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            SHOULD I STAY OR SHOULD I GO?
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      By the absurd color of my mother’s face, it’s safe to say I’m royally screwed.

      “I asked you a question,” Mom says, her hazel eyes trained expectantly on me. 

      My mouth drops open, and I shake my head. “I don’t even know what that is.” 

      “Don’t play coy with me, Autumn. This is a big deal—a behemoth deal. You don’t get a packet like this to the Windhaven Academy unless they’ve accepted your enrollment,” she says, placing a protective hand across the large purple packet with sparkly stars across it.

      Instinctively, I grab for the envelope, tugging it from under her palm. I pull it to my chest without even looking closer at it. It’s got some heft to it, and I float through the decisions of whether to toss it in the trash or walk off with it. 

      “Look, Mom, there’s gotta be a mistake here. Or maybe someone is playing a practical joke on me. The Windhaven Academy…that’s a school for kids with unique abilities—the supernatural kids. Why would I apply there, let alone get accepted? It’s ludicrous.” 

      “That’s what I would like to know. Imagine my shock when the mailman passed it over,” she says. “The last I heard you were planning on going to the U next year. I know it’s not as early as you would have liked, but trust me, saving for it was a wise investment. Especially with the student loan snafu—”

      “You can relax, Mom. There’s nothing to this at all. I still plan to get my forensic sciences degree, for crying out loud.” 

      I turn on my heel to vacate the premises before things escalate. Mom and the supernatural world don’t have the best of track records, but Mom and money are even worse. The last thing I want is a four-hour discussion about the nature of things and how the system is built to “keep us little folks down.” 

      Mom follows me. “Why are you walking away, Autumn? We're not done here. What aren’t you telling me?” 

      Spinning around, I scrunch my face, trying to hold it steady without drawing out her imagination. “N-nothing.”

      “Well, that was convincing,” she says, placing a hand on her hip. “You know, I always thought we had a pretty good thing going here. I know we’ve had our ups and downs, and this last year having to work at the craft shop hasn’t been ideal, but I never thought lying would be a thing.”

      “It’s not. I’m not—” I say, unable to contain the anger building inside me. “Mom, I have no idea what this is or why it arrived. If you can’t trust me, or believe me, then that says more about you than it does me.”

      Her mouth pops open, but words don’t tumble out at their ordinary pace. 

      Without wasting another moment, I turn my back on her and stomp upstairs to my bedroom. It’s the one space in this tiny house that’s off limits for her, and she knows it. After closing the door, I fling the packet onto my bed and lean back against the wood doorframe. 

      My brain whirls around, trying to make sense of the past few minutes. There is literally no reason for me to apply to the Windhaven Academy and even less reason to be accepted. I have no powers at all. None. Trust me, I’d know after the years of wishful thinking and trying to make something amazing happen. I’ve seen close friends learn their abilities and go on to do incredible things. But I’m still here—stuck in Mistwood Point until I can afford the state university like a completely ordinary girl. Meh. At least going for my forensic sciences degree would be more interesting than helping out all the old biddies in town with their fabric choices.

      “We’re not done talking about this, Autumn…” Mom’s voice filters from the other side of the door. 

      “I know,” I mutter under my breath as I close my eyes. “I just need a bit of time to decompress. I’ll be down soon.”

      As much as I love my mom, her hovering can be suffocating at times. I’m twenty years old, for crying out loud. If I wanted to go, and could actually afford it, there is literally nothing she could do to stop me. 

      “Please, promise me you’ll just toss it in the trash. Because that’s what it is,” she says. 

      Refusing to answer her, I look up at the ceiling and breathe in slowly through my nose. I’ve never understood her extreme reaction to anything supernatural. I know something happened in her past, but she’s refused to clue me in. Who’s the one keeping things from whom?

      Shaking my head, I whisper, “Maybe I should get a place of my own.”

      It would set me back on my timeline for college, but it might be worth it. I’d gain more autonomy and be able to make my own decisions without a dramatic conversation over every little thing. 

      My gaze falls to the purple envelope, and I swallow hard. 

      Could my mom be right? Is it really an acceptance packet? Why would they even send me an acceptance?

      Unexpected excitement bubbles inside me, and I can’t seem to contain it. However, the inner voice implanted in the back of my head by my mom tells me I’m being crazy. Even if it was, it’s not like we could afford the tuition. Windhaven is insanely expensive; without pulling a bank job, I’m pretty sure I’m a couple of hundred thousand shy of meeting their requirements.

      I bite my lower lip and take a tentative step forward. Despite myself, morbid curiosity wins out. Taking the final few steps to the bed, I drop down and pull the monolithic envelope onto my lap. The setting sun streams into my room, creating a soft glow that entices me to live in the moment. I run my hand along the outside edge of the packet. The texture is more like soft silk than paper, and the stars across the top twinkle with multifaceted dimension in the sunlight. 

      However, I’m a tiny bit disappointed there’s nothing innately magical about it. It doesn’t fly, or talk, or do anything unusual at all. Surely a supernatural school has resources to do something like that, right? Or am I just being incredibly naive?

      I take a deep breath. “Well, here goes nothing…”

      Flipping the packet over, I pull the ripcord from the top edge. I half-anticipate letters to come flying out or a bright light to shine from the heavens. But again, I’m sorely disappointed. Inside is just a packet of paperwork. Ordinary, mundane paperwork. 

      We haven’t even met the digital age, I guess. 

      On the upside, the paper is the same graceful, soft texture, and I can’t help but wonder what it’s made of. Maybe magical spiders wove their silk into the fabric of the paper? At least that would be cool. As I shuffle quickly through the contents, I find, in addition to the papers, a large booklet of information about the courses available, the history of the school, and other details, like off-campus events for supernaturals. There’s a map, a few event flyers for the campus social groups, and of course, right on top...is my acceptance letter. 

      I suck in a quick breath and scan through it quickly.

      

      Dear Ms. Blackwood, 

      Congratulations! It is with great pleasure that I offer you admission to the Windhaven Academy Class of 2024.

      Your thoughtful application and magical aptitudes convinced us that you have the intelligence and innate talent to be amongst the best here at Windhaven Academy. Among the over 15,000 applications, yours stood out immediately, and our seers recognized the incredible gift your lineage brings to our ranks. As such, we are thrilled to welcome you and look forward to your unique and extraordinary contributions as you adjust to our academic and campus life. 

      The exciting next steps can only be taken by you. As I’m sure we are not the only university you’re considering in the coming weeks, I encourage you to learn more about us and the legacy we share. We invite you to attend our next orientation weekend called the Witching Stick, coming up on August 25-26. You’ll be given guidance on your particular gifts, as well as an introduction to the curriculum crafted especially for you and the dynamic campus we have here.

      Should you choose to matriculate, I am also thrilled to inform you that your enrollment has been fully paid for by a donor who wishes to remain anonymous. This is truly a once-in a lifetime opportunity and one I sincerely hope you do not miss out on. 

      Once again, I congratulate you on your admission to Windhaven Academy and welcome you to our family. We look forward to seeing you in August.

      
        
        Sincerely, 

        Marva Arlo 

        Director of Admissions

      

      

      I stand up, practically squealing. “Holy shit.”

      My brain spins out of control as I read it again, but this time more slowly, paying close attention to certain parts. 

      I don’t know which aspects to focus on first. 

      Thoughtful application? Lineage? Legacy? 

      I stand up, clutching the letter in both shaky hands. The rest of the contents from the packet fall to the floor, but my eyes can’t move from one small phrase. 

      Fully paid for.

      Confusion and excitement tussle through my mind, fighting for a ruler. 

      Without thinking, I move to the door, opening it wide, and running down the stairs to find Mom. 

      Her wide eyes greet me as I rush into the kitchen.

      “You opened it,” she says softly, disappointment rolling across her features. 

      I ignore it, walk up to her, and take a seat at the dining room table. “Mom, it says here I have a free ride. As in, fully paid for—” I shove the paper at her. “Look, right here.”

      “I don’t need to read it,” she says, eyeing me closely. 

      “But, Mom, it says I don’t have to pay for it—you don’t have to pay for it. I can go for free,” I repeat, stressing the part that immediately lightened an enormous burden I’ve been carrying around. 

      “You can’t go,” she says slowly.

      “What are you talking about? Of course I can. They want me there,” I sputter, scooting my chair back.

      “Everything comes at a price, Autumn. Including this. You might not have to pay for it, but trust me, it will have a cost. Besides, how do you think you’ll fare in a school with supernaturals? Have you even given any of this some real thought?” 

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll figure something out. And what about this?” I say, pointing to the line about the gifts my lineage brings. “Any idea what this means?”

      The blood drains from her face as she looks up, but she shakes her head a second too late. 

      “I don’t have any idea what they’re talking about,” she says, her eyelashes fluttering. 

      I narrow my gaze. An awkward silence stretches out between us. There’s more going on here than meets the eye.

      “Mom, if you’re keeping something…” I warn.

      “Young lady, I don’t like what you’re insinuating. I’ve put a roof over your head. I’ve given you everything—”

      “That’s not what’s in question here. Answer me. Do you know something about this? Do you know what they’re talking about?” I sputter. My heart threatens to burst out of my chest and I can’t believe any of this is happening. Especially now.

      Something resembling defeat flashes through her eyes, but she exhales slowly. “I wouldn’t blame you for wanting to be closer to your dad. Maybe that’s why you applied. Things haven’t always been easy here,” she says, ignoring the question.

      “Mom, I’m not trying to get closer to Dad. I haven’t even talked to him for over a year. He barely shows an interest in my life. This is something else entirely. I don’t know what happened or why they think I applied…and you’re not answering my question,” I say, my fingers tapping nervously at the paper. 

      “It says here that you sent in a thoughtful application. So perhaps we both have things we’d like to gloss over,” she says, arching her eyebrow high.

      “Ugh, you’re ridiculous. You know that, right? I’m not a child, and I don’t need your sideways answers.” Snatching the paper back from her, I fold it up and stand to slide it in my back pocket. “You know what? I just…I’m an adult now and I can make this decision with or without you. I’d just hoped you’d be a little more objective and less…you.” 

      I wave a hand dismissively, putting an end to the conversation as I head for the front door.

      “Where do you plan on going?” she asks, shooting her chair back as she stands. 

      “Doesn’t matter,” I say. “Don’t bother waiting up.”

      I walk out, closing the door harder than I meant to.

      Truth is, I don’t have a clue where I’m headed. I just know I need to get out of here so I can think for myself. Mom’s always tried to steer me toward a reasonable direction, and I can’t fault her for it. But when life hands you something this big, you at least have to consider the possibility.

      Regardless of the decision I make, there’s no doubt my life is about to change in a major way and I’m not sure I’m entirely ready for it.
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      As I walk down the darkening streets, I try to shake off the conversation with my mom so I can rely on my own intuition to be my guide. The twilight streets and moonlight have never steered me wrong before, but I don’t know if they’re strong enough to tell the truth right now. On one hand, I don’t want to go to Windhaven as a knee-jerk reaction, but at the same time, everything inside me is screaming that this is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for. But can I really trust it?

      The cool, crisp air assaults my senses, helping me snap out of my funk. I tip my chin upward, gazing at the full moon as I zip my jacket.

      Is Windhaven this beautiful? Would I like being there this time around?

      It’s been thirteen years since the last time I was in Windhaven. I was seven, going on eight, and living at my dad’s house in the woody outskirts. He wouldn’t even let me leave the gigantic house to play outside in the courtyard. Forget talking to the neighbor kids or interacting with anyone besides him. I don’t remember where my mom was—I think it must have been during the separation. What I do know, however, is I was not fond of the experience.

      I haven’t heard from him once in a year, which is surprising. He’s typically made a pretty big deal about my birthday at the very least. Maybe he’s just been giving me some space now that I’m an adult? However, he always had an open-door policy. Or so he said. I suppose I could always reach out to him to see what he thinks of this situation. He might have some insights that could enlighten all of this. Communication is a two-way street, and I’m just as much to blame for our lack of contact at this point.

      “Are you really considering this, Autumn?” I say, pulling my insanely curly hair into a ponytail as I walk down the sidewalk. “What about Mom?”

      My gaze expands out to the space in front of me and I walk on autopilot. Tears of confusion and agitation threaten to spill from the edges of my eyes but I can’t let them get to me. Part of me agrees with my mom. Who am I to think I could attend Windhaven Academy? I’m just an ordinary girl. On the other hand, there’s a part of me that would have killed to go there when I was younger. And if I’m truthful with myself, there’s still a part of me that wishes I had more potential than going to state university to become a forensic scientist; even if the work does sound incredibly interesting.

      My feet instinctively carry me to my favorite nighttime place in all of Mistwood Point—the cemetery. I don’t know what it is about this place that always draws me in. Maybe the silence, or the mystery in the old tombstones and ancient trees. The town is one of the oldest in the state. Younger, in fact, only to Windhaven. Some of the gravestones date all the way back to the early 1700s.

      Slipping through the narrow opening on the haphazardly locked gate, I meander inside. No one will notice—they never do. Besides, I don’t deface the stones and always clean up after myself, unlike some of the miscreants who enter at night. I traverse quickly through the center of the round, circular drive that allows those who don’t really want to visit, but think they should, the space to slow down in a drive-by silent prayer to their lost loved ones.

      As far as I know, I have no one here to visit. Most of my family comes from Windhaven. So I don’t feel pulled to visit anyone specific. I can just…be. No judgment. I’ve spent entire evenings, and more than a few early mornings, walking these graves. I love spending time hunting for the oldest one here as I dream up stories about their lives and how they died. Maybe it’s morbid, but I can’t seem to help it.

      Without any real destination in mind, I slip beyond the ugly flattened headstones meant to make it easier for the caretaker to mow, to the space housing the older sites. The ones still vertical, albeit only just, with names and dates all but worn off with age.

      The rising moonlight cascades through the trees, lighting my way deeper into the older part of the cemetery. The air is pungent with the scent of turning leaves and those decaying in the ground around me. I inhale it deeply but keep walking. When I feel I’ve gone far enough, I slow down and flit my gaze to the headstones, but not really taking them in.

      Admiring one of the monolithic monuments, I reach for the small bottle of whisky hidden in the inner breast pocket of my coat and take a seat facing it. I keep it there so I don’t have to explain to my mother that yes, this twenty-year-old actually drinks on occasion. I know I’m not supposed to, but I have to at least live a little, right? Otherwise, I may as well just be one of these fine folks.

      For whatever reason, I’ve always tried hard to avoid my mom’s judgment whenever possible. Yet, here I am, seriously thinking about directly defying her wishes. I must be outta my damn mind.

      “Charlotte, what do you think I should do?” I ask the woman whose grave I sit upon. “Should I take a risk and go to the Windhaven Academy? Or should I just do the sensible thing and go to the university later?”

      I take a swig, letting the liquid burn my insides on the way down. It has a kick. A burst of cinnamon, which is good because most booze is pretty disgusting. This one tastes more like liquid Hot Tamale candy.

      A part of me wishes she could answer me. Give me the insights I’m seeking the way spirit guides are supposed to. Instead, I know better. Dead is dead. And when you’re gone, your body goes back to being part of the elements that brought you here in the first place.

      Nearby, an owl hoots loudly, making me jump and spill some of the contents of my drink over my shirt.

      “Dammit,” I spit, wiping furiously at the mess.

      At the same time, my phone starts buzzing in my pocket; a sure sign my mom is wondering when I’ll be back. Ignoring it, I take another sip of the potent liquid, cursing myself for not asking my coworker to purchase a larger bottle.

      “You look like you could use a friend,” a voice calls out of the darkness.

      Again, I jump. This time downing the contents and sputtering them back out.

      “Christ. What the f—” I say, dropping the bottle and clutching at my chest.

      Stepping out into the moonlight, bright silvery-gray eyes watch me intensely. There’s a sparkle of mischief hidden in their depths, despite the calm demeanor of their owner. The guy can’t be much older than I am, but I’ve never seen him before. And in this town, everyone knows everyone.

      “Hey, didn’t mean to freak you out. Just wasn’t expecting to find anyone else out here,” the guy says softly, holding his hands up. His jet-black hair and black leather jacket would almost blend into the darkness if the moonlight wasn’t refracting off them both.

      “Yeah, that makes two of us,” I mutter, trying to catch my breath.

      He grins, raising an eyebrow in a cocky, self-assured kinda way.

      “Fair enough,” he chuckles. In two giant strides he bounds over to me, plopping down in the grass to my left. “So, wanna talk about it?” he asks.

      “Talk about what?” I say, narrowing my eyes.

      “Whatever has you drinking teeny-tiny bottles of…what is this?” He picks up the bottle. “Fireball whiskey. Nice choice.”

      He lifts the bottle to his lips, downs the last drop, and hands it back to me.

      I lower my eyebrows. “No offense, dude, but I’m not overly in the sharing mood right now,” I lament, hoping the double meaning presses itself upon him.

      “Well, then, don’t share. I’ll share,” he grins, reaching inside his leather coat and pulling out a silver flask. Spinning the top open, he takes another sip and passes it to me.

      I turn up my nose at first and eye it suspiciously. “What is it?”

      “My own concoction. Not nearly as fancy as your drink of choice, but it will do in a pinch,” he says, a hint of confidence smoldering in his tone.

      I contemplate for a moment whether or not it’s entirely within my best interests to drink with this strange, obnoxious, albeit kinda hot guy. Especially out here in the cemetery. Alone. Where no one technically knows I am.

      “Thanks, but I’ll pass,” I say, suddenly more alert.

      “Suit yourself,” he says, shrugging and taking another long draw from his flask.

      Throwing him a sideways glance, we settle into a semi-awkward silence.

      “So, what’s your name, anyway?” he asks, tipping his chin toward me.

      I chew on my lip a moment, deciding what to say. I finally decide on, “Drusilla.”

      It’s the first name to pop into my head from my mom’s favorite TV show. So lame, but in a sorta good, sorta dorky oh-my-god-I’m-not-gonna-ever-tell-my-Mom sorta way. It’s literally the only connection I’ve ever seen my mom have with anything supernatural, so I guess I have to take what I get.

      The guy actually snorts.

      “Yeah, okay. And my name’s Angel,” he laughs.

      My eyebrows flick upward, surprised.

      I mean, c’mon. My name could actually be Drusilla. The show is ancient enough. Besides, I think Mom even said she thought about it but decided she didn’t want to give me a complex about being named after a deranged vampire.

      After a second, I tip my head. “Yep, I can totally see it. As long as it’s not Angelus, I think we’re five by five.”

      “Ha—even quoting Faith. See, now I know it’s bunk,” he says, winking at me. “I knew I’d like you.”

      I’ve never seen a wink actually pulled off before where it didn’t look like some sort of spasm—but damn, he does it. And it suits him.

      “Figures you’d be a fan,” I chuckle despite myself and narrow my eyes. “How about this? I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

      “I have a better idea. How about we leave things as-is,” he says, a big, cheesy grin spreading across his lips.

      “Hmmm… Trying to hide, are we?” I say, eyeing him suspiciously.

      “Not at all. Just trying to honor the mystery. I mean, this is a small town. We’re bound to find out each other’s real names eventually. Right?”

      I cross my legs and turn to face him.

      “Deal. Nice to meet you, Angel,” I say, jutting out my hand.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Drusilla,” he says, taking my hand in his as he kisses the top in an old-fashioned kind of gesture.

      I snort under my breath as I pull it back. Despite being a dorky move, something about it breaks the ice between us.

      “So, what are you doing here? Planning which graves to tip over?” I ask, lowering my eyebrows playfully.

      Shock, with a hint of horror, flash across his features. “Absolutely not. That…you’re not planning on doing that. Are you?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      He exhales slowly, clutching at his chest. “Thank goodness for that.”

      “So, if not to tip graves, why are you here?” I ask. Not even my friends understand my fixation on this place, so I can’t help but want to know his reasoning.

      His eyes lock with mine and for the briefest of moments, a wave of sadness consumes him.

      I glance down at my hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “No, it’s okay. I guess you could say I feel sorta drawn to the spirits here.”

      When I look up, a faint smile graces his lips.

      “Do you have family buried here?” I ask, looking around the space, as if somehow I’d know which ones are tied to him.

      “You could say so, I guess,” he says, fiddling with the flask lid.

      Pressing my lips tight, I divert my gaze to one of the older stones. The words are all but worn off, but there’s a certain elegance to the scrollwork and sculpture of the stone itself.

      “Do you believe in ghosts?” he asks, his silver eyes watching me closely.

      I shrug. “No, not really.”

      Confusion flashes across his features. “Really? That’s surprising, actually.”

      “Why?” I snicker.

      “Well, you clearly like supernatural stuff. Ergo the Buffy references.” He looks over his shoulder, eyeing the headstones around us. “You’re here, in a graveyard, talking to…who was it? Charlotte?”

      Heat creeps up the back of my neck as I glance back at the headstone. He was listening to my conversation with the headstone. Lovely.

      “So, if you’re not here for the ghosts…why are you here?” he asks.

      Swallowing hard, I weigh my words. “I guess because it’s the only place where silence reigns. I can think here.”

      He chuckles softly. “Silence, huh?”

      “Yeah, silence,” I say, smirking. “What else would you call it? It’s not exactly loud out here.”

      “Depends on who you talk to.” He smirks, taking another swig from his flask.

      I roll my eyes. “Oh boy. Let me guess, you’re a ghost hunter?”

      “Not exactly,” he says with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “But I was meant to meet you tonight, Drusilla. I can feel it.”

      Narrowing my gaze, I hold my hand out, and flick my fingertips. “All right, I changed my mind. Better give me a sip of that.”

      Without a word, he holds out the flask.

      Spinning the lid off, I press the cold metal to my lips and let the cool liquid splash over my tongue. Surprised, I pull back and sputter.

      “What in the— Is this…is this flavored water?” I laugh, thrusting the flask back at him.

      He grins like the Cheshire Cat.

      “Maybe? Being a rebel doesn’t always have to mean rebelling with the bad stuff, right?” he says, shrugging sheepishly.

      I shake my head, and a deep, boisterous laugh escapes. It feels good—really good. Things have been really heavy lately, and I didn’t realize just how much I needed a little bit of humor in my life.

      “You’re so absurd,” I say.

      “Look who’s talking. Absurd? Who says absurd anymore? What are you? A hundred years old? Did you just watch Titanic? That’s it isn’t it?” He laughs, pointing in my direction.

      “No, I just like the word, smartass. Besides, not everything great comes from the TV,” I fire back at him.

      “Oh, really? Where else then?” he says, quirking an eyebrow.

      “Ever crack open a book?”

      “Ever crack open a smile?” he retorts, then scrunches up his face. “Okay, that didn’t work as well as it sounded in my head.”

      We both laugh and I reach for the flask again, giving him a side eye.

      “So, when did you move here?” I finally ask.

      He sighs heavily. “Last week.”

      “Happy move, then?”

      Shrugging, he takes the flask back and has a sip. “Depends. I’d say it’s looking up.”

      He catches my eye, holding my gaze for a few extra beats. My face flushes and I glance down at the unexpected eruption of butterflies in my stomach.

      “What about you? I assume this is home turf. So, will I catch ya around town?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I work over at the—” I stop myself, realizing this could be an added layer of complexity I’m not sure I need right at this moment.

      “At the…?”

      Standing up quickly, I brush off my jeans and slowly back away.

      “Yeah, you know, I better get going. My mom and I didn’t leave on the best of terms and I think I should go have a word with her. Besides, if I don’t make it back soon, she’ll have the cops out looking for me,” I say, pointing toward the way I came in.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” he starts, standing up and gaping at me.

      Shaking my head, I say, “No, it’s not you. Just gotta run. It was nice to meet you, Angel.”

      Without another word, I half walk, half run my way out of the older part of the cemetery.

      In the distance I hear, “Catch ya around, Dru.”

      Anxiety blossoms through me and I sprint through the rest of the cemetery. I slip past the opening, and when I’ve reached the safety of the street, I lean against the gate and run my hands over my face.

      Nothing exciting has happened to me for weeks—months, even. Making the decision whether or not to go to the Windhaven Academy isn’t easy as it is. Why would the universe curse me with meeting a guy now? And not just any guy, either. One who gets my dorky television references and feels drawn to hang out in the cemetery, too.

      Forget fate. The universe is just cruel.
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            THE WINDS OF CHANGE ARE COMING
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      After the worst night of sleep I’ve had in a long time, I reach over and cease the annoying buzz of my phone’s alarm clock.

      Instantly, memories of last night rush at me like a raging bull and I bolt upright in bed.

      I’m nowhere closer to making a decision about Windhaven Academy, and the run-in at the cemetery certainly isn’t helping. It’s been nearly two years since my best friend moved to England for college. While we both promised to talk often, the time difference has pretty much dampened our communication. A deep part of me longs for someone who just…gets me.

      Even if they believe in something as ridiculous as ghosts.

      I brush my hands over my face, then throw the covers back.

      By the time I got back home, my mom was fast asleep, so there was no resolution there. She’s never been the type of parent who would wait up in a dark room, ready to pounce. She values her sleep too much and knows waiting wouldn’t make a difference anyway. If anything, it would mean a big blow-out with no joy at the end. Instead, it would just keep everyone awake and pissed off. I suppose morning makes as good a time as any to pounce.

      Dressing as quickly as I can, I throw on a pair of ripped-up skinny jeans, a form-fitting t-shirt that says Be the Change, and my dark-gray Vans. Pulling my thick auburn locks into a haphazard ponytail, I give myself a quick glance in the mirror and rush out the door.

      I don’t need to be gobbed in makeup or have my eyebrows drawn on like I’m paying homage to Groucho Marx. Other girls in town have that covered, anyway. I’d rather stand out by being the opposite of all of that insanity.

      Tiptoeing down the stairs, I make my way to the kitchen as quietly as possible. As I reach the heart of our home, I’m surprised to find it devoid of the usual activity. Not only is Mom not waiting to dive into a conversation, she isn’t even rushing around trying to make a healthy breakfast before she bolts out the door to her office.

      “Mmmkay, this isn’t good,” I say aloud. I walk over to the kitchen window, leaning over far enough to see if her Subaru is still in the driveway.

      Its shiny black paint glistens in the early-morning sun and its windows are still fogged over with a hint of frost.

      A lightbulb goes off in my head and I spin around, racing to the kitchen cupboards. If Mom’s overslept, she’s going to be freaking about not having a decent breakfast to start the day off right.

      Yanking the fridge door open, I grab the eggs, bacon, spinach, garlic, and those weird tiny tomatoes she loves. I chuck them all at the counter and spin around for an avocado and her gluten-free toast.

      My eyes flit to the clock on the stove: 7:11 a.m. Plenty of time for me to get this thing rockin’ before I have to bolt out the door, too.

      “May as well make some for both of us. Nothing like totally surprising her by eating healthy along with her,” I chuckle, grabbing the whisk and going to town. “She’ll be totally convinced.”

      I dice up the garlic and onions the way I’ve seen her do almost every single morning of my teenage years, and throw them into a frying pan of olive oil.

      And she thinks I never pay attention to her. Pft.

      I turn the burner on high and walk back to the spinach, tomatoes, and avocado. Scratching the back of my head, I realize I have no idea what she does with those. I must have tuned her out at that point as I engaged on Insta.

      I cut up the tomatoes into fours and wash the spinach. I assume it’s a salad, right?

      Before I realize it, the garlic and onions are smoking and I race back to the stovetop, fanning the noxious odor as the beginnings of the eggs go up in flames.

      “What on earth are you doing?”

      I jump, pushing the pan to the back burner as if I’d been caught doing something I wasn’t supposed to. Staring at her with wide eyes, I’ve drawn a completely blank.

      “Were you—were you trying to make breakfast?” she asks, her face a bundle of surprise.

      I shrug sheepishly.

      “Wow, I expected you’d want a continuation of yesterday’s discussion, not deliver some ass-kissing,” she says, blinking rapidly. “I’ll take it.”

      “Yeah, well, I think I screwed up the eggs.” I point to the charred remains.

      She nods, a hint of a grin sparkling in her eyes. “They certainly are beyond resuscitation.”

      My gaze falls to the floor and I scrunch my face.

      Mom sets her briefcase down on the counter and takes the handle of the frying pan and the wooden spoon. “Looks like you just had the oil too high. How about we start over?”

      Walking to the small countertop compost bin, she scrapes the contents into it and rinses the pan out in the sink.

      “Yeah, okay.” I nod.

      “You did a great job with the dicing, though. How about you do that again and I’ll start the toast,” she offers.

      I set to work and before we know it, a newly cooked version of the meal is laid out before us. She’s right. I definitely had the oil on too high. The eggs, too, come to think of it.

      “Thanks for getting this going. I was planning on swinging through Panera on the way to work,” Mom says, reaching for my hand and giving it a squeeze.

      “Thanks for teaching me how to make eggs without burning the house down,” I grin.

      A smile lights up her face, but her eyes glass over. Instead, tears work their way to the surface.

      “C’mon Mom,” I say, tipping my head, “don’t do that.”

      She takes a deep breath. “I’m—I’m okay,” she whispers. But her voice cracks, betraying its sentiment.

      “What’s wrong now? I thought this was a good morning.”

      “It was—is.”

      “So then, what?”

      “It’s just—I’m going to miss you so much,” she says, her lip quivering.

      I sit up straighter and lean in. I search her eyes, pleading with my own.

      “Mom, I haven’t decided on anything yet.”

      Her greenish-hazel eyes, just like the ones I’ve acquired from her, blink slowly as a single tear falls. She swipes at it and shakes her head.

      “I wish I could believe that, sweetie. But I know you. I know how stubborn you are. You’re just like your—” her words break off and she holds my gaze for a moment.

      “Even if I am like Dad,” I whisper, “I really haven’t decided yet.”

      A twinge of guilt punches me in the gut, but I ignore it.

      She gives me a knowing look, but nods. “Well, thanks for a nice breakfast, sweetie. I—I gotta get to work,” she says, pushing away from the table.

      “Yeah, uh—me, too,” I say, blinking back the surprising spring of emotions.

      Each collecting our things, we trod down the front steps, one after the other. Mom heads to her SUV and drives off with a small wave, but I keep walking. I move in a haze past the garden of flowers I’d normally stop and admire and onto the sidewalk. Hiking my purse strap up, I consider heading to the cemetery again to clear my head and relieve some of the guilt I have over trying to make this all about Mom. I should be opening the craft store in the next fifteen minutes, but no one will notice if I’m a couple of minutes late. Most of the locals don’t even stroll in until well past nine, anyway.

      “Eh, why not?” I say, walking straight past work with a shrug.

      As I turn the corner, I hear someone yell, “Hey—Dru! Drusilla.”

      My insides trip all over themselves, and I chance a glance over my shoulder. Jogging after me, his dark hair flopping up and down with his steps, is the same guy from last night. Surprisingly, his features are even more striking in the daylight. I’m oddly excited to see him again.

      I continue walking, but despite myself, slow my pace a wee bit, just in case he really wants to catch up. After a moment, I feel a tap on my shoulder.

      “Hey, didn’t you hear me back there?” he asks, matching my stride as we walk shoulder to shoulder.

      “Yeah, sorry. I, uh, didn’t realize you were talking to me. Sorry, forgot about the nickname,” I lie, trying to sound more confident than I feel.

      “Ouch. You already forgot about our tit-for-tat in the cemetery?” he says, pretending to jab a knife into his heart. “That hurts.”

      “That’s life,” I say, quoting my mom without thinking. She says that no matter what crap thing goes wrong. Who knew I’d already be turning into her this young?

      “Well, all right then,” he says.

      I turn to look at him. He’s dressed in a casual button-down shirt beneath the same leather jacket as before. It splays itself open nicely, revealing an outline of his trim torso. His ripped-up blue jeans certainly suit his shape.

      Goose bumps flash across the back of my neck and I shiver involuntarily. Most of the guys in town think they look like God’s gift in their baggy Champion shorts and t-shirt that could fit three of them inside.

      “So, you look like you’re on your way to the cemetery again. Are you still sorting out whatever was bothering you last night?” he asks, watching me closely with those discerning silver eyes.

      I nod. “Yeah, a lot on my mind.”

      “Anything I can do to help? I’m a good listener,” he says, grinning broadly.

      “No. Thanks, though,” I say, my gaze surveying the expanse in front of me.

      “C’mon. Nothing I can do? Are you sure?”

      “Nope. I think it’s pretty much screwed,” I say, covering my mouth with the crook of my pointer finger.

      “That sounds dire…” His eyebrow twitches upward.

      I let out a slow sigh and curse under my breath.

      “Well, see, I just got a full ride to the Windhaven Academy, but my mom doesn’t want me to go. Last night we got in a big fight over it. I was trying to figure things out, but this annoying guy sorta derailed my thought process,” I blurt out. Shifting my gaze from his expectant one, I continue, “Of course, the fact that I don’t have an ounce of supernatural ability isn’t helping either. So, there’s that.”

      “Hold up,” he says, grabbing my wrist. “You’re thinking of moving?”

      I grin in a painful, wincing kinda way.

      His eyes are serious, and he genuinely looks disappointed. “So, did you meet another guy? Or?”

      I slap him across the chest with the back of my hand.

      “It’s you, doofus,” I say, snickering softly to myself.

      He breathes a sigh of relief and nods. “Oh, okay, good. That’s good.”

      I can’t help but chuckle.

      “So, Windhaven, huh…” he says, kicking at the ground in front of him.

      “Yep.”

      “Well, why do you think they want you then? I mean, if you haven’t shown any supernatural signs by now, I would have thought they would have passed you up.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” I say, shrugging.

      “Well, aren’t you the least bit curious? I mean, I know I would be.”

      “Obviously, yes,” I say, turning forward again and continuing down the sidewalk. “It’s all I’ve been thinking about since I found out. Well, almost all I’ve been thinking about.”

      He narrows his gaze, but doesn’t dig deeper, thank goodness.

      When we reach the cemetery, he pulls my arm back and stares at me with the kind of serious expression that makes me self-conscious. “I know we just met and maybe my impression doesn’t amount to much, but here’s my two cents worth anyway. You need to figure out why you’ve been accepted, Dru. I mean, the Windhaven Academy doesn’t make those sorts of mistakes.”

      “That’s what I was thinking too, to be honest. It’s just…my mom is pretty adamant I don’t go. She hates everything supernatural,” I say, scrunching my face.

      “Are you living for you? Or are you living for her?”

      I stare at him for a moment, unable to form words. It’s like he’s in my head.

      “Fair point,” I finally say.

      “A damn good point,” he laughs, pushing back strands of black hair from his eyes. “Besides, it would be pretty convenient for me since I’ll be going to Windhaven Academy soon, too.”

      A strange sense of relief floods through me and I take a step back.

      “Really? You’re supernatural?” I say, my mouth dropping open in surprise. He seems so…normal. Well, sorta.

      “Yeah. I guess so. I mean, I don’t really know much myself. I guess I
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