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      I always knew when something bad was going to happen, and the dark storm clouds brewing above Thornshire only intensified the chill creeping down my spine. I’d lived in a town full of witches all my life, yet Halloween never failed to give me the creeps.

      “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Elodie.” I spoke the words out loud, as if the sound of my own name might help convince me.

      Although the eerie feeling told me I should be cautious, I didn’t trust the instinct. I had to believe the hairs rising on my arms were a result of the brisk weather and not an ominous warning. This wouldn’t be the first time my intuition was wrong. Even if this sensation meant something, I had no further clues to decipher its significance.

      I steeled my nerves. I wasn’t scared to walk across campus on my own. I’d show anyone who wanted to hurt me what my magic was capable of.

      Which made this unsettling feeling in my gut… strange.

      I shivered as I stepped out of my dorm hall and into the cool autumn air. I’d dressed as Red Riding Hood in a short red dress with a black corset, long black tights, and a velvet red cloak. I wasn’t exactly dressed for the weather, but Luna and I would be spending most of our night indoors, partaking in the Halloween festivities on campus.

      I attended Thornshire Academy, a university for witches founded hundreds of years ago when our witch ancestors migrated to the states. Here, witches learned to harness their powers for brewing potions, communing with spirits, forging wands, and casting powerful spells. All witches in Thornshire attended the academy, because learning our magic was equally a part of our religion—in which we honored our ancestors in the afterlife—as it was important to our economy. We were one of the top cranberry exporters in all of the New England area, and it was our magic that kept the bogs producing high-quality fruit at such a fast rate.

      I was in my first year at the academy, but my older cousin Luna would graduate next semester. She’d promised to hand down all her campus knowledge before graduation. Tonight, she was my guide to all the best Halloween parties on campus.

      Halloween was always a big to-do in Thornshire. Townspeople decorated their homes with strings of orange lights, massive lawn displays depicting giant skeletons, and oversized blow-up spiders. Businesses competed for the best window displays by enchanting cauldrons to light up and bubble or using necromancy magic to make skeletons wave at passersby. Farmers brought their biggest pumpkins to the town square, and a prize was awarded to the largest one, which always weighed over a thousand pounds. Cider tastings and hayrides were everywhere, along with ghost tours at various historical locations.

      On campus, the theater department hosted a haunted house in the university’s main academic building—Haunted Halls, they called it. I’d been there with Kylan a few times in high school, when we were still dating. It’d been a lot of fun, and the event only got better every year.

      My heels clicked on the sidewalk as I crossed the quad toward Luna’s dorm. Around me, tall Victorian structures towered several stories. Four dorm buildings that housed thousands of students faced one another to form a square, and a big lawn stretched between them. Usually, the quad was bustling with activity, but everyone must’ve already been at their parties, because I was alone.

      I’d been running late, which Luna normally hated, but she’d messaged me earlier saying she was running behind as well. I checked my phone to see if she’d sent any updates, but she hadn’t. It was almost ten o’clock, which was still early by witch standards, but Haunted Halls had already been open for hours. Luna and I had to get going soon or we’d miss the best festivities in the countdown to the witching hour.

      As I slid my phone back into my crossbody bag, I caught sight of movement in the shadows. A breeze swept across the quad, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand straighter. I reached for my wand in my bag. If someone thought they’d pull a Halloween prank by scaring a girl like me, they could think again.

      A black cat emerged from the shadows, skittering beneath the light of a streetlamp. I slowly released my grip on the wand. It was only Halloween, and I couldn’t let something as simple as a black cat freak me out.

      Though… a black cat crossing your path was never a good sign.

      I pulled my cloak tighter around me, shooting one last glance around the quad. There was nothing there. I had to get to Luna’s dorm room quickly, because she’d talk me down and convince me this was nothing to worry about.

      I hurried into her dorm building. Luna’s room was located on the first floor at the end of the hall. She was the resident advisor for her dorm and had one of the best rooms on campus, complete with a living room and kitchenette. She even had a fireplace she usually kept burning.

      As I passed by the other rooms, my gaze locked on one door in particular. Unease twisted in my stomach, though it was entirely unrelated to the strange feeling I’d gotten outside. Kylan lived in this hall, and the last thing I wanted was to run into him. I’d seen him on the broomball field a few weeks ago when I was crossing campus. Broomball was a lot like soccer, only played on flying brooms. Kylan had been so focused on scoring a goal I didn’t think he’d seen me that day, and I’d done my best to avoid him ever since.

      I hurried past his room and stopped at Luna’s door on the end. I knocked, but no answer came, which was weird because she was expecting me. I tried the door handle, and it twisted easily. “Luna?”

      I was met only with resounding silence. When she said she was running behind, I figured she was deep in some class project like she always was and needed the extra time to get into her costume. If there was one thing that could make Luna lose track of time, it was her academics. I didn’t realize she wouldn’t be here when I arrived.

      But then again, Luna wouldn’t leave her dorm room without locking it… She must be around. She was probably just blasting haunting music in her earbuds like she did when she studied.

      I called her name louder and stepped inside. An icy chill hit me, even though there were coals still glowing in the fireplace. The doors to the bedroom and the bathroom were both open, but the lights were off inside both of them. A sitting area circled the fireplace in the living room, with a long couch situated with its back facing the door.

      “Very funny, Luna,” I teased as I approached the sitting area. “It’s not like you to fall asleep when we have plans⁠—”

      My words halted in their tracks when I caught sight of black heels pointed up toward the ceiling near the base of the couch. My heart lurched as I raced around the furniture to see Luna sprawled out across the floor. She wore a brown trench coat with a Sherlock Holmes hat askew atop her head. Her wand lay in one of her limp, outstretched hands.

      “Luna!” I cried.

      I dropped to my knees beside her and frantically shook her, but she remained unresponsive. Her skin appeared dull and sickly… a color I’d only seen once before. Luna remained entirely motionless, though I pleaded with our ancestors to show me the rise and fall of her chest. My prayers remained unanswered.

      I pressed my fingers to the side of her throat in search of a pulse, but the all-encompassing devastation that slammed into my gut told me everything I already knew but refused to believe. This couldn’t be happening again. Not to Luna.

      The pulse I so desperately searched for wasn’t present.

      I staggered to my feet as the dread I’d felt when crossing the quad intensified into something far more sinister and horrible. The grim reaper himself might as well have curled his bony fingers around my throat, because it felt as if my terror might just rip my soul from my body right alongside Luna’s. The edges of my vision blurred, and I found myself gasping for breath.

      I hadn’t been imagining things when I said that something bad was going to happen. Not this time. My cousin was dead, and no amount of psychic visions or cryptic warnings from beyond could save her now.

      I stumbled toward the fireplace and caught myself on the mantle. For the briefest of moments, an image of flames flashed across my vision. I saw the edges of paper burning to embers, before my very real, harrowing reality came back into focus. Fingers trembling, I tore my gaze from Luna’s body to peer into the fireplace.

      A tiny piece of paper no larger than a quarter was wedged in the corner, far away from the embers. I bent to inspect it. I took special care to lift the paper so that it wouldn’t crumble into ashes. The edges were burnt, but I was able to make out a singular phrase typed out in small letters.

      Murder in Thornshire.

      Usually, my psychic abilities weren’t so direct, but this vision had been unmistakable. Whatever Luna had burned earlier had been incredibly important.

      And it might just be what got her killed.
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      I called the police, and I knew I didn’t have much time before they arrived. If Luna’s spirit was still hanging around, I had to talk to her to find out what happened here. Most ghosts of the recently departed were scared and confused. She wouldn’t want to talk to strangers, but she’d talk to me—if I managed to get through to her.

      Witches knew better than to stick around on an earthly plane for too long, because spirits could become trapped here. It was better to cross to the afterlife as soon as possible, which made it harder to contact them, though not entirely impossible. When spirits couldn’t appear in full form, they communicated through psychic visions. The problem was interpreting those visions in a way that made any sense.

      All the supplies I needed to conduct a séance were already laid out upon her altar. Every witch at Thornshire Academy had an altar in their room fully stocked with cedar bundles, crystals, candles, and tarot cards.

      I pinched the candle wick between my fingers, and it lit at my command. Using the flame I created, I lit the cedar bundle to cleanse the room of negative energies. Then I placed three amethyst crystals around the altar. Finally, I went to the fridge and found an apple—honeycrisp, Luna’s favorite. I placed that beside the candle as an offering.

      I knelt beside the altar, forcing my tone to remain steady. “Luna, if you’re still here, make your presence known.”

      I waited for a sign from beyond, but the room remained silent. Not so much as a breeze passed by. Real séances weren’t like in the movies. Ghosts could appear to witches in full ethereal form, but only under the best of circumstances. Most séances resulted in fragmented messages, which could come from unintended messengers. It wasn’t a perfect spell, but I needed to try it. If Luna could shed any light on what happened here, this was her chance.

      I continued. “I received a vision of your fireplace. You sent me that message, didn’t you? You wanted me to know about a murder in Thornshire. Were you talking about your own?”

      I paused to await her response, but nothing came.

      “Luna, I need more information,” I urged. “If you recall anything about what happened to you tonight, you can tell me now and I’ll pass that information on to the police.”

      I glanced around the room, hoping to see Luna’s spectral outline somewhere in the corner. Even if she had no messages to share, I at least wanted to say goodbye.

      But Luna didn’t show up.

      This felt all too familiar, but I couldn’t go back down the road of wondering why someone I loved wouldn’t show up to say goodbye. My magic simply wasn’t strong enough to bring her spirit to me.

      “I’m sorry I was running late, Luna. I should’ve been here sooner.” I hoped Luna heard my apology. I hoped she felt it as deep in her spirit as I meant it.

      A loud thud sounded from behind me. I startled so quickly that I sprang to my feet and whirled around. Air billowed around the end of my cloak, blowing the candle out.

      Across the room at the kitchenette, a stack of textbooks had fallen off the counter and lay scattered across the floor. My racing heart slowed as I crossed the room to pick them up.

      As I was arranging the textbooks back into their stack, I noticed an orange piece of paper only a few inches long. I picked it up to see the words Haunted Halls sprawled across it in big bold letters. It was a ticket to the haunted house on campus. At first, I thought it had to be from last year, but then I noticed today’s date listed at the bottom.

      That was strange, because Luna and I had been planning to attend Haunted Halls together later tonight. Tickets were sold at the door, so I didn’t know what she was doing with a ticket here in her room.

      The door burst open, and three burly police officers raced into the room with their wands raised. The man in front was tall and middle-aged, with a sheriff’s badge glinting off his uniform.

      “Clear!” the sheriff called as he lowered his wand. Several other officers, along with a man wearing a jacket labeled coroner stepped into the room.

      The sheriff’s concerned gaze flickered toward Luna’s body, but he kept his attention on me. “You’re the one who called?”

      I nodded. I recognized him, but he didn’t seem to remember me. I wasn’t surprised. My face had been one of hundreds in a mourning crowd of high schoolers the last time I saw him.

      I shoved those memories aside, because I needed to focus right now. Though, the familiarity of it all kept those memories bubbling up faster than I could push them to the back of my mind. I had to keep them from spilling over, just long enough to talk to the officers. Then I’d allow myself to break down.

      “I’m Elodie Graves,” I told the sheriff. “I’m Luna’s cousin. She asked me to meet her here so we could walk to Haunted Halls together. I found her like this and called the police right away.”

      “Elodie,” he repeated kindly. “I’m Sheriff Woodfield. We’re going to take care of everything, all right?”

      He was trying to calm me down, but the sight of Luna lying there motionless made me want to hurl. One of the officers was already snapping photos of the scene, and another knelt down to check for a pulse. As expected, he found none.

      “There are no visible injuries,” a deputy with a mustache said.

      A third officer had gone over to the window to inspect it. “No signs of forced entry, either.”

      The coroner knelt beside Luna to begin inspecting her body. He gently tugged down on her collar, and my body gave a shudder at the sight of black veins spiderwebbing up her chest and across her collarbone. “The cause of death is clear, Sheriff.”

      I’d heard of curses like this, but I’d never seen it before. Luna had been killed by some sort of dark magic, like someone had done this intentionally. Only the cruelest of witches would ever dare cast such a curse.
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