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"SO, HOW'S THE NEW PLACE, Niko?" Cole asks me on a slow evening, shortly before our shift is up at the Cauldron's Bubble coffee shop.

I stiffen. "Uh, it's fine, I guess."

It's not fine.

I can't help thinking of how, over the past few days, several odd things have happened in my new flat. Little things that by themselves might slip a person's notice. Things that are starting to pile up, and become quite noticeable.

"You don't sound very confident. What's up?" Cole stops wiping down the espresso machine and leans an elbow on the counter, quirking an eyebrow at me inquisitively. When he lounges like that, quirks a brow like that, it's so hard to resist dumping everything onto him.

"I don't know. It's silly. It's probably nothing."

How do you tell someone that you feel like you’re being watched in your own home? That you could swear you've felt someone breathing down your neck, only to turn around and see nothing or no one there? Going to work each day is a blessing, being alone a curse. I've even been volunteering for extra shifts because being at that place is so unbearable. It's supposed to feel like home. Instead, it's a prison, a tomb. A burden.

"It doesn't seem like nothing." Cole stands straight and daps my shoulder. "Come on, we're best friends. How long have we known each other?"

"Pff. Like, since we were in diapers." It's true. Cole has always been there for me. Always. That's what makes this so hard. He's always the one there for me, and I... I'm just a burden.

Cole doesn't miss a beat, though, doesn't have one bit of bitterness or weariness in his gaze as he persists, "You can tell me anything, dude. So dish. What's eating at you? Nothing literally, I hope." He gives me a crooked smile. Cole is hardly ever serious for long. His joke does nothing to soothe me, though.

I might as well come out with it. Cole has a (bad) habit of nagging things out of me, so he'll get his answer one way or another. With that crooked smile and crooked nose and big doe eyes, he never fails to charm and delight the regulars in the cafe. I find myself just watching him sometimes, observing how effortlessly he moves through life, how he always knows what to say and how to make people smile. He's captivating and handsome in a devilish way with that crooked smile and crooked nose, though I'd never, ever mutter such a thing aloud.

He jabs me again, startling me into speaking. "Well... I think my flat might be haunted."

"Oh, shit." Cole's doe brown eyes go wider than a deer in headlights. When his eyes go big like that, it's almost too much to take. He looks so innocent, much like a fawn. "Are you serious right now, Niko?"

"Yeah. I wouldn't yank your chain, you know that." 

He chuckles warmly. "Yeah, you always have been the serious one." He reaches out in an attempt to grab my cheeks, probably force me to smile, and I bat his hand away. "So, what makes you think it's haunted?" Cole asks without missing a beat, unfazed.

"Well... It's a bunch of little things." I sigh and pull up one of the barstools to sit on. This might take a minute, and there's no customers right now, with it so close to closing time.

"Things move that I'm sure I didn't move. I feel like I'm being watched. It gives me goosebumps just thinking about it."

"Shit." Cole swipes a hand through his messy blond mop of hair. "That's some freaky shit, dude. Were there any warnings on your lease? You know they gotta put that stuff, right?"

That remark in particular is not a joke. It actually is a requirement in our town of Yverwood. Hauntings are more common here, in a town so full of magical people and creatures, that they had to start putting a clause in some of the building leases for people who are more...aware, of spirits.

"No ghost warnings, no."

"Maybe it's a newcomer? Did the previous resident pass through the veil?"

I shake my head. "And even if that were the case, I'm not a whisper."

"Well, that you know of." Cole sighs, shoulders drooping.

That I know of. He's right, of course. People have been known to come into their abilities—whispers (seers), wenders (elemental influencers), witches, and warlocks—anywhere from ages fifteen to twenty-one. It's completely random, with no rhyme or reason. Some people even fall into multiple categories, and some people in town have no magic at all. 

"Yeahhh," I sigh out.

"You two about ready to close up?" Madame Merle's light voice calls, her tight curls bouncing and the beads around her neck clacking as she walks in from the reading room, where fortune telling and tarot readings are conducted.  Since she is not only a coffee enthusiast, but a fortune teller,  the Cauldron's Bubble offers fortune telling and tarot readings in addition to coffee.

"Yeah, we're good here," Cole replies.

"You can head out then, boys." She waves at us, and we both beam at the prospect of leaving early. Merle often lets us leave just a few minutes early so long as we're done cleaning up and there aren't any customers.

"Bye!" Cole says for us both as we're heading out the door. "Wanna stop at the tavern for a drink?"

"Absolutely," I reply. I'm not keen on heading straight back to my apartment.

We head to the Adder's Fork, our favorite tavern to haunt (no pun intended) just a couple blocks down the street. As the familiar, magicked sign with a serpent slithering around a fork comes into view, I automatically relax.

Cole heads for the bar to order our usual pints of hard apple cider and a mound of cinnamon spiced apple fries, while I snag one of the booths. I sink into the cushy green leather and exhale. There's nothing like a pint and fries from the pub after work. My weary bones melt and I lean my head back against the cushion, closing my eyes.

Despite the clink of cups and hubbub of the tavern, I could doze off right here.

"Wake up! Grub's here!"

My eyes snap open as two glasses and a plate are set on the table, and Cole slides into the booth on the opposite side of me. I slink my glass towards me and take a slow sip.

Maybe getting sloshed will help. If I can just pass out as soon as I get home, I won't have to worry about being kept up by the bumps in the night, right?

"You haven't been sleeping well, I take it?" Cole asks, those brown eyes narrowing on me, pinning me in place. As if I could, or would, go anywhere else. With Cole, it's easy to just exist. To be.

"Hardly at all."

Cole takes a big swig of his drink, makes a satisfied noise, and plucks one of the apple fries from the plate. He dips it in both icing and caramel before popping it into his mouth.

"Damn, dude," he says with his mouth full. "That's rough."

"You have no idea." I pick a crispy looking fry from the pile and dip it in the caramel sauce.

"Maybe we could get to the bottom of your little poltergeist problem."

"I don't know, Cole." I nibble another fry. He's always offering his help. He's done enough. I don't want to get in the way or push my luck. If Cole weren't around, too, I don't know what I'd do. I don't think I'd be half as put together as I am now without him by my side, helping pick up the pieces to put me back together again when I fell.

"Come on, I wanna help. And if I can't, my sib's like the best ghost detective in town. They can help you." He finishes off his pint and holds a hand up to wave the waiter down for a refill.

"That's true. I don't know. Maybe I'm overthinking things, and it's nothing."

I'm not used to being alone. This is my first place on my own, since my boyfriend Joel passed away last winter.

One day he was here, and the next thing I knew, too soon, he was gone.  When we graduated high school, we moved to a bigger city for college. One night on his way home, the roads were too icy, he lost control, and...that was it. He was gone. My chest tightens as grief and tears threaten to overtake me.

"Maybe. Maybe not. In this town, I'd say more often than not, it is something weird happening."

"True." I work on emptying my pint, remembering that idea about getting sloshed and deciding to go for it.

"You talk to Joel's parents lately, man?"

I grimace around the rim
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