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To my parents.

Time and again, I thought there was only darkness left in the world.

Time and again, they showed me there was still light as well.

U





Prologue

They have been called many things.They have been called many things.T
Years ago, when their nomadic ways led them north to 

where the mountains were covered in ice and the winter 
nights were long, the villagers called to them, “Häxa, Häxa!” 
and left gifts of lutfi sk and thick elk skins. When they 
moved farther south, they were Sangoma and as honored 
as the village’s own traditional healers. In the east, they 
were the fearsome Daayan; in the west, they were called
La Lechuza and were rumored to have the ability to trans-
form into birds. Th ey’ve been called healers and seers, 
shape-shifters and conjurers. Wise ones. Heretics. Witches. 
Th ey’ve been welcomed and revered as often as they’ve been 
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feared and despised. History books throughout the world 
are fi lled with tales of their spilled blood — blood spilled 
willingly or unwillingly.

A family by the name of Blackburn was known to be 
particularly talented. Th eir talents delved deep into the 
realms of intrigue — clairvoyance, telekinesis, divination. 
Th ey used their gifts to heal the sick or to ease the passing of 
those they could not heal. Th ey used their gifts to help build 
towns or to defend them. Some of them were lovers, some 
of them fi ghters; a fair few were both. For centuries, over 
lifetimes, the truth of their power seemed everlasting, a 
blooming fl ower that would never wilt, a full moon that 
refused to wane. Th at is, until Rona Blackburn made the fate-
ful decision to move to an obscure island off  the Washington 
coastline and brought that long line of impressive family 
talent to a rather catastrophic and unexpected end.

Anathema Island sits at the tail end of the San Juan 
archipelago that winds through the cold waters of the Salish 
Sea. Th e word anathema refers to something dedicated to 
the gods. Coincidentally enough, it can also indicate some-
one accursed, someone damned, someone doomed. A fi tting 
name, it would seem then, for an island buff eted by rain-
bearing winds and cloaked in a sky so gray that the ocean 
and the heavens seemed one and the same. It was a place 
so remote and so inconsequential that cartographers rarely 
bothered to mark it on maps.

Th e island’s absence from atlases didn’t matter to the 
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swell of Lhaq’temish families who’d inhabited it for cen-
turies. But that fl ourishing community fl ed and scattered 
throughout the archipelago like leaves in the wind with the 
arrival of eight daring settlers, who never bothered to ask if 
the land already belonged to anyone else.

Mack Forgette, having failed to fi nd his fortune in the 
gold mines of Canada’s caribou country, was the fi rst of the 
eight to arrive, in 1843. Soon after came Jebidiah Finch, an 
experienced farrier. Th e man they all called Port Master 
Sweeney had been a trapper. It was his keen eyes that kept 
watch over the small dock on the southwest corner of the 
island. Forsythe Stone, an evangelical pastor, imagined 
leading his fellow islanders away from the debauchery and 
immorality that tend to infect men left to their own devices. 
Avery Sterling was a talented carpenter. Simon Mercer came 
from a long line of farmers. Otto Birch, the good German, 
migrated from a small town in northern California. And 
they all considered themselves quite lucky with the arrival 
of Doctor Sebastian Farce, his black medical bag, and his 
opium ampoules.

Each man claimed his own piece of land — a few hundred 
acres on which he kept goats and sheep — and built a small 
shack where he slept with his boots on. A meal was a piece 
of hard cheese or jerky carved with the same knife used to 
dig out splinters and ingrown toenails. Th ey shat outdoors 
alongside the goats.

It would be another few years before their wives and 
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children would join them. And so, it was in this way that the 
menfolk of Anathema Island lived. Until one blustery day, 
at the cusp of yet another long, hard winter, they received a 
rather unexpected and uninvited guest.

“She was alone you say?” Jebidiah Finch asked.
Port Master Sweeney nodded. “If you don’t count the 

two dogs, if you can call them that. Th ey were some six 
hands tall, like mythological monsters. But they were noth-
ing compared to her. I’ve never seen a woman so large. She 
towered well over my head. At fi rst, I thought one of you 
unlucky bastards might have ordered himself a bride, but 
it seems the woman is here on her own.” Th e port master 
shuddered then, remembering the other unmistakable fea-
ture of this giantess: one glass eye that twisted angrily in its 
socket. Th e glass eye a shade of violet not found anywhere 
in nature.

“Perhaps the lady is a witch,” Otto Birch suggested.
Th e other men laughed, but the port master did not join 

them.
“Yes, tell us, man,” said Mack Forgette. “Where might we 

fi nd this heretic?”
“I am pleased to say that I do not know” was Sweeney’s 

stoic response.
Avery Sterling turned to Sebastian Farce, who until then 

had been sitting in quiet contemplation. “What do you make 
of this, Doctor?”
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“She may be an unusual woman,” the good doctor said 
after a moment, “but she is still a woman. How much trouble 
can she cause that we men would not be more than able to 
counter?”

“I do not think it wise to underestimate her,” the port 
master said, still shaken. “Mark my words, Rona Blackburn 
will prove to be a violent and capricious windstorm. God 
willing, she has no aim of staying!”

Oh, but Rona Blackburn most certainly did.
Rona soon picked out her own plot of land — 

one hundred eighty acres that stretched along the bottom 
of a rocky hill and only a stone’s throw from the shoreline. 
Quickly, much more quickly than natural for a man much 
less a woman — even one of Rona Blackburn’s stature — a 
house appeared. She fi lled her new home with reminders 
of her previous one on the Aegean island she had loved so 
much: pastel seashells and a front door painted a deep cobalt 
blue — a color the yiayias always claimed had the power to 
repel evil. Th en she set up her bed, made a pit for her fi re, 
and erected two wooden tables. One table she kept bare. 
Th e other she covered in tinctures and glass jars of cut herbs 
and other fermented bits of fl ora and fauna. On this table, 
she kept a marble mortar and pestle, the leather sheath in 
which she wrapped her knives, and copper bowls — some 
for mixing dry ingredients, some for liquid, and a few small 
enough to bring to the mouth for sipping. And when the 
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fi re was stoked and the table was set, she placed a wooden 
sign — soon covered in a blanket of a late December 
snow — outside that blue front door.

It read one word: Witch.
For all the things people have said about Rona — and 

they’ve said many things — no one could ever say she lacked 
a sense of humor.

Th roughout that fi rst long winter, and well into the 
following summer, the Original Eight steered clear of Rona 
Blackburn. Th ey did not lend a hand or make any other 
off ering, of friendship or otherwise.

Rona built a fence and raised a small barn. She purchased 
a few chickens and goats from a reclusive family whose pres-
ence on the other side of the island the others had failed 
to notice. She found a beehive in the woods and moved it 
closer to her house. When spring fi nally arrived and the 
bees awoke, Rona harvested the most succulent honey. She 
planted a garden that exploded in a profusion of sunfl owers, 
zinnias, dahlias, lavender, rosemary, hyssop, thyme, and sage. 
In the hot summer months, there were carrots, cucumbers, 
beans, and tomatoes the size and shape of small boulders.

And all the while, the Original Eight kept their distance.
And then.

Th e eight were felling trees to build a steeple for their church. 
As per Forsythe Stone’s instructions, the steeple would be 
tall — tall enough to be seen from every part of the island, 
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a holy arrow that would point the godless and faithful alike 
toward righteousness and glory.

Th e leather strap used to drag the felled trees up the hill 
weakened and snapped, sending an avalanche of logs back 
down the hill and clipping Sebastian Farce on the way.

No one remembered who suggested bringing the doctor 
to Rona. Perhaps it was Sebastian himself, though by the 
time they reached Rona’s door, Sebastian had stopped mak-
ing much noise at all.

Rona must have known that saving one of them could be 
the path to either acceptance or repudiation. For centuries, 
Blackburn women had been run off  for perceived off enses 
less serious than causing someone’s death. Nonetheless, 
Rona stepped aside and allowed the men to carry the injured 
doctor through her cobalt-blue door. Once the patient was 
settled, she sent them on their way.

Blackburn women had never been much for an audience.
With Sebastian’s blood still sticky on their clothing, the 

men turned and headed back to their shacks. Some of them 
were gravely quiet. Others were wide-eyed and chatty, the 
adrenaline compelling them to recount the disaster time and 
again.

Sebastian Farce awoke the next morning, his wounds 
miraculously sealed, and his blood pumping, as it should, 
through his veins and not onto the fl oor.

For the next two days, Rona tended the doctor’s wounds 
while he read from her treasured volumes of Greek myths, 
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her two dogs curled up at his feet. In the evenings, under a 
sky full of stars, they passed a rosewood pipe and discussed 
their shared avocation. He spoke of his leather tourniquets 
and opium tincture. Rona told him about magicked stitch-
ing and countless herbs. At night, they sealed their aff air 
with whispered oaths and christened the bedsheets with 
sweat.

And then, just three days after the accident, Sebastian 
Farce reminded himself of his marital vows, of the wife and 
three children he’d call for in a few months’ time. Telling 
himself that Rona was nothing more than a brief moral 
blunder, he snuck out the back door of Rona’s cedar house, 
skirted the sleeping beasts in the yard, and walked home 
with the shame of his actions tucked between his legs.

Eventually he told the rest of the men of his misdeed, 
and they all laughed nervously and easily forgave what they 
decided was a blameless indiscretion.

“You were beguiled,” said Simon Mercer.
“Undoubtedly the victim of some kind of black magic,” 

agreed Otto Birch.
“She must have muttered an incantation over your sick-

bed,” Mack Forgette off ered, “or slipped a tincture down 
your throat.”

“My God, man, how else could you explain yourself,” the 
port master exclaimed. “To bed a woman such as that? A 
woman such as her? It was a temporary madness to be sure!”

Th ankful that they had evaded the eyes of the witch, the 
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other seven men chose to forget that she had saved one of 
their lives and hoped she would fi nd her way off  the island, 
if not immediately, then certainly before the arrival of their 
wives and children.

Sebastian Farce could not forget as readily. He became 
consumed with darker thoughts.

Unable to sleep at night, Sebastian’s mind began to 
wander. If Rona had the ability to bewitch him, to use her 
charms and enchantments to heal him, didn’t it follow that 
she could just as easily use black magic to harm him? His 
wife? His children?

Rona was thinking no such things. But she could feel 
Sebastian Farce’s paranoid thoughts creeping into her mind 
like an invasive weed. In a short time, this man — whom she 
had kept warm in her own bed, had fed with food prepared 
with her own hands, and had baptized with the sweat of her 
own body — began to fantasize about fi nding her fl oating 
facedown in the lake. Rona was aghast at how quickly his 
fear and guilt had curdled into hatred and contempt.

Th e summer droned on, with its long hot days and even 
hotter nights. Autumn came, painting the island trees with 
its golden hues. In late October, they awoke to winter’s fi rst 
dusting of snow. And then, exactly one year after Rona had 
fi rst arrived on the island, Sebastian Farce decided to take 
matters into his own hands.

“If we are to purge the island of her,” he said to his 
brothers in arms, “we must do so now, before she pollutes 
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the minds of our wives and our daughters. And before our 
sons fall prey to the wiles of the witch.”

Th ey came carrying fi rearms and torches, ignorance 
and fear. Th eir fear rained down on Rona’s burning house 
like ash. It blinded them to how the fl ames merely licked 
her side, like the rough tongue of a wild cat. Th ey didn’t see 
how easily she strode out the back door with her beasts at 
her side, how their bullets pierced her skin and then melted, 
leaving a torrent of liquid lead in her wake. Th ey didn’t see 
how she stood hidden in the trees, a dark shadow against 
the night, the hounds beside her growling like low rumbles 
of distant thunder. Cradling the swell of her growing belly 
hidden under her skirts, Rona watched the Original Eight 
burn her home to the ground.

Later, drunk on whiskey and the exhilaration of the 
hunt, the men sifted through the remnants of Rona’s home; 
they found nothing but a hypnotic purple glass eye, staring 
up at them through the ashes. Th ey brazenly mounted that 
eye on the wall of the Willowbark General Store alongside 
the rest of their trophies — stuff ed pheasants and wild 
turkeys and the head of a black-tailed deer. Forsythe Stone, 
the evangelical pastor, likened it to staring into the eye of a 
storm. He claimed it proved them heroic. In truth, it was 
further evidence that the Original Eight were simply a 
bunch of damn fools.

Rona returned in the dead of night, waking them with a 
piercing scream that chilled their blood and shattered their 
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eardrums. She banished the darkness with a blinding light 
that they later swore radiated from her fi ngertips. And she 
brought with her something far more terrifying than fi re: 
an army of wooden leviathans, hybrid monsters carved from 
trees, so tall they blocked the moon. Th e foolish men could 
only watch, blood spilling from their ears, as Rona’s mon-
sters tore down their homes. Even they had to admit it was 
fair reparation: an eye, as they say, for an eye.

But for Rona, simple retribution wasn’t enough. She 
knew how much they wanted her to disappear from the 
island, how much they wanted all trace of her to vanish as 
cleanly as the tide erases footprints in the sand.

So, when Rona felt that familiar urge to leave, to carry 
on with the nomadic ways of every witch that came before 
her, she searched for a spell that could silence the call in her 
blood. Rona wanted Anathema’s animals to thrive on the 
oxygen from her lungs. She wanted to carve out the island’s 
landscape with her own hands and for its rivers to fl ow with 
the sweat from her own brow.

Her search for such a spell led her to the branches of 
the Blackburn family tree. She traced limbs that reached to 
the heavens and bent back to the earth again. She followed 
roots that stretched across all parts of the world and were 
inscribed in languages that had been dead for centuries. 
And there, buried deep beneath those gnarled roots of that 
ancient family tree, Rona found one.

She cast a binding spell and etched its words into her 



12

own skin, strengthening it with the potency of her own 
spilled blood. Using the sharp blade of her knife, she also 
carved the name Sebastian Farce into the parts of her he had 
blessed with his mouth: her hips and thighs, the curve of her 
neck, and the swell of her breasts.

When her daughter was born, Rona picked up the knife 
and pricked the bottom of her infant’s foot. Th eir mingled 
blood spread like an ink stain across the mattress, and Rona 
crooned that spell once more, this time as sweetly as a lullaby.

A binding spell requires one to peel back the layers of 
her soul and stitch them to another entity entirely, such that 
she is no longer herself, but a chimera made of her own fl esh 
and blood and something else. It is black magic, wicked and 
terrible, and as Rona learned all too well, black magic always 
comes at a wicked and terrible price.

Rona’s daughter Hester possessed none of her mother’s 
natural talents for magic. Until she was nine years old, 
that is. At that age, she could suddenly run faster than any 
man — or boy — on the island. Hester became the fastest 
sharpshooter west of the Rockies. Many claimed that it was 
the threat of a gun clenched in her small hands that kept a 
single drop of blood from being shed during the Pig War 
between the United States and the British Empire — as 
long as you didn’t count the poor pig. But Hester’s gift for 
speed was both the start and the end of her abilities.

Starting with Hester, no Blackburn woman ever again 
possessed the full range of her ancestors’ gifts, gifts that 
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should have been her birthright. Instead, the gifts were 
splintered and parsed — each generation benefi tting from 
only one. Should this splintering of talents have been the 
only unintended side eff ect of Rona’s binding spell, perhaps 
the Blackburn daughters could have been content. But some-
time in her nineteenth year, Hester awoke to fi nd she could 
think of only Andreas Birch, the son of the good German, 
to the exclusion of all else. Just as suddenly, Andreas was 
similarly affl  icted. For three days, the two were consumed 
with exploring all of the ways their bodies fi t together. On 
the morning of the fourth day, Hester awoke alone. She later 
found Andreas back behind the grocery counter. His face, 
red with shame, was the only evidence of their passionate 
aff air until the second Blackburn daughter, Greta, was born 
nine months later.

A Blackburn woman’s love story only ever lasts three 
days. When it is over, the man returns to his life, to his 
children and his wife if he has them, never once acknowl-
edging — often times, not even to himself — the part he 
played in the creation of another Blackburn daughter.

Rona wanted to expunge the names of those foolish 
men from all of history. She did not expect that by doing 
so, she’d inadvertently tied their bloodlines, one by one, to 
her own until it was Blackburn blood that had the greater 
claim on Anathema Island. In casting her vindictive spell 
Rona unwittingly damned every future Blackburn daughter 
to heartbreak and a loveless union.
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For seven generations, the fates of the Blackburn 
daughters have been bound to Anathema Island and to the 
descendants of the Original Eight. One can’t help but won-
der what this might mean for Nor, the eighth and there-
fore last of the Blackburn daughters. Could it be that for 
her, love was a choice, a hand she could either grasp or push 
away? And, more importantly, would that impressive line of 
family talent fi nally come to a quiet and unremarkable end 
with her?

Nor had been counting on it.
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Cloaking Spell

“Everyone longs to go unseen once in a while. 

The trick is not to fi nd oneself trapped in invisibility.”

— Rona Blackburn

Nor Blackburn wasn’t afraid of blood.Nor Blackburn wasn’t afraid of blood.N
Th ere were several things she was afraid of, but blood 

wasn’t one of them. Th is was fortunate, because when she 
picked up shards of glass from the cup she had dropped, she 
cut her fi nger, and it bled. It bled a lot.

For a moment too long, Nor looked at her fi nger and 
watched the blood well up and trickle into the sink. It 
reminded her of how, in the past, she had sometimes been 
“careless” with knives when loading the dishwasher or 
chopping vegetables for dinner. It was a way to cause pain 
without appearing to do so deliberately. It was a way to dis-
guise spilled blood as accidental.
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Nor ran cold water over her fi nger and then wrapped 
it quickly with gauze. She was more careful when picking 
up the rest of the broken glass. Nor wasn’t afraid of blood, 
but not being afraid of blood was one of the things she was
afraid of.

In her bedroom, Nor found the little dog still asleep on 
her pillow and an early morning September rainstorm beat-
ing against the windows. She stretched her arms over her 
head, and her fi ngertips brushed the slope of one of the eight 
walls that made up the room. With windows and a skylight 
on every side, Nor’s room seemed closer to the heavens than 
to the ground. At night, the dark blue of the sky was her 
blanket, and the glow from the stars illuminated her dreams. 
On clear days, she could usually see most of the island from 
up there. On this morning, a thick, dreary fog blanketed the 
ground, and Nor could see only the tops of the trees along 
the shoreline and the rocky gray waters of the Salish Sea.

It had been Nor’s great-grandmother, Astrid — a 
woman who could lift a length of timber twice her size over 
her head — who had built the Tower in the shape of an octa-
gon, making it virtually indestructible. “It is not impossible 
to destroy a witch,” Astrid had been known to say, “so her 
home should be sturdy enough to at least give her time to 
escape through the back door.”

Nor pulled a pair of ripped jeans out from under a pile 
of clothes on the fl oor. She tugged the jeans up over her hips 
and pulled on a black sweater. Th e stretched-out sleeves 
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fl apped at her sides like broken wings, but they did a good 
job covering the thin white scars that ran across her wrists 
and along her upper arms.

She paused just long enough in front of the mirror to 
line her blue eyes in shimmery black and attempt to rake 
her fi ngers through her wild waist-long hair. She found her 
phone on her dresser beside an old book of Greek myths, 
then snagged her muddy running shoes by the laces and 
stepped over her grandmother’s dog, Antiquity. Th e wolf-
hound, transfi xed by a pair of crows perched outside one of 
the windows, gave a low growl.

“Oh, hush,” Nor scoff ed. “We both know you’d have no 
idea what to do with one if you caught it. Your hunting days 
ended lifetimes ago.”

Antiquity pondered the truth behind this, then, giving a 
fi nal huff  at the crows, stood, pushed past Nor, and bounded 
down the stairs, the windows of the house rattling with each 
thunderous step. Th e little dog in the bed burrowed farther 
under the covers.

Unlike the rest of the Blackburn daughters, Nor’s 
gift — or “Burden,” as the Blackburn women called it — 
hadn’t arrived until the fi rst penumbral lunar eclipse after 
her eleventh birthday. She had awoken early that morn-
ing — so early that the moon still shone brightly in the dark 
February sky — to fi nd her grandmother Judd standing at 
the end of her bed.

“Well, what is it then?” Judd had spoken around the 
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rosewood pipe clenched in her teeth. Having only moved 
into the Tower the year before, Nor had been still unac-
customed to her grandmother’s gruff  ways. Her heart had 
quickened when Judd peered at her; there was never any 
hiding from her all-seeing eyes.

Judd was the sixth daughter, Burdened with the gift of 
healing. Nor had always feared those times when she found 
herself at her grandmother’s mercy, when all of her discrep-
ancies, all of her fl aws and fears were exposed, and Judd 
calmly repaired the parts of her that she’d broken.

“Take a deep breath,” Nor’s grandmother had ordered. 
Nor did as she was told, and a surge of relief fi lled her. She 
felt — nothing. Perhaps she’d been spared? Judd exhaled a 
plume of smoke so that the next breath Nor took was thick 
with it. It tickled her throat. And in noticing that, she’d 
noticed something else.

“I can hear the bees,” Nor had whispered, and, closing 
her eyes, the sound of the hibernating hive in the garden 
grew louder in her head. “Th ey aren’t talking to me exactly. 
But I can hear them. I can hear their queen. Th e next snow 
will be here in a week. And the rooster in the yard will be 
dead by spring.”

Judd confi rmed Nor’s Burden with a fi rm nod. “So the 
plants and animals can talk to ya, can they? Th at’s a fi ne 
one, Nor.”

Nor had understood what her grandmother was telling 
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her then: that she was safe. As long as Nor stayed content 
with her innocuous ability, there was little chance of her 
becoming like her mother.

Which was why, long after Judd had gone back to bed, 
eleven-year-old Nor had watched the moon fade into the 
morning sky and tried to pretend that the Burden she’d told 
her grandmother about was the only one she’d received.

Although a fair portion of Anathema Island remained 
mostly uninhabited, the more populated part of the island 
was a composite of farmhouses and beach rentals, historic 
buildings and the occasional tourist trap. Most of the shops 
and businesses sat along the main road, Meandering Lane, 
named for the way the street twisted and turned along the 
island’s southwestern coastline.

Th e Witching Hour sat atop the Sweet and Savory 
Bakery. As Nor started up the outside stairs, she noticed 
the door to the bakery had been fl ung open, and the aroma 
of freshly baked bread — cinnamon and pumpernickel and 
sourdough — wafted over her. She could see Bliss Sweeney, 
a smudge of fl our on each of her rosy cheeks, sharing a morn-
ing cup of coff ee with Vitória Oliveira, the proprietor of the 
Milk and Honey Spa down the street. Th ey both waved 
when they saw Nor.

“Would you mind putting these out for your custom-
ers?” Nor asked. She stopped and handed each woman a 
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stack of fl yers she pulled out of her bag. “I promised they’d 
be on every countertop of every business on the street.”

“Madge is going all out this Halloween, isn’t she?” Bliss 
mused, examining the fl yer.

“A lantern-lit midnight tour of the island cemetery. A 
séance and palm reading. Any chance she’ll convince our 
own young Blackburn to join the festivities this year?”

“Not if I can help it,” Nor said with a smile.
“But what if Rona Blackburn shows this year?” Vitória

Oliveira teased. “Madge has been making that promise for 
years.”

“All the more reason for me to stay at home,” Nor said. 
“I’m going to turn out the lights and eat all of the candy 
Apothia buys for trick-or-treaters.”

Bliss laughed. “No interest in meeting your infamous 
matriarch?”

“Not in the least.”
Despite her being a Blackburn, no one on Anathema 

had ever treated Nor any diff erently from anyone else. 
Eclectic characters were just a part of island life. Th is, after 
all, was a place where street names were reminiscent of fairy 
tales, with names like Red Poppy Road and Stars-in-Th eir-
Eyes Lane. It was a place where bohemians came to retire, 
to spend their free hours creating sculptures out of recycled 
electronics or painting large graphic nudes of one another 
that they proudly displayed at the weekly street fair. It was 
where Harper Forgette — who, genealogically speaking, was 
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Nor’s sixth cousin — and her girlfriend, Kaleema, ran an 
alpaca farm on the Forgette family land. It was where clients 
looked forward to a taste of Vitória Oliveira’s lavender jam 
just as much as they did to her lavender-infused pedicures, 
and where Th eo Dawson, the island’s sole mechanic, had 
been known to accept payment in croque monsieurs.

Heckel Abernathy, the owner of Willowbark General 
Store, on the other hand, insisted to all who would listen 
that the Blackburn family was very special indeed. To him, 
they were the living embodiment of a good luck charm or a 
talisman, and the cause of the island’s good fortune. It was 
understandable why he might think so. Th e link between 
the Blackburn daughters and the island was so strong Nor 
often imagined that the veins that ran underneath her skin 
and the tree roots that ran under her feet were one and 
the same.

Th e island itself was rich with relics of Blackburn fam-
ily lore. A plaque sat in front of every building constructed 
by Astrid Blackburn, the fi fth daughter, designating it a his-
torical landmark. A statue of Astrid’s mother, Scarlet, stood 
in front of the library she’d rescued books from when a fi re 
surged through the island in 1928. Th e island cemetery 
boasted headstones of all fi ve departed Blackburn daughters, 
as well as Rona Blackburn herself. It was said that leaving a 
white lily on the grave of Mara, the third daughter, would 
ensure safe passage into the afterlife for departed loved ones.

And though there were many stories about why these 
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extraordinarily gifted women could do the extraordinarily 
gifted things they did, thankfully for Nor, those who truly 
believed it was because they were witches were few and far 
between.

Nor left the bakery and continued up the staircase, care-
ful not to slip on the wet blanket of red and orange leaves 
covering the steps. Th e second-fl oor porch had been deco-
rated for the season with cornstalks and pots of Chinese-
lantern fl owers. A hand-painted sign in the window read:

GUIDED WALKING TOURS OF ANATHEMA ISLAND’S 

WITCHRELEVANT LANDMARKS AND LEGENDS.

AVAILABLE THRICE DAILY. 

FOR TIMES AND PRICES, INQUIRE WITHIN.

Nor stomped her wet boots, entered the shop, and was 
greeted by the tiny clang of bells and a thick haze of incense. 
Walking into the Witching Hour always felt to Nor like she 
was walking into a secret. Th e dark purple walls and velvet 
curtains gave the room an air of mystery. A black-painted 
pentacle covered the wooden fl oor. Short, fat candles fl ick-
ered from the windowsills. Grimacing gargoyles and death 
masks hung from the walls alongside dried herbs and shelves 
of apothecary bottles fi lled with all kinds of nefarious con-
tents: graveyard dirt, dried scorpions, bat’s blood. Th ere 
were broomsticks that smelled faintly of cinnamon, and 
tall, pointed hats crafted by a local milliner. Th e shop even 
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had its own familiar, a skittish black feline by the name of 
Kikimora.

It was a shame really. If any of the Blackburn daughters 
had been gifted with a talent for spell work, the Witching 
Hour would have had everything they could ever need. But 
the art of casting spells had died with Rona, it seemed. And 
good riddance to it, Nor thought.

As Nor hung up her jacket, a woman she’d only ever 
known as Wintersweet bounced into the room, a black-
hooded cloak hanging from her shoulders.

“Tonic?” she squeaked, off ering Nor a mug. “Just brewed 
it this morning.”

Nor took the mug, trying to avoid the woman’s gaze as 
she waited, expectantly, for Nor to take a sip. When she did, 
Wintersweet clapped her hands gleefully and skipped back 
into the adjoining room. Nor put the mug down. Th e con-
tents tasted too vile for her to drink.

Nor took her place behind the cash register as the par-
ticipants of the morning’s tour began to trickle steadily into 
the small shop, rain jackets and umbrellas dripping. Th e 
Witching Hour’s owner, Madge Shimizu, appeared in the 
back doorway.

“You forgot this,” Madge teased Nor, then plopped a 
tall, black, pointed hat onto Nor’s head. Nor grimaced, and 
Madge laughed. “If you get a chance,” Madge said, “there are 
some boxes in the back that need to be stocked.” She pulled 
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up the hood of her own black cloak and welcomed the small 
crowd. Once she and Wintersweet had led the group out 
into the rain, Nor plucked the hat from her head and tossed 
it to the fl oor.

Despite the best eff orts of a well-meaning guidance coun-
selor, Nor had dropped out of high school after her junior 
year. In their last required meeting, the counselor had 
declared that Nor lacked, to use her words, “the intrinsic 
motivation to do anything of importance or relevance with 
this life.”

Th is wasn’t exactly a surprising revelation. Teachers had 
been saying roughly the same thing about Nor for as long as 
she could remember. Nor’s report cards were typically littered 
with phrases like “lacks initiative” and “is easily discouraged.” 
She did, at her grandmother’s insistence, take the exams 
required to earn her General Education Diploma — which, 
it turned out, wasn’t actually a diploma, but a certifi cate that 
Nor was supposed to print off  the Internet herself.

Nor had never had the heart to tell anyone that all she 
wanted was to make the slightest mark as humanly possible 
on the world; she was too preoccupied with proving to her-
self that she was nothing like her mother to be focused on 
anything else. Which was exactly why the link to that GED 
certifi cate was sitting unopened in Nor’s inbox, and she was 
still working the same delightfully dull part-time job at the 
Witching Hour, stocking the shop’s sagging shelves with 
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tarot cards and spell kits, selling faux love potions to tour-
ists, and attempting to stay awake through slow afternoons.

Nor had unpacked half of the new merchandise, 
restocked the apothecary section with mandrake root and 
sumac berry, and added a fresh pile of the Witching Hour 
bumper stickers — I’d Rather Be Riding My Broom — to 
the front counter by the time Savvy entered the shop a few 
hours later. She was carrying two tall blended coff ees from 
the Sweet and Savory Bakery, which Nor eyed greedily.

Savvy, Nor’s best friend, was a petite beam of sunshine 
in scuff ed-up combat boots and ripped lace leggings. A punk 
rock Pollyanna, she was sweet and genuine and, in Nor’s 
opinion, extremely pretty with big brown eyes, ocher-brown 
skin, and wildly colored hair.

“So how was school?” Nor teased, gratefully taking the 
coff ee.

Nor didn’t envy the load of books she could see in Savvy’s 
hot-pink backpack or the hours of homework she’d have to 
complete this weekend.

“Nothing but a shell of its former self since you left,” 
Savvy said.  “Th ey say no one in the history of the school 
made a greater impact there than you did.”

“Must have been all those clubs I didn’t join and all the 
classes I cut.”

“Th e dances you didn’t attend, the yearbook photos you 
never took.” Savvy shook her head. “I’ve never known anyone 
so devoted to anonymity.”
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“Have I told you I don’t have a single social media 
account?”

“Ugh, don’t remind me.” Savvy stood on her tiptoes to 
swipe at the handwoven dream catchers hanging from the 
ceiling. “I tried messaging you about tonight before I remem-
bered the only way to communicate with you is through 
carrier pigeon.”

“Or, you know, you could have texted me.”
“Semantics.”
“What’s happening tonight?” Nor asked. She felt some-

thing brush against her leg. She looked down. Kikimora 
meowed at her silently until Nor picked her up and placed 
her on the counter.

“A bunch of us are thinking about heading over to 
Halcyon Island,” Savvy said.

Some of the islands in the archipelago were so small 
that they were privately owned. Halcyon was one such 
island, named for the wealthy family who had purchased it 
in the 1940s. Th e novelty of owning an island in the Salish 
Sea was lost on the Halcyon heirs, and Halcyon Island was 
later sold. It had exchanged hands multiple times: the most 
recent owners — a pair of well-meaning mainlanders — had 
converted the Halcyon family mansion into a bed-and-
breakfast. It had closed a few years ago, and the island had 
been empty ever since.

Nor made a face. “I don’t get why you like hanging out 
there. It gives me the creeps.”
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“I thought we liked things that give us the creeps?” Savvy 
said.

“We do,” Nor said. “Just not that place. Th ey found a 
body over there, Savvy.”

“It’s not there anymore!” Savvy retorted. “Plus, we live on 
an island. What the fuck else is there to do?”

“You could go to work,” Nor suggested jokingly. “Isn’t the 
Society supposed to be open now?”

For years, the barn behind Th eo Dawson’s mechanic 
shop had been where islanders brought belongings they no 
longer needed or wanted. Th ough money never exchanged 
hands — the Society for the Protection of Discarded Th ings, 
as Savvy fondly called it, was more a take-what-you-need-
and-leave-the-rest kind of place — Savvy still spent most of 
her free time behind the front counter. She was, to use her 
words, the Guardian of Unwanted Th ings.

“I could do a great many things, but that doesn’t mean I 
will” was Savvy’s reply.

Nor laughed and nudged Kikimora out of the way 
before she lifted another heavy box onto the counter. Most 
of the books and curios that Madge ordered for the shop 
came from places with names like Crystal Waves and the 
Enlightened Sorcerer. Nor found a publishing house called 
Crone Books particularly irritating because its logo was the 
silhouette of a stereotypical witch, complete with a long, 
pointed nose and a wart on her chin.

Th is particular box, however, was unmarked. Th e return 
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address was from some obscure town in Maine that Nor had 
never even heard of. She ripped the box open. Savvy reached 
in and pulled out a book from the stack inside.

“Th e Price Guide to the Occult,” she read aloud. “Intriguing 
title.” She fl ipped the book over. “A collection of magick spells, title.” She fl ipped the book over. “A collection of magick spells, title.” She fl ipped the book over. “
passed down for generations and now available for common use 
for the fi rst time ever. Th ey even spell magick with a magick with a magick k.”

“If that doesn’t make it legit, I don’t know what does,” 
Nor said sardonically. In most of those so-called spell books, 
the spells typically read more like recipes, most of which, for 
reasons Nor had never been able to understand, required the 
person who cast them to be naked under a full moon. She 
doubted very much that this spell book was any diff erent.

“Wait,” Savvy said, fl ipping through the pages. “It’s not 
actually a spell book.”

“What is it then?”
“It’s exactly what it says it is. A price guide. A catalog, 

like the kind they put out for tulip bulbs every spring. You 
send in your order form and your money, and then I guess 
they cast the spell for you.”

“Th at’s generous of them.”
“Isn’t it? Because apparently magick-with-a-k is far easier 

to perform when someone is willing to pay for it.”
“Well, it is the American way.”
“Yup. Th ere’s a free one in the front that you can cast 

yourself. Claims to help with memory. What do you think? 
Feeling forgetful today?” Savvy’s smile dropped. “Oh wait, 
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it says, ‘non-practitioners of conjuration’— it really does 
say that — must perform a blood sacrifi ce fi rst.’ What a load 
of crap.”

“Let me see that.” Nor pulled the book from Savvy’s 
grasp. She read the advertised spell, absentmindedly fi ddling 
with the bandage on her fi nger.

It was a spell. A real spell.
As a child, Nor had spent every winter solstice, full 

moon, and spring equinox with Madge and the rest of her 
coven of wannabe witches. Th ey would gather in the clear-
ing near Celestial Lake to sing songs and dance around a 
bonfi re with fl owers in their hair, chanting “spells”: meaning-
less words strung together with the intention of rhyming 
more than casting magic.

But this spell was nothing like that. Th is was a Blackburn 
spell, the kind only Rona herself could cast. How in the hell 
did it end up here? Nor opened the book. And that was when 
she saw her face: those piercing green eyes; that provoca-
tive stare; the fi ngernails fi led to a point and painted with 
scarlet lacquer; matching red lips; a complexion so pale her 
skin appeared to be made of porcelain. Her hair was dif-
ferent, now a shiny orange-red cut in the style of a 1940s 
starlet. All cheekbones and coy. After all this time, there she 
was again.

An onslaught of memories fi lled Nor’s head. Th e night 
sky bright with fi re. Th e charred black of burned skin. Pools of 
blood. Th e scars on Nor’s arms and wrists began to hum in 
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anticipation. Her fi ngers tingled with want for something 
sharp.

“What is it?” Savvy asked, her voice wavering with con-
cern. “Nor, what’s wrong?”

Th e thump of Nor’s frantic heart was so loud she didn’t 
hear Madge coming up behind them until it was too late. 
Madge grabbed the book from Nor and stared at the photo. 
Th en, clutching the book to her chest, Madge let out a 
strangled moan, as if a part of her had shriveled and with-
ered away.

“It’s my mother,” Nor whispered.


