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        Curses suck, but it’s just another day at Westwood Academy.

      

      

      

      Rio has known her whole life that she was different. The women in her family have been plagued by a deadly curse, and she’s next. There is only one place she can go to learn to control the magic that just might save her.

      

      Will she be able to make a place for herself in this strange world where witches and wizards, and other supernaturals, live under the rule of the omnipotent Council of Covens?

      Find out in Water Witch!

      

      Welcome to Westwood Academy. Forget what you know and let your magic run wild.
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      The wind blew harshly against her person, sending Leanna Stolbright’s perfectly arranged hair into disarray as she walked into Goddess of the Hunt Books & More off Monterey and Jacobs Avenue.

      She nodded at Mrs. Foley, the proprietor of the shop, and walked to the back of the shop. To anyone else, it was an odd sort of bookstore. Perhaps out of place among the other shops in Cape Mystic, but the small seaside town was used to that.

      There were many unexplained phenomena in the region. But the residents had been there so long, they simply ignored it. Still, the bookstore managed to survive by having a strong online presence. Or so Mrs. Foley said. But only when asked.

      Leanna Stolbright didn’t have time to worry about how mortals viewed the establishment. The very real task of keeping the magic world a secret among humans was not under her purview.

      Ms. Stolbright was a magic scout. One of the few witches imbued with the talent of tracking down magical bloodlines and gauging capabilities of descendants. She supposed it made sense, what with the nature of magic being finite and all, not to mention the fact witches only mated with mortals, thereby diluting familial power passed down through generations, that it was getting harder and harder to find witches of the caliber expected at Westwood Academy.

      Lucky for her, Ms. Stolbright had a keen sense of these things. If a young woman or man had enough magical blood in his or her lineage, the chances of being a witch or wizard increased phenomenally.

      There was no guarantee, of course. Sometimes it happened where a witch or wizard came from an entirely human line.

      But that was rare.

      Very, very rare.

      Either way, all she had to do to determine if a person was in fact such a witch or wizard, was get within fifty yards of the prospect. Ms. Stolbright was a sort of magical bloodhound. At least, that was what the headmistress called her.

      She didn’t mind. After all, it was practically her job to hand pick the candidates for enrollment. That made her one of the most important members of the staff. Far more integral than that snarky Melissa Weaver who taught potions, and the hoity toity Gregor Clarksville who thought metaphysical mysticism was the bees’ knees.

      She shook her head. Better stop thinking about all that. She had big news. Along with identifying prospective students, Ms. Stolbright was also tasked with ensuring the witch or wizard received his or her invitation to Westwood Academy. Today, she had made one such delivery.

      An extremely important one.

      After straightening her cape, she ran her hands over her hair in an attempt to repair the disarray the wind had caused. It simply would not do to meet the headmistress looking like a vagabond. She sucked in a deep breath and approached the very last shelf in a long row that housed dozens of banned and out of print books.

      Nerves danced along her skin as she lightly gripped the top of Reginald Scot’s infamous tome, The Discoverie of Witchcraft, and tilted it slightly toward her. Stepping back, Ms. Stolbright allowed for the portal to open completely before striding through it, back straight and shoulders squared.

      Her high-heeled boots clicked on the large stone tiles in the main hallway of Westwood Academy, which was where the portal had deposited her.

      Tricky things, portals.

      One had to focus exclusively on where they wanted to go, or they could potentially wind up anywhere.

      There was that same typical buzz the students and professors made in the hallways on a normal school day, but today, Stolbright was not spying or taking notes for the headmistress. New students would arrive within a week, and she’d just landed them their best one yet.

      She ignored the group of sentinels patrolling the halls. Normally, she did not miss an opportunity to look down her nose at the inferior shifter males and females who worked like watchdogs for the witches.

      Served them right.

      Animals should obey their masters.

      “Come in, Stolbright. Don’t dawdle.”

      Headmistress Armstrong’s voice sounded beside her ear, and Stolbright jumped as she neared the door to the main offices. She was the most powerful witch Stolbright had ever sensed. Formidable and loyal to the Council of Covens, which, as their leader, was not exactly a surprise.

      She walked past the secretary and opened the door to the headmistress’ interior office. There she sat, Helga Armstrong, with a coil of tightly braided black hair on top of her head like a halo, as always. She wore the robes befitting her position and green medallion on a heavy gold chain around her neck.

      “Well? Have you found her?” the headmistress asked.

      “Yes,” Stolbright said, excitedly. “She has more power than her mother ever did,” she continued, getting straight to the point.

      “Unfortunate that we lost Isabel before we ever had her,” Armstrong replied with a glare that had Stolbright’s face flaming red.

      It was not often she lost a prospect, but Isabel Milagros had chosen love over magic. But she paid the price. Her end was not a happy one.

      “No mistakes were made this time, headmistress. The girl is already packing. Her grandfather is driving her this afternoon.”

      “Wonderful. Make sure the sentinels are in place.”

      “Why do we even need those beasts, headmistress? Isn’t our magic enough to protect this place?” Stolbright asked.

      “My instructions were not an invitation to debate, nor to hear your petty complaints,” the headmistress replied, seemingly calm, but the flash of power in her eyes said otherwise.

      “Yes, headmistress,” Stolbright said, properly chastised.

      She’d forgotten herself in her excitement. It wouldn’t do to question Armstrong like that. She knew better than that. Loyalty to the Council and to Westwood were all she had.

      “Now, have you found the others?”

      “I have found three. The other is proving elusive,” she confessed.

      Being dubbed the bloodhound meant a lot to Leanna. She had earned the nickname through sheer hard work and determination. She was not about to risk her reputation on some flighty little twenty-something witch who did not want to be found.

      “I will find her, Headmistress.”

      “Yes,” Armstrong replied, nodding her head in agreement.

      “We need all five enrolled by the start of the term, Stolbright. Much depends on it.”
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      I received my letter on a Tuesday evening. I knew it was special from the envelope alone. The stock was thick and sturdy. Way too fancy for a credit card application, some scammy phishing letter, or a voter registration packet. Definitely too fine for some late bill.

      The color of the card stock was silver. Not gray. There were flecks of ultrafine glitter embedded in it, almost giving it a metallic effect. I lifted it to my nose and took a sniff.

      Just something I did, I don’t really know why. It smelled faintly of lavender oil and ozone.

      Odd.

      I turned it over and weighed it in my hands. Not too heavy. What really impressed me, though, was the dark red wax seal holding it closed. It had a large, ornate W pressed into it.

      Is the stamp gold or silver?

      Was it done by hand or some sort of automated thing?

      My curiosity was a bit over the top, but like with most things I encountered, I found myself filled with questions about it.

      The seconds ticked by, seemingly slower than usual. I ran my thumb over the seal once more before flicking it open. I paused before pulling the paper out as the front door to the shop opened.

      “Rio, make sure you triple the cod order. Saint Rosa’s is having their fried fish dinner this week!” My grandfather called out to me as he walked in. His tanned face was wrinkled, but his hair was only just beginning to show the signs of his age, graying at the temples. He smiled kindly and patted my arm as he walked past.

      “Yes, Lelo,” I replied affectionately, using the nickname I’d always called him.

      Who knows why these things stick, right?

      When I was a little girl, I couldn’t pronounce the Spanish word for grandfather, which is abuelo. Lelo was all I could manage, and it stuck.

      I loved my grandfather immensely. After all, he’d raised me when no one else was around to do it. A widower for over forty years, Lelo’s life had been fraught with one hardship after another. Losing his only daughter had not been easy, but he remained strong for me, and I owed him my life.

      I looked down at the scars on my wrist and forearm and shivered at the memories that haunted me. I was only two years old when my mother had given in to her grief, like her mother before her. Sometimes, I felt like my fate was sealed.

      “Hey, did you do as I asked?”

      “Right now, Lelo,” I replied, putting the silver envelope into my backpack and grabbing the old wall phone.

      The line rang while I scribbled a note on the back of my hand to remind myself what to say. Sometimes I zoned out and forgot what I was doing.

      More cod. St. Rosa’s. Check.

      Someone answered, and I was put on hold for a few minutes. Good thing I wrote the note, I thought to myself as my mind wandered.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Yeah, this is Rio,” I began, and gave the other person on the line my information, then proceeded to increase the order as Lelo instructed.

      After I jotted down the confirmation number, I looked for my grandfather. He was chatting with an old customer over a cup of coffee. Good. That meant I had a moment to myself.

      Grabbing my backpack from the hook, I retrieved the lavender scented, silver missive that I’d received. Goosebumps broke out across my arms and stomach. I didn’t know whether to be scared or excited.

      Maybe a bit of both.

      When I held the envelope in my hand, it was like all my breath left me. This was the doorway to a new world. One where I belonged, but never really quite believed in.

      My mother and grandmother didn’t get their letters until it was too late. Neither of them would ever have abandoned their children to learn to control the magic that later damned them.

      The cross I wore around my neck was both my connection to them and a reminder of what could happen. My mother’s soul was damned, as her mother’s was before her.

      The only question now was, would I be damned too?

      I frowned at the cracked red patches on my knuckles and skin. Working at my grandfather’s fish market was tough on my hands. I rubbed cream on them nightly, but they always wound up looking like this by noon.

      What else did I expect?

      Working with raw fish meant I was constantly washing my hands or dipping them in ice-filled trays or buckets. Sometimes, they hurt so badly I wanted to cry. But mostly, I just creamed them up at night, and hoped for the best the next day.

      The few friends I had used to tease me about working in a fish market. But I never minded the smell or waking up early. Besides, it was a family run operation. I was proud of it.

      We were the only fish market in the area and lived a few streets away in a small two family house. Lelo had recently rented the downstairs apartment to an older man who was on a fixed income. It was big enough for a family, but there were reasons my grandfather did not rent to couples or anyone with children.

      I felt my hands shake as I read the letter. Anger, resentment, and then shame passed through me. The latter lasted the longest. I was a terrible granddaughter.

      Ungrateful was the word that immediately sprang to my mind. It buzzed ominously, hanging there like a neon sign in a darkened window.

      Ungrateful, Rio.

      How can you be so ungrateful?

      Yeah, so that was how I felt. But it was not the reason I trembled when I received my official invitation to Westwood Academy. My breathing increased, and I felt my heart thud heavily inside my chest.

      “Oh shit,” I mumbled.

      My chance at being normal was over. I was not normal. I was one of them.

      “No, no, no,” I began to repeat, stuffing my hair behind my ears with one hand while I read the letter over and again.

      

      Dear Rio Milagros,

      We are pleased to extend this invitation for you to join us at the esteemed Westwood Academy for instruction in the magical arts and sciences. The Council of Covens has approved your joining us and we look forward to seeing you on campus immediately. Directions are attached.

      Sincerely,

      Headmistress Helga Armstrong

      Westwood Academy

      Head Witch of the Council of Covens

      

      “Fuck!”

      So, it was true then. Like the other women in my family who had come before me, I was gifted.

      Or cursed.

      It all depended on how you looked at it. Either way, my days in my grandfather’s fish market were over.

      Shouldn’t I be glad?

      Is that what you’re thinking?

      I should be excited or eager to embrace my magical destiny, right?

      Well, what the hell would you know about it, anyway?

      Being a witch isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Especially if you’re me.

      Yes. I am a witch.

      Whoopdeefuckingdoo.

      My bitterness about the entire thing went deeper than the daily trials of living as a young, orphaned, half-Mexican woman in an America that barely acknowledged me.

      This wasn’t about racism, or sexism, or anything like that. This was far more personal.

      I ran a hand over my thick hair and closed my eyes. I’d been so foolish and cowardly, wishing so damn hard that this was not happening to me.

      Why couldn’t this skip a generation?

      Why couldn’t I take after my father’s family? Hmm?

      Then again, I knew so little about them. It might actually be worse. My father had been tall and blond. Of Scandinavian decent, or so I’d been told. There’s a picture of him and my mom in the bottom of my sock drawer. It was taken when they first met in high school.

      He was an exchange student, new and exciting. They were both so young when they met, fell in love, and had me. But like most things, the reality was much worse than they’d thought.

      Relationships were difficult at the best of times. But when you had no money and no job, not to mention a curse hanging over your head, things were worse. I think he left us just months after I was born.

      It did not take all that long for my mother to succumb to her grief, to embrace the curse that plagued all the women of my family. It’s funny. With a name like Milagros, you’d expect us to be lucky. But there were no miracles waiting for the women of my family tree.

      Only tragedy and heartache.

      “Rio? Don’t you hear me, mija?”

      Lelo stood in front of me, his beloved face cocked to the side. The moment he saw the letter in my hand, he stilled. For the first time since I could remember, my grandfather looked every one of his sixty-three years on this earth.

      “No, Rio, oh no, not you too,” he said softly, shaking his head.

      “Ah! No, mija, not you. I hoped you would be spared.”

      He opened his arms, and I ran to them, allowing my grandfather to hug me tight. We both cried a bit.

      “What am I saying? This is good, no? Your mother, she rejected this letter when she got it. But you, you must go. Be the first Milagros to beat this thing,” he said, rubbing my back and pretending to laugh heartily.

      I leaned back and smiled through my tears. I couldn’t let him down. We might be just pretending, but maybe he was right. Maybe I could be the one to stop tragedy before it happened.

      “Sure, Lelo. I got this.”
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      Cape Mystic was over an hour’s drive down the coast. Normally, we listened to music or talked about things, but today was not the day for idle chitchat. In fact, we managed to get through the entire drive in relative silence.

      Lelo’s pickup truck seemed to hit every bump on the highway, but I knew it was something he did for me. I wish I could have managed a smile for him. I always did like the bumps. But my stomach was twisted in knots, and I could hardly breathe, let alone pretend to be happy.

      “You make sure you call me or write when you can,” he said, exiting the truck outside the bus stop we’d been directed to. The letter gave specific instructions in a PostScript.

      Drive to the bus stop off Main Street and Vine in Cape Mystic. The number 13 bus will arrive promptly at 9 am. Students only. Family members are to leave immediately. Show the driver the enclosed bus pass. We look forward to your arrival.

      The bus pass looked like any other I’d seen and used in my lifetime. Nothing spectacular about it. Nothing that screamed witch. Nothing out of the ordinary at all. Except for the large W inscribed on the bottom left hand corner. The same one that was pressed onto the wax seal of the envelope.

      Lelo grabbed my suitcase from the truck and walked around to my side. I had on my good pair of black jeans and boots, a clean blouse, and my best jacket. We did all right money wise, but fashion wasn’t really a priority for me.

      My backpack was stuffed with my laptop, notebooks, and pens. I didn’t exactly know what to bring with me, so I opted for regular school stuff.

      Lelo nodded as he looked me over from head to toe, stopping to smile approvingly at the gold chain with the small cross pendant that I wore around my neck.

      It had belonged to my mother, and her mother before her. Catholic witches might seem strange, but the Church was important to my grandfather and his people. Part of the Milagros family’s Mexican American traditions. I celebrated all the holidays, received the sacraments, even went to parochial school when I was a kid.

      Church history was gruesome and gory. Like some sort of fictional thriller, only it was very real. It had actually happened. The things people did to each other in the name of religion was inconceivable to me.

      The fact people thought witches were evil in the face of all that history made me laugh. People were weird like that, I guess. Crap. I was daydreaming again.

      “Come, mija,” Lelo said, opening his arms for a hug.

      “I’ll miss you.”

      “No, you won’t. You’ll be too busy learning how to be incredible. Just don’t forget who you are, Rio.”

      “I won’t forget,” I said, kissing his cheek before grabbing the handle of my suitcase.

      He waved goodbye from inside the cab of his truck, and I waved back. I was so wrapped up in the sudden hitch in my breath, I hardly noticed the tall girl with silver-blonde hair, the short brunette with the skull and crossbones tee, and the stunning redhead with the skintight leather pants.

      The other women didn’t acknowledge me, though it was clear we were all waiting for the same thing. Suitcases, duffels, and backpacks in our grips, the air seemed heavy with something.

      Maybe it was anxiety.

      Or possibly anticipation.

      I met the brunette’s gaze, and she offered a tight smile. She looked down when the redhead cleared her throat as if to say, ‘what the fuck are you doing smiling’ and I snorted derisively.

      That earned me a raised eyebrow and a sharp glare. Oh well. I was used to that from people who thought they were better than a fishmonger’s granddaughter. No skin off my nose.

      “Knock it off,” the blonde said, rolling her eyes.

      “Someone talking to you, princess?” Red asked.

      “I’m Jade,” the brunette said, tucking her wavy dark locks behind her ear.

      “Rio,” I nodded.

      The redhead crossed her arms over her chest and rolled her emerald eyes. She acted bored, but I sensed something else about her. Like she was one hair’s breadth from exploding.

      I knew the feeling. In fact, I knew it well. Like a tsunami sized wave of emotion driven chaos was just waiting to wash over everything in my path. At least, that was what I feared would happen if I ever lost control.

      It was that same reckless energy that pushed me to go down to the docks every morning, regardless of the temperature. Before the sun came up, I bicycled to the pier and dove beneath the choppy depths for as long as I could. That was one secret I never shared with anyone aside from my grandfather. That I could breathe underwater would scare the shit out of regular people.

      Lelo used to call me his little mermaid. But as I grew up, he told me to go to the docks when no one was around. It wouldn’t do for folks to see a woman alone doing the things I could do in the rough water.

      “Bus is here. By the way, I’m Maia,” the silver-haired, blue-eyed beauty winked at me before stepping in front of us all.

      She certainly had an air about her. Rich was the word that sprang to mind when I glanced over her designer clothes and expensive luggage. The redhead practically sizzled with anger, but the petite brunette just smiled.

      Jade.

      I recalled her name. She seemed to exude calm and peace. It was a nice feeling. The kind I got after those morning swims.

      I thought about them as I sat in a row by myself next to the window. Three am was the sweet spot for a swim. That was just before the dock and the attached marina began to get crowded with people.

      There were always workers from the commercial boats milling about, old men with fishing poles and beer filled coolers, and the occasional yuppie who owned one of those flashy speed boats.

      Those weekend sailors were the worst. Always tossing their trash overboard. It wasn’t much, but when I went swimming, I tied a small net to my waist and carried whatever trash I saw out when I was done.

      My way of cleaning up our waters. Wasn’t like one soda can was going to make that much difference. But it made me feel better. So I continued to do it. Until now. I wondered briefly if anyone would notice my absence on the pier.

      “Is this it?” Maia asked the driver when he closed the doors ten minutes after we boarded.

      The big man in the wrap around shades did not answer. Maia shrugged her slender shoulders and sat down. She crossed her legs and scrolled through her smartphone, pretending the man hadn’t just slighted her.

      Red grinned. Jade looked excited. But I was worried. It was only the four of us and him. Now that I got a look at the driver, I was perplexed. He was young. Our age, maybe. And I guessed we were all in our twenties.

      In fact, my birthday was just days away. I’d be turning twenty-one.

      That was supposed to be special, wasn’t it?

      Like the day my parents let me have my first official drink. Or the day my friends took me to a bar and got me hammered. Something like that.






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/westwood-background-2.jpg






OEBPS/images/witches-of-westwood-academy-books-final-for-relaunch-2026-book-1-copy.jpg
WITCHES OF WESTWOOD ACADEMY







