
“One should make a point to 

master even the most basic 

transformation spell. At some 

point in time, everyone yearns 

for the ability to change into 

someone else.”

— Rona Blackburn
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When Rona Blackburn landed on Anathema Island more than a century 

ago, her otherworldly skills might have benefited friendlier neighbors. Guilt 

and fear instead led the island’s original eight settlers to burn “the witch” out 

of her home. So Rona cursed them. Fast-forward one hundred–some years: 

All Nor Blackburn wants is to live an unremarkable teenage life. She has 

reason to hope: First, her supernatural powers, if they can be called that, are 

unexceptional. Second, her love life is nonexistent, which means she might 

escape a perverse side effect of the matriarch’s backfiring curse. But then a 

mysterious book comes out, promising to cast any spell for the right price. 

Nor senses a storm coming and is pretty 

sure she’ll be smack in the eye of it. In her 

second novel, Leslye Walton spins a dark, 

mesmerizing tale of a girl stumbling along 

the path toward self-acceptance and first 

love, even as The Price Guide’s malevolent 

author — Nor’s own mother — threatens 

to strangle any hope for happiness.
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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 flow 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 centu-

ries. 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 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 

From The Price Guide to the Occult
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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. Their 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 flesh 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. . . . 

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 acknowledging — often times, not even to him-

self — 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 vindic-

tive spell Rona unwittingly damned every future Blackburn daughter to 

heartbreak and a loveless union. 

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 wonder what this might mean for Nor, the 

eighth and therefore 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 finally 

come to a quiet and unremarkable end with her?

From The Price Guide to the Occult
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Dear Reader, 

It’s a two-hour drive and a 45-minute ferry ride to get from my 
home in Seattle to the San Juan Islands. I’m on my way there 
now. When I look out the ferry window, I see miles of deep blue 
water and breaking waves. The particular island on which The 
Price Guide to the Occult takes place may be fictional, but the San 
Juans themselves are very much real. The hundred or so isles that 
make up the San Juan archipelago wind through the cold waters 
of the Salish Sea off the northern Washington coastline. It is a 
place where the aurora borealis lights up the night sky, and the 
ocean laps against the shore, twinkling with bioluminescence. The 
beaches are lined with sea grass that glows silver in the moonlight. 
Should magic exist, I believe it would be found here. 

When I started writing The Price Guide to the Occult, I knew I 
wanted to write a story about a girl who in spite of being a 
witch — or perhaps because of it — is also utterly human. Nor 
Blackburn is a powerful witch, and she’d give just about anything 
to get rid of that part of herself for good. But you can’t just cut out 
the parts of yourself that you don’t like. Just ask Nor. Her skin is 
covered with scars from all the times she’d tried. 

The Price Guide to the Occult is a story about magic and witches, 
spilled blood and backfired curses. It’s a story about isolation and 
guilt, love and friendship and hope. But most importantly, it’s 
about finding the courage to accept yourself — even the parts that 
scare the living hell out of you.

Note from the author
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Leslye Walton was named a William C. Morris Debut Award 
Finalist for the publication of her novel The Strange and Beautiful 
Sorrows of Ava Lavender. The book received several accolades, 
including the PEN Center USA Literary Award and the Pacific 
Northwest Book Award, was a finalist for the Andre Norton 
Award, and was short-listed for the Waterstones Children’s 
Book Prize. The book was number one on the Spring 2014 
Kids’ Indie Next List, and it was named one of the best books 
of 2014 by Publishers Weekly, School Library Journal, the Boston 
Globe, Bustle, Hudson Booksellers, Amazon, and more. 

Born in the Pacific Northwest, Leslye Walton has a master of 
arts in writing. She lives in Seattle with her Chihuahua, Mr. 
Darcy, and writes full-time.
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“It’s a story that adults and teenagers 
can appreciate equally.”  
— Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“It is beautifully crafted and paced, 
mystical yet grounded by universal 
themes and sympathetic characters. A 
unique book, highly recommended for 
readers looking for something a step 
away from ordinary.”  
— School Library Journal (starred review)

 “In a sweeping intergenerational 
story infused with magical realism, 
debut author Leslye Walton tethers 
grand themes of love and loss to the 
earthbound sensibility of Ava Lavender 
as she recollects one life-altering 
summer as a teenager.”  
— Shelf Awareness (starred review)

HC: 978-0-7636-6566-1 • PB: 978-0-7636-8027-5
Also available in audio and as an e-book

A William C. Morris  
Debut Award Finalist

A Publishers Weekly  
Best Book of the Year

#1 Indie Next List Pick for 2014

The Strange and Beautiful  
Sorrows of Ava Lavender

“[Teens] willing to enter Ava’s world 
on its own terms will find themselves 
richly rewarded.” — BookPage

“Gorgeous.” — Kirkus Reviews

“Poetic.” — Booklist

“Strange and beautiful . . . violent and 
gorgeous. You gotta read it.”  
— Justine Magazine

“Magical realism at its best. . . . Highly 
recommended.” — Tor.com
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