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I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.

—Romans 12:1–2








The Beginning

The sun hummed above Zora that lurid June afternoon. It was so bright that she shielded her ten-year-old eyes beneath emerald branches crisscrossing overhead. She sprinted along the golden-lit trail, her beaded braids clacking behind her in air so muggy it had to be gulped. Pine stuck to Zora’s pursed lips and then on her tongue when she couldn’t lick it away. On an ordinary day, she wouldn’t’ve noticed it. It would be a minor nuisance. But that day, the sweet-laced woodsy sap was an invasion curling down her throat. Her mouth softened, sinking into a frown.

Her older sister, Jasmine, led the way deep into their grandparents’ forested Knoxville property like she always had. And as they ran, Zora focused on the textured underside of Jasmine’s tennis shoes like she always had. But today, something was different.

“Jazz! Hold up!”

Jasmine’s stride was unbroken. Her usual gentle smile absent, replaced by scrunched eyebrows folding into a look of stubborn determination. Zora’s mouth watered as she passed her favorite honeysuckle bush, where they each plucked blossoms for the sweet nectar hidden within. Jasmine’s pace made it impossible for Zora to stop or do anything other than try not to keel over at the burning in her chest. Zora leaned over as she ran and her lungs heaved painfully. She should have been sweltering, but the beads of sweat rolling down her backbone were cold.

Sunrays strained through Zora’s hands as she shielded her eyes from the glare. She feared the glow would trick her into taking a wrong turn or tripping over gnarled kudzu vines. Wasn’t that what kudzu did? Confused you? Grandpa called it “curly devil” and said it was a powerful addition to any magic. But that power, he warned, ain’t always right. Zora was still thinking on that.

The possibility of getting lost and the bright sun notwithstanding, Zora usually loved running. Specifically, she loved running with Jasmine. But her sister had just turned thirteen and had started to love running with Zora less and less. Zora saw it. The way Jasmine had looked down when their grandmother suggested they play outside proved it. Something had changed between them.

The woods around the house were normally a playground. The acres of untouched Tennessee forest hidden on the outskirts of town were the ideal location for exchanging secrets and practicing the basics of conjure. They passed the bright red signs warning intruders they were about to trespass on private property. Zora blinked at the metal triple-stapled by Grandpa two summers before. Then they passed the leather bags of protection amulets, and Zora knew they’d gone too far. These were county woods.

“Please stop, Jazz!”

“Ugh! Fine.”

Jasmine’s words were incredulous, but she was huffing just as much as Zora. Her narrow shoulders shook as a coughing fit momentarily racked her body. Zora hoped Jasmine would fall over and dirty the sporty dress she wore. Jasmine didn’t even wear dresses until a few months ago, and certainly not to play in the woods.

They were silent until Zora could breathe well enough to be angry. “You know we’re too far out! Grandma and Grandpa said—”

“Yeah, well, they ain’t here,” Jasmine huffed again.

Zora glared at how her sister’s throat worked to breathe and how her long legs struggled to remain upright. Jasmine adjusted and then readjusted the orange dress that reminded Zora of shiny traffic cones. Jasmine had exhausted herself, and for what? The bubble of suspicion that had been building in Zora’s chest since they’d set out from the house burst. Niceties didn’t exist in the woods. They never had. That had been one of its beauties—something they’d loved together.

Zora stared Jasmine down. “What did I do to make you hate me?”

Spat words lay between them like a furious diary entry spoken aloud. But to Zora, they were more than that. However painful, this moment would forever be etched in her memory, a reminder of the undeniable truth it held.

“Huh?” she asked when Jasmine shrugged away her question. The words swelled, pulsing in Zora’s chest before she blurted them out. “Go ’head. What is it? You afraid I’m gonna steal that lil dress? Best believe I wouldn’t. It’s ugly as sin.”

“No, what’s ugly is me seein’ you in your room kissin’ the American Girl dolls.”

Zora stood stunned as Jasmine’s words slapped her across the face. Was it ugly to kiss dolls? Or was it ugly because Zora was kissing them? Heat warmed Zora’s cheeks as an emotion thundered through her. She couldn’t name it then but knew now it was shame.

“I didn’t…” Whispered words drifted off as she registered the smug look in Jasmine’s eyes and how her hands sat firmly on her teenage hips, drawing Zora’s attention to the subtle but noticeable changes. Jasmine was different. Her once-slender figure had taken on a new, more shapely form. Was this the reason for the burning ache in Zora’s chest?

Jasmine had violated Zora’s privacy and then used the information she discovered to wound her. She was becoming a new version of herself, someone Zora couldn’t understand. A stranger.

It was clearly time to return to their grandparents, but just when Zora lifted her foot to sprint back to their house, she heard it. Voices, deep in the woods, staggered on top of each other. They spoke in a tight cadence. In Zora’s childhood mind, her first thought was that they were a singing group, maybe a band or choir. But as their voices grew closer, she heard an anger that surpassed the tones of sister combat. She didn’t have a word for it. The closest she could come was rage. Wrath. Some other sin she’d learned in Bible study and verse-to-spell memorization.

“Zora.”

Jasmine grabbed Zora’s shoulders so tight that Zora yelped in surprise.

“Run, Zora.” She’d been out of breath moments before but now inhaled sharply as she glanced over her glaring orange shoulder.

“What? What about y—”

The voices were closer now. So close that Zora could make out a few words.

“Goddess” and “balefire” and “sacrifice.”

Zora’s body grew tense. Her legs trembled.

“Z—run!”

And Zora did. A mile away, she heard Jasmine’s screech, but she kept running back to their grandparents’ house and never returned to their woods again.
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