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JAYLON COULDN’T HAVE asked for a better night to pull off his scam. His stolen power heightened his senses and the night air felt electric against his skin. He pushed more charm and persuasion into Nadine through his grip on her hand, and she stumbled beside him with a giggle. 

Jaylon unlinked his arm from Nadine’s and opened the gate into the backyard. The house that didn’t belong to him was a sunny yellow with white trim around the windows. He’d instructed the owners to vacate it that morning before meeting Nadine for coffee. The coffee, spiked with a small enchantment, loosened her up enough for the first phase of his plan. The coffee had turned into lunch, with another dose of the spell. Lunch became shopping with her new best friend and continued to dinner with drinks, and another helping of control seeped into her mind. And now she was here, and he couldn’t help but feel like everything was finally going right for him. 

“I love your garden,” Nadine said. She walked a little clumsily along the brick path and trailed her fingers through the tall flowers. “So colorful.”

Jaylon smirked and glanced around at the yard. “Thanks. It’s uh... my favorite pastime.” He pitched his voice higher and lilted the words in a sing-song way. “I’ve got a regular green thumb.” He breathed on his thumb and pretended to shine it on his shirt so she’d giggle. He’d been playing her like that all night. It was almost too easy. 

He walked past her and led her up onto the patio where a table and chairs waited for them; the shade a slight improvement in the stale heat of July. A bottle of wine and two glasses sat on a metal tray. 

Nadine picked up the bottle and examined the label. Insect buzzing filled the silence between them as she slowly read the words through her intoxicated state. 

“Know much about wine?” Jaylon asked once she’d twisted the bottle to see the back. He stood with one hip jutted out, his fingers laced in front of him. 

“No,” Nadine admitted with another giggle. She burped and her eyes widened as her cheeks flushed, but then she laughed again. “I just like to pretend. Maybe if I read enough labels, I’ll figure it out.” 

Jaylon smiled and slid the bottle from her hands. “I’ve discovered drinking the wine will tell you all you need to know.” 

He filled the glasses and motioned for her to sit. Nadine took a slow sip from her glass and made a noise of approval. 

“You’re right. That’s all I needed to know.” 

Jaylon smiled again and watched her. He didn’t pick up his own glass. She took another drink and wrinkled her nose. Sweat glistened on her forehead and she lifted her curtain of dark hair to fan her neck. 

“Something wrong?” He asked in mock concern. He fluttered his hands up to his face and pretended to be shocked. “Is the wine a little too... powerful for you?”  

“It was a little...” She put a hand up to her throat and grimaced. “Chalky.” The intoxicated glaze fell away from her eyes as her brain tried to put it together. “Like there was something...” she swayed in her seat and her eyes crossed. “Something in it...” 

“Speaking of power... We were talking about bloodlines earlier, weren’t we?”

“Huh?” Her lips wouldn’t cooperate and form her words, and she stared at him in confusion. 

“You know.” He smiled gently. “We were talking about how magical power is passed on through blood. And powerful parents are supposed to produce powerful children. But that’s not always the way it works, is it?” 

Jaylon reached forward to grab the glass before it fell to the ground. Her head lolled backwards, and she frowned in his direction. 

“What...” she mumbled something incoherent.

“Shh... don’t try to talk.” He dropped the flamboyant twang he’d adopted to lure her into a sense of security. “You’re not in danger. There’s just been a mistake. And I’m here to fix it.”

Her eyebrows wrinkled together, but then her eyes drooped closed and she slumped further into the chair. 

Jaylon sighed and emptied his glass of wine into the bushes. He scooped Nadine into his arms and carried her into the house to prepare for his next steps. A brain wipe to replace her memories of him and construct a fake past. And then the control enchantment to keep her nearby. Once he had that set up, the rest would fall into place. 

Even now, he soaked up her power to make himself physically stronger. She weighed nothing to him as he placed her in the guest bedroom. He couldn’t take much yet, not with the drugs in her system, but the little taste he got made him desperate for more. 
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The new moon signifies the start of a new cycle. It is time to set intentions. The new moon in Cancer sets precedent on close relationships. Define your family and care for yourself with tenderness.

It is best to rest and recharge to begin fresh and new at the beginning of a rotation. Begin your new projects and set new goals to achieve maximum success. Saturn advises you to slow down and consider every path. Choose your way with intentionality.

Change can be intimidating, but stay strong and persevere toward your inspired vision of the future.

Keep your peace with a dark sky and the moon invisible to the eye.

But maybe it’s best to leave the night to creatures better suited to these conditions.
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A BLAZING FIRE IN THE center of a clearing, the bright reds and oranges the only light in the dark night. Witches clad in dark robes rotate around the flames, arms stretched above their heads to the Goddess in the sky. They are setting their intentions and manifesting the positive changes they wish to see in their lives. With each turn, they stir up the magic of the earth and set it free into the universe. 
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And we will worship her affection

And we will bask in her gratitude

Anything she wishes will be

The Goddess above

Casts her love down below

Even in the darkness

We praise her

We hold her

We follow her guidance

And prosper

So we wish it

So it will be

Blessed be
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JAYLON dug through his grocery bag on the way out of the store to find his energy drink. It was too early to be awake. He paused long enough to pop the can open and take a swig. When he continued to walk out, he spotted a flyer with a familiar face on it and approached it instead. He frowned at Nadine’s picture.

“Missing flyers already.” He rolled his eyes and took another drink. “No one would have even noticed if I was gone.” He leaned forward to read the details. 
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MISSING: NADINE FROST 

Description: 5’8 and slim figured. Long brown hair and brown eyes. Last seen wearing a black knee-length dress with knitted black shawl. 

Last known location: library on Avenue J in down town Empire City 

Other information to note: The head witch in Empire City’s coven security. Whoever is behind her disappearance is sure to be powerful and dangerous. Proceed with caution. Any information leading to her discovery and the assailant’s whereabouts will be rewarded. 
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JAYLON TORE THE POSTER off the bulletin board and smiled at it. Powerful and dangerous, eh? He liked that. He liked that a lot. 

He crumpled the poster in his hand and tossed it towards a trash can before he walked out of the store. Standing on the quiet sidewalk, he squinted into the bright sun and drew on his stolen power. With a deep inhale, he located each poster that hung in a twenty-mile radius and, with a snap of his fingers, made them disappear. His breath whooshed out of him and a smile spread across his face. 

Let them try to find her if they must, but he would not make it easy for them. 
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THE Rising Star Temple was quiet early in the morning. Most people didn’t arrive to work until after the sun rising, but Lydia Walker was there hours before. She sat on the mahogany table of the meeting room with her legs folded underneath her. She breathed in a slow, rhythmic pattern, her eyes closed and hands resting lightly on her knees. While she meditated, she tried to stay focused on her breathing and her heartbeat. She needed to be relaxed and centered before the others arrived. If she wasn’t, if she let her emotions rule her... there was no telling where the day would go. 

An hour later, the temple came to life. One by one, workers appeared for their shifts and walked into their offices or ran through reports right there in the main hall. But Lydia waited for the other members of the security force and tried to be calm.  

She paced with her hands clasped behind her back. Her buckled-boots smacked against the hardwood floor and with each passing second, her scowl deepened. After she’d rounded the table for the fifth time, she stopped to check the clock on the wall. They still had one minute to arrive before they would be late, but why weren’t they here already? Did they have something better to do besides find their missing leader? She knew she had her own personal reasons for needing Nadine back, but she hadn’t expected the others to be so relaxed about the situation.  

Her pacing began again, but thirty seconds later, the girls trooped into the room. Lydia stilled to watch their faces. 

Farrah looked bored, her curls loose around her face. She at least had the decency to have her headphones around her neck instead of over her ears for this meeting. She glanced at Lydia and pulled her blazer tighter around herself before taking a seat near the back. 

Sadie and Raven came next. Sadie’s golden highlights matched the golden cat on the front of her sweatshirt, while Raven’s blue streak in her hair complimented the blue, flowery sundress she wore. They whispered to each other, unopened granola bars and yogurt cups in their hands, and wouldn’t meet her gaze. 

Meredith sipped a cup of coffee, pushed her long hair out of her face, and offered a half-smile that Lydia didn’t return. 

Agnes clutched her bag of seeing stones to her chest. At last, someone who looked like they were taking this situation seriously. Her maroon hair looked unwashed and her black button-down was wrinkled. But she’d somehow gotten herself together to come to work, and Lydia appreciated her effort. 

Ethel walked in last, her hands shoved deep in the pockets of her overalls, her face turned towards the ground, eyes red and puffy from crying. 

They sat around the table and looked up at Lydia. The clock on the wall ticked loudly into the silence. The only other sound was the light chattering and footsteps of people passing by the door in the hall. Lydia scowled and counted to ten in her head, waiting for anyone else to make the first move. She wasn’t second in command. Why was she in charge? 

“So, what’s the plan?” She snapped. So much for remaining calm.

Farrah raised an eyebrow. “Were we supposed to bring a plan?” She folded a scrap of paper into a triangle and flicked it across the table. 

Meredith slapped her hand over the paper and rolled her eyes. Lydia’s jaw worked in circles as she chewed on what she really wished she could say, but Sadie jumped in before a fight could break out. 

“We’ve tried the local haunts. We’ve asked around her apartment building. We even showed a picture at that coffee shop she likes. No one has seen her.” 

“And I’ve been casting my stones at regular intervals,” Agnes said. She held up the bag. 

“Yes, that’s all fine.” Lydia closed her eyes and took a deep breath to regain her composure. “But we already know it’s got something to do with Jaylon,” she snapped and slammed a hand on the table. “If we know who’s responsible, why aren’t we doing something?” The lights flickered at her eruption in emotion and she shot a glare up at them, too. 

Ethel winced and wrapped her arms around herself. 

“I haven’t had anything come up on him either,” Agnes said and put a hand on Ethel’s shoulder. 

Lydia ran a hand over her face and resumed her pacing while she listed off the facts. “It’s been a week since she didn’t report in to work. And we’ve known about Ethel telling Jaylon where Nadine lived for three days.” Lydia glared at Ethel and her head lowered even more. “Why don’t we have a plan? It’s like you’re all walking around here, business as usual!”

The hysteria in her voice pierced the room, and they remained silent for a moment. Sadie and Raven avoided meeting her eye; she was scary when she got upset. 

“Ethel will be dealt with in time,” Agnes said, and tightened her squeeze. Her voice wavered, and she also kept her eyes on the table. But someone had to speak. “Nadine being found is more important.”

“Agreed!” Lydia’s voice gained a screechy quality, and the others cringed slightly. “But we aren’t finding her!” The frames on the wall jostled now and Lydia felt like screaming at the room to shut up. “The High Council is already asking questions. She hasn’t returned any memos, and she missed a conference call. And what are we supposed to tell them if they call again? She can only be ‘sick’ for so long! They’re going to start asking why we haven’t called in the medi-witches yet-”

“Calm down,” Raven said and waved a hand in Lydia’s direction. 

Lydia swiped the spell away. “Don’t try that shit on me! Give me a reason to calm down!” 

Raven sighed. “We don’t know what you’re expecting us to do. If she’s alive, we will find a trace of her somewhere and follow it. But there’s nothing to be done until we find that trace.”

Lydia curled her hands into fists and looked at the ceiling. Her lips twitched in a silent prayer to the Goddess for patience. The energy in the room settled. She exhaled slowly and looked back at the women, her team, her companions, sitting around the table. She found her serenity and tried again. “But we aren’t finding that trace. We’ve done it all. If she’s out of range, we need to go somewhere else and try again. Because I will not accept the alternative.” 

Meredith set her cup down at last and stood up to hug Lydia, but was pushed away. She smiled, knowing that was going to happen. 

“Don’t you touch me, Mer. I know what you’re trying to do.” Lydia waved a finger in her direction, tears in her eyes.

“Come on, don’t you think you’d feel better if you’d get some sleep?”

“Knock it off,” Agnes said. “Mer, sit down. Lydia, take a deep breath.” They ignored her. “I know, it’s chaos. Nadine is the one to get shit in order and we follow her lead. And that’s a whole other problem we’ve been dealing with. With her gone, the entire coven is a mess and we’ve had to pick up the pieces to keep things running. I know finding her is top priority, but we can’t just let everything at home fall apart in the meantime.” 

Lydia didn’t respond, but she sat down and crossed her arms. She looked away from the table and wiped her cheek on her shoulder to wipe away the tears that had escaped.

“Okay, you want to expand our range. That sounds like a fair idea, but we don’t know which direction to expand in. We can’t all go to one spot at a time and be in the complete opposite of where we need to be. But we also can’t split up. Both ways, we lose time and ground. We need clues to follow. That’s what we’ve been trying to do. But we haven’t found any clues yet.” 

“But Jaylon-” Lydia began, but Agnes cut her off. 

“Jaylon was a loner with no permanent residence that we can find. He’s not a good jumping off point. We only know where he was when Ethel ran into him. And the trail from there was cold.” 

“It wouldn’t have been if Ethel had come forward faster,” Lydia grumbled. 

“Enough.” Sadie rubbed her temples. “Ethel knows she did wrong on multiple accounts. Leave it alone. There’s nothing to be done about it now.” 

“I just need her back!” Lydia’s voice cracked and tears clouded her vision again before she could blink them away. She was on the brink of telling them the entire truth of the matter, but she didn’t think Nadine would appreciate being outed without being present. 

No one spoke for a long moment. But then Farrah smacked her gum and shrugged. “Then why don’t you go out on your own to find her? Call us when you have something. Since you think you’re the only one that cares.”

No one moved. No one looked at Farrah or Lydia. 

But then Lydia jumped to her feet. “Fine. I will.” She stomped out of the room and slammed the door behind her. 

The other five women glared at Farrah.

“What? You were all thinking it.”

“Not the point.” Agnes got to her feet, snatched up her bag of stones and left the room after Lydia. 

A moment later, the others followed suit. 

*
[image: ]


Nadine

I WORKED IN THE TOWN’S small convenience store, Pam’s Shop. I couldn’t remember how long I’d been working there, but it seemed like a long time since everything was so automatic to me. Scan and bag the customers’ items, tell them their total and collect their payment. Give them their receipt and wish them a nice day. 

Repeat. 

The endless chatter of people, the constant beeping of registers, and intercom static became a dull backdrop I could ignore with no effort. My mind was blank as I performed this robotic task and if a bit of time passed free of customers... I wondered what the hell I was doing here. Surely, working a register at this tiny store hadn’t been my dream. What were my dreams? 

Did I have dreams? 

Before I could linger on that question, a customer would walk up and I’d smile and greet, scan and bag, and so on. All day, from nine to four. 

When my shift was over, I’d hang my brown apron in my locker, collect my small black purse and leave the store. Every day, the same. 

And with the rest of the day empty ahead of me, I had to make a choice on how to spend it. When I scoured my mind for something fun to occupy my time, I came up blank. I didn’t have any hobbies. 

Instead of making a plan, I walked down the street and scanned the surrounding buildings to see if anything sparked my interest. The sun beat down on the top of my head and my arms itched with the warmth of my pink polo shirt. I picked at the collar and wished for somewhere indoors to cool down. Without making the conscious decision, I turned onto the sidewalk leading up to the library. The potted plants near the entrance warmed my heart, and I touched a leaf as I passed in hopes of... what? 

Why had I touched that plant? That was odd. 

I shook it off and entered the building to find a book to read that evening. The library enveloped me in comfort and security, though I didn’t really understand why. Being around the books, I supposed. I’d always enjoyed learning. I think. I didn’t quite remember going to school... but the idea seemed right. 

I wandered the aisles and tried to ignore the weird glances shot my way. Part of my brain told me I’d lived here for most of my life, but the indifference and distance I noticed in the town’s people told me otherwise. At work, people stopped to catch up in the frozen food section or down the cereal aisle all the time; but no one had ever stopped me for a chat. But did it hurt my feelings or just confuse me? 

I put it from my thoughts and returned to browsing the books. After I scanned the shelves for a quarter of an hour, I selected a fantasy novel and approached the front desk. 

When I left, my hand impulsively reached out for the plant again, but I snatched it back with a frown. What was the deal? 

Back on the sidewalk, the traffic had picked up and the noise of cars speeding past me invaded my circle of calm. I continued walking towards my house and my nose twitched at a scent I recognized over the exhaust fumes, but couldn’t name. I spotted a small shop with its door closing. The aroma came from in there and it was undeniably familiar. 

After only a moment of hesitation, I walked into the shop to peruse the shelves. They sold candles, incense, tea cups, and flowers. The merchandise was arranged in a way that made no sense to my neatly ordered mind, but I liked it anyway. I picked up a cup and a bag of tea and selected a few candles. My hands seemed to decide without my mind’s instruction, but I didn’t resist the pull. 

I continued my walk home with a somehow lighter mind. The woman behind the counter had had long gray hair in braided pigtails over her shoulders and her eyes had shown with a strange knowing that I had liked. Even though I’m sure I’d never met the woman before, I’d had to resist the powerful urge to hug her goodbye. 

I turned left into my neighborhood and quickened my pace. Something about my street, with its uniformly gray houses, always made me nervous. They were cookie cutters with the same manicured lawns and the same boring cars in the driveways. Did anything different happen behind those doors, or were they all identical in there as well? Were the occupants robots and run on a timer to come out and water the grass, drive to work, check the mail...? All the things I never did. I didn’t even have a car. 

As I reached my own overgrown lawn, I got the sensation that someone was watching me and I shrugged my shoulders around to escape the sensation of eyes on my back. But my skin continued to crawl, and I jogged up my driveway and into the house to lock the door behind me. 

I let out a breath and tried to relax. 
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Nadine

EVEN IF THE OUTSIDE of my house resembled the neighbors, I liked to think mine was different. My sitting room had cozy, worn in furniture and a bookshelf packed with decorative hardbacks. Cute knick knacks scattered around on end tables and the mantle. My kitchen was a mismatched mess of chairs and dishes, but I told myself it reflected my eclectic personality. 

Even though I couldn’t always remember how I’d picked out one thing or another... each item felt loved and cared for. 

I unpacked my library book onto the table near my favorite armchair. The candle and tea I’d bought on impulse, I laid out on the kitchen table. 

The candle, a simple white pillar with a gold wick, smelled slightly of vanilla. But I also caught hints of honey and sunshine that reminded me of... what? I wasn’t sure. But it felt like a memory I’d clung to my whole life. And the tea was a mix of herbs I wasn’t even sure I could pronounce, but the lady at the store had told me it was a superb choice for the new moon. 

Whatever that meant. 

I tapped the package a few times and tried to remember why I’d picked it up, but then my stomach grumbled. 

I never ate lunch at work. The break room wasn’t in any state to hold edible food. And since I didn’t drive, leaving for lunch wasn’t really an option. But it never bothered me. Until I was home and relaxed, then I remembered I was hungry. 

I preheated the oven and slid my frozen dinner for one onto a cookie sheet on the center rack. Then I slipped into my room to take a shower. 

My room. I didn’t let my mind linger on the pink bedspread I couldn’t have ever picked for myself and the lace doilies on the dresser. 

The other parts of my house felt comfortable, but something about this room nagged at my brain. Sometimes I didn’t even think it smelled right... 

But I didn’t think about it. I passed through the room and turned the shower on. As I scrubbed my hair and washed away the dirt of the day, I wondered, not for the first time that day, what I was doing with my life. Surely I was meant for more than working at a grocery store. I was smart... wasn’t I? 

The question disturbed me even more when I couldn’t quite remember my school years. None of my teachers or classmates’ faces sprung to mind, no matter how hard I tried. I recalled being smart... or at least being able to learn quickly. I didn’t think I’d ever struggled... 

I pushed the ideas away and finished the shower and found a comfortable pair of clothes to enjoy my meal. As much as one could enjoy a TV dinner, anyway. With ten minutes left on
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