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      A ghostly mystery in an academy for the supernaturally gifted. Can a young witch do her math, learn how to conjure, and help a ghost move on?

      Chloe Barker hasn't had the easiest life. Witch Hunters took her parents in the dead of night a few years back. Chloe ended up in some sort of weird witchy family foster system. She's been passed around from cousin to cousin and aunt to aunt. Finally, some witch somewhere decided to open an academy for all things paranormal. Now her aunt has banished her to a strange and scary school.

      Finally, Chloe can have a place to call home, at least for the next few years. Rune Academy is brand spanking new. It's the first year for everyone, so all of the kids are nervous, right? It's not just Chloe. If only someone would tell the butterflies in her stomach.

      When she arrives at Rune Academy, Chloe discovers a new school, new friends, and pesky boys are the least of her worries. On her very first night, a ghost appears. We’re not talking about Casper the friendly ghost. This ghost is secretive, angry, and Chloe is the only person who can see her.

      With the help of her new friends, Chloe begins an adventure she never could’ve imagined. Along the way, Rune Academy and her friends begin to feel like something more: the home and family she’s been missing.
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      The colossal iron gates of Rune Academy creaked open, revealing the cobblestone path that led to the towering castle. A flutter of excitement filled my chest, but determination also rushed through me along with so many more emotions I couldn’t figure out at the moment. This was going to be my new home. A place I would finally belong.

      This school was unlike anything I'd ever seen before. Not that I’ve been to many schools that were actual castles. The air smelled like a mix of old books and fresh-baked cookies, and the sun cast long, eerie shadows across the old stones. It was kind of spooky, but cool too. Blankets of ivy covered the walls, giving the gigantic building an air of mystery and magic. A stone gargoyle, with its menacing expression, perched on one corner, staring down at me with its piercing, beady granite eyes. For a second, I had to look again and make sure he wasn’t real. This was a place where anything could happen. Hopefully, it would be where I could finally learn to control my magical abilities.

      "Chloe Barker," said the friendly bus driver, handing me my suitcase with a warm smile. "You're gonna love it here. Best of luck!"

      "Thanks," I mumbled, trying to hide my nervousness. Nobody needed to know how scared I was to be here. Anyway, I was just as excited as I was terrified.

      My heart raced as I dragged my suitcase up the winding pathway. This was it. My chance to find a place where I belonged. Since my parents had been taken by witch hunters, I'd been passed around from one relative to another like an unwanted sweater. Now that I was twelve and my magical abilities had gotten stronger, maybe Rune Academy could help me control them. None of my family had bothered to teach me about magic.

      As I approached, the massive wooden doors creaked open, as if by magic, unveiling a warm, flickering light from inside. The interior walls, crafted from ancient stone, held an air of mystery. Brilliant stained-glass windows, resembling dazzling jewels, adorned the castle, filling the space with enchanting hues and a beautiful glow.

      "Wow," I whispered, trying not to freak out. I had to make this work. No more being passed around like a hot potato.

      As the heavy doors closed behind me, I sucked in a deep breath, ready to face whatever challenges awaited me in this new and mysterious school.

      "Welcome to Rune Academy, Chloe," a cheerful voice called from behind me. I spun around to find a tall blonde woman with kind green eyes and a warm smile. She held a clipboard in one hand and extended the other for me to shake. "I'm Headmistress Beth, and I'll be showing you around today."

      "Hi, Headmistress Beth," I stammered, my voice trembling slightly as I reached out to shake her hand, my nerves jangling. Racing thoughts filled my anxious mind. Did I have to call her "Headmistress Beth" every single time? Despite my jumbled thoughts, I forced a smile and managed to mumble, "Thanks for having me."

      "Of course. We're so pleased to have you join us." She gestured for me to follow her as she began our tour through the castle. "Please, you may call me Ms. Beth. I find that less daunting."

      Thank goodness for that. "Okay." I smiled at her. She seemed pretty cool. Like I imagined my mom would be.

      I wished I could remember her better. I was nine when they were taken, but some of the memories were like water slipping through my fingers.

      As we walked down the hallway, I marveled at the flickering torches that brightened as we approached. The air was filled with a mix of old parchment, candle wax, and something sweet. It smelled like cookies earlier but now it was more like caramel. I wanted to take a deep breath to savor it, but I kept my gaze forward, not wanting to appear too eager.

      Ms. Beth opened a heavy, creaky wooden door. “This is the spellcasting classroom.”

      It was hard not to say something silly. The room was absolutely stunning. I couldn't help but gape in awe. Purple velvet couches lined the room, inviting me to sit and learn magical arts. In the corner, an epic fireplace crackled softly, warming the air and casting dancing shadows on the walls. It was truly a magical place. "W-wow," I stammered, taking in the sight. "This is incredible."

      Ms. Beth smiled at me appreciatively. "Yes, it’s quite impressive. This is our first year, you know. The castle has been in my husband's family for years. You'll be learning all sorts of spells here, from simple levitation to more advanced conjuring."

      "Yeah," I whispered in awe, looking at the room in wonder. Power radiated from it.

      Ms. Beth smiled and motioned for me to follow her.

      We continued down the hall, passing a room filled with bubbling potions, another with broomsticks lining one wall, and a cozy library where students sat reading and whispering to each other. Classes started tomorrow, but somehow, I'd expected the castle to be empty.

      "Finally, this is the common area for the girls' dorms," Ms. Beth said, opening a set of double doors to reveal a large room filled with comfy chairs, tables for studying, and even a fireplace crackling merrily. "A perfect spot to relax and spend time with friends after a long day of classes."

      "Thanks for showing me around," I told her, trying to take it all in. "It's amazing here." It sure was better than any of the homes I'd lived in for the last three years. I was pretty fond of Aunt Georgia, though. She loved me, but she liked to say I was 'too much' for her. Whatever that meant.

      "Rune Academy is a truly special place." Ms. Beth sighed happily and looked around. "Let's get you settled into your dorm room."

      She led me up a winding staircase to an upper floor and opened the smallest door we'd gone through yet. The room beyond it wasn't very big, but looked comfortable, with green curtains framing a large window and a wooden desk against the wall. I made a beeline for the window to look out at the gorgeous West Virginia mountainside. This was going to be a great place to live.

      "Well then," Ms. Beth said as she handed me my key, "I'll leave you to it. I'm sure your roommate will be back soon." She put one hand on the door. "You two will become fast friends, I’m sure. Enjoy your time here, Chloe."

      "Thank you," I replied, my voice catching a little. "I hope I will." I wasn't so sure I'd be fast friends with whoever my roommate was, but I'd try my best. I'd promised Aunt Georgia. I tried to ignore the other side of the room, where my roommate had already unpacked and made it her style.

      Once Ms. Beth was gone, I took a deep breath and opened my suitcase. The top item, cushioned by my clothes, was my most prized possession. I carefully placed the framed photo of my parents on the desk, ignoring the pang of sadness in my chest.

      Aunt Georgia had taken me shopping last week and got me everything we could imagine I'd need for a term at a school of magic. There'd never been one here in the United States before, so we weren't sure of anything, and the welcome letter hadn't included much information. Ms. Beth had said this was their first year. Maybe I should suggest they have a packing list next year.

      I organized my books and school supplies in the wooden desk drawers. As I neatly folded my clothes into the dresser, excitement, and nerves built inside me. I was beginning to feel happier about the situation than scared.

      "New school, new friends, and the promise of controlling my magical powers," I whispered. "You can do this, Chloe."

      Once everything was in its place, I stepped back to admire my new home. The cozy and welcoming room gave me a sense of belonging I'd craved for so long. Rune Academy was where I truly belonged, a place where I could finally grow into the person I was meant to be.

      As I sat down at my desk and opened one of the textbooks I'd found stacked neatly on a small bookshelf beside my bed, I marveled at how different my life had become in such a short amount of time. It wasn't just about the magic, although that certainly played a part. It was about finding a place where I fit in, surrounded by others who understood what it was like to walk in my shoes.

      "Here's to new beginnings," I muttered, smiling as I read. As I turned the pages of my textbook, I couldn't help but think that maybe, just maybe, everything was going to be all right after all.

      As I began to lose myself in the pages of my textbook, the door burst open, and a whirlwind of pink and rainbows swept into the room. A girl my age, with bouncy, golden curls and eyes that sparkled like emeralds stood before me, beaming from ear to ear.

      "Hi! I'm Amy Thomas, your new roommate," she exclaimed, extending her hand for a shake. "This place is so cool, isn't it? I can't believe we're actually here."

      "Uh, hi," I said, shaking her hand tentatively. "I'm Chloe Barker."

      "Nice to meet you, Chloe," Amy chirped, glancing around the room, and taking in every detail at once. "Do you need any help unpacking? I'm really good at organizing stuff."

      "Um, sure," I replied, unsure of what to make of this bubbly girl who'd burst into my life. Her enthusiasm was contagious, but also a little overwhelming, especially when compared to my introverted nature.

      We sorted through my remaining belongings while Amy chattered away about her love of dance, her ability to shift into a raccoon, and how ready she was to start classes at Rune Academy. My head spun with racing thoughts as I tried to keep up with her rapid-fire conversation.

      She seemed nice, but did we have anything in common?

      While we worked, I couldn't help but sneak glances at Amy's side of the room, which was already adorned with posters of famous dancers and shelves filled with colorful knick-knacks. She'd even hung a string of twinkling fairy lights around her bed, which cast a soft, warm glow over the entire space.

      "You have a knack for decorating." I tried to find some common ground between us.

      "Thanks," Amy replied, her cheeks flushing with pride. "My mom's an interior designer, so I guess it runs in the family."

      "Ah," I said, nodding. "My parents—" I hesitated, swallowing the lump in my throat. "They were, are..." Taking a deep breath, I finally managed to say, "They died a few years ago." Witch hunters had taken them, but I wasn’t ready to tell her that. Sometimes just telling people they were dead kept them from asking too many questions. Hunters policed our world, making sure that all the supernatural creatures acted the way they were supposed to. Unfortunately, they had a reputation for overstepping their bounds, which they'd definitely done with my parents.

      I would find them one day, and I would pay the hunters back for what they'd put us through.

      Amy's face fell, and for the first time since entering the room, she seemed at a loss for words. "I'm so sorry, Chloe. That must've been really hard."

      "Thanks," I murmured, turning away to hide the tears that threatened to spill over. I couldn't stop myself from being emotional when I thought about them, even three years later.

      "Hey," she said gently, placing a hand on my shoulder. "We may not have a lot in common, but we're both here at Rune Academy now, right? We're going to learn how to use our powers and make new friends together. Who knows? Maybe we'll discover we have more in common than we thought."

      "Maybe." I forced a small smile. As I looked around our shared room, my hopes lifted a bit. She was all sunshine and rainbows, and I was… well, not that. Opposites attracted, right?

      Hopefully or it was going to be a long semester.
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