing and returning to her center while she waited. There would be no rushing this process. That much, she knew.

      “So, tell us.”

      Lucy cleared her throat and sent a quick prayer to La Madre.

      “We are taking on ICE, but it needs to happen fast. Other Gods have gotten involved and things are growing…complicado.”

      “What Gods?” Izel’s voice was pointed. Harsh.

      “Lugh.”

      “The Irish God?” Valeria asked.

      Lucy nodded. “Yes. And since the feast of his mother just passed, and he’s meddling with people who aren’t even Pagan, it feels like we need to act now. Besides…” She held up her right hand to show the scratches Valeria and Jimena. “my hands keep leading me to the ICE building, and I got chased by DHS cops yesterday.”

      “Ask your question, sobrina,” Izel said.

      This was the thing that was always hardest for Lucy: trusting people who hadn’t already proven themselves to her. But she supposed Tía Izel’s apprentices probably felt the same way about her.

      “Will you help us? Tonantzin has shown me what must happen, but…” She looked at the other two witches. This wasn’t her story alone. Jack and his friends could go to prison for what they had planned.

      “You can trust them,” Izel said, training her eyes on first one woman, then the next. “If they betray us, they know the consequences.”

      Valeria and Jimena just sipped their wine, silent.

      “We need to take on as many ICE and DHS offices and prisons as possible. Simultaneously. We have hackers working on it, and we need as many trained brujas as possible. People who are capable of linking with me and the coven when the time comes. You know so many…”

      Izel held up her wine glass and gazed into the ruby depths as if she were scrying for a vision. She nodded, communicating with whatever spirits surrounded her. Spirits always surrounded a witch of Izel’s power. She outclassed Lucy and everyone in Arrow and Crescent, frankly. And the coven really couldn’t pull this one off without her help.

      Lucy’s mouth was dry, and she all of a sudden wished her glass held water instead of wine.

      Izel looked at her. “I see. La Madre has been speaking to me, too, showing me the vision of what can come, but she did not tell me how it must be done.”

      “When is this going down?” Jimena asked.

      “Sunday,” Lucy replied.

      “Sunday?” Valeria coughed out, choking on her wine. “Are you shitting me? That’s two days from now!”

      “Silence!” Izel’s voice cracked like a whip in the smoky air. “It will be done. We will contact the brujas in San Diego, Oakland, St. Louis, Chicago, Brooklyn, and San Antonio. Do you think that will be enough?”

      Lucy closed her eyes, listening for Tonantzin, trying to sense the future. Nothing. Just the certainty that Sunday was the day, and that she would know what to do.

      “Yes. And if it isn’t? Well, things can’t get any worse than they already are, can they?”
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      Jack had found something, and the power of it terrified him even more than the thought of facing himself.

      Oh, it wasn’t something brand-new, but like everything about this project it was the combination of seemingly random things forming into a whole that gave it the power. The power it had to terrify him, was, he hoped, the power it would have to terrify those who needed to be scared. Those who needed to shit their pants because they never thought the day of reckoning would come for them.

      Olivia broke through one obstacle earlier that afternoon. She had found a weakness in the DHS computer network. She was currently networked with three of her buddies—Jack had no idea who they were and probably never would—but it seemed as if they were working out a way to exploit that weakness.

      “Hey, Olivia?”

      Her head snapped up and her fingers stilled, and she even went so far as to lower the pounding heavy metal so that Jack wouldn’t have to shout.

      “I think I found something,” he said.

      Olivia leaned back and stretched her arms over her head, then cracked her knuckles, and rolled her head on her neck.

      “God,” she said, “how long I’ve been sitting here?” She shoved her way back from the desk and got to her feet, where she commenced stretching in a tiny two-foot-by-two-foot space carved out between shelving, file cabinets, computer stacks, and her desk. “You hungry?”

      Jack realized that, yes, he was. After he’d almost blown out Olivia’s computers, and they’d gotten things under control again, he hadn’t stopped for anything. It had been hours.

      “Yeah,” he said. “You got anything in the house? Or should I order some Thai?”

      Olivia sniffed the air, then bent to touch her toes.

      “Smells like Grace is cooking.”

      Jack smelled it then, the tang of tomato, and the fragrance of sautéed onions, beef, and some spices he didn’t recognize. His stomach actually growled.

      “Before we take a dinner break,” he said, “can I tell you what I found?”

      Olivia was upright again, rubbing at her shoulders. “Oh, yeah, sorry about that. I’m still kind of elsewhere, you know?”

      Jack knew exactly what she was talking about. The more single-minded a person could be, the better the coder. Or the longer hours they could work uninterrupted, at least. Project managers liked that.

      “I’m wondering if we can seed something into their network. Plant something. But not just a piece of code,” he quickly added.

      Olivia took a swig of some water. “Well, yeah. But what are you thinking?”

      “Like sounds, images.”

      “I don’t see why not, but I’ll have to double check the code. Make sure it’s easy to transmit. I mean, Anonymous does that shit all the time, right?”

      “But as far as I know, they’ve never hacked a system as big as this.”

      Jack leaned back in his chair and rolled back and forth a little, thinking. He still felt the presence of the God. Lugh, he guessed he should start calling him. And all he knew was that for the first time in a long while, it all felt right.

      “I want to blast those fuckers,” he said. “Make them pay.”

      Olivia laughed and nodded.

      “Tell me what you got,” she said. “Then I really need to eat.”

      With the flicker of a thought, an image of a beautiful face, all angles and planes, with soft, soft lips, Jack realized there was someone else he wanted to tell.

      Lucy.

      “I’m going to pass on dinner, but here’s what I want to do…”
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      After the meeting with the brujas, Lucy was pissed. Not at the witches, and certainly not at Tía Izel. They would keep their word. And the knowledge that she now had backup? That was pure gold.

      Her truck whined as she pushed it through traffic heading back toward Portland. She really needed to get back to work, but the Goddess boiling in her blood wouldn’t let her. She had prayed for strength and the ability to help bring some justice—but if she was telling the truth, really? She was out for the kill.

      “I’m coming for you, pendejos. I will curse you with every breath in my witch’s body. I intend to make you pay.”

      More quickly than she should have been, she was hurtling across the bridge, back toward the ICE building. She knew that one of the interfaith groups planned to be out there in the afternoon. It was almost five o’clock now, though. She hoped to get there in time. For what, she still wasn’t sure, but Tonantzin and the tingling in her scraped-up hands pushed her.

      Lucy could practically taste the magic flowing between her hands and the earth surrounding the ICE building. She could taste the building itself, all concrete and steel, human sweat and computers.

      And the fear and arrogance? She felt those, too.

      Lucy was just going to have to trust this new form of psychometry. She had to let it guide her, no matter what, and the coven was just going to need to trust it, too. She really hoped that they were all on point, gathering resources and people, because Goddess knew, the time was now. Everyone felt it. Now that Lughasadh had passed, time was running out. If they were going to harness the power of the sun, they had to do it before the year tipped too far towards Winter Solstice. August was the last hurrah, astronomically. There was no telling when autumn would come creeping on the wind.

      And it was going to take the full power of the sun, and the power of Lugh’s lightning, and the power of every Goddess and God they could call on, to take these bastards down.

      Lucy barely noticed the river, or the other cars. She was too intent on getting to her destination on time. Her phone buzzed and jounced in her pocket. She ignored it, which was a bad move for an independent business owner. But again, she just couldn’t care. There was too much else to pay attention to right now. She couldn’t put it off for long, but paying the bills took second place at the moment.

      She swung the truck around the great curve leading to Macadam. And there it was again, that ugly, square building. Sure enough, a group of around fifty people were still gathered outside. It looks like arrests were under way.

      Now, these were fairly pro forma arrests. It was a dance of civil disobedience, rather than a direct confrontation. There would be no less-than-lethals or pepper balls shot into soft flesh today. There would be no truncheons smacking skulls. But as long as these well-scrubbed religious people tied up the cops for a while? Well, it was something. And it showed the state that the people were not backing down.

      Lucy slammed the truck into the first parking spot she saw, sticking out from the sidewalk at an angle, not finessing the job at all. It was going to have to be good enough. She paused long enough to slick her hair back into a rough ponytail and wipe a kerchief across her sweating face. Then, as fast as her boots would carry her, she pounded up the two blocks toward the rail tracks, the empty former camp, and the long gated driveway where people in clergy collars and bright stoles were singing, hands up raised. A smaller group blocked the gate, seated on the ground. They were making sure that at least for these couple of hours, the transport buses couldn’t get through.

      Good.

      Between her anger and Tonantzin’s power, Lucy practically vibrated.

      Flowing through her veins, and pouring out into her ætheric bodies, Tonantzin’s power pushed at Lucy’s skin. The mother of the people. Defender of the poor. She who brought light and crushed evil. Dark-skinned, and beautiful, she who would avenge the downtrodden with the sheer force of will and the power of love. Earth mother, patron of those who grew and gathered, who harvested and sowed.

      As she grew closer Lucy smelled sage burning. That meant at least one of the First Nations activists was present. She was finally able to make out the words of the chant the people were half shouting and half singing. “The children of the earth are not for sale! The children of the earth are beloved of all!”

      Lucy was intent on getting closer, as quickly as possible. She didn’t even notice the DHS agent step in front of her until it was almost too late.

      “You,” he said, forcing his breath out past his lips in accusation. “Are you the bitch we chased off the other day?”

      His eyes were like ice chips boring into her. Lucy met his ice with the fire surrounding her mother. Surrounding her. The cop was physically huge, but Lucy’s aura was bigger.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about; I’m just trying to exercise my civic rights.”

      Lucy tried to sidestep him, but he blocked her.

      “I don’t think so, ma’am.”

      She looked at him, holding her defiance like a knife.

      “You have no right to stop me.”

      “I don’t need a reason, all I have to do is deem you a threat. Are you a threat?”

      Lucy leaned in, catching a whiff of citrus aftershave and the sourness of old tobacco. That fucking tobacco again. Her hands itched. White people perverted everything, even the most sacred of native herbs.

      “You have no idea,” she said, voice pitched low. He leaned in further to catch her words. It was all Lucy could do to keep from grabbing his neck, pulling him closer, and shoving a knee into his groin.

      “Are you threatening me?” He asked his voice was filled with mild amusement now. As if he was dismissing her.

      She backed up a step, and stared into his face again. “Why don’t you just let me join my friends?”

      “Why don’t you just turn around?”

      They were at a standoff. The noise of the crowd grew louder, and the singing felt strained. Someone blew a shofar, with three blasts loud enough to shake the windows. The arrests must be happening in earnest. Lucy wasn’t sure exactly what she had planned to do anyway, she just knew she had to be here.

      And maybe this confrontation was enough.

      “What were you doing around the side of the building?” he asked, pretending a mild disinterest, as if he was asking what her favorite hobby was.

      Never talk to cops, she thought. That’s what the anarchists always said.

      Lucy spun on her boot heel, and walked away. She walked toward the dirt on the edge of the tracks, and, squatting down, she touched her hands to the earth.

      Earth Mother, be with me, she thought.

      The DHS cop stared at her, but he didn’t follow. Good, let him think he’d won.

      Lucy whispered to the dirt beneath her hands, “Help me, Mother. Let my body know your taste.”

      Lucy sent a thread of energy sneaking down through her boots into the soil. She felt herself connect all the way down and back up to the blazing sky, tinged again with smoke from distant fires. The wind kept changing, just like everything on this earth changed, and Lucy was a witch in tune with every element, just the way she was supposed to be.

      She glanced back at the DHS cop, who still stood, filled with swagger, on the concrete. She took his measure, just as the brujas had taken her measure earlier. And this time? She definitely found him wanting.

      She slowly stood and brushed the soil from her hands. Staring right at him, she cocked her fingers into a Y-shape and pointed them his way, not so he would notice, but enough so that the elements and the spirits around paid heed.

      “We’re coming for you, pendejo,” she whispered. “For you and your friends. And when you least expect it, we’re going to strike you down.”

      She flicked her fingers and released her intention, sending it winging toward the emblem patch sewn onto the left side of his uniform, hovering near his heart.
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      After explaining his plan to Olivia, who had heartily agreed with it, Jack had texted Lucy, who said she would meet him, just give her a place.

      So here they were, in the stately Victorian dining room of the Lebanese place near Brenda’s shop on Hawthorne, digging into lamb, and tabouli fragrant with parsley.

      He was keeping himself busy, shoveling hummus onto a still-warm, fresh-baked piece of pita bread that was a far cry from the sorry ass dried-out husks of his childhood store-bought pita. Plus, the hummus was made with the world’s most delicious olive oil.

      He glanced across the table. Lucy looked tired.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      She shrugged, then took a sip of water, gazing into the ice cubes that filled the glass, before setting it down with a thunk. The music was quiet. Jack could just make out a stringed instrument—was it called an oud?—and drums.

      “Want to talk about it?” he asked.

      Lucy took a bite of lamb and chewed for a while before taking another sip of water. She cleared her throat.

      “I feel like I’m getting into trouble,” she said. “I’m…I don’t know, I’m just angry. Pissed off and exhausted. And while I want to believe that the coven and everyone else will rally, and maybe even save the day, I also feel like this time it’s all too big for us to take on.”

      Her dark eyes peered into him as if looking for some answers she didn’t have. He knew he didn’t have them, either.

      “I think we may have bitten off more than we can chew, you know? I mean, the other stuff we’ve done? Helping the houseless people with the police sweeps, taking on Caroline’s dick of an ex-husband, even fighting the local fascists…” She lowered her voice. “But this? We’re taking on the US government.”

      The final words were almost a whisper.

      Jack knew how she felt. He also knew there was something she wasn’t telling him, but he figured she would, in her own time. He had his own secrets, and frankly, if it weren’t for the new energy influx from that God, Lugh, he would’ve tucked his tail and run by now. Speaking of, he felt the pressure of a hand on his shoulder, lending him more strength, and a message began to push its way up from his subconscious. Jack straightened in his chair and let the words come. The words that Lucy needed to hear. Not his words, but words he could deliver nonetheless.

      “Nothing is ever certain,” he said, “and we know that. I’m sure you would be the first to tell me that. But we also need to do everything we can, throw our whole weight behind this. Because that long arc won’t bend toward justice if we don’t. And the promise of justice is all we have right now.”

      Lucy sat back in her chair, a slight grin touching her lips, not quite a smile. Not yet.

      “Well, listen to you. I never thought I’d see the day when you would talk like that.”

      Jack was suddenly self-conscious, and he felt his ears grow warm. Dammit. They were probably pink on the tips, which only increased his sense of embarrassment.

      “Not my words,” he mumbled.

      Understanding lit up Lucy’s eyes. She licked her lips and nodded.

      “Lugh?” she asked

      Jack nodded back.

      That did get a real smile out of her, if only for a second. “Pretty weird, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” He scooped up some more hummus, then cleared his throat. “Do the witches have a plan?”

      “Getting there,” Lucy replied. “How about you?”

      He nodded as he chewed and swallowed.

      “I can’t talk about much of it, of course, or I’d have to kill you.” He smiled. “But I want to see what you think about this one part.”

      Lucy shoveled some more food in her mouth.

      “I had this idea…. A way to bust through something. You know the recordings of the children crying in the camps?”

      Lucy nodded and waved for him to go on.

      “I want to make a loop of that,” he said. “And I want to loop it in and out with sounds of gunfire, and women screaming, and buildings on fire. And I want to loop it in and out with other children’s voices saying Mama, Daddy; I want the sounds to be a knife twisting in every person’s gut. I want these fuckers to pay.”

      Jack felt a little surprised at his own vehemence. But it was all true.

      Lucy set her fork down, her skin two shades paler than usual. She leaned forward, just slightly, face intent. “And you can broadcast this?”

      He leaned even closer, getting ready to whisper across the table. “We think we can get it onto every computer in the DHS.”

      They both sat back and picked up their forks again. Jack forked up some tabouli, and started wishing he’d ordered a beer with dinner. This was way more intense than he expected.

      Nah. Better lay off the beer for a while.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Lucy said, after a few minutes of concentrating on her food. “That’ll be perfect. Just perfect for what we’re planning.”

      Jack felt warm inside. He realized it wasn’t only from her approval, but from the sense that he was finally part of something important. Something real.

      They got through the rest of the meal by talking about nonsense, knowing they couldn’t discuss anything else despite their minds being preoccupied. Finally, after the waiter had cleared their plates, Lucy looked up at him again.

      “So, that thing you brought up the other day… Why did it never work out between us?” She held up a hand. “Don’t get me wrong, I was pissed off at you the other day, and still feel pretty annoyed…but I’m willing to hear you out, at least.”

      Jack’s stomach clenched, but he inhaled and felt that steadying hand on his shoulder again.

      “Because I was afraid,” he said. “I was afraid of everything, Lucy. And that included getting close to you.”

      “And now?”

      He slid his hands across the half-empty table, waiting. She looked from his hands to his face to his hands again. He saw when she made the decision, and gently placed her warm hands over his, wincing slightly.

      “Hand still hurting?”

      “Just a little. I’ll be fine.”

      Jack leaned forward again, staring at her lips, Lucy moved forward too. It was as if a string connected them, drawing them closer.

      He looked into her eyes and found that she was looking back, and just for a second, for one brief lovely moment, their lips met.

      The kiss was warm, tasting of hummus, and Lucy, and there, just around the edges, the taste of possibility.

      Then Lucy broke the kiss.

      “Too much,” she said. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m not there yet. No way are we there yet.”

      “However long it takes is fine,” he said. “I know I’ve got more explaining to do, and a lot to make up for. But I’m going to try.”

      But instead of sounding like rejection or refusal, that one word of hers, “yet,” filled his ears with the sound of promise.

      The promise that there just might be more to come.
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      It was midday on Saturday, and there was much to do. But Lucy was restless and angry. Her hands still itched and tingled, though luckily the scrapes were healing. Her hands and her restless feet brought her downtown for some reason.

      Downtown on a Saturday just before lunch might have been pleasant. There was more space on the sidewalks than during the week, and with barely a trace of smoke in the air, by all accounts, it was a beautiful day.

      If only she could enjoy it.

      Lucy walked past some lunchgoers and people heading toward the museum. She walked through the little string of park blocks heading toward City Hall. The terra cotta rotunda gleamed in the summer sun and the sight of it made Lucy feel ill.

      “Collaborators,” she muttered to herself. Every last one of them. Oh, the mayor talked a good game about being a sanctuary city and had even pledged to not allow the police force to work with ICE and the DHS. But the clearing of the camp had proved that was all a lie.

      And so did the cops that had begun following Lucy around.

      Yeah, she thought. She’d only figured that out after dinner last night when she saw headlights behind her as she made her way home. When she exited her truck, the Portland Police Bureau car sped past her, gunning its engine. As if she wouldn’t notice it was there otherwise.

      Someone dogged her steps today, and she had already been passed by two bicycle cops who slowed down and stared at her before moving on to harass two houseless people who’d been slow in packing up their camp. But mostly? She could feel eyes on her back. As if someone was always there.

      Shrugging, she walked out of the shaded park and crossed toward the rotunda, squinting at the sudden burst of sunlight. Chalked messages surrounded the building, a bright rainbow of colors on the pale, gray-white sidewalks. We welcome immigrants, one message read. Children deserve homes, not cages, read another. There were messages in Spanish, English, and Arabic.

      A small, ragged bunch of people sat on the rotunda steps, already sweating, sharing coffee and water and a giant box of doughnuts. Lucy greeted the ones she remembered from camp, but didn’t stop. Instead, she entered the shade of the rotunda facing the triple sets of glass doors that led to the metal detectors just inside the building. In the past, Lucy had haunted city council meetings or met with her council members, but she wasn’t going inside today. Today she was interested in the building itself.

      Lucy took a deep breath and spread her boots to shoulder width, anchoring herself. She needed all the support she could get. It probably wasn’t even safe for her to be here, considering she was on the radar of the Department of Homeland Security, and yeah, being followed by Portland cops. But her hands and her heart had led her here and every fiber of her being told her she needed to do this work. And the Goddess, Tonantzin, still burned like a halo around her head.

      Lucy just had to hope that the comrades from the former Abolish ICE encampment would warn her if anything was about to happen.

      You know they’ll have your back, she thought, allowing herself to close her eyes, to settle deeper into her center, the witch’s core of power. Only then did she open up the energy centers in the palms of her hands. She reached into the stone, seeking out the support of the building, the symbol of Portland’s city government. And she breathed.

      A whispering of voices filled her head. She couldn’t quite make out the words, and just forced herself to relax and let them flow.

      Then voices from the physical world intruded.

      “Hey! What are you doing?”

      “Leave her alone! She’s just standing there!”

      The warring voices snapped Lucy back to attention. Luckily she hadn’t gone too deep yet, so there wasn’t the queasy vertigo she’d gotten at the ICE building. She whispered a thanks to the building, patted the column, then turned. One of the ICE Breakers—a young, gender queer person with tufts of yellow hair sticking out on their head, and a ring piercing their nose—glared at a cop from green eyes.

      The cop was a white man in a Portland Police Bureau uniform. His close-cropped hair looked almost like one of those haircuts the young fascists loved, not quite as long on top, though. His head snapped from the younger person to Lucy, back and forth, trying to decide who was the bigger threat, and who he needed to deal with first.

      Lucy flicked her eyes to the young ICE Breaker. “Thanks, comrade.”

      Then she turned her attention to the cop.

      “I don’t know why you’re following me,” she said. “I’m just a Portland resident, coming to visit a building I help pay for.”

      The cop stepped toward her and squared off. “You’ve been messing around a lot of city buildings lately, haven’t you?”

      Lucy crossed her arms over her chest and rocked back on her heels. “Where I go isn’t really any of your business.”

      “I think it is,” he said, taking another step forward.

      The low, simmering anger that had filled Lucy for the past several days boiled through her, shifting into rage. Her hands became fists, and an angry flood of spittle filled her mouth. Wanting to spit at his feet so badly, Lucy forced herself to swallow.

      She saw his hand twitch, just in reach of his baton….

      “Leave her alone, man!” Three other ICE Breakers had joined the first beneath the rotunda. They wouldn’t let her be arrested without a fight.

      “Excuse me, sir.” A new voice. Alejandro.

      “Lucy! I’m sorry I’m late.” Alejandro stepped between Lucy and the cop, dressed as usual in a neat button-down shirt, pale pink today, and dress slacks. He addressed the cop.

      “My friend was just waiting for me; I had a business appointment around the corner. We are just going to lunch.”

      The air beneath the rotunda was thick with tension, and everyone stood frozen, staring, waiting for either action or dispersal.

      “You should tell your friend to watch herself,” the cop finally said.

      “I’ll do that,” Alejandro replied. The cop turned on his heel and left.

      “Hey,” said the young ICE Breaker, “you okay?”

      “Yeah,” Lucy nodded. “Thanks for stepping up. All of you. I appreciate it.”

      “Any time, comrade.” They loped back to where two of their members guarded the water and signs, followed by their friends, snagged a doughnut from the box, and sat back down as if nothing had happened.

      Alejandro stared at Lucy. She could tell he was pissed.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked. “We talked about you not going rogue. You’re putting the whole operation at risk. You need to discipline yourself!”

      Lucy looked at him and then at the ground, shaking. She took in a big, shuddering breath, pushing air all the way out to the edges of her skin. Then she shook her hands out again, trying to release the anger and tension.

      Looking up at her coven mate, she said, “I can’t stop, Alejandro. You’re probably right. But I just can’t. The magic…”

      “We can’t talk here,” he said, then turned on his heel and clicked away.

      She stood in the shade of the rotunda, sounds of conversations of people, cars, and crows filtering toward her ears, looking at Alejandro’s well-pressed shirt and the curved dome of his head.

      Lucy knew that he was right to be worried, and angry even. She was acting like a fool, but whatever compulsion she was under wouldn’t let her stop.

      The Goddess had given her a charge, and Lucy’s magic had responded. And by all the powers in all the worlds, she would damn well see this through.

      Alejandro paused and looked back, waiting.

      Lucy exhaled, then walked out into the August sunshine and followed.
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      The North Portland Park was a sea of people.

      Children shrieked from the playground area as a group of parents talked, keeping an eye on their offspring while catching up on neighborhood gossip. Over at the tables beneath the elm trees, people set up for their Saturday picnics. Two teenagers played Frisbee with a dog, laughing uproariously.

      And Jack? Jack, unbelievably to himself, was in the middle of a bunch of sweating activists, learning techniques for blockading and dealing with the possibility of arrest. A group of about fifty people gathered on the grass, going through drills, while a smaller group in wheelchairs and scooters practiced on a basketball court nearby. A few of the wheelchair brigade wore “Fatties Against Fascism” and “Crips Smash the Fash” T-shirts, which made him grin.

      He’d been all set up to meet again with Olivia, but that guy with the spear—Lugh—kept bugging him. Between the pressure at his back, and the feeling in his gut, it seemed that there was something Jack needed to be doing, something other than sitting at a desk, writing more code.

      Besides, Jack had figured out his part of the pattern and passed it along to Olivia. Now that he thought of it, something like that happened during every project. He would be completely immersed trying to figure out the puzzle, but once he had the key, Jack was left slogging through the project until the end, because brilliant insights without a finished project didn’t equal money in his checking account. So he was just as happy at this point to leave the hacking to Olivia’s crew. They were better at the ins and outs of it than him anyway. To get up to speed would take time they just didn’t have at this point and Jack didn’t want to become a liability.

      There would be other chances to work with them in the future, Jack was sure.

      But all of that reasoning was just him, coming up with a justification for what didn’t really have an explanation. Jack simply knew he needed to be on the front lines for this event, despite never having participated in anything like on-the-streets civil disobedience in his life.

      So when Moss had texted, suggesting he might want to meet up at the park, Jack jumped at the chance. So here he was, sweating, learning the proper way to link arms, and to stand and walk in formation without tripping or getting hurt. And of course, because Moss was one of the trainers, it included some woo stuff about “making your aura bigger” and “don’t only link to your comrades, make sure you link to the earth beneath your feet.”

      Jack wasn’t sure about any of it, but the whole thing felt exhilarating.

      Terra, a Black woman co-leading the training with Moss, shouted to make her voice heard.

      “The important thing is to not run. Running panics the people around you, and it also gives the cops even more of an excuse to swing, or as we saw a couple months ago, fire.”

      Jack had heard about that. During one of the recent skirmishes with white supremacists, an Antifa guy had taken a less-than-lethal to the head. The projectile had smashed through his skater’s helmet, cracking his skull and landing him in the hospital. Jack had also heard reports that other people were shot at close range with pepper balls and seen photos of the resulting bruises. His mouth went dry at the thought of facing that, but it still didn’t make him want to leave.

      “Okay, everybody, take a water break!” Moss called out. Jack gave the two men other either side of him a nod, jogged toward where he’d left his messenger bag, and yanked out his bottle. He nodded at a couple of people, then flopped to the ground and poured some water into his mouth.

      Am I doing the right thing? he thought, hoping the guy with the spear was listening.

      ::Stay firm in your convictions. Be stronger than you think you are. Carry the lighting. Cast the brightness of the sun. Bring it to the people.::

      The image of lightning striking ICE building in broad daylight filled Jack’s head. It was a strange image, because Portland rarely got electrical storms. Certainly not during summer. Maybe lightning was a metaphor. Maybe lightning was what he needed to strike his own life. It certainly felt that way right now, and the walls of isolation and complacency he’d built up had started tumbling.

      The intensity was only escalating.

      He reached for his old fears, but it felt like probing at a sore tooth. They were still there, that was for sure, but he found he just didn’t care much anymore

      “Ready?” The woman next to him spoke, startling him. She offered him a hand up.

      She was beautiful in a feral way, with short dark hair buzzed at the sides, and dark eyelashes contrasting with her pale skin and the natural rose color of her lips.

      “We starting up again? What are we working on?” Jack asked “Sorry, I got lost in thought a bit.”

      “We’re supposed to link up again and practice sitting,” she replied.

      Moss loped over then. “Hey Jack, hey Marta. One thing I’d like folks to work on is imagining that the earth is pulling you down, making you heavier than you really are.”

      Jack shrugged and said okay. He didn’t really know what Moss was talking about, but at this point it seemed he needed to be ready and willing to try anything.

      Linking arms through someone else’s and then sitting down from a standing position felt awkward, but once they were down, Jack did his best to follow Moss’s instructions. He imagined the grass under his legs and butt acting like a magnet, pulling him deeper, making him heavy. He tried to imagine what it would feel like to be a giant rock, immovable, impenetrable.

      After a a few tries, he began to like feeling so solid and huge. Strong. It felt like the antithesis to his soft, couch potato nerdiness.

      As Jack sat and breathed, he felt the spear at his back again, but this time, it felt like an offering, rather than a threat. He held out his unlinked hand and imagined he could feel the wooden shaft of the spear resting in his palm. Jack straightened up his spine and inhaled.

      I’m here, he thought. I’m not going anywhere. I just hope you really do have my back because I feel like I’m going to wake up tomorrow morning freaking out.

      He had run his whole life, and learning how not to run was one of the hardest things he could possibly do, but it also felt right.

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?” The woman next to him said. Marta, he reminded himself. Her name was Marta.

      Jack smiled at her, “Yeah, it’s pretty cool.”

      And then Moss’s voice cracked through the air again.

      “Okay people! I know I said don’t run, and tomorrow, we’re going to do our best not to, but holding formation and blockading is hard work, so I’d like to make sure we keep loose and strong. So everyone who is able to, run as fast you can to the trees and back three times. Ready, set, go!”

      Jack shook his head but started sprinting anyway. He pumped his arms and legs and let the wind of his own passage fill his lungs.

      He felt like this thing, whatever it turned out to be, just might be his destiny.
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      The back room at the Inner Eye was filled with people, some sitting on folding chairs, others on the floor. Lucy walked the outside edge of the circle, just behind the circle of chairs and near the curtained door. She couldn’t be blocked in this evening. Each time she passed the purple curtain, or the red and orange southern banner, they rippled in her wake.

      Lucy felt as if her head were on fire. She could barely keep her fingers from rubbing and scratching at her scalp. Instead, she paced the edges of the breakroom. She knew the pacing annoyed Moss for some reason—probably because a lot of his activist friends were in the room and she was being weird and witchy—and concerned Raquel, but she didn’t care.

      The only reason she was even at Brenda’s shop again was that if she hadn’t shown up, her head would have been on a platter instead of just in flames.

      Tonantzin rode Lucy hard, crashing through her consciousness, making her body twitch as if it was no longer her own. This was a full possessory state and the Goddess’s presence rested heavy inside of her. Head buzzing, Lucy drifted in and out of attention. Despite fighting to maintain her own space inside her own damn body, there was no question that Lucy’s personality was losing to the presence of Tonantzin. The Goddess was taking precedence inside of her, trying to shove Lucy into a smaller and smaller corner of her own mind.

      Lucy had never experienced anything even close to this. Tonantzin was too large, too strong, too bright. Lucy felt the Goddess practically bursting from her skin. And yet she was supposed to pay attention to a meeting, of all things.

      From across the room, she felt Izel’s eyes on her, and that bruja Valeria’s, too. She didn’t have time to even wonder what they were looking at. In Izel’s case at least, Lucy knew. The older bruja had to see La Madre’s brightness taking over.

      Lucy paced some more, barely aware of the murmur of voices, the calling to order, the strategizing about who was going to do what, and when. She felt as if she should be out in the streets, wielding a sword, or stomping on cops, or crushing serpents beneath bare brown feet.

      Oh, the organizer in her knew that meetings were necessary, but really? Right now?

      And then some words got through. Some words Tonantzin seemed interested in.

      “Some of the immigrant detainees being held in the state prison have gone on hunger strike,” said Tariq, who was working with the Sons of Sàngó, helping to coordinate people on the ground. “We’ve also gotten word that many of the already incarcerated men are joining them on hunger strike, and that others have threatened a work strike until the detainees are allowed legal counsel.”

      “That’s some solidarity,” Lucy heard Moss reply.

      “Indeed,” Tariq replied. “But now we need to make a decision. Do we split our crew, and send some people down to Sheridan to help support the strikers, or do we concentrate on the ICE action here?”

      Words clawed their way up Lucy’s throat, ready to rush out. A slight pressure touched her lips, as if a hand rested there, silencing her.

      ::Stay out of this. Hold yourself. This is not the battle you must fight. Everyone must find their own way.::

      Lucy knew that Tonantzin was right, but she still wanted to scream. If the group split, there was no way they’d pull the action off. They needed numbers to do the magic, and more numbers to distract ICE and the DHS while they did it.

      Tobias’s sweetheart, Aiden, spoke up then. “There is already strong interfaith support for the asylum seekers at Sheridan, pulling from Salem and some of the more rural communities. The Sikh communities in Portland and further south have been working especially hard on getting both legal and spiritual counsel to the men. I say we continue with our original plan, since it is urgent, and not let ourselves get distracted.”

      “I agree,” Raquel said. “The oppressors love to fracture us, and there will always be too many injustices to face every single day. We need to stick with what’s in front of us, and just do the best we can.”

      ::La gente…they must feel my power.::

      Not. Right. Now. Sweat beaded on Lucy’s forehead as she struggled to keep the Goddess under some sort of control.

      “So!” Tariq clapped his hands together. “Here’s the plan as it stands. We’ll have people on site with walkie-talkies in case the inevitable happens and plans need to change, but you need a plan to deviate from, right? Raquel and Terra? Want to come up and take this next part?”

      Lucy only half heard the exchange, and the scrape of chairs as people rearranged themselves. She and the Goddess were wrapped in struggle as Tonantzin morphed Lucy’s body and her mind. It felt as if, not only was her head on fire, but she was being stretched beyond her limits.

      “You need to relax,” Brenda said in her ear. When had she snuck up next to Lucy? “Open up. I want to take you through the protocol now. It will help you.”

      “What?” Lucy was aware of Brenda’s hands moving across her aura, clearing something away. She felt a little better, as if there was more room inside her. Not much, but perhaps it would be enough. But she had no idea what Brenda was talking about. What protocol?

      “This wouldn’t be my choice for you, Lucy, to be ridden this way, but it’s clearly what is happening, and it’s now my job to get you through this and make sure you’re safe.”

      Lucy heard the whir of Izel’s scooter then, and smelled Tobias’s aftershave. Selene followed, their white face pale as the moon, and creased with worry.

      “Let’s take this into the store,” Tobias said quietly. “We don’t want to disrupt the meeting.”

      Brenda led her through the curtain and toward the comfortable seating in the book area. Once there, Brenda finally let Lucy go, and motioned to a chair. Lucy just shook her head.

      “I can’t sit,” she ground out.

      Izel maneuvered her scooter in between two armchairs, and Brenda, Tobias, and Selene all stood, practically hovering.

      “Oh, just sit down,” Lucy snapped out. “I’m not going to go on a destruction spree in the middle of the Inner Eye!”

      “But you just might set something on fire, sobrina,” Izel said, her voice dry. “And you should try to keep your voice down.”

      Lucy threw up her hands at that, and went back to pacing, tracing a pathway around the bookcases with their devotional statues standing guard on the tops of shelves, and back around the group of chairs.

      Tobias sat. “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?”

      “Tonantzin is using Lucy’s body to direct the energies here on this plane,” Izel said. “And it’s starting to burn Lucy up alive. She’s being a little pushy, our Madre.”

      The curtain rings clacked, and Moss stuck his head into the store.

      “Lucy? People want to hear from you,” he said. “We’ve gone over everything else. You ready?”

      Lucy whirled, heart racing in panic, seeking out Brenda’s face. Izel’s. Tobias’s. They all held their eyes on her, steady. Waiting for her to decide. She bent over, hands on her knees, trying to breathe.

      She felt Brenda’s gentle touch between her shoulder blades.

      “Breathe, Lucy. All the way down to your toes.”

      Selene turned to Moss, “We’re not ready yet. Think of something.”

      Lucy tried to remember how to breathe, but the strange pressure inside wouldn’t let her. Or maybe Tonantzin didn’t know how.

      She felt Brenda doing something to her energy fields again, and…there it was, she was finally able to take in a full breath again. Then another.

      “Lucy. Sobrina. Look at me.” Izel’s voice drew her like a compass to true north.

      The old bruja practically vibrated with power. “Tonantzin has chosen you for a reason. These children have chosen you, too. You have been well trained. You are capable of doing this, and of making this the most successful magical operation in more than thirty years.”

      “I hear a ‘but’ in that,” Tobias said. Always practical, that witch.

      Izel’s head snapped toward him. “But Lucy needs to choose to cede more space inside her body for Tonantzin to do her work. And that is no easy task. Those who want it? Don’t have the strength of personality to hold the energy properly. And those with the strength? It is very hard for their egos to get out of the way.”

      She turned back toward Lucy. “So, which shall it be, sobrina? Will you choose to let this happen? Will you choose to let Tonantzin all the way in?”

      “We’ve got you,” Brenda murmured. “You won’t be alone for one second.”

      “And we’ll damn well make sure we get you back,” Selene said.

      Lucy bent herself back upright, and forced herself to stand in one spot, feeling what it was like to be a woman, breathing, with a Goddess filling up her body and setting her whole life on fire. She thought of the children. The parents. The people who had risked everything to come here. Driven by wars. By poverty. By rape. By a planet that became less hospitable every day because of the greed of half its human population.

      She looked at her friends and mentors. The people she loved more than anything else on this earth.

      And she chose.

      “I’m ready,” she said. “We’re ready.”

      Brenda nodded and shook out her hands, silver bracelets rattling on her slender wrists.

      “Selene, will you stand behind her? Just make sure she stays upright.”

      Tobias and Izel arranged themselves to each side, and Lucy felt Selene step behind.

      “Tonantzin,” her mentor said, “this is our sister, Lucinda, a willing priestess and witch. Care for her mind and body and bring her back to us safely once this magic is through.”

      Lucy trembled slightly. Selene’s hands pressed down onto her shoulders, just for a moment, calming the fear.

      Then Brenda’s hands touched Lucy’s head.

      “Goddess. Mother. Tonantzin, be with us. Share your consciousness with our beloved sister, Lucy.”

      Brenda’s hands moved down her face, warm and gentle.

      “See with her eyes. Smell with her nose. Taste with her lips.”

      Lucy felt the struggle inside of her recede. It was as if the magic words, the contract, made everything clear, and calmed down the parts that had been struggling so hard.

      It felt as if Tonantzin took one step forward, and Lucy took one step back. And that felt okay.

      Brenda’s hands continued their pathway as she recited the sacred contract.

      “Feel with her heart and hands and walk the earth on her blessed feet. Then return her to us, whole and sound. So mote it be.”

      “So mote it be,” the other witches said.

      Lucy opened her eyes and saw with layered vision, as if someone had processed two pieces of film one over the other. She blinked. The images resolved into one image, but brighter, richer, with denser texture. Books and faces, statuary, tumbled stones, colored lights. She heard everything’s sound—the hum of the lights, Selene’s breath behind her back, cars on the street, voices in the next room, a cat meowing to be fed at a house around the corner. And the smells. So many of them! Incense. Amber. Rose. Motor oil. Paper. All in a rush, they came to her. The whole world, alive around her, the way a Goddess would perceive the world, if the Goddess had human ears and eyes.

      Lucy’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she fainted dead away.
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      Olivia’s partner, Grace, opened the front door. Wheeling her chair backward with one hand, she greeted him with a smile. She wore loose pajama pants, and a black tank top showed off her impressive arm muscles. Grace’s afro was cut short, with a fade, early nineties style.

      “Hey, Jack, come on in! They’re in the living room. We were just waiting for you before I get banished to the bedroom.”

      Jack stepped into the large entryway, untied his sneakers, and slid his feet out, leaving his shoes next to the pile beneath an empty coat tree.

      “That hardly seems fair,” he replied.

      “Oh, I don’t mind. I get to put on my headphones and binge watch Highlander,” she said, still grinning.

      “Good times.” Jack smiled back. Damn, it felt good to smile. He realized then that training with the activists in the park earlier was the first time he’d smiled in what felt like a month. Maybe after tomorrow he’d have more to smile about.

      “Well,” said Grace, “I’ll let you get to it.”

      “See ya,” Jack replied, padding through the wide hallway towards a large opening to his left. It was a combination living and dining room, which segued into a vast kitchen. Six people sat in a grouping of chairs and a long couch set around a low, glass-topped coffee table. A whitewashed brick fireplace rose on the far wall. Jack bet it made the room cozy during the rainy wintertime. Art brightened the otherwise white walls, picking up the colors from the red chairs and deep teal couch. Bolder than Jack was used to, but it worked in the space.

      He realized he’d always gone straight back to Olivia’s office before and spent absolutely no time in this room. The whole house must be as well protected as the office, though, or Olivia would never hold a meeting out here.

      “Hey Jack!” Olivia greeted him. “Feel free to grab yourself a soda or some water from the kitchen, and then we’re going to get down to it. After you power down your phone, that is. There is a cage in the kitchen.”

      Jack looked around at the gathering. Besides Olivia, there was a petite white woman with sandy hair, a couple of typical-looking coder dudes, one white, and one Black, and then… Surprise, surprise.

      “Alejandro? I had no idea…I thought you would be at the meeting at Brenda’s shop tonight.”

      Alejandro stood, neat as a pin as usual, dark eyes serious behind his glasses. “I’ll walk you to the kitchen,” he said. “Anyone need anything while I’m up?”

      “We’re good,” the white coder dude said.

      “I figured you knew,” Alejandro said as they walked through the dining area.

      Jack entered the bright white and wood kitchen, powered down his phone, and slid it underneath a large metal bowl. Alejandro refilled his water tumbler at the sink, then turned again. “I thought that’s why you asked to meet with me. Because you knew I was part of all of this.”

      Jack reached into a cupboard and got out his own green glass tumbler. Alejandro made way at the sink.

      “No. I just knew I needed help and you… Seemed like, with all your witchy stuff, you would know something.” Jack watched the glass fill, shut off the faucet. He wasn’t sure how much of a conversation they were going to have, so he didn’t move to leave. Alejandro didn’t, either.

      “Well, my witchy stuff is part of how I code,” Alejandro replied. “And after all of this is done? You need some more psychic training, my man.”

      Jack shook his head. “I don’t know, man. I’m definitely in over my head with all this stuff, but I’m not sure how much deeper I want to go.”

      “Well, I’m always happy to consult with you, witchy stuff or otherwise. The coven has plenty of experience in helping civilians who’ve been thrown in the deep end. But the thing I wanted to say? About the hacking? I wasn’t about to out myself, not without Olivia’s permission. I hope you understand why. I just figured, if you knew, you knew, and I would try to help you either way. Not sure that it did much good.”

      Olivia came into the kitchen and opened the double door stainless steel refrigerator, pulling out a cola. She cracked the tab open with a satisfying hiss.

      “You two talked enough for now?” she asked. “Because the crew wants to consult with you on something before we get started, Alejandro. There was a question about one of the pieces of code.”

      Alejandro looked at Jack, who shrugged. “I guess we’re good.”

      She jerked her chin at Alejandro. “Give me a minute with Jack, then? We’ll be right in.”

      Alejandro nodded, squeezed Jack’s shoulder, and headed back to the living room.

      Olivia leaned against one side of the refrigerator and took a long swig of her cola. Her shoulders were almost broad enough to span the fridge.

      She looked at him and frowned. “Are you sure about this? About wanting to be out in the streets? I mean, I’ve got some good people in the house tonight, but that doesn’t mean we can’t still use you. And frankly…” She huffed out a sigh and looked away for a moment before turning her head back. “Frankly, Jack, you’re a great coder. And with a little more practice, you could become a class-A hacker, too. But what you’ve never been, in all the years I’ve known you, is a freaking warrior. Our run the other day practically killed you.”

      Jack started to speak, but she held up a hand to stop him. He was feeling a little pissed off. To buy time, he took a drink of water, a little too fast, and coughed.

      “Say what you’re going to say,” he finally got out after he recovered.

      “I’m worried about you. You never even exercised until this week. All I’ve ever seen you do is code and game, eat a bunch of crap, and occasionally go out for a movie or a beer. But now you’re going to be some kind of avenger? What are you, Superman?”

      “Wrong franchise,” Jack replied.

      Olivia smiled at that, but barely.

      “Just tell me that you’re certain and I’ll leave you alone.”

      Jack tried to feel his feet on the floor, like Moss had told him to. He flexed his toes and curled them up again. Flexed. And curled. He inhaled, as deeply as he could. He didn’t feel any strange presence in his head. Maybe the God was gone. Maybe Lugh had just showed up long enough to turn Jack’s life on its head and leave.

      What did Jack know about that shit?

      He looked at Olivia, who just stood there, calmly drinking soda.

      “I am sure,” he said. “I can’t quite explain it now, but maybe I’ll be able to someday. All I know is…remember that pattern I was telling you about?”

      Olivia nodded.

      “I had a breakthrough. Not only with the code I gave you, and with the audio links, but with everything.” He took another drink of water, set the glass down on the countertop, and ran his fingers through his hair.

      “I know this will sound crazy, like I’m going off the deep end.” He looked into Olivia’s eyes and she held his gaze. “But I see that pattern everywhere now. I feel it”—he patted his chest—“in my body. In my bones. The connection I was trying to get at?”

      He threw his hands out to the sides and then dropped them. “It’s everywhere. And it’s going to include a hell of a lot of people, and I need to be there, in the middle of it. Not in some goddamned chair in a dark room. No offense.”

      He felt his heart beating faster, and his mouth was dry. The knowledge of the pattern vibrated on his skin.

      Olivia was quiet for a moment, then took another drink of cola. Finally, she looked at him again.

      “Okay,” she said. “Come into the living room when you’re ready. And no offense taken, geek.”

      Then she smacked him on the shoulder, gave him a squeeze like Alejandro had, and walked toward the group who sat talking in the living room.

      Jack sagged against the counter and closed his eyes. He brought both hands to his face, and just breathed.

      “Lugh, I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      The God didn’t reply. Jack felt a little foolish, talking to the air like that, hoping something, or somebody, was going to answer. But despite the absence of any solid presence, the pressure inside of him hadn’t gone away.

      The rational part of him that would have scoffed at all of this just a few months ago knew that just because it felt like Jack needed to do something, didn’t make it right. Or true.

      But he didn’t care anymore. For the first time in his life, Jack was following his gut. He was going to go smack into the middle of whatever was going down the next day. And once that was over? If they made it through okay? He was gonna talk to Lucy again, and see if she would give a relationship another go. He realized he wanted that more than he’d wanted anything in years.

      Jack picked up his water and drank the rest of it down before refilling the glass at the sink. And then he walked into the living room, found a chair, and sat down.

      “What did you think of the audio loops?” he asked. “Think they’ll be a good distraction for the Trojan horse?”

      The government kept thinking they were going to build more walls? Well, one way or another, some walls were coming down.
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      Bourbon.

      Too. Much. Bourbon.

      Lucy was reeling. Staggering from spot to spot around her tiny living room, she picked up her sacred objects, one by one. The bell her abuela used to summon help during her final illness. The cups of water set out for Lucy’s ancestors. A piece of onyx Raquel’s son, Zion, had gifted to her last Yule.

      She bumped into the couch and half fell, half sat on the worn brown leather. The one object she kept avoiding was her statue of Guadalupe, Tonantzin. She couldn’t bear the Goddess’s gaze, not right now. Not after Lucy had so effectively shut La Madre down with the power of booze.

      At least the burning in her head was gone. Brenda’s magic words had taken care of that. But the weird, dual-consciousness thing? And the heightened senses? That was still too much. It was almost better when she and Tonantzin had battled for supremacy. At least then, they were fully conscious only one being at a time.

      As soon as Brenda had finished, touching Lucy’s feet in the customary blessing, the full power of double consciousness had roared to the forefront, and Lucy had blacked out. According to Tobias, she had babbled some message from the Goddess and then fainted.

      After she came to on the floor of the Inner Eye, the double consciousness, in all of its sensory-overload glory, was still there.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Brenda said. Yeah. Well. Brenda was the one with all the training in deity aspecting and possession, wasn’t she? Lucy had never even so much as drawn down the moon and now there was a Goddess living inside her. Tobias and Brenda had gotten her to Brenda’s car. Luckily, Brenda had been silent during the drive home, and helped Lucy into her house, gotten her slippers, and put the kettle on for tea. Then Lucy shooed her out the door, turned off the stove beneath the kettle, and started drinking.

      She took another swig, straight from the bottle this time. Thunking the bottle onto the coffee table, she lay down on the couch, scooting herself all the way down until her slippered feet rested on one wooden arm. She squirmed around, extricated a bright red throw pillow from beneath her back, and tucked it beneath her head.

      “Why now?” she mumbled to the empty room. Well, not quite so empty. Her black cat, Amadeo, careened into the room, meowing wildly, looking for her, whiskers quivering from his white moustache. Shit, Lucy had even failed her cat. Their contract stated that every time Lucy came home, she must give Amadeo a treat and spend at least fifteen minutes of lap time scratching his head. Instead, Lucy had gone straight for the bourbon. Which was the dumbest thing she could have done. She knew it, but right now? Her muddled brain barely cared. The last thing a magic worker was supposed to do was get wasted before a big working.

      “But here I am,” she said to Amadeo, who leapt up on her stomach and got busy kneading Lucy’s stomach muscles, purring loudly. Getting drunk was rare, but at least it was normal. Sharing her mind and body with some Aztec Goddess was not normal. Amadeo butted at her hand. Lucy tugged his ears and scratched under his chin.

      “But seriously, gato, why now? Why did La Madre decide that full possession was the only way to get this magic done?” And then another thought penetrated her bourbon-soaked mind. “And why, when the whole world is going to hell, does Jack decide to get his shit together and make a move on me?”

      Amadeo circled twice, then lay down on her chest, head beneath her chin, purring loudly.

      The main thing, though? Lucy didn’t trust they’d be able to pull this off. It was too big, and too scary. It was going to demand more of her witchcraft than she’d ever asked before.

      Lucy looked at her hands, the main tools in her arsenal. Her weapons. Turning them over, she stared at her palms, tracing the vestiges of the scrapes still visible on her right hand, looking at the lines that some said showed your life events, and even destiny. Lucy didn’t know if she believed any of that specifically, but her hands were her life. Both as a painter and as a bruja.

      But could her hands do what was required of them? Could they channel the sort of magic Lucy had barely even traced the edges of? Could she help Tonantzin orchestrate a group of witches who weren’t even within shouting distance?

      And could she do it all without her mind cracking?

      Lucy felt her eyes grow heavy; she couldn’t keep them open anymore. Lying on her couch, lights still on, she curled onto her side, tipping the cat off her chest. Amadeo meowed in complaint, then curved himself into the space between her chest and knees.

      Lucy fell asleep. And then the Goddess came again, gifting her with visions of lightning striking buildings, people screaming, and snakes being crushed beneath bare brown feet.

      In her sleep, she moaned.
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      Jack flipped the black and red comforter over his massive wood bed. Any order he could bring to his world right now felt necessary. It calmed down the animal part of himself that wanted to freak out.

      On one hand, Jack felt completely unprepared for the day ahead, but he had also never felt more ready in his life. Lugh was working through him, he could feel it now. He could accept it now. Almost overnight, Jack’s analytical coder brain had realized that yes, he felt something new, something unexplainable.

      Something other people might name God.

      “Okay, Lugh,” he said, opening his dresser drawers and taking out clothing for the day, “I want to thank you. I want to thank you for coming into my life…” Jack chuckled, “For barging into my life, and taking ahold of me.”

      He drew out heavy socks to go beneath his boots. Jeans, despite the heat. One white T-shirt to soak up sweat. Moss had tried to get him to commit to a jacket with some padding, and maybe even head protection, but Jack just wasn’t willing to go there. Maybe part of him wasn’t willing to believe cops would actually attack, plus, he also wondered if they wouldn’t see anything that looked like armor as being an invitation. He and Moss argued about that for about twenty minutes the day before.

      “You can’t think that way,” Moss said. “You can’t blame the victims of police brutality for being prepared for police brutality.”

      Intellectually, Jack supposed he was right. But he also couldn’t shake the feeling that…this was him. He had never lived his life that way.

      “What are you talking about?” Jack asked himself. “You’ve been afraid your whole damn life, but now you’ve decided a little padding means you’re not what? Innocent? Strong? Idiot.”

      As a concession to Moss’s argument, he busted out a second T-shirt to put over the first. A faded Superman tee, it made him smile. Too bad Olivia wasn’t around to appreciate it. The shirt wouldn’t mean much extra padding, but it would at least suck up more sweat.

      Okay Lugh, he thought, what now?

      Jack did his best to listen, the way Moss and Alejandro had been teaching him, as he slid into his jeans and socks, and pulled the T-shirts over his head. He sat in the comfy arm chair next to his dresser to pull on socks and boots.

      Finally, he stood he stood, stretched his arms over his head, then swung them back and forth around his body, trying to loosen up. His muscles were still slightly sore from the workouts and the training, but he realized that felt good. By all rights, he should be contorted with pain right now, but whatever Lugh had done had actually taken the pain away.

      “Note to self: working with Pagan Gods ameliorates the effects of muscle damage in couch potatoes.”

      He wanted breakfast, some coffee, and a gallon of water. But most of all, Jack felt calm inside.

      His phone buzzed from his dresser top. He looked down. Olivia.

      The party is a go, the text read. Good. That meant the hackers had everything in place.

      Jack opened his bedroom door, then thumped his way downstairs to the kitchen and began to start breakfast for himself plus Moss, Terra, and Marta, who were stopping by to go over last-minute plans.

      Still no message from Lugh, but maybe he didn’t need one. Maybe the blond warrior dude had only come around to wake Jack up to what was needed.

      At any rate, there was no turning back now.
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      Lucy walked next to the Willamette River, breathing in the scent of water, and watched two long boats sculling by. She supposed they were the dragon boat teams. Practicing in August for a race in June took dedication. Two sailboats further out on the water tacked into the wind. Lucy hadn’t tied her hair back yet and the breeze picked it up, feathering it around her head and face. The breeze felt good, and cleansing. Just what she needed for the day ahead.

      Amazingly, Lucy wasn’t hung over. Maybe the possession with Tonantzin had burned the alcohol away?

      Also, she felt larger today, and not not quite as much as if she was being charred alive from the inside out. Tonantzin was still there, for sure, with all that entailed, but the whole thing felt more…normal wasn’t exactly the right word. Manageable. As if, with enough time, a person could get used to perceiving the world in this way.

      Raquel was always going on about how they had to learn to expand their capacity to run energy, and maybe increased sensory perception was part of that. Lucy would have to ask her later.

      And another thing? Though both her palms pulsed with energy, they didn’t itch, and the scratches on her right hand had completely healed.

      “Be thankful for small blessings,” she said.

      She had woken up, still on the couch, drool on the throw pillow, her cat long gone. All it took was a shower, food, coffee, plus one hour’s worth of prayer, energy work, and meditation, and Lucy had felt like a new person. A person with a Goddess in full residence, and a person who wasn’t sure what was going on with the guy she was attracted to, but a person nonetheless.

      Yeah. Jack. Lucy shook her head. She had no bandwidth to deal with that situation right now.

      But it was clear that whatever had happened the night before, coupled with Lucy’s tussle with the bourbon bottle and her subsequent troubled sleep, had changed something inside of Lucy’s energy fields. She wasn’t sure yet if it would be permanent, and if it was, there would need to be more negotiation with Tonantzin, but for now? It was all okay. It would have to be. Lucy couldn’t see how they would get through the coming magical operation without this weird symbiosis.

      Lucy felt the Goddess taste the wind and the river and watch the sun spots playing on the rippling water. She had thoroughly enjoyed Lucy’s morning cup of coffee and had even asked for more. Before running out the door, Lucy had filled another cup, and placed it on the altar near Guadalupe’s feet.

      So here they were, the woman and the Goddess, the Goddess and the woman, walking along the Willamette, getting body and soul together in preparation for the big day.

      Lucy could already sense people beginning to gather in various parts of the city. It was as if, because of Tonantzin, Lucy had an awareness that mapped the whole city, and beyond.

      She paused and walked toward the little courtyard in front of the fire boat station, where there was a dock. She leaned over the rail, sun and wind on her face. No smoke in the air at all today. Lucy was grateful for that, and hoped that all the displaced humans and creatures were safe.

      Eyes closed, Lucy slowed her breathing and held out her palms to feel the summer morning air.

      She allowed her twinned attention to deepen and expand. She reached and felt them more keenly then: The witches. The brujas. They were preparing, in cities around the country, and down in Mexico. If she was still enough inside, she could even feel traces of witches in Albania, and Somalia, and places that she could not even name. She had no idea how they had connected in to this but felt grateful they were there.

      She sent a breath along the great web that linked them all, and felt each nexus point light up briefly.

      “They’re ready, Mother.” And so were Lucy and Tonantzin.

      Lucy opened her eyes again and smiled. She and Tonantzin smiled at the sun, and the breeze, and the mighty river. They smiled at all the bridges that spanned this section of the river, and the racing boats, and the sailboats. Lucy smiled at the birds hunting on the water. And at the cars, and the drivers of the cars.

      For she was the Goddess, and these were her people, whether they knew it or not. She was the mother, the protector, the crusher of evil.

      And she would bring her children home.
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      Jack, Moss, and their crew walked from the streetcar toward Caruthers Park. A scant few blocks from the Willamette, the park was a two-block green space in the midst of several gleaming residential high rises and the Oregon Health and Science University annex.

      As they made their way up one of the paved walkways into the park, Jack caught sight of Raquel and her boyfriend, Charlie, just over the rise. Charlie totally looked like comic book Thor, which cracked Jack up every time he saw the guy.

      He saw the other coven members and their friends and partners. Cassiel and Joe, Brenda and Caroline, Tobias and Aiden. Selene and Joshua. Tempest was minding Brenda’s shop, and Alejandro was with the hackers. The witches were with what must be some other Pagans, and some activist types. There was one tall, skinny, mixed-race guy that Jack had seen around before. He thought his name was Tariq.

      Several other groups milled about, conferring, drinking water, stretching, or eating nuts and protein bars. One thing Jack was surprised to not see were a bunch of cops. That was good. Maybe the last-minute nature of the action meant they weren’t on radar. Not yet, at least.

      He supposed that was one advantage of having done none of the organizing over social media. It was all word of mouth. Apparently, it had to be for an action like this. Moss and Terra had explained that it was too risky, and frankly, too weird, to invite just anyone. The coven had built up enough cred over the years that trusted people came when they called. As a fledgling hacker, Jack appreciated the security culture, and wondered what it would be like to have that many different people trust you.

      He barely even had friends. But you’re changing that now, right?

      Following Moss toward Raquel, Jack found that he was nervous. Excited. His body wanted to move, and he had to force himself to stay with the group and not peel off and run the couple of blocks to the ICE building all on his own.

      Is that you, or me? He wasn’t sure yet if Lugh always listened but was trying to get used to at least asking. Another thing he’d need to check in with Alejandro about, once all of this was done.

      ::The untrained warrior either wishes to flee or rush screaming into battle. The trained warrior knows when to strike.::

      Well, that answered Jack’s question. It was him.

      “What’s the plan?” Moss asked Raquel. The witch had bound her dreadlocks back into a dark blue scarf and wore jeans, boots, and no jewelry.

      “The Aztec dancers are there now with a splinter of the Interfaith Coalition folks willing to risk arrest if necessary. They’re going to act as if they’re just doing a prayer and blessing service today.”

      “And then?” Moss asked. “Tariq?”

      “And then,” Tariq replied, “once the rooftop folks are in place, we stream in.” He glanced at his watch. “The Willamette Park folks should already be walking north.”

      “What are we supposed to do, though?” Jack asked in a burst. He felt stupid the moment the words left his mouth.

      Moss patted him on the shoulder. “Just remember what we practiced. Stay physically linked as much as you can and use the ground to help you. And most of all? Don’t worry. We’re just a distraction, that’s all.”

      “At least, we hope so,” Raquel said. Her voice was dry, and she wasn’t smiling.

      “Here comes Lucy,” Selene said.

      Jack turned, and there she was, cresting the small rise, looking like a warrior Goddess. She wore black boots, and black jeans hugged her long thighs. Her dark hair was loose, falling around her face, and the red T-shirt with a clenched fist on the front read La Raza.

      Jack’s mouth went dry. She was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. Terrifying and beautiful.

      He felt Lugh stir inside of him, flexing his spear arm, ready for battle…or for something else.

      “Jack,” Lucy said when she got closer. Then she was right next to him, breath sweet, bare face even sweeter.

      “Lucy,” Jack replied. And then, without thinking, he touched the curve of her cheek, the place where the paint had spattered itself, showing him the pattern and the way. She leaned her face into his palm for just one second, then pulled away.

      He held his breath, just for a moment, before dropping his hand.

      Lucy walked on, into the tight circle of her coven, and the final conference began.

      Lugh? he thought.

      ::Stay focused.::  the God replied.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            33

          

          

      

    

    







            Lucy

          

        

      

    

    
      Seeing Jack standing there in his Superman T-shirt, still looking geeky but somehow also fierce, almost made Lucy stop in her tracks. Tonantzin prodded her forward. There was work to be done, and no time for whatever was going on inside Lucy’s head and heart. And certainly no time for the rush of lust she experienced at the sight of him.

      But despite still not trusting the situation with Jack one-hundred percent, Lucy all of a sudden wished there was time. She allowed herself one moment with him. One moment for him to cup her cheek, and for her to lean into his touch as if they had an understanding, instead of the maelstrom of emotional weirdness that actually existed between them.

      Then she forced herself to walk away. To not dwell on that one, sweet moment. She just had to hope they would get through this confrontation. This piece of wild, never-done-before magic. She could figure out the thing with Jack after. If there was an after.

      And she could channel her lust into the power needed for the coming battle.

      “Is everything ready?” She looked at Raquel and Tariq, and at her coven mates, and the activists she’d done so much organizing with in the past.

      She saw their faces now with her own eyes, yes, but also with the eyes of the Goddess. Her friends looked proud and strong. Determined. Lucy felt a huge upwelling of love and just barely stopped herself from lifting a hand in blessing. They wouldn’t understand that. Not coming from her.

      “The Aztec dancers just headed over to meet up with a small interfaith contingent. They’re backed up by the wheelchair and scooter crew. Members from two of the immigrants’ rights groups are walking up from Willamette Park about now,” Tariq said.

      “And Izel and some others are in place on the roof. They’re waiting for us,” Brenda said. Brenda and Selene would be lending their magic to the web, linking with Lucy and the others. The rest of the coven would hold down the magic on the street, and do their best to act as conduits between the larger working orchestrated by Lucy, and the proximate action in front of the building itself.

      What exactly was going to happen at the buildings around the country, Lucy wasn’t sure. No one was. They were just going to have to trust that the hackers had things under control, that the thing with the brujas would work, and that no one would get hurt.

      There were a lot of what-ifs at play, but that was life, right?

      Raquel spoke up. “We’ll head out as soon as you signal that you’re in place. And Lucy?” Raquel held out her arms. Lucy walked into the embrace of her coven sister and mentor, inhaling the amber and cocoa butter Raquelness of her. “Stay safe, sister. And stay strong.”

      Lucy blinked back tears and squeezed Raquel tightly. Then both women let go. Lucy stepped back and cleared her throat.

      She and Tonantzin were as ready as they were going to get.

      “Okay,” Lucy said, turning to Brenda and Selene. “Let’s do this.”
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      Jack watched Lucy walk out of the park, straight-backed, black hair like a banner shining in the sun, followed by Brenda and Selene. And then, in a flurry of movement, there was no time left to think.

      Following the lead of the people getting into formation around him, Jack tied a bandana around his neck, at the ready in case he needed it. It wouldn’t keep him protected from tear gas or pepper spray, but Moss said it would help create a small pocket of air that would hopefully keep him going until he could get away. It would also keep the cops from filming his face.

      Some of the coven member’s partners—Caroline, Joshua, and Aiden—had volunteered to stay in the park with water and snacks, providing a safe space for anyone who needed it. There were also street medics on standby, just in case.

      Jack really hoped they wouldn’t be needed. Lugh didn’t seem to care. As a matter of fact, Jack could feel that the God was pumped for action now, almost spoiling for a fight.

      Lugh? I really don’t feel like getting injured, okay? You gave me the courage I needed to show up here today, but…

      Marta, the woman he’d trained with the day before, bounced up to him looking practically feral. When she’d shown up at his house that morning, she’d still been half asleep. She didn’t look tired at all anymore.

      “Hey, Jack! You ready to rumble?”

      “I guess so,” he replied. He felt the God recede, as if Lugh’s attention had turned elsewhere.

      Marta wiped her hands on the thighs of her patched-up black jeans.

      “It doesn’t matter how prepared I am, I always start to sweat before any confrontation. It’s a pain in the ass,” she said.

      Jack just nodded, wishing he had his water bottle. He’d asked Moss about it and Moss had said he could bring a bag with supplies and risk being weighed down by it, or having it used against him. Or he could run lean, and risk getting dehydrated or hungry.

      Jack decided to risk going hungry, but admitted he felt relieved that snacks would be available in the park. Terra had chimed in saying that the medics would have water at the action itself, if it was an emergency.

      Main thing was, he felt almost naked without his messenger bag and phone. All he had was the bandana around his neck, his house keys, and ID in his front pocket. But that sense of nakedness also meant that for the first time in his life, Jack felt almost free. He felt tears pricking at the edges of his eyes.  How long had he been asleep, hiding behind his computer screens, living half a life?

      Terra stood up on a milk crate in the middle of the growing crowd. There were at least a hundred and fifty people in the park now, which surprised Jack. He turned to Marta.

      “Isn’t this a lot of people for what’s supposed to be a small action?”

      “Hell no,” Marta said. “Mass actions are anywhere between a thousand and ten K.”

      Damn. Jack had no clue.

      “And more people are joining us. Should be a few hundred, today, maybe more.”

      Terra waved her arms and people stopped talking.

      “Okay, comrades! The brujas are in place, Rabbi Judy blew the shofar, and the Aztec dancers are blessing the space. Stay tight. Don’t panic. Make sure you have at least one person you’re looking out for and who’s looking out for you. We have five medics out today. Look for them if you or someone in your crew need anything. Medics, raise your hands?”

      Four men and women and one person whose gender Jack couldn’t place stepped up. They had big red tape crosses on their T-shirts, backpacks, and messenger bags.

      “Thank you,” Terra said. Her eyes swept the crowd, addressing the people gathered as if she was talking directly to each of them. Jack could see why people trusted her. “Okay people, stay safe, but stay strong, all right? Remember your training. We’re here as a distraction, but that doesn’t mean some shit won’t go down. This is a pretty volatile operation and we’re not sure what’s going to happen. If you need to, at any point, get to safety. Don’t be heroes.”

      Then he saw him. A tall, tan man with hair like flickering lightning, staring straight at him. The man nodded, pulled a green bandana over his mouth and nose, then raised one fist.

      Jack was riveted to the pathway, barely aware of the people jostling his shoulders as they passed.

      “Lugh?” he murmured. How? How was he walking the street like that?

      “Jack? Hey!” Marta snapped her fingers in front of his face. “Don’t freak out on me. You’re going to be okay. Just stick close to me if you can.”

      Jack nodded, as if he agreed with her. As if he understood that yes, he was going to be okay.

      Except all of a sudden, he wasn’t certain anymore. If Lugh was really walking around somewhere in this crowd, it meant Jack was going into battle without the God at his back. Jack felt his courage waver, just for a moment, before he remembered to feel the ground under his feet, and to tap into the power of the sky.

      He took a breath, just the way Moss taught him to.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’m ready.”

      Ready as he could be. Just a man, surrounded by people who knew a lot more about confronting danger than he did.

      And it was too late to back out now.
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      An associate of Alejandro’s had a top apartment in the fancy six-story complex catty-corner to the ICE building. The guy also had roof access.

      That was where the brujas were. As Lucy walked through the door onto the roof, Selene and Brenda behind her, she felt a calm descend. Any butterflies and hesitation vanished, blown away by the wind off the river to the east.

      Beyond a seating area with a barbecue grill, lounge chairs, and a closed umbrella, were the three brujas from Gresham. Waiting, almost still as statues. Izel sat in a folding chair, cane at her side. Lucy wondered where they’d left her scooter.

      On the ground in front of the brujas was a shallow wooden bowl filled with red rose petals. In an abalone shell, copal burned. A matching shell shimmered with an offering of water.

      All was in readiness. The Goddess inside of Lucy’s body was pleased.

      ::These brujas know the proper way of things.::

      Lucy bowed to Izel, Valeria, and Jimena. All three witches bowed back, in return. They honored Tonantzin, who rapidly stepped further forward, claiming more of Lucy’s consciousness. Fearing a repeat of the inner struggle they’d had at Brenda’s shop, Lucy fought to maintain some of her own control, but La Madre was an unstoppable force. Gentle, firm, the Goddess moved like a glacier through Lucy, carving space for herself as she went.

      Bit by bit, Lucy’s personality—her wants and needs and opinions—receded to the background once again, moving deeper and deeper as though a canyon had opened inside her. Her awareness tumbled down.

      She was present enough to maintain a dim awareness, and to direct the psychometry, but not much else.

      ::That is what I need you for, mija. You body, and your magic, and your hands.::

      But… The thought was weak, and only half formed. Lucy fought to maintain consciousness, to see through her own eyes, and feel the summer heat on her skin.

      Damn it. It seemed that doubled consciousness wasn’t enough for Tonantzin. She wanted it all.

      Tonantzin sniffed the air and smiled. The brujas bowed again. The Goddess strode to the balustrade, boots ringing on the rooftop. Tonantzin looked over the edge, down to the ICE complex. Lucy saw a sniper in tan camo and a black balaclava who stood on a small, lower-level rooftop opposite a small, glassed-in guard station. It was the roof over the main entrance that wrapped around the building. Just beyond that were the white-painted iron electric gates. A small white bus sat waiting. Tonantzin hissed at the sight of it, a long, low, sibilant sound.

      Lucy’s consciousness stirred and rose, crawling its way toward the surface.

      In a rush, through a sudden sharp tingling in her hands, Lucy felt the terror that stank up the inside of the bus, the ghostly psychic trails from all of the people forced into transport. Her psychometry pulsed, increased by some great measure. She had never picked things up at such a distance. But now? It was as if her hands could feel the vinyl of the bus seats, and the cold, unyielding plexiglass of the tinted windows. She could almost taste the fear. The Goddess snapped Lucy’s teeth together, growling.

      Through Lucy’s eyes, Tonantzin scanned the main rooftop, which sat higher than the low roof, but still beneath where Lucy and the witches stood. No snipers there. Good. Finally, her gaze swept downward, toward the dancers, whose tall pheasant and macaw feather headdresses swayed and snapped and bobbed. The dancers whirled and crouched, shaking rattles, feet tracing patterns on the black tarmac of the street. Activists in wheelchairs and electric scooters clustered in a half arc closest to the dancers. Opposite them, forming the slender second half of the circle, were members of the Interfaith Coalition. Other groups of activists still streamed toward the gathering, forming arcs behind the ’chairs.

      More DHS police had arrayed themselves in front of the glass doors and the white iron gate. Black riot gear covered their navy uniforms. Helmets. Vests. Leg pads. The black was echoed in the tall mesh fences that half blocked the sidewalk running up the hill toward the busy Bancroft and Macadam intersection and in the black masks and clothing of the Black Bloc anarchists.

      From her reconnaissance, Lucy remembered that the fences wrapped all the way around the Macadam side of the building, and, in a flash, passed that information to Tonantzin. The only place the fences did not reach was the back side of the building, toward the rail tracks. The dirt had too steep an incline there for any protection to be able to stand.

      Then, deep inside herself, Lucy realized it didn’t matter where the fences were, and whether anyone could access the building. The thing they had planned and hoped for? It was already working without the extra contingency plans the witches had set in place.

      Lucy no longer needed Raquel or Moss or any of the other members of Arrow and Crescent to get close enough to the building to touch it and form a link on the astral plane.

      Lucy could feel everything, and Tonantzin with her. The building pulsed on the astral, every molecule of concrete, steel, and glass. Every computer cable and water pipe. The syrupy taste of coolant from the building’s air-conditioning sweetened the tip of her tongue.

      This, then, was the gift hidden inside the Alchemist’s cursed poison, the thing she hadn’t sensed before. His poisoned magic had changed her psychometry, seeking to use it for his own ends, but he had been vanquished, leaving her with a power so great it was unheard of. Lucy no longer had to touch a thing to know its secret history and purpose.

      Once Lucy touched the æthers, she touched everything on earth. All she had to do was think of an object and she knew it. All she had to do was reach, ever so slightly, and the information was there.

      Body and spirit were one.

      The Goddess laughed and shoved Lucy’s consciousness back out of the way.
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      A line of cops in riot gear streamed through the glass doors of the tan building. They looked like robocops or something. How could the people around him face this shit down, over and over again, with nothing but their soft bodies and bandanas? He’d never thought of it before. Never been confronted with the ball-shrinking reality of it. A few of the people around him had donned skater helmets, but most of the gathering crowd? Their bare heads shone in the summer sun.

      There was no shade in the street. The only trees were some maples growing in a dirt area next to the black barricade fences that ran down the edge of the long driveway, past the guard shack, to where the back side of the building began.

      The sun was punishing, and standing this close, arms linked to people on either side, Jack felt grateful for the inner T-shirt soaking up some of the sweat that would otherwise be pouring down his back into his jeans. In contrast to the sweat, his mouth felt desert dry, and his stomach cramped with nerves. Jack tried to work some moisture into his mouth and keep his breathing slow and even, the way Olivia tried to teach him during that one, disastrous run.

      His attention was split between the feathered dancers, the cops, the people that surrounded him…and the fact that inside his head he still searched for Lugh.

      He was also trying to figure out where Lucy was. His emotions ratcheted between complete certainty that she was a badass and capable of anything, and fear that everything would go terribly wrong, and that she would be at the center of it all when it blew.

      “You okay?” Marta asked. She was already masked up, black bandana covering the lower half of her elfin face.

      “I don’t know.” That was the simple truth. “But…”

      The dancers finished, and one of the dancers blew a conch shell, its blast carrying over their heads. She turned one direction, then another, sounding a blast in each compass direction. Jack felt the sound inside his bones.

      All of his fear, his uncertainty—even his anger—cleared on the fourth and final blast.

      And then the tall man was in front of him again. Jack stood a little taller in his boots, trying to match the man’s proud stance. In his right arm, long as a spear, the man held a wooden staff, a black flag affixed to the top.

      “But the battle is coming,” the man said. “Are you ready?”

      Lugh? Jack thought.

      The man simply stared, blue eyes bright as the summer sky above his green bandana.

      Marta, eyes narrowed, looked from Jack to the man, and back again.

      “I’m ready,” she said. “You ready, Jack?”

      Jack cleared his throat, planted his boots, and stood a little taller, trying to match the man’s proud stance. This was the test, then. To hold his ground as nothing more than a geek. A coder. A man. Someone trying to do what was right.

      “I’m ready,” Jack replied.

      The man whirled, black banner flying, and Jack, computer geek, novice hacker, and coder extraordinaire, felt the world tilt on its axis.

      And then the shouting began.
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      The Goddess pondered, tasting the concrete, the tar, the river, and the sun combusting high in the sky. She tasted the power of the witches gathered on the roof. She tasted the power of the people down below.

      She saw the pattern of connection that wound from Lucy’s heart and hands, twining toward the other witches, and the building, and across the country, far beyond. A web of humanity and magic.

      Tonantzin tasted the twisting, winding fear and anger of the men and women in their strange, padded suits. She knew the serpent who had possessed them, and she knew that being was her foe.

      The Goddess threw back Lucy’s head, dark hair shining in the sun, and laughed. Having a physical body was a deeply satisfying thing.

      From deep within her, Lucy heard that laughter. It cracked her consciousness. She heard the echo of Brenda’s voice from the night before. Felt the words of the sacred contract that had been spoken.

      Lucy stretched and pushed, as hard as she could, forcing her way up toward the light of the blazing August sun.

      This body is mine, she thought. I share it with you, gladly. But we shall fight today, together. This is my fight.

      ::Would you challenge my power?:: Tonantzin’s voice felt fierce, as sharp as the thorn on a rose.

      No. But I demand the right to share what is mine by birth. I demand full consciousness, for both of us, here, and now, above and below. In this space and this time.

      Lucy felt the Goddess resist, but held her own. Then Lucy felt the change. A grudging acknowledgement that Tonantzin would honor the witch’s power.

      The Goddess nodded.

      “May it be so.” The words of power were spoken, and Lucy was not sure if they came from her or Tonantzin.

      She turned to the five witches, who stood waiting. Ready for battle.

      “It is time.”
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      The dancers moved to the rear of the crowd. Jack couldn’t see them anymore, but as the shouting began, their drums and rattles took up a beat that shook the air.

      He couldn’t tell what was being shouted, or who was shouting, but the air felt dense, as if competing gases swirled inside a bottle, getting ready to explode.

      The man with the banner ran through the crowd, banner whipping through the air, stirring the people to action.

      Marta tugged at their linked elbows, tightening up the space between them. The person to Jack’s right did the same. They formed a shield wall with their bodies. It felt familiar somehow, as if his body held the memory of exactly this formation, even though that was impossible. Jack’s heart beat faster. He tilted his head toward his shoulder, wiping sweat onto his Superman shirt.

      Now that he was locked into formation, Jack felt the sudden urge to run. To crash through the crowd to the streets beyond. To run toward the safety of the park, or the streetcar.

      To get out.

      “What the fuck am I doing here?” he muttered. He wasn’t built for this. He was just a nerdy coder, he should’ve stayed with Olivia and all the rest. He should have…

      He remembered the spear at his back. The blue eyes boring into him. He heard a voice echo on the edges of his mind. Carried on the shouting voices and drum beats.

      ::It is time you fed the warrior what he requires.::

      What is that? Jack thought. The line moved inch by inch, booted step by step. Moving forward. Toward the building. Toward the line of riot cops.

      And then all hell broke loose.
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      Lucy felt it then, all the way to her bones. The power of the Goddess. The power of the city. The power of the brujas, far flung, working their magic. A mighty web of witchcraft tingled in her hands. A stream of symbols and numbers flowed across the buildings, linking earth to sky in some cosmic cipher. The code had been unleashed.

      She flexed her fingers and felt the web expand and contract. She felt her sisters and brothers at the base of the ICE building beneath her. She felt the mighty river at her back, and the trees and cars and people that surrounded her. She felt the dormant volcanoes that ringed the city.

      Most of all, she felt the curse that had become a gift. She had the ability to sense, to taste, to feel. Lucy had the ability to see.

      And oh, what a vision it was. In city after city, the witches gathered. In city after city, they awaited her decree.

      And Tonantzin moved among them all. The ancient power was free.

      Lucy drew her fingers toward her palms.

      The earth beneath the ICE building began to shake.

      Tonantzin walked between the worlds.

      As Lucy’s body stood upon the rooftop wall, the Goddess strode free, stretching deep into the bones of earth, reaching high up into the æthers. East to West, North to South, each time her bare feet struck, the earth trembled. People shouted in panic and in awe.

      ::My daughter! Use your powers! Do what must be done!::

      The voice inside her head was loud. The shouting of the people was louder.

      Lucy felt her siblings at her back, and her other brothers and sisters down below. She felt the witches and the web.

      And the power her ancestors had gifted her, that lived inside her body and her mind? The power that the Alchemist had tried to twist to his own ends?

      It roared. Tingling, crackling, snapping like a fire, the psychometry lit her hands in a great, incandescent blaze.

      Lucy lifted her arms in the air. She felt the connection from body to building, to witches, to la gente. Across the country, gathering to gathering, she knew what must be done.

      This system must be activated. That structure must be cracked. This other building must fall. Water and fire, earth and air, must work their will. Every facet of the web had a slightly different purpose, but through the Goddess, and the brujas, and her magic, Lucy felt, and saw, and tasted them all.

      She flexed her fingers once. Twice. Three times.

      Then, clapping her hands, she laughed. Tonantzin laughed.

      From the blue sky, lightning flashed. People screamed. Down below, she saw a banner burst with fire.

      She clapped again.

      Molecule by molecule, atom by atom, the building tore itself to pieces….

      And began to fall.
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      “What’s happening?” Marta called. For the first time, Jack heard fear in her voice.

      “Earthquake?” Jack said the word, but he didn’t think that was the truth.

      He wrenched his head around, to the top of the condo building behind him. Lucy stood on a ledge on the top of the building, hair whipping in the wind, hands outstretched, clenching and unclenching her fists. She looked glorious. Terrifying.

      He tasted ozone in the air, as if an electrical storm was building, despite the clear blue sky.

      Jack could just make out two other witches behind Lucy, still standing on the roof, reaching for her, trying to draw her back to safer ground.

      “Jack!” Marta screamed. “The cops!”

      Bam bam bam bam bam! His body jerked. Sharpness. Impact. Pain bloomed on his side. Bullets? He tasted capsaicin. His eyes burned. Jack hunched over his torso. Searing pain. The smell of pepper spray. Choking. Coughing. The earth rumbling. People falling. Holding tight. Holding tight.

      What had he been shot with?

      A waving black banner, smoking, catching fire.

      Bam bam bam bam! His body jerked again from the projectiles. Breath stole from his lungs. He scrabbled backwards, trying to hold the line.

      “Jack!”

      Trying to hold on to Marta and the others. Trying not to crash into the people behind him as the line of riot cops moved forward, shields up, batons out, and, staring at him like one singular dark eye, the barrel of a gun. Jack couldn’t see who held it. It pointed at him from between two shields, two cops in riot gear. The shooter was protected.

      Jack was not. All he had was a stupid Superman T-shirt, bruised ribs, and aching lungs.

      And Jack was not afraid. Groaning, he stood tall again, and began to push. His elbows dragged on the line. Ribs screaming, he shoved his body forward, toward the cops with their shielded faces and bodies covered in carapaces of armor.

      Toward the dark Cyclops eyes of the rifles.

      “Nooooo!!!” The word sprung from his lips with a mighty roar. “You are wrong! And you. Must. Pay!”

      The warrior was the sacrifice. The warrior was the priest who laid the sacrifice on the altar.

      The warrior must do everything in his power. Even if the warrior must die. Every story said so. Jack felt it now. He knew it to be true.

      “Jack!” Arms tugged him backward. He strained against them. Moving forward.

      “Stop shooting, you bastards! Stop shooting!” Whose voice was that? Jack didn’t know.

      From the corner of his eye, the burning banner. A flash of lightning.

      The pounding sound of drums.

      And then, behind the line of cops, the glass doors of the building wavered. The blacktop bucked and rumbled. And, as if a giant began to squeeze two crushing arms, piece by piece, the ICE building trembled itself apart.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            41

          

          

      

    

    







            Lucy

          

        

      

    

    
      Woman and Goddess. Goddess and woman. Lucy held the threads of magic in her hands, barely believing that it was actually working.

      The code flew across the æthers. The witchcraft followed, twinning and twining, braiding, flowing outward in a pattern whose source she touched with her hands. A pattern designed to sow discord. To smash the order of oppression.

      To usher in a world where freedom was a sweet possibility that dripped like honey from the comb.

      The buildings themselves, all over the country, rejected the people working there. Some were driven out with noxious smells. In others, sprinkler systems drenched offices in a deluge that shorted out the computers. Computers that had blared out loops of crying children and women’s screams.

      “Lucy!” Familiar voices behind her. Hands tugging at her sweat-slicked arms. “You need to get down! They’re shooting!”

      As if Lucy didn’t know that. As if she hadn’t felt the hard pepper balls hitting Moss and Jack. As if she hadn’t felt Raquel and Tobias scramble away from the building when it began its mighty disintegration. She felt them run as great hunks of concrete flew. As the roof shook itself apart. As panicked shrieking rose from behind once solid walls.

      The gates of the cages were opening. Everywhere. Parents grabbed children, young grabbed old, and together, they made a pattern of movement and light, of blood and breath, all twisting, twining, moving, all flowing toward freedom.

      Lucy turned her head, looking in her friends’ faces, creased with concern and covered in dirt. She looked back at the maelstrom. Dust ballooned out from the building, carried by the river winds. Lucy ran a hand across her own face, feeling grit mixed in with the sweat.

      She allowed Brenda and Selene to tug her down from the ledge. She turned. The other brujas rocked and chanted around the offering bowls. Power crackled from Izel in her chair, and her apprentices fed that power outward. Toward Tonantzin. Tonantzin, who still walked between the worlds and strode the earth. Tonantzin, whose hands were everywhere. Tonantzin, La Madre, protector of her children.

      Tonantzin, still tethered to Lucy’s consciousness by the magic that had helped to bind her there.

      “Lucy, you have to come back to us.” That was Selene speaking. Moon-pale face and long black hair. “I can feel you in there, but we need you back all the way. It’s only a matter of time before the cops come up here.”

      “The magic…it’s too strong.” Lucy couldn’t let it go. It wouldn’t let her go. The Goddess was still walking….

      Brenda stepped forward. “I set the spell to cede her consciousness. I’ll bring her back. Go check on Izel! She’s even further gone right now. We have got to get off this rooftop and she’s going to need help.”

      Then Brenda’s hands were on top of Lucy’s head.

      “Your name is Lucy. You are a witch, and a priestess. You hold magic in your heart and hands.”

      A gentle touch as warm palms touched her eyelids, and slowly moved down her dirty face.

      “Lucy, may you see with your eyes. Smell with your nose.”

      Lucy inhaled, smelling Brenda’s tuberose oil mixed with dust and heat, river and tar.

      “Speak with your lips. Feel with your heart, touch with your hands.”

      Touch by touch, word by word, breath by breath, Lucy felt herself, her soul, fill up her body. She felt her essence kindle itself deep inside her core. She felt stronger. More certain. More real.

      She had walked with a Goddess inside her. Together, they had triumphed. And Lucy had survived.

      “And may your feet walk the sacred path, in beauty and service. Blessed be,” Brenda concluded.

      Lucy blinked and coughed, then ran her hands down her ribs and patted her thighs. Testing her edges. Yes. She was present. The power that was Tonantzin had returned to the minds and hearts of the people, where the work would continue, moving forward, until more of the mess the country was in could be cleaned up.

      Until everyone was free.

      She glanced over to the other side of the rooftop. Izel stood, trembling slightly, leaning heavily on Valeria and Selene. Jacinta carried the older bruja’s cane.

      Looking back at her mentor, Brenda, who stood, one hand shading her blue eyes from the sun, Lucy smiled.

      “Blessed be,” she croaked out. “Let’s move.”
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      Despite the injunctions to not run, once the building began to shake and crack apart, people turned and moved as quickly as possible away from the scene.

      “We have to get the wheelchairs and scooters out of here!” Terra’s voice on the bullhorn was barely audible over the mayhem of screaming, shouting, rumbling, and shots still being fired.

      “Make way for the wheelchairs!” Jack shouted as loudly as he could. He and Marta unlinked themselves and began tapping shoulders, motioning at people to open up their ranks. People were confused. Not moving fast enough.

      “We need to get these chairs out, now!” Terra bellowed.

      Inhaling, grateful for the bandana that kept most of the dust from his lungs, Jack thought of Lugh and his spear. He recalled man with the staff, bearing a flaming banner of black. Jack called upon what strength he had and imagined a great spear of light extending from his right arm, clearing a path. It worked.

      People moved out of the way almost seamlessly, with barely a stumble. Wheelchairs and scooters rolled by as quickly as possible.

      Jack knew what needed to happen then.

      “Marta!”

      Her cropped pixie hair whipped back his way. Her eyes above the black, dusty bandana looked distracted.

      “Our line needs to close ranks again. Give the ’chairs a chance to get to safety.”

      Protect the most vulnerable. That was the creed. Jack didn’t know how he knew that, but he felt it in his bones.

      Marta nodded.

      “Link up!” she shouted from behind her black bandana, grabbing on to the people nearby, who were pushing toward the back.

      A few of them shook their heads and kept moving, but one by one, black-clad, masked anarchists stepped up and linked arms. Tall and fat. Short and whipcord thin. Brown skin. White skin. A Black Bloc. Jack had no idea who they were. And he found he didn’t care.

      Lugh and Jack both gladly linked arms with these new comrades, then planted their boots on the tarmac and stared down the half-panicked police.

      “Steady,” he said out loud. “Keep breathing. We got this.”

      He heard the people on either side pass the message along, felt spines straighten. Felt the earth rise up to support them.

      Jack took one step forward, the linked line half a pace behind him. Then, as one, they took another step.

      Guns were raised again, in the spaces between the plexi riot shields. Jack felt the bruises up and down his ribs from where the earlier projectiles hit. He felt unbothered. Present. Strong.

      The half-scared nerd was gone. In whatever this D&D game was, the cleric had become the warrior, and Jack felt determined, but fine.

      The line took another step forward.

      Over a loudspeaker, a crackling voice read an order of dispersal. It was half lost in the clamor of the crowd and the screams and shouts coming from the building.

      And then, another wave of crumbling started, as if the building were giving up. As if it, and every person inside it, had lost its will.

      Behind the line of riot cops, people continued to pour from the building, clutching purses and backpacks, dodging glass and concrete. They streamed up the street toward Macadam and the highway. Anything to get away.

      The voice came back over the loudspeaker. “Retreat!” It shouted. “Everyone away from the building! Move in an orderly fashion.”

      The police snapped left, then jogged in formation up the hill.

      “Unreal, man!” the big guy next to Jack gasped out. “That’s right, you douches! Get the hell out of here!”

      The guy slung an arm around Jack’s shoulder in a half-assed hug. “We did it, man! We did it!”

      Jack laughed, and hugged him back, wincing as the man crushed his bruised ribs. Then he hugged the person on his other side, smelling of sweat and cigarettes. The pain was worth it.

      And then Moss, Marta, and Terra were running down the line.

      “Don’t panic, but we’ve got to get out of here! The whole thing is coming down. Back toward the park!” Terra shouted.

      “Turn! Move, comrades! Move!” Moss barked.

      The line of black clad anarchists plus Jack turned almost as one and jogged as quickly as their boots would take them.

      Jack swiped a hand across his sweaty forehead and found it was thick with dirt. He looked up at the rooftop.

      Lucy was gone.

      A flash of blue caught his eye. A macaw feather, fallen from a headdress. It looked like a dropped offering. A blessing for the street.

      Jack kept jogging. He was in pain, and really needed some water, but his heart felt lighter than it had in years.
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      Lucy, Izel, Valeria, Jimena, and half of Arrow and Crescent coven were back at Raquel’s, sitting in the air-conditioned living room on the big red couch, fat floor cushions, and comfy chairs grouped around a coffee table in front of a cold hearth. The painting of a younger version of Raquel’s son, Zion, as the Sun Tarot card beamed down at them from above the mantle.

      They had been taking turns in Raquel’s two bathrooms, sluicing off the building dust, pepper spray, and sweat in quick showers.

      Zion and Raquel’s amazingly buff blond boyfriend, Charlie, both rushed around, getting fresh towels for everyone, and bringing out pitchers of cold water and iced tea. Lucy sipped at her own green tumbler of water, relishing the moisture running down her throat, reveling in her clean hair and the clean yoga pants and loose T-shirt she’d somehow had the foresight to leave in a duffle in her truck cab.

      Her whole body ached, which was strange. She didn’t recall doing anything physically strenuous that would account for sore muscles.

      “You okay?” Raquel asked, thumping down next to her on the couch. Dressed in loose blue cotton pants and a T-shirt of her own, Raquel shifted her loose dreadlocks over one shoulder, then stretched and groaned.

      Lucy grinned. “About as good as you, sounds like, though I have no idea why I’m sore. All I did was stand on a rooftop while you all escaped riot cops and a crumbling building.”

      “Don’t I know it.” Raquel took a long drink of iced tea, rattling the cubes in her own glass. “Funny. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to call these things ‘ice’ anymore.”

      “Hey,” Alejandro said, folding his long frame onto a floor cushion, “just think of Ice Cube. He’s still legit, right?”

      “He’s the motherfucking dude,” Raquel murmured. It sounded like she was quoting a song or something, but Lucy wasn’t sure. Not her jam, whatever it was.

      Then Raquel’s eyes were trained on her again. Dark. All knowing. Dammit.

      “Your body is sore because you went into magical battle under full possession by a Goddess who was working through you not only locally, but remotely. And not only on the astral, but on the physical plane. That’s got to cause some tension. I bet your head hurts, too, right?”

      Lucy grimaced in reply.

      “And sustained battle under full possession?” Tobias’s voice came from behind her. He padded into the living room in jeans and bare feet, still toweling his hair dry. “Just think about it. It’s like you did isometric exercise for over an hour. I’m not surprised you’re hurting.”

      “Here’s some ibuprofen, Lucy,” Zion said, holding out a small bottle.

      “Thanks, Zye.” She shook out two pills and swallowed them with some of the cold water. Much as she was hurting, she felt restless, and realized she was waiting for Jack to show up.

      “Anyone heard from Moss and Jack?” she asked.

      Alejandro shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

      “Well, why don’t you tell us what happened with you and Olivia?”

      He grinned. “Let’s just say the Trojan Horse spit out a bunch of warriors and invaded.”

      “But what is the plan, young man?” Izel asked. She looked older than the day before. The magical working must have taken a toll on her, too. “How are we going to take care of all of those people?”

      Alejandro gestured to Olivia, who was holding up a wall across the room. Strange. For such a large, powerful woman, she sure could disappear when she wanted to.

      Olivia shook her head. “This place isn’t secure.”

      “After we took on the white supremacists this year, Jack made sure my place was as safe as he could make it. Charlie’s shop, too.”

      “Well, that’s not quite as secure as I want it…”

      “Come on,” Alejandro said, “I already made everyone power their phones down as soon as they walked through the door.”

      “And I put them in Mom’s metal mixing bowl!” Zion said.

      Olivia shrugged, and leaned back against the wall again. “Go ahead. Just don’t…”

      “Okay,” Alejandro said, flapping a hand as if to wave away her concerns. Interesting. Hackers were more tight-lipped than witches and two-thirds of the activists Lucy knew.

      “We slipped the horse in behind the audio files… And it captured all of the details on every person’s registration, erasing them from the computers as it went. Phase two is to transfer the files to dozens of advocacy groups throughout the country, spreading them out. That’s what the rest of our crew is working on now. Should be done…” he checked his watch “…in another thirty minutes.”

      Izel sagged in relief and Lucy felt some of the tension she still carried in her own muscles recede. If anyone could figure out how to help the immigrant families, those groups could. They’d been working on it for years, building up networks of trust. And hopefully plenty of safe houses, too.

      Goddess, but Lucy felt tired. Magic had never wiped her out this way before.

      “You all right?” Valeria crouched by Lucy’s side, a tentative smile on her face. Her voice was quiet. “That was pretty amazing, what you did up there. I’ve never seen or felt anything like that. To see La Madre in the flesh like that…it was an honor. I just wanted to thank you.”

      Lucy wasn’t sure what to say. They held each other’s gazes for a moment. “I just did what needed to be done,” Lucy finally said.

      And she realized that was true. She would do it again if she had to.

      But she hoped that wouldn’t be for a long while.
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      Jack followed Moss into Raquel’s living room. He hadn’t been in the space since her New Year’s Day party. It felt different without a fire in the hearth, and with the AC blasting. He still felt raw, and a little stunned and confused. Bereft even. The battle was over and the God was gone. He wondered if he was ever coming back.

      “Ay Diosa!” Lucy said. “Goddess, Jack, are you okay?”

      Lucy looked clean, sleek, shining, and beautiful. She wasn’t terrifying anymore. She looked like the woman he’d fallen for years ago, except a little older and wiser, perhaps.

      Jack limped into the room. When had he started limping?

      “Other than feeling like a tank rolled over me? I’m fine,” he croaked out.

      Zion came bouncing over. “Want a shower? One just opened up!”

      Charlie came up behind Zion, and placed a large hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I’ve got clean shorts and T-shirts laid out on the bed next to the downstairs bathroom. They’ll be too big on you, but better than what you’re wearing. Frankly, you stink a little bit like pepper spray.”

      Jack shook his head. “It’s not spray, it’s those weird projectiles. Right now I’d just kill for a glass of water.”

      He knew he needed to shower, but he really wanted to talk to Lucy first.

      Zion nodded and headed through the kitchen door. Charlie leaned over the couch and kissed Raquel, who smiled up at him, then looked back at Jack.

      “Sit down, Jack.” Raquel gestured to an empty armchair.

      He gestured down at his filthy clothing.

      “I’ll get you a wood chair from the kitchen, brother. Hang tight,” Charlie said. “Moss?”

      “Yeah, please.”

      Jack had forgotten Moss was even there. As a matter of fact, he was having trouble processing anything, except that Lucy was still looking at him. He could feel her eyes on his face, moving between his lips and his eyes.

      And he liked it. Suddenly aware that he must look like shit, he untied his bandana, flipped it inside out, and wiped at his forehead. He was probably just smearing the dirt around, but at least he could get some of the sweat off.

      “Yeah, that’s much better, man,” Alejandro said, voice dry. “You sure you don’t want to shower?”

      Charlie swung a wooden dining chair next to him. Jack noticed he set it near the end of the couch where Lucy was sitting, her long legs encased in, oh my God, was she wearing yoga pants? Jack tore his eyes from the curve of her quadriceps and sat down just as Zion came back in with tumblers of water for him and Moss.

      “Thanks, Zion.”

      “Hey, Jack?” Charlie leaned close to him. “If you ever want to talk about foreign God stuff, I’ve got some recent experience with that myself.”

      “Uh…thanks?” Just when he thought things couldn’t get any stranger, they did. “Are things always this weird?”

      Charlie laughed. “Pretty much, man. Pretty much.” Then he loped back into the kitchen through the swinging door.

      Finally, Jack turned his attention to the woman on the couch. To Lucy.

      “You good?” he asked.

      “I’m good,” she replied.

      Moss cleared his throat. “I’ll take that shower, Zion. And didn’t someone say something about firing up the grill?”

      “That was the plan, but we wanted to enjoy the AC for awhile, while everyone got cleaned up. Let’s move to the kitchen and the backyard, now that we’ve had a chance to catch our breath,” Raquel said. “Lucy? Stay here and direct any latecomers to the back? The rest of Olivia’s people should be stopping by.”

      “Sure.” Jack watched as Lucy smiled at her mentor, who gave her a smirk before heading through the swinging door into the kitchen.

      It took a few minutes for the room to clear. Jack could hear Zion’s excited voice, rising and falling, and the clatter of dishes, water running, and the sound of the refrigerator door opening.

      “Jack?” Lucy called his attention back toward her.

      “Lucy, I’m sorry.”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry I was such an ass before. Sorry I blew it. Sorry I didn’t let you know I was just scared.”

      He took a drink of water, and then a breath.

      “I want to be different. That’s why I had to go out on the streets today. I’ve spent too much time sitting in dark rooms, alone. And…” He reached out and grabbed one of her hands. She let him. Her hand was warm, slightly rough with callouses. A working hand.

      “And?”

      “And that God, Lugh…and being around all those people. And the cops. And seeing you up on the rooftop…Lucy, it sounds corny, I know it, but I want to really live. It’s as if I’ve been living some half-life or something.”

      She laughed. “You make it sound like you’re nuclear waste, Jack.”

      He stopped, startled, then laughed himself. “I told you it would sound dorky. But you know what I mean.”

      “Are you not going to code anymore? I thought you liked coding.”

      He looked down at their intertwined fingers, brown and pale, yellow-tinged peach.

      “I’m not giving up coding,” he said. “That’s still important. But I want to do more than that now. I’m going to do more than that now.”

      Then he looked into her beautiful dark eyes. “And I want to try again with you, if you’ll let me. Do you think we can try?”

      Lucy held his gaze, not flinching, but not speaking, either.

      “It’s going to take some time, Jack,” she said finally. “To get to know whoever you think you are right now, and for you to actually get to know me.”

      His heart thumped inside his chest. His mouth grew dry.

      “But?” he squeaked out.

      “But yes, I think we can try.” Then she gave him a wicked grin. “And if you go take a shower and clean some of that grime and capsaicin residue off, I might be persuaded to kiss you later.”

      “Lucy? That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day.” He stood up so fast he almost knocked over his chair. “I’ll be right back.”
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      Lucy sat, finally alone, in Raquel’s living room. The scent of grilling tempeh, salmon, and vegetables barely reached her. The sound of the shower filtered down the hall.

      “Madre?” she asked softly. “You still around?”

      She smelled roses and copal, and felt a gentle touch on her right shoulder.

      “Thank you for today,” Lucy said, “and for everything.”

      ::Thank you, mija. You did well. And mija? Give the boy a chance. He has much to learn, but…::

      The presence faded before Tonantzin finished her sentence. The shower shut off.

      He had much to learn, and so did she.

      But maybe they could learn it together.

      Lucy stretched, wincing a little at her poor, abused muscles. Then she smiled.

      Yeah, maybe Jack deserved that kiss.
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      The old-fashioned vaudeville house mostly hosted concerts beneath its arched walls and curved, baroque ceiling. Tonight, Temple, the quarterly pop-up club, had packed the place to the balconies with every Burner, raver, neo-hippie, and polyamorous love-bomber within driving, cycling, or bus range.

      Lights flashed, strobing from blue, to orange, to white. The DJ, like some sort of God up on the stage, orchestrated it all.

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

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

      With a roar, the crowd raised their arms, and shook their hands in the air. The beat shifted, the bass kicked in, and like one dynamic creature, the whole crowd began to bounce. Moss’s smile was so huge, it felt like his face would split in two.

      Lifting his arms, he slid his fingers through the air, feeling the spirits. The hundred-year-old spirit that lived in the building. The spirit of the sound system and the lights. The spirit of the music itself. And the spirit of each person as they danced around him.

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

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

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

      It boomed from party floats festooned with ribbons, balloons, and streamers, covered with happy people gyrating in the sun. In the decade since, it didn’t matter what the dance music called itself –– EDM, House, even Industrial—  or what variations came and went on the charts, Moss sought it out.

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

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

      Something tickled at the edges of his awareness, breaking through the pulsating sense of well-being and joy.

      He recognized it immediately. It was the troubled spirit he’d picked up on lately. The kami was somewhere in Portland, and it was a big one. Not one of the smaller, more ordinary spirits that inhabited everything, this consciousness felt big. Moss had been too exhausted and overwhelmed lately, so he hadn't figured it out yet, but it felt like the kami was part of some large system important to Portland itself. Natural or human made, he couldn’t tell.

      He lost the beat and stumbled into the man next to him, a white dude in dreadlocks wrapped with day-glo yarn. The man gave his arms a friendly, steadying squeeze.

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

      “Yeah!” Moss shouted back. “I'm great. Thanks.”

      Or he would be, as soon as he got back to simply being where he was, and dancing, not worrying about the past, or what might be coming.

      He let the spirit of the music move the sense of trouble from his head, and opened his own spirit outward, reveling in the flow of the music and the crowd, filling with the sweet tang of marijuana smoke, patchouli, amber resin, gin, and spilled beer. This mélange was undercut with traces from people vaping near the door, and Moss loved it all.

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

      Nothing better in the world.

      The DJ segued into Moss’s current musical favorite, Kygo. The bouncy Tropical House mix was all quick piano, electronic backbeat, and over it all, soaring, R&B tinged vocals. Moss threw back his head and laughed.

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

      It was good to be alive.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A rich girl, that's who.

      A tiny woman with strawberry blonde hair in a pixie cut, tiny, luscious breasts, and lips he wished he could kiss again.

      Her name was Shaggy. And she shouldn’t even be here.
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