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Waxing CRESCENT
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If someone had told Conner just last week, he'd be sneaking around in the woods outside the Rising Star Temple of Empire City, he would have called them insane. If they'd included he'd be in disguise and helping one of the council witches get away with a book, he would have thought they were plain stupid. And yet, here he was, with the scorching sun baking the top of his head through the trees and leading the way to a portal he'd set up that morning. 

Ethel, the council witch in question, tripped over a tree root and the wrapped package slid out of her grip. Conner held in his groan at her clumsiness and turned around with a smile. As clueless as this girl was, he had to play the part to avoid suspicion. 

"Here, let me get that." Conner stooped, his glamor disguising his hands to look like Harold's, and he picked up the book. Its weight was solid and reassuring in his hand. He tucked it into an inside pocket of his jacket. Hoping that Harold would act in the same way.

Ethel dusted her legs off and smiled at him, completely unfazed by his behavior. Good. Only a little further and he could drop the act. He held out a hand to help her over the tree roots and they continued down the scarcely walked path. Her power pulsed under her skin, and he wanted nothing more than to leech it from her. She didn't have a very strong shield in place, thinking she was safe with him, and it would be all too easy. But he had to resist. 

"So, where we going?" Ethel said. 

"Shh..." Conner pressed a finger to his lips. "We can't talk about it, in case anyone is trying to overhear."

"Oh, right." Ethel covered her mouth with her hand, but then she giggled. "Sorry. I never get to do anything cool like this."

Conner grinned at her and repressed the urge to roll his eyes. They'll never let you do anything again if they find out what you've done. But he had to be thankful she was sent on this errand. He might not have been able to fool one of the others. 

"Almost there," he said and pushed through a bunch of low-hanging branches. "Okay, this is where I leave you. I'll portal from here to the safe place. You go back and tell them it's done."

Ethel beamed and nodded. "Got it. See you later, Harold!" 

Conner watched her walk away, and then he dropped the glamor. The oversized jacket and fingerless gloves were gone and replaced by his worn leather vest and tattoos. With a sigh, he pushed his longer, curly hair out of his face. He'd done it. 

With careful hands, he brought the package back out and unwrapped it, unable to contain his excitement. Once the folds of the wrappings fell away, he rubbed one hand over the rough cover. Runes were pressed into the leather at each corner and words he didn't recognize scrawled along the edges. But he knew without turning a single page that this book contained all the power his heart had ever desired. 

And he couldn't wait to get home and test it out. 
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Chapter ONE 
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First Quarter Moon

The first quarter moon is a time for growth. Make careful plans and consider every action to ensure you achieve your goals. Access your manifestations and check in with your intentions before taking steps in the right direction. 

But you should be moving forward. Avoid stagnation by taking the necessary steps in life. Don't be held back by fear. You can do anything with the proper planning. 

Also called the half moon, we can now see half of the moon's surface illuminated by the sun. 

Enjoy an evening of moon bathing. Keep cool in the summer's heat and relax under the Goddess's eye. 
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THE FIRE BLAZED AT the circle's center. Robed witches sat around the flickering light, palms raised to the sky. Each consumed by their individual desires, they whispered their secrets to the air.

Once the ritual ended, they celebrate with wine and fruit, dancing the night away with the positive force to bring their dreams into the light. 
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ONLY ONCE WE PUT OUR trust

In the Goddess above

Can she lead us into our truth

Into the light

Only with our hearts free of hate

And our minds filled with hope

Can we walk down our path

To our peace 

So we wish it

So it will be

Blessed be 

*
[image: ]


Raven

I SWUNG MY CAR INTO the parking lot and squeezed into an empty spot near the back between two hulking SUVs. When I looked at the shiny cars around me, I knew it was time to upgrade my hunk of junk. But who had time to go car shopping? 

My hair flew around my face and a sandal half fell off my foot as I dashed towards the hidden doorway into the temple. I struggled to pull my bag over my shoulder and fix my shoe at the same time. The resulting image of me hopping on one foot would have been delightful at any other time. But today, I was late. And I was supposed to be leading the morning meeting. 

My back pressed into the wall and I melted through to the hallway, nearly collapsing to the ground as I got the strap of my shoe over my heel at last. Fortunately, no one saw me almost face-plant. 

I composed myself and pressed my flyaway hair down with a quick spell and walked down the hall with as much dignity as I could summon. But before I even crossed the main room, Sadie waved me over to the coffee cart. 

I adjusted the strap of my bag as I hurried over to her and looked around for the others, confused. "Isn't the meeting-"

"Postponed ten extra minutes. Waiting on some report or other. Here." She pressed a hot cup of coffee into my hands. 

I sagged under the relief and took a grateful gulp of the caffeine. "Oh, thank the Goddess. I thought everyone would be in there waiting for me. My dryer didn't run last night, and I had to hand dry my jeans." I picked at one pocket. "They're still a little damp." 

Sadie giggled and then wiggled her fingers towards my pants. A stream of air warmed me and the fabric relaxed into a more natural state. "First quarter hasn't started well for you."

"Thanks, I've noticed. There was no time to journal before bed. I'm completely disorganized mentally."

"What are you two girls doing?" Harold appeared from out of nowhere and looked us up and down, eyebrows wiggling. He copied Sadie's finger movements and then made a disapproving cluck. "Nadine told me I couldn't play with people's pants at work. Against policy or something." 

Sadie laughed, her cheeks pink, and I felt my face burn while I looked away. Every word I'd ever known fell out of my head and my heart thudded in my chest. Oh dear, oh no, not now. 

"I'm sure whoever's pants you're playing with won't to report you." She wiggled her eyebrows and looked pointedly in my direction. 

I wanted to fall into a hole. 

"You never know. Sometimes they're busy, like in a meeting, or on an important phone call." Harold sighed and shrugged for dramatic effect. 

"Sounds like you need better timing," Sadie said. 

"I'll have to work on that." 

Harold laughed as he left us and I wanted to melt into the floor. I pushed my cup against my lips and squeezed my eyes shut in mortification. 

"He was flirting with you," Sadie said and nudged my arm.

My eyes popped open wide in shock and I shook my head. "Not a chance. He's just being... Harold." 

"Right, but in your direction this time." She nudged me again and then bumped her hip into mine. "Things are looking up." 

I rolled my eyes and even more heat rose into my face, but I refused to argue with Sadie. She wouldn't let me talk badly about myself this early in the morning. I'd let her think she was right about this one, even though I knew there was no way on this planet Harold would flirt with me. Especially with witnesses. 

Sadie continued to snigger and grabbed my arm. "Come on, we'd better get in the conference room before you're actually late." 

"Right." I took a large swallow from the cup of coffee and prepared myself to lead the morning meeting for the first time. Why, oh why, had Nadine left me in charge? 
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ONCE we were in the conference room, my nerves hit a new peak. Standing at the front of the room really put it in to perspective and I couldn't handle the attention on me. I paced around the front of the table, not looking anyone in the eye as they took their seats. Meredith came in last and closed the door. Sadie pinched my arm on my last turn and I looked up to smile at everyone, but tripped over my own feet I'd been watching so closely only a moment before and hit my leg on the table. The cups of coffee jostled, a few drops spilling over the sides.

"Oh, sorry..." I summoned a pile of napkins and tried to hand them to Agnes and Ethel.

Agnes ignored the napkins and flicked her fingers at the mess to clean it up. Her eyebrows raised at me. Farrah popped her bubble gum and smirked. 

It's fine, I can do this. No reason to be so nervous. I work with them every single day. It's going to be fine. I cleared my throat and tried to start again. "Good morning, everyone. As you know, Nadine is still out of town with Lydia and they left me the notes to cover today's morning meeting." I picked up the stationery and focused on the words. My palms were sweaty, and I wanted to wipe them on my jeans, but I didn't want to give Farrah any more fuel against me. "So, the first thing we need to talk about is Antonia." I put the sheet back down and put my hands behind my back so I could try to dry them on my shirt with no one noticing. "Who has the update on her recovery?"

Farrah blew an enormous bubble with her gum, eyes out of focus. Agnes and Meredith turned to stare at her. The bubble popped, and she realized what I'd said, jumping to attention.

"Oh, that's me." She laughed and turned on her tablet. "Antonia....." She drew the name out as she scrolled for the correct file. "Here she is. Okay, the doctors have restored her insides to working order and deemed her stable. Medi-witches are still working on her power banks, but they said she's getting better every day. She's awake and talking. At least once a day, the therapist checks in with her about her trauma. 

"Check in with the trauma?" Meredith asked with a raised eyebrow and Agnes sniggered. 

Farrah shrugged.

Ignoring her choice of words, I continued. "Great to hear it. Um." I looked down at my notes again. "Nadine would like you to go visit her and get an official statement about what happened."

"Me?" Farrah looked shocked. 

"Is that a problem?" I tried to keep my face straight, but even I thought it was a ridiculous task to give to Farrah. She was so insensitive. If Antonia was upset in any way, Farrah would leave her ten times worse. 

Meredith snickered. "I'll go with her to make sure she doesn't get out of line." 

"Hey! What's that supposed to mean?" 

I couldn't help but laugh and I relaxed a little. This wasn't so bad. 

Sadie patted Farrah's arm with a grin. "You know what that means." 

Farrah huffed and folded her arms. "Whatever." 

I checked the paper again and composed my giggles. "And then Sadie and I are going to visit the coven where Antonia lives...." I bent to read the smaller print, "In Pleasant Patch. Since they dropped the ball on Antonia's missing persons case. And Agnes, you and Ethel are supposed to stop by Antonia's house to update her roommate and help her get the house ready for Antonia's return. Which is supposed to be soon." 

They nodded. I rocked back on my heels and sipped my coffee, feeling like I did an okay job at leading the meeting after all. Not sure what I was so nervous about. 

I walked around to my normal seat to collect the rest of my papers and bumped into the chair. Something tore behind me. The chair arm snagged my pocket and ripped it off my jeans. I felt a draft against my bare skin. Horrified, I stumbled backwards, wanting to hide my exposed butt cheek against the wall. But I tripped over my own feet again and fell to the floor. And to add insult to injury, I flung my coffee cup into the air and the scalding liquid poured over my head. 

And I thought I wanted to melt into the floor before... 

They were staring at me, mouths hanging open. 

"You can go now." I covered my face with my hands and held in my tears. 

Farrah popped her gum a few more times and chairs scraped away from the table. But at least they had the decency to wait until they were in the hall to laugh. Sadie sunk to the floor beside me and put her hand on my arm. 

"Let's get you cleaned up and we can get breakfast before going to Pleasant Patch, kay?" 

I sniffled. "That sounds great, actually." 
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SADIE'S office was the perfect example of orderly chaos. Doom piles sat everywhere, and yet it still looked clean. Her desk was never cluttered, and both of her chairs sat free of junk. Nothing like Raven's own office where you'd be lucky if you found a place to sit. 

Sadie gave me a change of clothes from her closet and a moment later, I slid into the silky purple dress. I felt much better at once. She pressed a pen and paper into my hand and directed me to her chair with a command to get my thoughts in order while she went to work on the sticky mess that my hair had become. 

"I won't go with you in the field if you're acting like a basket case, missy. You will put your thoughts down and ask for some guidance while you're at it. We have work to do."

I grinned sheepishly at her. "Yes, mom." I didn't know where I would be without Sadie, she really was my rock. 

She gave my hair a soft tug and shook her head. But I relaxed under her touch as she worked the cleansing and softening spells through my hair. I followed her instructions and let my worries fall out of my head onto the page. I wrote about the stress of leading my first morning meeting. Nadine picking me for the first time was an honor. But I didn't fit the job. But to question Nadine's choice would be to question her judgment and I would never do that. She'd been the voice of reason around here for as long as I'd known her. She was the go-to for advice, even in school. She had a level head on her shoulders and took time in considering details no one else did. And out of all of us, she'd picked me. If Nadine judged me ready to be in charge of something, I had to accept it to be true. I trusted in her decisions and, by extension, trusted in myself to be capable enough to get the job done. 

And I so desperately wanted to prove myself. No one ever said they didn't think I was capable, but I knew from Farrah's expression that she was waiting for me to fail. And sometimes when Agnes looked at me, I got the impression she was only humoring me until someone smarter came along. But I reminded myself that Farrah liked chaos and wanted to see everyone fall on their face. Nadine was the only one who could humble Agnes, a legitimate genius with a superiority complex. So, really, I had nothing to worry about as long as I tried my best. 

I wrote one last word... Harold. And I stopped myself. Because I wouldn't let myself manifest something like that. If it was going to happen, it would and I would not ask for any help in that department. It was in the universe's hands now. I put the pen down, relaxed my shoulders, and felt hopeful for a clear path ahead. Writing it out really put things into perspective.

Besides, it could have been worse. Harold could have been there to witness the pants ripping incident. 

Sadie trailed her fingers through the last tendrils of my hair and then tapped my shoulders.

"All done?" she said.

"All done," I sing-songed back. 

"Good. Then let's get to work."  
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WE took Sadie's car, since mine was too messy, in her opinion. She wasn't wrong, necessarily, but I didn't see what the problem was with having a little trash shoved into the floorboard. Her AC did work way better than mine, though, so I didn't put up much of a fight. 

"So, what does that file say?" Sadie pressed the buttons for cruise control and relaxed her grip on the steering wheel. She drove exactly the speed limit. Probably another reason she insisted on driving. Abiding the speed limit wasn't my strong suit. 

I opened the note from Nadine and scanned the contents again. "Antonia's roommate reported her missing right after she disappeared. She said no one followed up with her and she returned to ask for news and they lost the case file, so she had to start all over." 

Sadie tsked her tongue against her teeth and shook her head. Nothing like that would have ever happened at our temple. Our filing system was immaculate. 

"It says that someone named.... Jennifer was in charge of the case."

Sadie took the next exit and pulled into a gas station parking lot.

"Where are you going?"

"I'm too mad to drive. We'll just open a portal. I know that's unprofessional or whatever, to just pop into other people's place of work, but that's ridiculous." She turned the car off and stepped out. "Come on." 

I laughed and followed her around the side of the building so we'd attract less attention. She snapped her fingers, and a seam tore open in the air in front of us. She stepped through and then held it open for me to follow. Sadie angry was one of my favorite sights. She nearly crackled with energy and her face screamed 'no nonsense.' 

We stood in front of a large brick building with a single black door. There were no windows, but the actual temple was beneath street level, anyway. This building was probably a bank that acted as the cover for the non magical people. 

Sadie knocked, waited a single second, and then pushed the door open. In the small entry room, a guard leaned against the wall with a magazine in his hand. 

"Uh, excuse me, you can't-"

"My name is Sadie Barker, and this is Raven Ward. We're here from the Empire City Temple following up on a case of misconduct."

The guard's mouth snapped shut, and I had to fight my giggles down. 

"We need to see Jennifer." Sadie glanced at me. "Jennifer what?"

I nearly dropped the note in my haste to find the name. "Townsend."

"We need to see Jennifer Townsend. Preferably now." 

"Uh, right." He turned to a phone on the wall and pressed three numbers. "I have two ladies here from Empire City to see Jennifer Townsend. It's urgent." He paused as someone on the other end of the line spoke. "Right, okay. Thank you." He hung up the phone and turned back to us, eyes fixed on the ground. "Someone will be right up to escort you to her office." 

We waited in silence, Sadie staring a hole into the wall behind the guard. After a few uncomfortable minutes, the brick slid away to reveal a hidden door, and the guard visibly relaxed, knowing we'd be leaving him soon. 

When the door opened, a round man in a pinstripe suit raised an eyebrow at us, an unlit cigar clenched between his teeth. There was a short hallway behind him with bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling.  

"Hello, ladies," he said. "If you'll follow me, I will take you to Jennifer." His voice was oily and patronizing. I wanted to shove the cigar down his throat. 

He maneuvered his large body around and waddled back down the hallway to an elevator. We squeezed in beside him and he pressed a button. The bars snapped shut in front of us and the box dropped quickly into the earth. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, not wanting to lose the contents of my stomach all over this man's shoes. But just as suddenly as it moved, it ground to a halt, and the doors slid open again. 

The room ahead of us resembled our main hall in the crowdedness and loud chatter of people. They even had a coffee cart that looked like the one I'd been at just hours ago. But that was where the resemblance ended. Half of the lights were out or dim and crumpled balls of paper littered the floor. There was also a weird stench I couldn't put my finger on. Like sour milk and dirty socks and... something else. 

The man stepped out ahead of us and waved a hand for us to follow. Sadie's nose wrinkled and her lips pursed together as we slowly made our way across the room to the row of office doors on the other side. He knocked on the center one and a shrill voice yelled, "What?" 

Without waiting for more, he opened the door and stuck his head inside. "The people from Empire City are here to see you, ma'am." 

"Oh."

He stepped out of the way and waved us inside. Sadie pushed the door open wide and strode inside, with me right on her heels. 

Jennifer glanced at us for a split-second and then leaned back over the folder she had opened on her desk. Her long dark hair was piled into a messy bun on top of her head and a few strands fell into her face and dragged along the paper. 

"Take a seat." She gestured blindly at the two chairs in front of her desk. Only one was empty, the other held a teetering pile of folders and notes. 

Sadie raised an eyebrow at the chair and gestured for me to take the empty one.. She stood behind me as my second. 

"So, what can I help you ladies with?" Jennifer continued to scan her paperwork and scribbled initials into the margins. 

"Um." I kept my irritation in check, watching her pen move down the papers in front of her, and she still didn't make eye contact. "We're following up on a missing person's case. One you were responsible for. That is until you somehow lost the form?" 

I hoped my words would annoy her enough to stop working and actually talk to me. But it didn't work. She scanned another piece of paper and made a note in the margin.

"Which missing person would that be?" 

Sadie and I exchanged a glance, and I bit the inside of my cheek to hold in my unprofessional response.  

"Would that imply you've had several missing people recently?" Sadie snapped. "Or that you've had several files you've misplaced?" 

Jennifer didn't answer, but Sadie's anger gave me the courage to speak my mind. 

"You were expecting us, right? I would hope that you would have at least checked over the note we sent before our arrival so that you wouldn't waste anyone's time. If you weren't prepared to meet
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