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	"That’s the thing about books. They let you travel without moving your feet." – Jhumpa Lahiri, The Namesake

	 

	"I love the way that each book — any book — is its own journey. You open it, and off you go…" – Sharon Creech

	 

	"Books may well be the only true magic." – Alice Hoffman, Magic Lessons

	 

	"One must always be careful of books, and what is inside them, for words have the power to change us." – Cassandra Clare, Clockwork Angel

	 

	 

	And thus, dear reader, this book is dedicated to you. Enjoy the journey.

	Stephanie Ayers

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


[image: Image]

	“Today’s the day! Wake up, wake up! You’re in for a treat, so get your lazy bums out of bed,” Nana said as she moved between the girls’ bedrooms and peppered them with kisses. 

	Carmen rose from beneath her comforter and scowled. “Stop! I’m up already.” 

	She plopped her head on her pillow and pulled the bedspread over her face.

	Nana laughed and pulled the thick cover down. She planted another kiss on Carmen’s forehead. 

	“You aren’t up until that heinie is off the mattress. C’mon, Carmen Bleu, the book show awaits us. Aren’t you excited?”

	Hester stumbled from her bedroom and slammed the bathroom door. Nana laughed again. It was early for a Saturday morning, but the special book show only happened once per decade, and that year it was local. It could be another century before it was close enough for them to attend again. She was extra excited because the girls were old enough to go with her. They would choose their own books and unique items according to their specialties within the craft. Carmen would have the greater powers, of course, since she was a direct descendant of the Bleu bloodline, and the only child of Nana’s middle daughter, but Hester learned quickly and would be her own mistress of whatever paths she chose. The teenager already showed great promise in divination. Nana couldn’t wait. 

	“Let’s go! Let’s go, ladies!” Nana clapped her hands and laughed as Carmen’s groan followed her down the stairs. “Breakfast is waiting.”

	And it was. Nana was proud of herself. She’d risen before the sun to prepare everyone’s favorite breakfast before their outing. Fresh blueberries peeked from golden pancakes. Thick slices of French toast towered on the table. Perfectly browned hash browns with onions filled one cast iron skillet, and fluffy scrambled eggs piled high in another. Three types of cheese covered half a snack tray, while sausage links, slices of ham, and crisp bacon covered the other half. The aroma of homemade biscuits permeated the air, while the gravy still simmered in the pot. She’d even gathered tomatoes, strawberries, and blueberries from the garden and sliced them. A ramekin of plain yogurt accented their colorful arrangement on a fruit platter. The only dish she’d left out was the cinnamon apples Hester loved. It wasn’t on purpose, of course. Overly picky about her fruit, Nana hadn’t found any Granny Smith apples she’d liked at the market, and since there were plenty of food choices without them, she hadn’t bothered looking elsewhere.

	Hester appeared in the kitchen doorway first, a brush in her hand. It clattered to the floor as her eyes widened, and her mouth opened.

	“That’s a lot of food, Nana. Is it Yule?”

	Nana laughed. “Not quite, but it is a special day.” She handed Hester a plate. “Fix your plate and dig in.”

	Once Hester had settled in her seat and started eating, Nana ran the forgotten brush through her thick, coarse hair. Her lips moved, but whatever Nana mumbled was too soft for Hester to hear. The knots untangled as easily as they always did, which was magic in itself.

	Hester stabbed a pancake with her fork as Carmen entered the kitchen rubbing her eyes. A yawn split her face, and her wrinkled shirt was buttoned wrong. She grabbed a plate and filled it before sitting next to Hester. Nana chuckled. They were as opposite as summer and winter—Hester with her dark hair and blue eyes rose early, kept her room clean, and her clothes neat while Carmen slept late, her wheat blonde hair stayed tousled, and her clothing always appeared disheveled. Their personalities were opposite as well. Despite the sadness that filled her short life, Carmen was as nonchalant as Hester was stressed, as oblivious to life as Hester was observant, and as sensitive as Hester was tough. Nana’s heart overflowed. With both girls settled, Nana fixed her plate and sat across from them.

	“Please don’t take too long to get ready, Carmen,” she said.

	Carmen’s fork hovered. “I am ready, Nana.” 

	She smoothed her shirt self-consciously with her free hand. 

	Nana shook her head. “No, Carmen. Today, we need to be fancy. Wear something from your closet, please.”

	Carmen’s nose wrinkled. Closet clothes meant she couldn’t get dirty, which meant whatever they were doing, she wouldn’t have fun.

	“Fine,” she answered.

	Carmen slid her chair back so hard, it shrieked across the linoleum, and Hester cringed. 

	“You know I hate that,” Hester said.

	Carmen shrugged. “Sorry.”

	Nana set her fork down. “Don’t take your anger at me out on Hester, Carmen Bleu. If you’re done eating, wash your plate and get ready to leave.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“I don’t think she meant to, Nana,” Hester said once Carmen left the kitchen.

	“It doesn’t matter. She has no consideration of others and hasn’t yet learned to control her emotions. That needs to happen sooner rather than later if she wants her craft to improve. After all, a witch is only as good as her strongest emotion, and right now hers is anger.”
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