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A RAVEN PERCHED ON MY WINDOWSILL, and she wanted to talk.

For most people, this might be an uncommon, and perhaps unsettling, occurrence. Especially since said raven hopped along the ledge of beveled wood, swiveling her head so she could peer into my room with her glossy black eyes. She rapped her beak against the windowpane, the tap-tap-tap an eerie sound in the otherwise still and gloomy dark hours of the morning.

However, given that my best friend was a witch, this wasn’t uncommon or unsettling, merely really freaking annoying, especially since it was before six a.m.

“No,” I said from my tangled nest of blankets and my soft pillow, eyes still heavy with sleep. “Go away. If Al wants to talk to me, they can use their perfectly good phone.” I fished mine out from the sheets and held it up as an example, waving it lazily in the direction of the window to convey my drowsy displeasure.

The raven—named Lenore, since Al could never resist a fun allusion—glared at me and ruffled her midnight-blue feathers. She cawed in irritation and lifted her leg to show the small cylinder attached.

“No. I refuse.” I rolled over and pulled the blankets over my head. My phone screen glowed 5:49. Eleven whole minutes still existed before my alarm would sound. And I was determined to relish every last second before my day was scheduled to begin. I closed my eyes, tucked my hands beneath my chin, and steadfastly ignored the messenger on my windowsill.

Lenore tapped again, the sound sharp and aggressive.

I didn’t move.

She cawed.

I didn’t answer.

She struck her beak against the glass in short rapid-fire bursts, acting more like a woodpecker than a raven, taking her attention-seeking efforts up a level.

I refused to budge.

Lenore let loose a series of high-pitched, indignant squawks, because how dare I snub her. Well, she could continue rapping at my chamber door—er, window. I was an expert at avoidance.

I managed to slip back toward a blissful, dreamless sleep. But then she raked her talons across the glass. I cringed at the awful nails-on-a-chalkboard sound, and the hair on my arms stood on end. Clapping my hands over my ears, I curled into a tight ball. She made a cawing noise akin to a cackle, then did it again.

Any semblance of my resolve instantly shattered.

Before she decided that a third wince-inducing scratch was required, I sat up and dramatically threw off the blankets. “Ugh. Fine, you win, you demented bird. Keep it down.”

Lenore quieted immediately. Her attempts to deliver her message in a timely manner had been loud enough to wake the dead, which meant she also could have potentially woken my parents, and I was certain they wouldn’t appreciate being roused by a loud, irritating bird, much less a magic one.

“You’re a menace,” I whispered harshly as I stalked over to the window.

She didn’t flinch when I pushed it open. She simply lifted her head and held out her leg as if she hadn’t just been throwing a tantrum. Typical magical-bird behavior.

Removing the small piece of parchment from the tube attached to her leg was something I’d done a thousand times. Back when neither Al nor I had had phones to contact each other, back when we were younger and thought using a bird for messages was the epitome of magic, we’d send each other notes constantly. It was a miracle Lenore had survived the number of trips she had flown between our houses.

But then we grew up and the childhood wonder around magic dimmed for both of us, in different ways.

And, well, now we could text.

I grumbled a thank-you to Lenore and unrolled the missive.

Today we embark on our journey to fully embrace our future and our true selves. Are you ready? See you in an hour!

Ugh. I couldn’t be too mad at that. I grabbed a pen from my desk, flipped the paper over, and wrote a note in return.

Ready. Let’s do this. Text me next time, though. Your bird is a bully.

I added a heart at the end to soften my words. Al would appreciate that. And it would add to the sincerity since I wasn’t all that enthusiastic about Al’s plan of a themed sophomore year. They were adamant that we approach our new school year with a guiding purpose and a slogan, as if we were middle-aged suburban adults on New Year’s Eve rather than teenagers embarking on yet another year of high school. My suggestion of the theme “unremarkable school year” was overruled despite my objection that it was unfair to allow Lenore to cast the deciding vote.

I rolled the paper and slid it into the cylinder on Lenore’s leg. She bobbed her head, nipped lightly at my finger—as was her way of showing affection—then flew off.

Stretching my arms over my head, I yawned, then shut off my alarm since I was up anyway. I padded to my dresser, where I had laid out my clothes the night before. My phone beeped with a text alert.


Did you get my message?



I shook my head, my honey-blond hair falling across my brow.


Yes. Why are you so dramatic?



The reply came quickly. One of us has to be.


Sure. But not at 6 in the morning.



Al’s response was the thumbs-up emoji. I narrowed my eyes. That basically meant they had read my text and acknowledged it but would more than likely send Lenore even earlier tomorrow. Al had a passive-aggressive streak a mile long and could be petty with the best of them when they wanted. And now I would have to endure it every day.

A delighted thrill ran through my middle. Despite their antagonistic emoji usage, I couldn’t help but be excited at the prospect of seeing Al at school.

Al and I had been best friends since first grade. We had been inseparable all through elementary school and the beginning of middle school. But when their mothers had relocated their house to be closer to their coven headquarters, Al was suddenly in a different school district. And they had been forced to change schools. We’d stayed friends, of course, though we were only able to see each other on weekends or over breaks, and only if my older brother, Aiden, was able to drive me.

We’d used Lenore to keep in touch until we were deemed old enough to have phones. But cute notes paled in comparison to hanging out with Al in person.

This year would be different, though. The school system had built and opened a new high school, and the district lines had been redrawn. We would be attending the same school for the first time since sixth grade. It was the miracle I hadn’t known I needed.

Especially since Aiden was no longer around.

I scrolled through the messages on my phone and stopped when I found the last one I had sent him. It was undeliverable, presumably because he had changed his number or blocked mine. The text before that had been from him telling me to “follow my own path,” whatever that meant. And to “trust myself,” and that “everything would be okay.” Those were dated from May. It was now August, and I hadn’t heard from my older brother since.

The last time I had seen him was in January over his winter break from his second year at college. I wished I could go back in time. I’d prod him more about school, about his studies, about his life, about anything, and maybe I’d find out why he’d chosen to abandon our family. Abandon me. But I didn’t have access to anyone who could change the past. And I had to live in the present.

My backup alarm went off, reminding me I needed to get a move on, or I would be late to my first day of sophomore year. I shucked off my pajamas and changed into the outfit I had specifically chosen for the day. A pair of jeans ripped at the knees and a concert tour T-shirt of the Hexes—Al’s favorite all-witch rock band; we’d managed to score tickets to one of their shows over the summer.

I zipped to the bathroom, ignoring the closed door at the end of the hall that had been Aiden’s. I scrubbed my face, my cheeks turning pink against my fair skin. I dabbed a little concealer over the pimple I had on my chin and the few that clustered just above my dark eyebrows. Then I styled my hair with a side part that exposed my forehead, just not the side with the zits. I added a leather bracelet on my left wrist and a thin silver necklace. And perfect. I wasn’t normally this vain, but it was the first day of school, and I’d been the quiet, odd artistic kid last year. This year I wanted to blend.

I tilted my head to the side and squinted. I should’ve gotten my ears pierced like Al had suggested over the summer, but I hadn’t wanted to push my parents’ boundaries too far. Maybe another time.

Anyway, I couldn’t keep Al waiting. I ran back to my room and grabbed my backpack, ensuring my sketchbook was safe inside along with all my other supplies. I’d picked up my schedule at orientation the other night, so I knew that Al and I had English Lit together, our first class of the day. Then we parted ways until lunch, where we had the same block. I slung my bag over my shoulder and breathed deeply, centering myself.

Now, to get past the parents who were hopefully asleep despite Lenore’s earlier theatrics. I descended the stairs, my socked feet not making a sound on the carpet. Success! I only had to slip on my shoes and slide out the door.

“Cam!” My mother’s voice rang out from the kitchen. “I hope you’re not trying to leave for the first day of school without saying goodbye.”

Damn. My plan had been foiled. My shoulders sagged. “No. I’ll be right there.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and steeled myself. Okay. I’ve got this. I’m an unaffected king. I gripped the straps of my backpack and walked down the hallway into the bright kitchen.

My mom sat at the kitchen table, a cup of coffee in her hands. She appeared impeccable and unapproachable, the same as she’d been my whole life. She must have been up for a while, if she was already dressed for the day. She’d probably been anticipating my attempt at an escape. Her makeup was on point, her hair immaculately styled, the same brown shade as my natural color, though highlighted with a few strands of gray.

I stood a few feet away and waited as her gaze roved from my feet up to my reddening face. Her eyebrows lifted at the holes in my jeans and went even higher at the shirt featuring the Hexes. The side of her mouth dipped into a slight frown as her stare reached my hair. She hadn’t said anything when I originally dyed it, but I bet she’d assumed I’d color it back once my roots had started to show at the end of the summer. I hadn’t. I had merely dyed it again.

“You’re up early,” I said, forcing a grin. “Was it Lenore? She was in rare form this morning.”

She tapped her manicured nails against her coffee cup. “That’s what you’re wearing?” she asked, her tone even. Her disapproval was reflected in the purse of her lips.

I looked down at myself and tried not to fidget. “Yes?”

“Are you sure?”

My spirit sank, but I smiled through it. My second go-to coping mechanism was humor. I knew exactly which article of clothing created the problem—the T-shirt for a popular witch band—but I could be flippant. “Is it the bracelet? Or the necklace? Are they too much?”

She sighed into her coffee. “They’re fine,” she said simply, and left it at that.

“Okay. So I’m going to head out.”

She hummed. “It’s early still. Why don’t you have breakfast before you leave?”

“Oh. I don’t have time. Sorry.”

“Really?” She made a show of craning her neck and looking at the clock. “Is there something that you need to do before school? Is that why you were in such a hurry that you weren’t going to say goodbye?”

And that was the sticky part. My mom had never outright voiced her displeasure at the friendship I had with Al, but she had been visibly relieved when Al had changed schools. She hadn’t said that while I was sobbing my eyes out about it when I was younger—she wasn’t cruel—but she did try hard to guide me toward friendships with other kids. Other non-paranormal kids. Because while my mom and dad were well aware that there were witches, werewolves, faeries, sprites, and a whole host of supernatural entities living all around us, shopping at the same grocery stores and attending the same schools, that didn’t mean they were stoked for me to be friends with them. We were only human, after all.

There had been a handful of paranormal kids in my classes in middle school and at the high school I’d attended the previous year, but I wasn’t close to any of them. Or close to anyone, for that matter. I wasn’t the most outgoing, and once best-friend-forever friendships weren’t based on forced proximity but actual social acuity, I tended to melt into the background.

But when the new high school was built and the school lines redrawn, it wasn’t lost on many parents that the majority of the known paranormal groups were in the boundaries for Central Shady Hallow High. Though my parents would never admit it, they weren’t happy that our neighborhood was also included. I’d overheard them discussing a few different options like pulling me from public school, or moving to another neighborhood or, even more drastically, out of Shady Hallow altogether. In the end, they hadn’t, but I knew better than to flaunt my friendship with a witch or my crush on a werewolf.

I cleared my throat. “I’m meeting Al. We’re going to walk to school together.”

The corners of her lips twitched downward. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“This is a new school with new opportunities. You should try to make other friends.”

“I can make other friends and still be friends with Al.”

My mom sipped her coffee and then placed the cup on the saucer with slightly more force than necessary. “And what happens when Al makes friends with other witches? Will you be invited along? Or will they leave you behind? It’s already happened once before.”

I clenched my jaw. “That was out of their control, and we stayed friends.”

“They’re a witch, Cam.”

“Oh, and humans can’t abandon people?”

My mom’s frown deepened, as did the worry lines around her mouth and the creases in her forehead. She leveled an intense glare in my direction, and I had to look away, because that expression meant I was in trouble. Bringing up Aiden was a bad move on my part. I had to smooth this over, or else I would have to suffer through a few awkward family dinners until her anger faded.

I rocked back on my heels. “Al and I have one class together. I’ll… try to talk to other students and make friends.” Before she could push further, I added, “Human friends.”

“Just make an effort. That’s all I ask.”

I shrugged. “I will.”

“Good. Now, how are you getting to school?”

“I’m riding my bike to the corner, then meeting Al and walking from there.”

She huffed. “I assume Al is taking their broom?”

I bristled but didn’t rise to the bait. “I think one of their moms is driving them. Anyway, I have to go. If I don’t leave now, I’m going to be late.”

“Fine. Have a good day, Cam.”

I left the kitchen and made a beeline for the exit. Once I was on the front stoop, I leaned against the door and allowed my head to rest against the thick wood. I closed my eyes and swallowed back my frustrated tears. Wow, this day was off to a great start. I had been woken up early by a belligerent fowl, and then my mom had basically unearthed one of my biggest fears and brought it right to the forefront of my mind.

I had wanted to retort that Al and I would be best friends forever. But she wasn’t wrong: Al was a witch, and I was human. I couldn’t tell the future, unless the occasional weirdly specific dream counted, but as Al’s message had said this morning, I could still embrace it.

Possibly.

Or I could ignore it until it became an actual problem.

Either way, I still had to go, or I really was going to be late.
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SHADY HALLOW WAS AN IDYLLIC town. It wasn’t a big city by any means—especially in comparison to New Amsterdam, our closest neighbor—but it wasn’t small either, in area or population. That said, the council had made it a point for Shady Hallow to continue to exude the quintessential picturesque small-town atmosphere, with sidewalks in residential areas to increase walkability and trees planted in beds all over to provide shade and aesthetics. They employed sprites to keep the flora healthy and witches to spell the streets clean. There were bike and broom lanes on all the major thoroughfares, full-moon parks for werewolves, night shopping for vampires, and robust support for paranormal-owned small businesses.

I wasn’t so naive as to think that Shady Hallow didn’t have its problems. But on the surface it was seemingly perfect—a place that anyone would want to live in, human or otherwise. So it bothered me that my parents had even contemplated moving us from my childhood home over something as silly as a new school.

Other than being able to attend with Al, one of the best aspects of Central Shady Hallow High was that it was in biking distance, and it was a fairly easy route through a few neighborhoods to get there. Within fifteen minutes I was skidding my bike to a stop at the corner of Maple and Fourth, where Al was already waiting for me. They had their arms crossed over their chest and were tapping the toe of their chunky black boots against the concrete sidewalk, their backpack and two large iced coffees at their feet. They were annoyed, but even in their irritation they were strikingly gorgeous. Their beautiful brown skin gleamed with warm bronze undertones in the morning sun. Their curly black hair was braided close over one ear and tumbled down to their shoulder on the other side, the loose coils framing their angular face. A beauty mark sat underneath their full bottom lip, which was currently pushed into a frustrated pout. They somehow were intimidatingly stunning while also exuding a cottagecore witchy vibe that was comforting and cozy.

Well, most of the time.

Right then they were angry.

“Where have you been?” they said, dropping their arms. The sleeves of their flowy purple blouse fluttered in the slight breeze. “I’ve been waiting forever.”

“Sorry,” I muttered as I hopped off my bike. My shirt was stuck to my skin with sweat, especially the area beneath my backpack. My carefully styled hair hung limp across my forehead, and my fingers ached from where I had clutched the handlebars. “I biked as fast as I could.”

“Ma dropped me off, like, fifteen minutes ago. Which, convincing her to drop me off here instead of at the actual school building was a feat in and of itself, but it was even more difficult when you weren’t here yet.” They pulled their phone from their pocket, and their fingers flew over the screen. “Okay. I’ve sent a text to tell her that you’ve finally arrived. You know, I’ve been waiting here on the street corner like some kind of illegal traveling potion-peddler.” They threw up their hands in apparent frustration. “And it’s so embarrassing since Ma had to drive me, while Amy used a teleportation charm to zap to the front door of her school. Mom went with her but didn’t even have to bolster it. I can’t even ride a broom.”

I winced. Al’s younger sister, Amy, was a superiorly gifted witch and was four years younger. Amy was capable of spells and charms and other witchery way beyond her age level, surpassing what Al was able to do. Despite Al being supportive of their sister, it was still a deep sore spot.

“And to make matters even worse,” Al continued, “the Lopez brothers drove by and offered me a ride. And I said no, because I was waiting on your slow self. The Lopez brothers! The hottest werewolf trio in the entire school. No, in the entire town. And lowly sophomore me turned them down.”

I snapped my head up from where I’d been studying the cracks in the pavement. The sun shone through the branches of a large tree nearby, dappling the ground in splotches of shade that did little to dispel the rising heat of late summer. “You talked to Mateo?”

“Of course that’s what you’re worried about. And no, I talked to Danny, and maybe if you’d been here, we could’ve said yes, and then you could’ve squeezed into the back seat with Mateo. Sparks might have flown, Cam! But no, you—” They cut themself off as they finally looked at me—really looked at me.

They narrowed their eyes. “Okay. What happened?”

I shrugged and kept my expression as impassive as possible. “My mom caught me leaving.”

Their gaze zeroed in on my Hexes shirt, and they winced. “Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“It looks cute, though.” They waved their hand over me. “Your whole outfit is working.”

“Thanks. There was effort involved. You look great too.”

Al swished their ruffled black skirt, the hem bouncing right above their knees. Purple-and-black-striped tights covered their legs, and their ankle boots completed the ensemble. “Thank you. There was effort here as well. But I made it on time.”

I rolled my eyes. “I would’ve been here, but my mom wanted to talk to me. It’s fine. I’m here now. Let’s go so we’re not late.”

On the bike ride over, what my mom had said about Al’s and my friendship had percolated in my brain. I shouldn’t have let my mom get into my head, but I was on edge. And I couldn’t help but think about the possibility that the new school could end up splitting Al and me apart.

I shouldn’t dwell on it. Al was my best friend. And if they did decide to ditch me at some point in the future for new witch friends, well, I’d resign myself to being the lonely, weird kid for the rest of my high school career. Maybe things would change once I went to college. I would’ve loved to talk with Aiden about that, but…

“No.”

Al’s voice brought me back to the present and out of my spiraling thoughts.

“No? What do you mean, no? We’re not skipping the first day, Al.”

“I mean no.” They picked up one of the coffees and shoved it into my hand. “You’re not brushing this off. You agreed to a themed school year about embracing our futures and ourselves. You pinky swore.”

“And?”

“And that means being truthful about our feelings! I know you have perfected your impressive resting bitch face, but I can tell how much whatever she said bothers you. Okay? You don’t have to pretend. Especially not with me.”

Puffing my cheeks, I blew out a breath. I pushed my bike forward with one hand, balancing the coffee with the other. We took a right at the corner, and the entrance to the new high school gleamed in the distance. It was only a block away, which meant I didn’t have to be introspective for long. Al fell in step beside me.

“Fine. She doesn’t like that we’re friends, and she wants me to find new ones this year.”

Al squinted. “Is that all? She’s been like that for as long as I can remember.”

“Well, it was particularly pointed this morning.” I didn’t mention the other piece about Al leaving me behind. That wasn’t first-day-of-school conversation.

“Ugh. Well. I’m sorry. That sucks.” Al kicked a pinecone out of our path. It rolled, bits of the scales spinning off, until it settled on the grass. “But I’ll be your friend until we’re both in the ground.”

I pulled my gaze from the uneven concrete and met their warm brown eyes. “I know.”

“Good.”

Of course, the moment was ruined when the tire of my bike jarred into a raised section of the sidewalk. The handlebar slipped from my sweaty grip and fell to the side, the pedals jamming into my leg. I yelped, dropped my coffee, and barely kept myself from tripping. The coffee hit the ground, the plastic lid doing nothing to stop the explosion of ice and liquid from splattering across my shoes and the legs of my jeans.

I stared down in horror.

Al winced in sympathy. After a pause in which I contemplated turning around and heading home, Al stooped down and inspected the mess. They stood. “I have a spell for that,” they said, gesturing to my stained jeans.

“Um… it’s okay,” I said, trying to brush off the mess.

“No, really. I can do it. I’m sure.”

I hedged. Al’s magic wasn’t… the most stable. But it wasn’t powerful, either, so it wasn’t like they could make things much worse. “Okay. Sure.”

They smiled as they rubbed their hands together. “Okay, hold still.” They held their spread fingers over the splashes of coffee on the fabric and narrowed their eyes. Al muttered a string of words, and the air shimmered. And that was all.

After a moment Al dropped their arms.

“Damn it!”

Secretly relieved, I patted their shoulder as they straightened. “Thanks for trying.”

“Ugh. I should be able to do that. I just—”

“Hey, it’s okay. Maybe I’ll start a new fashion trend. We’ll call it the splatter look.”

Al raised an eyebrow, then laughed, the tension breaking. “Dork.”

“What?” I said as we continued toward the school. “I’m serious. It will be all the rage.” I nudged them with my elbow.

They returned the gesture, knocking into me with their shoulder. “Glad you’ve cheered up, buttercup. It is the first day of our sophomore year, which is going to be epic.”

“I think our definitions of epic are wildly different,” I said as we approached the front entrance. But they were right; the small moment of levity had brightened my mood.

They snorted in amusement. “Let’s plan to hang out together after school one day this week.”

I was immediately on board. “Sure. How about tonight?”

“Oh, I can’t tonight. Monthly coven meeting.”

“Tomorrow?”

“I really should practice my spells. Especially if we’re going to start having homework this week. Thursday?”

I grimaced. “Since Aiden left, Dad has mandated family movie night on Thursdays.”

Al made a face. “Really?”

“I know. Mom doesn’t even pretend to watch—just scrolls on her phone. And it’s always some movie from the late ’80s or early ’90s. Most of them are cringe.”

“At least he’s trying?” they said, voice going high at the end.

“I guess.”

“Wednesday, then.”

“Wednesday sounds good. Not only is it pizza day, but it is also the name of my favorite Addams Family character.”

Al rolled their eyes playfully and then proceeded to launch into a diatribe about the theater department at their last school and how certain students were always favored for different parts and how they hoped to at least have a line in the school play if the school put one on. I half listened as they rambled. Despite our friend-date plans, my mom’s words ran in an anxious loop.

“Cam,” Al said, grabbing my shoulder. “We’re here.”

Oh. We were.

The district had spared no expense in the construction of the new high school. The front entrance was massive, and it looked more like the museum downtown than it did a school. The concrete gleamed in the morning sun. Two sets of wide stairs led up to tempered glass doors, reinforced of course to handle unexpected bursts of strength from pubescent werewolves, sprites, witches, and the random telekinetic psychic. There was a ramp to the side, near the sign that proclaimed CENTRAL SHADY HALLOW HIGH SCHOOL, HOME OF THE SAINTS. In the morning sun, with the white façade and the huge windows, the whole building was blindingly bright—the only shade offered by a single towering tree thriving off to the right. That was probably why I initially missed the two large aluminum signs that sat on the staircase, sporting a list of rules.

NO GUM

NO SKATEBOARDS

NO HORSEPLAY

NO LOITERING

NO POWERS

The signs weren’t doing a great job, since a kid had just sped by on a skateboard and a girl was sitting on the stairway, blowing a huge pink gum bubble. Another girl stood nearby with an umbrella while a conjured gray cloud hovered over her sprinkling rain. A pair of boys floated past us, the heels of their new sneakers several inches above the ground, and Al sighed wistfully at the display of a strong hovering spell.

I found a metal rack, jammed my bike into one of the slots, and then wound the chain and lock through the spokes of my front tire. A handful of brooms sat upright in the broom spaces, but my bike was the only form of wheeled transportation. Comparatively it would be easy pickings for anyone who chose mayhem that day, as the brooms were undoubtedly protected by anti-theft spells. Best to at least secure it well.

“Are you ready?” Al asked, tossing their hair over their shoulder.

“No. But I also don’t want to be truant. So I guess we have to go in.”

“That’s the spirit!”

As I hitched my bag higher on my shoulders, we dodged the dozens of students who milled about the steps. They were packed into clusters, most of them talking and laughing, while others peered over their shoulders at the rest of the groups. It was an odd mix of students. Some of them I knew from my last year as a freshman at West Shady Hallow High, but there were students I didn’t recognize at all. I guess that’s what happened when the lines were redrawn for the opening of the third high school in the county. Everyone was reassigned and jumbled up, and the cliques had to be reestablished.

The school building itself had been constructed to house a bigger student population. More kids equaled more chaos. The school ecosystem would need to recalibrate and hopefully find equilibrium over the next week while a large number of werewolves, witches, sprites, psychics, and humans figured out how to function within the new, fuller class sizes.

I spied the Lopez brothers off to the side. Danny, the senior; Javi, the junior; and Mateo, the sophomore. They were with a group of kids, presumably other werewolves. Mateo brushed his dark brown hair from his forehead. His muscles flexed beneath his flawless brown skin, and when he smiled at something one of his brothers said, his eyes crinkled. Hanging off Mateo’s arm was a willowy girl with long strawberry-blond hair and a smattering of freckles across her pale cheeks, and she leaned into Mateo’s side as she laughed.

And ugh. This day had started off badly enough. Why did it have to get worse?

I had harbored a crush on Mateo since I’d literally bumped into him in the hallway last year. We had both apologized—his voice had been low and gruff—and then he’d brushed past… and that had been the entirety of the interaction. That was really the sum of all our interactions, except my pathetic mooning whenever we were in the same room, which wasn’t often since he was in all advanced classes. I didn’t really do crushes, but there was just something about him that made my middle squirm in that first-drop-of-a-roller-coaster way.

I didn’t realize I had been staring until the girl caught my eye and nudged Mateo. Mateo whipped around and glared. I startled, tripped on the stairs, and barely caught myself. The girl laughed. Mortified, I kept my head down, not wanting to see Mateo’s expression.

I quickened my pace, and Al grabbed on to my backpack to keep up.

“What the hell was that?” they asked, grinning as we pushed through the front doors. “Did the force of Mateo’s beauty cause you to lose your balance?”

“Shut up,” I groaned. “Let’s just go.”

Al wrapped their arm around my shoulders and jostled me. “Come on, grumpy. Our future awaits.”

Of course it did. The only problem was that the excitement I’d had that morning had dimmed. But that was the thing: no one could stop the future from coming, even if they wanted to—even if they chose to ignore it.
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MY FIRST-BLOCK LITERATURE CLASS WAS uneventful. Before the teacher started her lecture, the intercom buzzed on, and the overhead announcements reminded us all of the various rules and responsibilities of being in a brand-new building (no vandalism of any kind, including graffiti and latrinalia; no gum; and no tape on freshly painted walls) as well as guidelines about class time, including that, per a new school board edict, any special ability used for credit had to be preapproved by not only the instructor but the administration and the board as well.

The girl next to Al swore under her breath. “There goes my gym grade,” she muttered, snapping her book shut hard enough that the papers on her desk ruffled in the burst of wind.

Afterward our teacher passed out the syllabus, followed by the first book we would read and discuss for the year. Then she promptly told us we’d have a quiz on Friday on the first four chapters. She gave us the rest of the period to read. When the bell rang, Al and I parted ways. I fumbled through the packed maze of hallways to my second block, which was Algebra II.

The girl who had been cuddling with Mateo sat behind me, much to my annoyance. During roll call I learned her name was Kaci. She kept to herself when the teacher gave us free time toward the end of the class, choosing to write in a journal rather than interact with our classmates. I made reluctant small talk with the guy next to me, who I vaguely recognized from the previous year.

Third block was World History, and class was much of the same, except that halfway through, the bell rang for our lunch period. I grabbed my wallet and booked it out of the room toward the cafeteria, hoping to get a good spot in the underclassman lunch line so I wouldn’t spend the short thirty minutes waiting for soggy fries. Also, I was starving since I hadn’t grabbed breakfast. Luckily, Al was already there and let me cut in line with them.

Food acquired, we eyed the tables arranged in parallel sets, trying to find an empty spot that wasn’t already saved. The cafeteria was loud, buzzing with conversation and raucous bursts of laughter. The telltale hum of witch magic hung in the air, as did the heavy, cloying scent of fresh, fragrant flowers and the humidity caused by water droplets of spring rain, which came from a shimmer of sprites crowded around the table near the window.

A girl with a floating tray of food in front of her waved at Al. “Hey, Al!”

I stiffened.

Al nodded their head toward her since their hands were full. “Hi, Lex!”

“Who’s that?” I whispered as we maneuvered through the crowd.

“She’s a member of our coven. Her dad is great with plants and potions and tells the worst dad jokes. She’s pretty cool too.”

“Oh… cool.” I couldn’t have been less enthusiastic. Al shot me a side-eye as my worries pinged around in my head, but they didn’t comment.

“I’ve been thinking about what your mom said,” they said, settling across from me at our table in the corner next to the wall. My stomach soured as they scanned the lunchroom. “It’s not a bad idea, honestly.”

If I had been standing, my knees would have buckled. “What?”

“Well, it makes sense. I’ll have more responsibilities with the coven soon, and I really need to put more effort toward casting my spells and learning potions and being involved in coven life. It would be good for you to have people to hang out with when I’m unavailable.”

A lump lodged in my throat. “Oh.”

“It wouldn’t be an awful thing for you to make more friends. And it’s not like I won’t still be your BFF. But like we said this morning, we’re embracing our true selves, right?”

No. Yes. Maybe? I didn’t know. I didn’t even know what “true self” meant for me. Cam, the best friend? Cam, the son to disappointed and disapproving parents? Cam, the brother to a missing sibling? Cam, the teenager besotted with a werewolf boy who smiled at him once? And new friends? I didn’t want to find new friends. Socializing was exhausting and really flew in the face of my plan to blend into the wallpaper for the entirety of the school year.

Al continued, unaware of my internal crisis. “And for me, that’s being a witch. I need to concentrate on that a little bit more than in the past.”

Al’s plan seemed logical for them. It was just… my mom’s words from the morning had gotten stuck in my brain, and the sting of Aiden disappearing was an ever-present ache. I didn’t think I could bear losing Al, too. It all put me on edge. But it was a me problem, not an Al problem.

“I get it,” I said, forcing a smile and slotting back into my best friend role. “It’s cool.”

Al huffed and shook their head, smiling indulgently. “Don’t sound so worried. I’ll help you. We’ll scope out some candidates, and it’ll be great.”

“Great,” I said.

“Or I could walk up to Mateo and tell him about the huge crush you had on him last year and all the pining you did from afar.”

My face burned. I kicked their ankle under the table. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Al cackled. “No. I wouldn’t.” They pulled out a small notebook from their bag and clicked a pen. “Okay. Mission Find Cam a New Friend has commenced.”

“What? Now?”

“No time like the present. What about him?” Al nodded toward a guy eating alone. He was hunched over his tray, scrolling through his phone.

“No,” I said, struggling with my small packet of ketchup. This was happening too fast. I was ill prepared to have to interact with new people. While Al surveyed the lunchroom, I took out my ire on the unsuspecting plastic rectangle. My sweaty fingers slipped along the edges.

“Why not? He’s kind of cute. He looks lonely. I think he’s human too, so your parents would approve. And who knows—maybe he’ll help you forget all about your crush on Mateo.”

The top of the packet finally ripped, and ketchup squirted out in a long sinuous line onto my plate. “No thanks.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not going to randomly approach a person you picked from the cafeteria on a whim.” Irritation prickled along the back of my neck. I squirmed in my seat, careful not to slide around too much on the new cafeteria stools. They were hard molded plastic—uncomfortable in every way, terrible for posture, and tiny enough that even my admittedly small butt was in danger of slipping off if I moved too enthusiastically in any direction. “Just no.”

“Okay. Fine. What about that girl? She’s drawing. You like drawing. You can be friends.”

I twirled a fry in the small puddle of ketchup I’d created. My appetite had fled. “No.”

“Okay. How about—”

“Al,” I said, grimacing. “I don’t like this game. Can you stop? Please?”

They frowned. “I’m just trying to help.”

“And I appreciate it. But I’m not going to suddenly make friends because you say I should.”

They huffed and crossed their arms. “Cam—”

I understood what Al needed. They were a witch. They needed to have witch friends and be able to do witchy things that didn’t involve me. I got that, though it didn’t feel great. But why were they so hung up on this right now? “Why are you harping on this? What are you trying to accomplish?”

Al frowned, and they threw down a chicken nugget. They looked away, shoulders tensed. Their grip was tight around their can of soda. “Like I said, I’m going to have more responsibilities with the coven this year once I turn sixteen. I don’t want you to be lonely when—”

“So you are leaving me behind,” I blurted out.

Al snapped their head around. “What? No. Just—things are changing. I have a duty to the coven, and I need to do better. I need to be better.”

“You’re amazing the way you are.”

“Thank you. But that’s not enough.”

“What’s not enough? Al, what’s really going on with you?”

Al flashed a brittle smile. “You know what? Never mind. You’re right. We don’t need to do this now. Don’t worry about it.”

Don’t worry about it? Al had spent our walk here lecturing me about being honest with myself and with them, and they now had the nerve to blow me off? To not follow their own advice?

Unless they didn’t want me to know. My heart sank. It was just like my mom had said. Al was just trying to soften the blow before they pulled away. Okay. All right. I could deal with this. I swallowed and gathered myself, easing back into the exterior that I used around everyone but Al.

“Ah,” I said.

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing.” I shook my head. “I’ve got to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Cam,” they groaned. “Wait. Don’t be upset.”

“I’m not,” I lied as I gathered my things. “We’ll talk later.”

I left the table and, on the way out of the cafeteria, dumped my whole tray in the trash. We weren’t exactly allowed to leave if it was our lunchtime, but the cafeteria staff couldn’t keep me from going to the bathroom.

I walked out the doors and tried to remember exactly where the restrooms were around this labyrinth of a place. I barely knew how to get back to the classroom I was supposed to be in once lunch was over. I guessed and turned to the right, and met a dead end. Then I backtracked, barely paying attention to where I was going, because the only thing running in my head was This was not how things were supposed to work out. I felt stupid for having been so excited that morning. My stomach hurt, and tears gathered in my throat, because Al was all I had left. And now they might abandon me too. I couldn’t handle it.

I walked faster and faster as if I could outrun my spinning thoughts. When I finally stopped and took a shuddering breath, I found myself in the senior hall. There was a banner hanging by strings from the ceiling tiles, welcoming the seniors to the first day of their last year of high school. It was already torn in half and fluttering in the breeze from the air-conditioning. A few choice phrases were emblazoned in red marker along its edges. The hall sported small splashes of color that the other hallways didn’t. The floor was a checkerboard mix of white and blue tiles, and tall lockers alternating in blue and yellow lined the walls. At my size and height, these were definitely spaces I could be stuffed into if someone chose to do so.

Crap.

I grabbed my phone from my back pocket. Maybe there was a map of this place on the school website that I could use to find my way back. Otherwise I was going to be at the mercy of the upperclassmen.

The bell rang overhead, and I tensed as not twenty seconds later the hall flooded with students. I was caught in the stream of people, with no idea how to find my way back to my history class. Oh well—I would just be late, I guess. The teacher really couldn’t hold it against me. It was a new school, and—

“Hey, howler boy!” A loud voice echoed down the hall.

A kid who happened to be next to me suddenly halted. He turned on his heel, his sneakers squeaking on the pristine floor. “You talking to me?” he called back.

“Yeah. Who else? I said ‘howler boy.’ That’s what you are, right?”

“Yeah. I am. What do you want, slimer?”

“Slimer”? That was a new one. I’d never heard that insult before, and I wasn’t quite sure what it meant. But the other boy, who was pushing his way through the crowd, obviously did, if his absolutely furious expression was any indication. He was flanked by a girl and another boy. The girl had bright electric-blue eyes and matching hair, while the two boys’ eyes glowed green. Oh. Sprites. The girl was a water sprite, while the boys were earth, maybe? I wasn’t quite sure how sprite classification worked.

I tried to maneuver away from the impending altercation, but the whole crowd had stilled to watch whatever was about to happen. A few folks had their phones out, vying to record the next viral social media moment. And as the trio approached, a low murmur rose among the student body, and the crowd shuffled, parting like a school of fish trying to get away from a shark. I was stuck, squeezed between the offended werewolf and a mob at my back.

The werewolf kid stood his ground, feet spread, chest puffed out as he faced the three sprites. His pale face was flushed red in anger. It was like watching a Wild West showdown in the middle of the hallway.

“I think you owe my friend here an apology,” the boy in the middle of the trio said, gesturing to the sprite at his right. “For kicking his bag when you were leaving class.”

The werewolf narrowed his eyes. “I don’t owe him shit.”

And oh my gods. Why?

The trio chuckled humorlessly. I had to get out of there before things got worse.

“What’s going on here?” A new voice joined in, the tone jovial but with the hint of an edge.

The crowd shifted again, and I was swept along with it but still unnervingly close to the combatants. Javi Lopez had appeared, and I didn’t know whether to be relieved or tense up even more. He was the middle of the Lopez brothers, not quiet like Mateo and not mellow like Danny. He was loud, talkative, dramatic, basically every middle-kid cliché. And it was a crapshoot whether he would calm everyone down or instigate things further.

He rested his hand on the other werewolf’s shoulder. “Everything okay, Nate?”

“Stay out of this, Lopez. This doesn’t concern you,” one of the sprites spat.

Javi raised an eyebrow. “As you well know, Reese,” he said, addressing the tall one in the center with the auburn hair, pale skin, and shocking green eyes, “if a werewolf is involved, then it does concern me.” He clucked his tongue. “And three against one? You know I have to intervene just to balance the odds.”

“We don’t want a fight,” the girl said. “But we are prepared to defend ourselves if necessary.” Droplets of water flicked from her fingertips.

“Yeah,” the third sprite taunted him. “We have to protect ourselves from that famous werewolf aggression.”

Javi’s jaw clenched. “I don’t want to fight either,” he said, and then broke into a wide smile as he opened his arms, posturing for the crowd. “Let’s just all go on our way and forget this even happened.”

Reese crossed his arms, a smug grin blossoming across his face. “When he apologizes.”

Javi sighed. He shook his head and slung his arm around Nate, tugging him close. “And here I was hoping not to get suspended on the first day of school.”

And okay. This was happening. I didn’t particularly want to be a witness to a fight between a pair of werewolves and a shimmer of sprites in the hallway, so I attempted to squeeze my way out of there. The two sides continued to banter, and the insults rose in pitch and viciousness as I searched for an escape route. I turned my back on the scene and had my shoulder wedged between someone’s backpack and the wall, trying to slide out, when the physical part of the fight erupted.

I didn’t see who had charged whom, but the oohs of the crowd went up instantaneously. I was jostled along as everyone moved to make room for the fight. The impact of someone against the lockers on the other side of the hallway clanged loudly amid the rumble of the student body. The squeaks of shoes as the crowd ebbed and flowed like a current, the grunts and growls of the fighters, and the flash-bang of magic all tumbled together as the altercation intensified. I was craning my neck to see what was happening when the crowd suddenly surged. I was pushed hard from behind. I stumbled forward, my shoe slipping on a patch of water, and landed on my knees with a painful jolt.

Oh, that hurt. I braced myself with my hands to push upward, but someone stepped on my fingers. My phone skittered out of my grip and slid across the brand-new linoleum. I reached for it, but someone else’s bag whacked into my ribs, knocking the wind from my lungs. I wrapped an arm around my torso and resisted the urge to curl up on the ground. I had to get upright or risk being trampled.

I did my best to scramble out of the way, but there were feet and legs blocking my sight and my path, and every time I tried to gain my footing, the crowd would push in another direction. A girl tripped over my ankle and landed on her butt. Another person slipped on the growing puddles of water and smacked their chin against the floor. I crawled toward the side of the hallway, making little progress amid the screams, groans, and cheers of the fight happening around me.

Puddles of water and bunches of leaves were scattered everywhere. The knees of my jeans were soaked, and wayward bracken stuck to the fabric of my clothes and tangled in my hair. My hands were damp from both sweat and sprite magic. This was easily the worst day of my life, and I would go home and cry over it as soon as I could stand up and get away from this mess.

A strong hand gripped my upper arm over the sleeve of my shirt and tugged hard, helping me lurch to my feet. Finally! Before I could turn and thank my savior, a yell split the air way too close for comfort. I looked up in time to see three bodies locked in a fighting embrace hurtling toward me.

They rammed into me, throwing me into the lockers. All my breath left me in a whoosh. The back of my head smacked into the metal, and stars burst behind my eyes. My knees went weak as blackness encroached in the periphery of my vision, and I slid to the floor in a heap. A body landed on top of me, crushing me between the lockers and the floor. There were shouts in my ears. Pain radiated from my ribs and the back of my head, and panic seized my chest. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t see.

Someone grabbed my wrist, their skin hot and clammy against my own. I couldn’t make out who it was as my eyes glazed over, my vision tunneled, and the chaos around me disappeared, the sound of voices muting until they were gone altogether.

And suddenly I wasn’t in the hallway at all.
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I STOOD IN A FIELD.

It was dark, save for ripples of soft moonlight. Trees lined the perimeter in the far distance, but a weird shimmery fog blurred and softened the edges of my sight, so I couldn’t make out any other details. Clouds rolled overhead, obscuring the moon and bathing the scene in blue gray. Short grass tickled my ankles, and when I took a step, my bare feet sank into the damp soil. The wind blew softly, and I shivered in the cold. The air smelled like a mixture of rain and fresh mud, with a hint of rotten eggs. Somehow it tasted metallic.

I had the awareness to realize that those smells and that taste were oddly specific, something that I shouldn’t be able to sense, but the thought was shoved to the back of my mind.

Because there was something in front of me… no, not something. Someone.

Fear shuddered through me.

Despite it, I shuffled forward.

The person… the girl… raised her head. Her golden-brown hair fell around her in wild tangles. Her eyes were wide and scared. The scant light illuminated the red paint spattered across her face.

“Please,” she said, her voice weak. She pushed herself up. Her arms trembled.

“Please,” she begged again, raising her hand. Her palm was streaked with bright white and crimson. She hoisted herself to her knees but then flopped sideways with a gasp after only a moment, like a puppet with her strings cut.

And that was when I realized it wasn’t red paint. She was covered in blood. Her blouse was stained dark red. Her jeans were soaked. It seeped from deep wounds in her torso and slashes across her arms.

There were voices in the distance. Yelling. Screaming? A bush rustled off to the side. Twigs snapped in the forest nearby.

I hesitantly stepped closer. Stone-cold dread weighed down my every movement.

“Please,” she whimpered again, but it was barely a whisper.

I didn’t reassure her. I couldn’t. I was mute, trapped by whatever magic this was. Because it had to be magic. I was sure of it. I could sense the tendrils of it wrapped around me.

The girl had stilled. Her body lost all tension, and her eyes slid half-closed, staring unblinkingly through the grass… at me.

My heart lodged in my throat. I wanted to help her. I wanted to scream. I wanted to run, but my feet were stuck fast, sinking into the mud. I wanted to do anything, but all I could do was stare as her breath stuttered to a halt.

My gaze dropped. Then I noticed that I held an object at my side. My fingers were curled around the handle of a large knife. Wait, not my fingers… someone else’s.

The blade gleamed in the moonlight, the sharp edge tinged red.
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I WAS SUCKED THROUGH A DARK tunnel. At least that was how it sounded—as if large amounts of water had suddenly spiraled down a recently unclogged drain.

I rocketed awake with a gasp.

I sat upright, my gaze flickering about wildly. My heart pounded. A scream caught in my throat, which I managed to wrangle down to a strangled yelp.

I wasn’t in the field.

I was in a bed. In the nurse’s office. My hands clutched the bedding beneath me so tightly that the sheets were in danger of ripping. My chest heaved, my breaths stuttering in panic.

What had happened? Was that a dream? How had I gotten here?

“Camden?”

I snapped my head to the side, thinking for a moment I’d see the girl from the field, but it was only the nurse at her desk. She stared at me with a concerned expression, her body held stiff on the edge of her chair like she wanted to bolt from the room. Same, lady. Absolute same.

“Do you know where you are, Camden?”

I took that as permission to look around some more. The nurse’s office was an open floor plan. There were two beds separated by a curtain, though it was currently drawn aside, exposing me to the whole area. I was in the one on the farthest side of the room. The other one was empty, though the sheets were rumpled as if someone else had been there. There was a closet door that was propped open, and it looked to be full of first aid supplies and linens.

“Camden?” she prompted again.

Oh. Yes. I should respond. Like a normal functioning human. Not one who had been a casualty in a hallway fight between werewolves and sprites and then had been transported to a hellish midnight meadow.

“Cam,” I corrected, voice a croaky squeak.

She nodded, then stood and crossed the room slowly, as if I were a skittish woodland creature that might dart away at any second. And maybe I was, because I could not get my fists to loosen or my spine to relax. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

She reached out to take my wrist, and I flinched. I didn’t know why, only that I didn’t want to be touched. She hesitated and then backed away.

I blinked. My head was killing me. It pounded in time with my elevated pulse. And I was so tired. If I could calm down, I definitely wouldn’t mind curling up in this bed and sleeping for approximately a week. But to be honest, I was a little freaked out, and I didn’t foresee the ability to unclench occurring anytime soon.

That girl… she’d been attacked. She’d died. What the fuck was that? Had I actually been there? Or had it been some weird hallucination brought on by my head being knocked into the lockers?

I shuddered as the picture swam across my mind’s eye. I could still see the blood and hear her helpless cries, and I really needed to stop thinking about it.

I needed Al.

“My head hurts.”

“I can give you a painkiller,” she offered, gesturing to my file on her desk. “Your parents signed off on that with your paperwork.”

“Okay.” I swallowed. My throat was dry. Had I been screaming? How long had I been there, anyway? Where was my phone?

She shook two pills from a bottle into a small paper cup and fished some water out of a mini fridge next to the closet. She placed them on the table next to me and stepped away, watching me as I choked the pain reliever down with a swig of water. She went back to sit at her desk and scribbled something in a log.

“How did I get here?” I asked.

“Danny Lopez brought you.”

My body went hot with embarrassment. I groaned and slumped onto the pillow. Danny must have been at the fight as well. Or the aftermath. “Really?”

She clicked her pen and made another note. “Have you…” She trailed off. “Has that ever happened to you before?”

“Accidentally getting flattened in a fight in the hallway? No. That’s a new one for me.” I sighed and picked at the blanket that had been tossed over my legs. I still had my shoes on. I wiggled my toes and then shifted in the bed, my damp jeans slithering unpleasantly across my skin. “Wait, I’m not in trouble, am I? I didn’t start anything. I just got caught up in it. I was an innocent bystander. I swear.”

She waved away my concern, a slight smile pulling at her lips. “You’re not in trouble. The Lopez brothers and the other kids involved all stated you were not part of the altercation.”

I blew out my breath and relaxed further onto the bed. Exhaustion had caught up with me despite my mortification at the thought of Danny carrying me through the halls like a damsel in distress. And despite the horror of… whatever it was I had seen. But thank goodness the eyewittnesses had vouched for me. I’d hate to get a detention on the first day. My parents would kill me.

“I meant—” She paused. “The other kids… they said you—”

“I passed out, right? From hitting my head?” I reached up and gingerly felt the knot on the back of my skull. It hurt. But at least it didn’t look like it had bled. “Are you going to call my parents?”

The nurse frowned. “Yes. I will be calling your parents to come get you.”

“Oh. Can you not?”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Why? Do you not feel safe at home?”

“Oh! Nothing like that. Just… they’re going to be upset. And I don’t want to disturb them at work. Can I just hang out in here until the end of the school
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