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Prologue
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Maybel

Silvery threads shot through the midnight blue fabric like a comet in a darkened sky. It looked like magic, but it felt like home. Maybel Taylor stroked the satiny cloth and took a deep grounding breath. And another one. The spirits called her this morning.

And she answered.

She pulled out her favorite tarot deck, the one she reserved for her family, and softly shuffled it three times before pulling the cards.

Her nieces showed up like beautiful little soldiers.

NayNay, the little wandering spirit, more at home with animals than people, showed up as the Moon. A pang of regret tugged at Maybel's heart. So many mysteries in that girl’s life. She had no idea.

Fraya, her heart so fierce, so much inner strength. She’d need it, Maybel knew. The cards didn’t tell all, but they gave whispers Maybel could harness. The Strength card was hers.

And Isa. The daughter of her sister, whose passing would always be a jagged edge to her heart. The girl, who’d become Maybel’s reason for being. The girl who felt more comfortable sitting in silence, whose instincts were so strong she felt them viscerally. The girl who’d always put her family and friends above all. She was the High Priestess.

The girls made her smile as she saw them crop up in her reading. But her smile soon disappeared as the cards grew darker.

Nothing is set in stone, not even the cards, she was forced to remind herself. But her hands, how they shook. The Ten of Pentacles, the Tower, and Death.  With a different set, these cards could mean something very different. But in this instance, she felt unsettled. Trouble was coming to their small corner of Whisper Valley.

She sat with her head bowed in prayer to try to find guidance. She couldn’t tell the girls outright what they needed to do. And if she meddled too much, she could push fate in a way that it would push back.

The silence was thick, interrupted by the soft ticking of the clock behind her. She slowly opened her eyes, feeling every one of those fifty-seven years weighing down on her shoulders.  She nodded, accepting the weight of her responsibility.

“Isa! C’mon in here, baby girl,” she hollered at her niece. Maybel knew Isa wasn’t all that interested in the more mystical side of the world, but as the girl grew closer to thirteen, she’d have to make choices.

They all would.

Isa came in, wearing bib overalls and her hair in two big plaits. Maybel tried to sear the way she looked now into her mind. Whatever happened today would change things. She had to be careful. Free will ain’t no plaything.

“Ma’am?” Isa asked. She was all ready to go, her raggedy bookbag that she’d so painstakingly slung on her shoulder. Maybel washed it every so often, making repairs to it to keep that precious thing alive.

“I need you to pay attention today to your instincts.”

Isa’s voice had the particular long-suffering note to it that all tweens and teens had perfected. “I always do.” 

“Extra attention then. And you need to stay out of them woods today, you hear? It’s a full moon tonight and you know how I feel about it.”

“If it’s a full moon night, some folks ain’t right,” Isa said by rote.

Maybel nodded in satisfaction. “You know it. Now give me some sugar and have a good last day at school.”

Isa bent down and kissed her aunt’s cheek. She hugged the older woman impulsively. “Don’t worry, Auntie. I’m going to be fine. You worry too much.” She ran out of the house, the screen door slamming shut behind her.

Maybel pushed back from the table slowly, her hands still unsteady. She needed to replenish herself. Some days when a reading went deep like that one did, it took something out of her.

Fortunately, she had put her kettle on ahead of time. As it started whistling, she got out her mug that matched her tablecloth and a special tea blend that she’d created for just such occasions. It had a mixture of cardamom, ginger, and other spices sweetened with a locally grown honey.

The smell filled the air, and her heart took comfort in it. Maybel took a deep drink, letting the warmth spread through her body.

“Everything will be fine,” she murmured after another steadying sip. But she didn’t quite believe herself and stewed in her worries.
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Isa

The heavy door creaked open, echoing in the bathroom. Isa Cofindager clutched a classic Nancy Drew book to her chest as she gingerly pressed her feet against the stall door so no one would see them on the floor. Hopefully, it wasn’t her math teacher.

Again.

Isa had a bad habit of hiding out during her math class and reading a book. She loved sleuthing with Nancy and trying to figure out the cases first. 

Three pairs of sneakers squeaked across the linoleum and Isa froze.

That's not Mr. Bell, Isa thought. 

Soon a faucet was running after, but it didn't drown out the girls.  Unfortunately.

"She's a freak, I'm telling you," a familiar high pitched voice said.

Ugh, Tiffany, Isa thought with a grimace. Tiffany Owens was an All-American, blond-haired, blue-eyed, grade A witch with a capital B. She'd always been mean to Isa, each day finding new and unusual ways to torture her.

"Tiffany, you are so like what-ev-er," her friend Bethany replied. Isa could picture her looking at her shiny, poker-straight brown hair in the mirror.

"Nobody cares about your little conspiracy theories."

"Her last name is Cofindager! There's literally a coffin in her name!" Tiffany protested.

"Her name isn't spelled like a coffin. Like grow up or whatever," her other friend, Jackie said. Isa imagined her staring into the mirror putting on her cherry-flavored Lip Smacker.

"You two don't even know. I've seen things!"

"Yeah, right," Jackie said. Bethany sputtered in agreement.

"It's true. I went into their stupid bookstore and I watched her Aunt cast a spell on somebody!"

Jackie scoffed. "You're such a liar."

"A bad one even," Bethany said.

"No, it's true. You don't believe me? She did this,” Tiffany paused in her lies and Isa imagined she must've made some sort of gesture, “with her hands."

Isa made her own gesture at Tiffany through the door.

"And then she told him she never wanted to see him again. And he disappeared."

"Oh yeah? Who?" Jackie’s tone sounded more curious than anything else.

"Do you remember Mark Stanleys?"

"No, you're just making him up," Bethany said, but she sounded intrigued.

"Of course, you don't remember! She got rid of him and then she cast a spell on everybody's memories."

"If that's true, then how come you can remember?" Jackie asked. She wanted to be in charge of their trio and always challenged Tiffany. Bethany seemed just happy to be there.

"My mama said that I can't be controlled by their voodoo-demonic ways. It's a natural gift," Tiffany said.

Her voice was so breezy it made Isa's teeth clench. Not only was she lying about Isa’s family, but then Tiffany had somehow made herself the hero of her story.

They kept talking until the bell rang and then scattered into the hall with the rest of the students. Isa jumped off of the toilet and raced to her last and favorite class of the day: English with Mrs. Barry.

She rushed in and sank into her seat in the back of the class. Mrs. Barry gave them a reading list for the summer that Isa was incredibly excited to dive into. Everyone else seemed too distracted to pay attention.

The minutes flew past and the bell rang. Students made a mad dash for the door. Mrs. Barry had given up after the first month of school on having any sort order and waved them off. 

Isa found herself in front of her locker, emptying it out for the final time.

Her life tended to head straight down the road at a steady clip and then all of the sudden it would hang a hard right, take a turn down a holler at breakneck speed, doing weird moves to dodge potholes. And now she had to hang on for dear life to get through it.

In other words, change was weird.

Today was her last day of junior high. Ready or not, Isa was headed to high school in the fall. She’d be a Freshman, whatever that meant.

Even though she tried to convince herself she was prepared for change, Isa wasn't a fan. She liked to find a good way to do things and then stick to it.

Her best friend, Clare, sidled up to Isa’s locker, leaning against the wall. She shook her head.  “Are you finally getting a new backpack for high school?" She seemed personally insulted by Isa's lack of spontaneity.

Isa patted the trusty
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