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        “Judas?” Morwenna called my name. The sound of it on her lips almost made me moan with desire. 

        Something inside me stirred. Something primal and hungry, and I wasn’t the only one who felt it either. Bond and Nero felt it too. They were my Wolves…my pack, my best friends, and yet when I was with her…I didn’t feel like sharing.

      

      

      
        
        I hope you enjoy this Beautiful Beasts Boxset:

        Lions and Lies (bonus story)

        Manicures and Mayhem

        Demons and Diamonds

        Hexes and Hounds

        Secrets and Shadows

        Passions and Protectors

        Ancients and Anarchy

      

      

      

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lions and Lies

          

          Beautiful Beasts Prequel

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Mila Young

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I thought starting school was tough...but this place was a killer.

      

        

      
        I came to Beautiful Beasts Academy to escape a broken heart and found myself alone.

        The classrooms were empty. The hallways silent and haunted.

        The other students were yet to come, leaving me alone...staring at the shadows and the walls.

        Until the snarl of a beast echoed from outside a building on the grounds.

        Salome drew me into her problems with bloodied paws and golden eyes.

        She held a secret and a stone.

        One she’d die to protect.

        But I have other ideas.

        Ones filled with hiding her amongst others her age…

        And what better place than right here...among beasts like me.
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          One disastrous start after another

        

      

    

    
      The hallways were quiet. Class rooms were empty.

      The other students hadn’t yet arrived to this...place where Dad dumped me, and I was already desperate to go home.

      I didn’t want to be here, amongst the land dwellers, with the sea so far away. I wanted to be back home amongst the salt and the spray, where the crash of the waves reminded me who I really was.

      But I wasn’t...I was here, to forget about that Demon...as my parents called him, and mend my broken heart.

      But Derek wasn’t so easy to forget...neither was the way he’d left me.

      Amongst screams of terror, and accusing eyes.

      A low growl echoed out of my beast. I pressed a fist to my chest. “Easy now.”

      I sighed and shoved away the open book beside me. The room was dark and dull, the walls far too close. I swung my feet from the bed and stood. Sunlight slipped underneath the closed curtains. I didn’t really want to look out of the window or anywhere for that matter.

      I strode toward the bathroom, fussed with my toothbrush for the tenth time and then sighed and paced the length of my bedroom. Three minutes of the back and forth motion and I snarled with frustration and turned toward the door.

      The dorm was an old building filled with bedrooms and a lonely old foyer. I closed the door behind me and made my way down the stairs. Mr Graham was the only teacher here caring for a massive room filled with rabbits and hares, and other small animals. Some kind of veterinary classes I was guessing. But he’d let me into the dorm, giving me my own key after ringing Principal Stone and making sure I was on the damn list.

      “Sooo...I’m here all aloonnneee,” I sang and stomped down the stairs before I stopped in front of the vending machine. Three packets of crisps and four chocolate bars later and I was over the prepackaged food. I wanted fish, and flesh, something I could sink my teeth into.

      I sighed and walked away, pushing out of the door and into the open air. Maybe a walk... I hadn’t yet seen all this place had to offer, only the long pebbled driveway and the towering stony gates.

      I headed for the main building, flicking the tops of red roses that hugged the footpath, then stilled at the main entrance. Bestias Academy. I lifted my hand and strained to trace the wording on the brass plaque.

      Beasts...I looked around the dark stony walls and shuddered. We were all beasts in one way or another, Vampire…Shifter...Creatures of the Sea. I inhaled and lowered my hand.

      It just came down to how much of a beast we could all live with.

      I left the main building behind and stepped out into the warm rays of the sun. There was a timber lodge at the edge of the compound, almost hidden in the shadows of the wooded area behind it. But the city was out there somewhere. I’d caught a glance through the window just before we turned down the long drive of the Academy. Towering buildings, shining like crystal wands in the middle of a blanket of buildings.

      Tricks City, that’s what Dad called it.

      Sounded like a place to be wary of.

      And I was betting Bestias Academy was no different.

      A cold breeze cut between the buildings, rustling leaves overhead.

      Aaaavvvvaaaa.

      I jerked my head toward the window as a moan followed, low and haunting, sounding very much like someone called my name. “What the Hell, that is freaking weird.”

      The place was locked and dark. I stepped close to the front door and peered through the glass, catching movement inside. I wrapped my knuckles on frosted glass. “Hey there! Hellloo…is anyone there?”

      I waited for movement…peering from side to side.

      Someone was definitely in there, hiding from the rest of the world. But they never came to the door, or my need for company.

      I smacked the handle in frustration. I wanted to do something other than sit in my damn room and look at a wall.

      A low snarl rippled through the air. I froze with the sound, glanced at the door and took a slow step backwards. The savage snarl came once more, only this time the tail end of the warning turned high, like a whimper. But it wasn’t coming from inside the building...it was coming from the side.

      I stepped down, taking careful steps toward the corner of the building. Darkness stretched across the hard brown earth. Sparse tufts of grass sprang up here and there, but the rest was bare in the darkness of the canopy where not much grew.

      There was just enough sunlight to spear through the branches and fall on the glorious gold coat of a Lion...no, a Lioness. A Shifter. She was slumped against the building...alive, barely. Her chest rose and fell in heavy, jagged breaths, but there was blood on her coat from a gash on her chest...and her paws. My breath stilled, before I stumbled forward. “Your poor paws.”

      Her golden eyes were wide, frantic. She tried to lift her head, tried to look at me, and that desperate warning rumbled from her chest once more.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered. “I’m not going to hurt you.” I stepped closer, making sure she saw me. “I’m just going to take a look, okay?” I lifted a hand and slapped my chest. “Friend. I’m a friend.”

      She pressed the side of a paw to the ground and whimpered. Fresh blood slipped from the cuts on her pads, she looked like she’d just run through glass. I needed to help her. “Wait…” I motioned my hand in the air, hoping she understood me. “Just wait right there.”

      I lunged for the stairs of the lodge. My feet fumbling as I scurried up the stairs and tried the lock again. “Hey!” I slammed my fist against the door, hard enough for the glass to rattle.

      But nobody came...and this time there was no movement inside. “Don’t make me do this,” I muttered and tried to think of another way.

      There wasn’t. So, I reached within to my beast, calling her, and she surged forward like a wave: icy, sudden, and relentless. My chest tingled, my skin pulling tight.

      Out of the front of my shirt came something slick and strong. A tentacle. Suckers clamped hold of the door handle and with one twist from my beast, the metal bowed, giving way with a crunch. The door swung inwards leaving me standing at the threshold of darkness. I drew in a sharp breath, calling my beast back, willing her to retreat. She lingered, her tentacle still free.

      The throaty growl of the Lioness spurred me forward. I commanded my beast, drawing her back inside me in a flash, and then shoved into the building and raced along the hallway until it opened into a library. I searched for a vending machine and caught the switched off machine in the corner.

      It didn’t matter. I just needed water...and a bowl. I flicked on the power and waited for the thing to light up before I swiped my card and punched the button, once...twice and then three times. Heavy bottles of water tumbled to the bottom.

      I reached inside, grabbed the warm bottle free and then turned. There had to be something I could use. I stepped behind the library counter and rummaged through the cupboards, finding a small plastic bucket. That would do. I shoved up to stand and caught sight of a folded blanket thrown across the end of a sofa.

      She’d need that. I snatched it and hurried from the building, taking the steps two at a time before I raced around the side of the building and skidded to a stop. She’d tried to walk, or crawl, before she slumped to the ground.

      “Oh no.” I hurried forward and dropped the blanket and the bottles beside her.

      She couldn’t even snarl anymore. Just laid there, harsh breaths kicking up the dirt from in front of her nostrils.

      “I’m going to help you,” I murmured, and then reached for the water and the bucket. I unscrewed the cap and emptied the water into the bucket before I moved closer. “It’s water, that’s all. You can drink it.”

      My damn hands shook as I held the bucket to the Lioness’ massive head. She looked at me with the kind of eyes that cut right through you before a parched tongue slipped out, lapping the water into her mouth. “That’s it,” I urged.

      She lay there, her golden coat filthy, large paws so close to my legs I trembled. The Shifter who hid inside her could be anyone, in any emotional state. But I wouldn’t walk away from someone in need. Not when Dad always brought me up to help others. To not think of only myself. So, I’d aid this lioness.

      I held the bucket as she drank. Blood seeped onto the ground from cuts on her paws. They had to be deep. Mom would always use salt water to treat my wounds, saying they were nature’s antiseptic.

      Once the Lioness finished drinking, I collected the bucket and got to my feet slowly. She stared up at me with those deep soulful amber eyes, and I couldn’t breathe. Would she attack?

      “I’ll be right back,” I whispered, retreated to the building and finding the kitchen. I rummaged through the drawers until I found the salt and grabbed another water bottle.

      In the middle of the entrance lay the enormous cat, beautifully spectacular, but also whining in pain. Her ribcage expanding and falling, the rhythm matching her whimpers. Her nose was broad and her large eyes dark rimmed.

      I had to hurry, so I dumped the water into the bucket and ripped the lid off the salt container before pouring a healthy portion inside. Glancing around, I could see nothing of use. I looked down at my white button up shirt… I wore a tank top underneath, so I pulled the shirt off, then proceeded to pick at a thread in the sleeve seam. Before long, I’d ripped the arm off, and I dunked that into the water. With the bucket and rest of the fabric in hand, I stepped toward the Lioness. My eyes always on the Shifter who could decapitate me with a swat of her paw.

      “Okay, this is going to sting. Don’t freak.” I crouched next to her and wrung some of the water out of my drenched sleeve.

      She sniffed the bucket and shook her head.

      “Just so you know, whoever hurt you deserves to feel this pain, not you.”

      I reached down with a shaky hand and lifted her enormous paw, turning it slightly. “Please don’t freak on me. Deal?” Looking into her eyes, I got no response. Just an intense stare. Was I doing the right thing? Healing a wounded animal, heck yeah. Risking getting mauled, not so great.

      Dabbing the wet material against the wound, I held my breath.

      A roar burst in my ears, and she flinched, wrenching her paw from my grasp. My heart slammed into my ribcage, and I scrambled backward until my back hit the wall.

      The Lioness climbed onto three feet, her injured paw bent, but still she was intimidating, muscles dancing beneath her coat as she snarled.

      I jutted my hands out in front of me in a show of defeat and dropped the wet rag. “Come on, kitty cat. It’s for your own good.”

      She watched me, each breath explosive and misty.

      My brain screamed that she posed danger. Someone would find me here days later, shredded to pieces. Underneath she may be a person, but she also dealt with natural instincts, nudging her to be a predator.

      “Look, let me bandage you, then I’ll let you hide in my room until you get better? What do you say?” She was running from someone and if a teacher spotted her, they’d call the Supernatural Council and take her away.

      Within striking distance from knife-like claws, I sucked in a deep breath and picked the wet fabric from the floor.

      She grumbled deep in her chest and lay back on her belly, her injured paw stretched out, turned to the side.

      Wasting no time, I fell to my knees and started cleaning her cuts, fast. I kept working, ignoring her wince, but she wasn’t using me as a scratching pole so that was a win.

      When I had her paw wrapped up in my shirt, I exhaled loudly.

      “There, that wasn’t so bad.”

      She released short, sharp grumbles and drew her paw closer as she climbed to her feet, her head swinging toward the door.

      “Oh right, I promised you my dorm.” After cleaning up the place, including the bloody spot on the carpet as best as I could, we left the lodge.

      The sun shone brightly, and I strolled through the grounds with a limping Lioness.

      “Why haven’t you changed back to your human form?” I stared down at her, and she looked up for a moment, then responded with a huff.

      “No idea what that means.”

      Once in my room, I shut us inside and turned to find her lying across my bed, her paws stretched out, her chin laid in between and eyes closing.

      When I approached her, her lips curled back with a deep rumble.

      I shuddered and retreated.

      “I guess you’re sleeping then, and I’m going to find you food.”

      I sure as hell didn't want to end up being her snack.
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          Pork rinds and cheezles are not enough for a hungry Lioness

        

      

    

    
      The vending machine had poor choices, pork rinds, pretzels caramel chocolate bars, and popcorn that looked like it’d seen better days… years for that matter. What the Hell did a Lioness eat anyway? “Go with the pork, Ava.”

      I swiped my card and punched the buttons, watching as packet after packet fell to the bottom. Five packets...five packet of goddamn nothing. I swiped again and again, until the machine was empty, and yet all I could see was the outline of her ribs and the hollowness of her belly. “Is this enough?”

      I shoved packets into my pockets and gathered the rest in my arms. “She needs meat, like nice, juicy steak. Let’s just hope she doesn’t see me as that juicy steak.”

      A moan echoed from my room, low, and painful. I hurried, taking the stairs two at a time and raced for my door. “I didn’t know what to get…” I shoved the door open and stumbled inside...and then froze.

      She was naked...and a girl about my age...curled up on her side, the bottoms of her feet trembling and jerking, blistered and raw. “Jesus.” The packets of food slipped from my arms and crunched against the floor.

      I stepped closer, fingers trembling as I reached for her thigh. “Hey...hey there, it’s okay.”

      Her hands fisted the comforter, face buried into my pillow. I reached out, wanting to touch, but I didn’t know how. Soft touches on her arm made her flinch. She drew her fist from underneath the pillow, and her hand glowed gold...no, not her hand, but something inside it.

      “What the Hell?” I murmured.

      She jerked her head upwards, golden eyes shining with sparks of embers. “Stay back,” she warned. “I don’t...I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “It’s okay.” I dragged my gaze from the stone to her eyes. “You are safe here, and not hurting me would be ideal.” I pointed to the pathetic stash on the floor. “I bought food…”

      She just stared at the packets and sniffed a tear into her nose. “What kind?”

      “Pork rinds, corn chips...chocolate. The cafeteria’s supposed to be open tonight for a sandwich, but I think they might notice a Lioness ordering half a Bison to go.”

      “That’s offensive,” she muttered, her eyes flaring. “I’ll try the pork.”

      I lunged, misstepped, and stood on one packet of crisps. The bag gave a pop, but pork crackle spilled out. “Bugger.” I dropped to the ground and shoved it all back in. “They’re fine, see? Just fine, almost good as new.”

      I turned toward her as she shoved up from the bed.

      Boobs. That’s all I saw and this time they weren’t my own.

      My face burned as I tore my gaze from her body. “Ahhh, how about we drape this blanket around you, shall we?” I stared at the wall and tried to navigate from the corner of my eye.

      Most of her was covered. A flash of a thigh, but the important bits were all tucked away. “Snug as a bug in a rug...well, a Lioness actually, isn’t it?”

      She just sat there, watching me jumble around like a damn buffoon in utter silence. I shoved out the popped bag of pork rinds and winced. “It was all I could find.”

      She grabbed the bag from my hands, and fed each piece into her mouth, chewing hungrily.

      “The strong, silent type, I see.” I watched her chew and swallow and then glanced at her bare thigh again. “You need clothes.

      I didn’t have much, a few dresses and two pairs of jeans. My new uniform sat neatly against the side. I yanked open the door and flicked through hanger after hanger, yanking out a pair of thin sweatpants. “These might do.” I turned to her.

      She just stared at the pants in my hand. “I’m not wearing those.”

      “Oh, now she’s picky!” I threw my hand into the air. “Well, it’s either that or look at your bare ass all day, so I’m opting for the pants.”

      I tossed them through the air. I barely saw her move before she snatched the pants in one bloodied hand.

      “I can make some more salted water for your cuts.” I stepped toward her. “Bathe them properly?”

      “They’ll heal soon.” She watched me carefully and chewed. “Anyway, what kind of shifter are you?”

      “The making sea water kind,” I muttered and turned back to the wardrobe, searching for a t-shirt big enough to fit her.

      The bedsprings moaned, feet hit the floor. The slick sound as nylon met flesh filled the air before a murmur. “They’re a bit tight.”

      It was just instinct that I turned. Fabric stretched that wasn’t supposed to be stretch. She turned this way and that before bending over. Riiippp. The pants splint right down the seam. “Oh Jesus!” I stumbled with the sight and yanked my hand up to my eyes. “Ooa, okay, that’s fine. That’s totally fine.”

      “I told you they were tight.”

      “And now they’re busted,” I muttered and took a step toward the door. “I’ll go and see if I can find you something else...just...just don’t go anywhere.”

      I hurried out the door and back down the stairs. Surely these places were filled with absent minded kids leaving their sweatpants and jackets behind. I made my way down the stairs, out the door and headed for the main building.

      A dark blue sedan was parked outside the entrance, one which hadn’t been there before. I glanced at the car as I yanked open the front door of the building and stepped inside. It was just as quiet as it was before, apart from the faint sound of a cleaner buffing floors somewhere in the building. I headed for the reception, tested the lock and shoved open the door.

      There was usually a box of this kind of stuff, musty shirts, and sweat stained jackets. I searched the room and found a cupboard. “Perfect.” I yanked the door and found a small box, folded school shirts and sweaters sat beside it, but as I leaned over I saw the tangled mess of pants at the bottom. “Bingo.”

      There were a few that were too big, two that would fit. I helped myself to three t-shirts and a knitted cardigan, not that shifters like her ever needed the warmth, and headed back out of the reception.

      The blue sedan was still parked in the drive. Doors closed. Engine quiet. I scanned the vehicle and then lifted my head. A breeze kicked up and the smell of hunger carried with it. Something was out there...something male filled with desperation, and rage.

      My knees trembled at the scent. I glanced to the wooded area and my pulse quickened.

      I lunged forward, grasping the sweat clothes tighter and raced for the dorm. The glass door gave a thump as it swung shut behind me. I turned, searched the handle for a lock and found none and then raced for the stairs and my room.

      She was already standing beside the bed, already looking out toward the balcony window. Already...ready.

      “Okay, I’m...I’m not going to ask any questions about your feet.” I gasped and tossed the clothes through the air. “And I’m not going to ask any questions about that.”

      She turned toward me, and then glanced at the stone in her hand. She was young, about my age, and so scared.

      “All I want to know is...how many?”

      There was a second of silence before she answered with a growl, “How many what?”

      “How many are after you?

      Her eyes widened, breath stilled. She didn’t know how to trust me...didn’t know how to trust anyone by the looks of it. The curtains from the balcony ruffled and carried with it that scent of raw, powerful male. “Four...five. I lost count how many I’ve been running from. But they usually hunt alone. Especially if there’s a bounty on my head.”

      And she turned toward me then. I knew in an instant there was a change between us. She trusted me to a point. I glanced at the stone in her hand, and I was guessing this was all because of that.

      Either she stole what wasn’t hers, or she stole what was.

      But stealing wasn’t survival, and that was all I cared about.

      “They’re strategic if they work as a team, they won’t all just come from the front. They’ll flank us, corral us until we have only one way to escape. Then they’ll come...and this time they’ll take more than what’s rightfully mine. They’ll take the stone of my people...and then they’ll take my life.”

      My heart hammered, pulse sped. I glanced at the stone and the wounds on her body.

      She fought for something greater than herself, and she was willing to risk her life for it.

      She turned, crossed the room and took the clothes from my hand before lifting her gaze to mine. “Can you fight?”

      I flinched, glanced at her already healing hands and answered carefully. “Like you? No. But I can fight like me.”
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          One good plan away from disaster

        

      

    

    
      “What do I call you? I mean, I can do Lioness, Queen of the Savannah, snarling mistress, whichever you prefer.” Figured if she asked me to fight alongside her, knowing her name might be a good start.

      A cold sweat glistened on the girl’s forehead, the amber in her eyes darkening to a dirty gold. Her skin was tanned, a contrast to her short, blonde hair, and her full lips thinned. She looked tired but ready to fight for her life, and something touched me to see the desperation on her expression. My adrenaline soared. I was ready to slam down anyone who made this Lioness run for her life.

      Her mouth opened but nothing came out, then she finally said, “Salome. It’s not my real name. But it’s close enough.”

      No further details, and I didn’t push the matter. If she made up her name, fine by me too. We all had secrets, like the monster who lived inside me.

      “All right, Salome, I’m Ava. Can you tell me who and what is hunting you?”

      “Yes and no, let me change and I’ll tell you what I can.” She picked up a pair of black leggings and sweatshirt from the pile on the end of the bed and headed into the bathroom.

      “I’ll grab us some coffee, sounds like we’re going to need it.”

      I headed to the vending machine on the ground floor, and looked out to the main building. Maybe I should find a teacher. I stilled, and then turned, glancing up to my room. She was scared, hurt...and Dad’s words fluttered through my mind.

      Always help a Supernatural in need.

      The need to protect was like fuel in my veins. I didn’t know who was after her, didn’t know why...but I knew she had no one...and if it was me...I’d like to think someone would protect me the same.

      Coffee splashed the sides of the cups as I made my way back to my room to find her sitting on my bed, cross legged in her new academy clothes. She could be just a student...just someone who turned up early like me.

      The thought stayed with me as I pulled up a chair and sat down in front of her. “Tell me everything you can.”

      “It’s not a happy story.”

      My stomach dropped. “It rarely is.”

      “I’m alone,” she murmured turning her head toward the window. “My parents are dead, and this,” she lifted the golden stone sitting in her palm, “belongs to the true heir of the pride leader. But I’m too young, the elders said. I have to hand it over or marry my uncle.” She lowered her gaze, and my heart went out to her. “So, I stole the Chalotite, my family stone, and ran.”

      “Okay, it’s all about that glittery stone then and who owns it.”

      She was shaking her head, and dropped her attention to the crystal on her palm. “You don’t understand. This carries magic, and only those in my family line can harness it, I just don’t quite know how yet..”

      “Magic’s—”

      “Forbidden outside the witch clans. I know. But not amid the Lion prides. And my uncle would kill for the Chalotite. Even me.”

      Silence filled she space. This wasn’t just about freedom for her. She’d never be able to return home again, not ever...if she’d had someone to help her, she’d be there...but she wasn’t.

      She was here.

      We sipped our coffee in silence at first, then she started, “Two of my uncle’s hunters almost found me this morning. I had to hide in the forest, and then try to fight through rush hour traffic. A car...a car hit me and then kept on driving.”

      I flinched. “Fucking asshole.”

      “I don’t know how many followed me here.”

      “Okay,” I murmured, my resolve hardening like steel. “So we lay low, and come up with a plan.”

      She drank her coffee. “We see how many are here.”

      The sedan.

      “They’re so damn fast,” she snarled.

      “I picked up one scent, but there could be more.”

      I gulped my coffee as she stopped beside me.

      “We need to take them down.” I turned to her. “Get them before they get you...or us. They won’t want to leave me behind. Not now, and if you make it out of here, you won’t make it far, not with them behind you. You’re already hurt, already weak.”

      “I want a fresh start,” she murmured. “Somewhere I can lay low, begin a new life. I don’t want anything to do with the pride, but I won’t let those monsters take my father’s stone either.”

      I set my empty cup on the table. “We’ll keep watch, and come up a plan.”

      Her body trembled as she nodded.

      I placed my hand on her arm. “You’re not alone anymore. A few more cups of that ghastly coffee and whatever snacks you haven’t eaten and we’re good for an all-nighter.”

      She swallowed hard, again and again. Her voice husky and hoarse as she murmured, “I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

      I came here wanting to be free from who and what I was.

      But this...this was a purpose, this was real. This was a new beginning for the both of us. As friends.

      She took a step, her eyes tear-filled and glossy. She smiled and her hands reached out, sliding under my arms as she hugged me.

      “Hey, no tears,” I said. “Or you’ll get me started.” I swallowed hard.

      She sniffled and nodded, forcing her shoulders back. “Yep, you’re right. I’m good to go.”

      We strode out, me in front, and we made our way down to the foyer where we could get a clear view and see whoever was in the blue sedan. But there was no one. We watched the tree line and the front of the building until the sky darkened and night closed in.

      “Any more cheese twists?” Salome pawed through the wrappers.

      “Think we emptied the vending machine.”

      I was staring at the mess of empty wrappers when Salome snarled. “There’s movement, over there.” She pointed to a darkened figure cutting from the trees as he headed for the main building. A man, by the way he moved, dressed in black.

      “That’s one of them.” Salome eyes gleamed, turning darkened amber to gold.

      “Okay, so it’s only one, and he’s not coming anywhere near this building.”

      “Yeah, but for how long? You said so yourself. I can’t hide in here forever.”

      “Then we take him out first? He’s a Lion, I’m guessing?”

      She nodded. “Two of us against him? We’ll need to take him by surprise.”

      I nodded, turned back to the guy and murmured, “Well, he doesn’t know about me, so we’ll use that.”

      “And what is that? Some kind of lethal weapon?” She kept glancing from me to outside where the man had vanished from of our line of sight.

      “Only for boyfriends, apparently.” I muttered and then changed the conversation.

      “Back home, Dad used to catch monsters with bait. And my grandma taught me a neat binding trick. So, maybe we do the same?”

      She eyed me. “Thought you were against magic?”

      “Nope, not really was just surprised the lion pride used it. I think all clans touch it, they just pretend they don’t.”

      Salome tried to smile, and winced.

      “Anyway, this tracker would have been following your scent to the Academy, but in my room I use a lot of sea spray cause it reminds me of home. That will mask your scent, for a while anyway.”

      “I wondered what that smell was. I’ve never seen the ocean in real life.”

      “No way! I’ll take you one day...if you want.”

      She reached out and touched my hand, the sincerity in her eyes grew deep. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      I shrugged as warmth tingled in my limbs. “It’s what friends do.”

      Tapping a tight fist against her heart, she nodded. “You have a true heart, Ava.”

      And without a single word, we climbed to our feet. Because tonight we were going to make a difference, and Salome would be a free Lioness. Plus, my only friend.
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      “Are you sure about this?” Salome stood near the small fire. Embers crackled, and spat orange into the darkened sky. We were far enough from the Academy to avoid anyone stumbling over us, but not in the middle of nowhere.

      “Yes.” I gripped a twig in my hand, and stared at the spell as it wrapped around the bark. the one I’d cast with magical words, then drenched in salty water. I followed the words just as my mother, and my Grandmother before her.

      “I’m going to hide.” I lifted my gaze from the stick to her. “And you’re going to whimper like you’re injured. Make it loud so he hears you. Oh, and hold the stone in your hand so he sees it.”

      She eyed me with an arched brow. “Cause this doesn’t look set up.”

      “Okay, maybe sit and grab your leg.” I leaned down and yanked the frayed hem of her pants, ripping a straight line to her knee. “There.”

      “Now I look like a hobo.” She sat and grabbed her knee.

      I laughed then covered my mouth. “Don’t make me laugh,” I whispered and rubbed some dirt into her exposed shin, hoping it looked like an injury in the dark. “Let’s do this.”

      She swallowed loudly.

      “If it doesn’t work, we unleash our inner beasts and give him everything we have.”

      I tried to make it sound funny, but inside I was terrified of doing just that...just don’t eat him...not in front of her anyway,

      She’d never look at me the same again.

      And I wouldn’t blame her.

      I stepped back, and crouched low against the shrubs.

      Long grunts were followed by sorrow-filled howls from Salome. I waited, listening to her pain. And even though I knew none of it was real it still felt heartbreaking. I wanted to rush from the cover and sit with her.

      Minutes passed...still there was nothing, until even Salome grew tired and hoarse.

      Then in an instant, she jerked her gaze toward a clump of trees.

      The fire threw shadows everywhere, bouncing against a golden mane as a massive beast strode from the trees. I pictured sneaking up on a man, not a freaking Lion.

      I could barely breathe and the twig in my hand trembled.

      Still, I watched the animal as he flanked Salome and sniffed the air. Low, guttural grunts echoed from the back of his throat.

      “You found me.” Salome twisted to face the Lion, raising herself on knees. He held his spot, his enormous mane bushy and fluttering in the breeze. “Will you take pity on me?”

      I had to move. But I wasn’t directly behind the creature. And I refused to play chicken with a Lion.

      Step by step, I moved with caution and precision. One sound and he’d hear me.

      A cast a quick glance to Salome, who met my gaze for a heartbeat.

      I shook all over. A small twig snapped underfoot.

      Ice ran through my body.

      The animal started to twist around, when Salome yelled, “Here, take the Chalotite stone. I can’t run anymore.”

      The Lion wrenched his head back to her, massive jaws snapped in the air as he rose on his back two feet. Legs stretched, bones snapped. Skin split as he transformed. I wanted to look away, but couldn’t, hynotized by the way his body twisted and bowed.

      “I can’t do it,” Salome cried. “This is the moment I give up. Right now!”

      She met my eyes once more, and I willed my legs to move. This was the chance, while the shifter was mid change.

      I pushed the fear aside, needing to do this, needing to listen to my father, needing to be brave. So, I charged toward the animal. One hand stretched out, I snatched a few golden strands from the beast’s shrinking mane just as his rear leg kicked backward, striking me in my shin.

      I cried out with excruciating pain and stumbled, gripping the golden strands in my fist.

      He jerked around, his face neither human nor lion, but something disfigured.

      And I screamed, my legs carrying me backward.

      “The spell,” Salome yelled. “Do it now!”

      I kept recoiling, fear constricting my chest.

      The man roared, and his teeth already lengthened as he changed back into a Lion.

      My heel hit a rock, and I fell backward, landing on my ass. I couldn’t stop staring at death, about to slice my throat open with long claws.

      “Ava!” Saloma leaped onto the lion’s back, an arm locked around his throat.

      I nodded, needing to find my voice. I lifted the twig and looped the golden hair around the stick.

      “B-bind, b-bind, bind.

      To the forces I ask to bind you.

      I bind you tight.

      I bind you to my command.

      I bind you to the energy I’ve blessed on this twig.

      So be it, and so it shall be.”

      The Lion shoved Salome off and she went tumbling. He leaped toward me, razor sharp teeth exposed.

      “Bind, bind bind,” I yelled, my arms jutted out in front of me to cover my face.

      The sweet decaying smell of plants floated on the wind, and the trees around us suddenly slashed the air wildly, rustling, raining leaves down on us.

      And in a sudden snap of silence, the Lion fell to his knees inches from my side, shaking his head.

      I repeated the chant over and over as I climbed to my feet, Salome joining me in the mantra.

      He shuddered, his eyes rolling backward, only the whites showing.

      “Fuck, yeah, it’s working,” I snarled. “I’m doing this.”

      The flesh over the lion’s ribs bulged and we both froze.

      Out flopped an orange fin.

      “What the hell is that?” Salome blurted.

      The fish fin wiggled, and we both exchanged looks as I shrugged. “It was meant to bind him to the twig so he’d do anything we told him. Not…this.”

      His mane shrunk suddenly and gills opened and closed on the side of his neck.

      “You’ve made him a fish,” she snapped.

      “This isn’t right.” My brain was on fire and nothing made sense. I gripped the stick in my hand, staring at it, at the gold hair wrapped around it, and the half fish, half lion, flapping his fin on the ground. His face looked squished with bug out eyes, and I rocked on my heels with shock. What had I done?

      “We need to fix this.” Salome marched closer while I stayed back. She lifted her golden crystal in her hand and kissed it before pressing it to his head.

      And the moment she touched him, he turned into a golden fish before our eyes; his body shrinking, his fur vanishing.

      I shuddered, my mouth dropping open.

      Salome screamed. “What happened?”

      I paced back and forth, staring at that…thing. “I don’t know! Maybe I stuffed up the words when I blessed the twig earlier?”

      “You think?” She glared at me. “He’s a freaking fish!”

      The Lion, flapped helplessly on the ground.

      “It’s the fucking dialect from my grandma,” I muttered. “She must’ve said wish. I always thought it was fish.”

      “You’ve got to be freaking kidding me...help me take him to water,” Salome growled.

      I lunged, fingers slipping against scaled skin as we rushed him to a massive pond that stretched along the back of the main building. White teeth gnashed as the fish snapped toward her hand.

      “Quit it,” she leaned closer, amber eyes brightened to gold. “Or I’ll eat you.”

      We tossed him into the pond, and with a splash he disappeared under the surface.

      We both waited there in the dark, half of me anticipating he’d turn back to a human or Lion. But nothing. I switched on the light on my phone and scanned the water to see a golden fin gliding through the water.

      “He looks pretty happy,” I sucked in a breath and dragged my hands to my hips. “And hey, he’s out of your life now.”

      She looked my way with a sarcastic look and I couldn't work out if she was happy or not. In my books, this was a win.
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          Hiding in plain sight

        

      

    

    
      “What the Hell do we do now?” Salome muttered and lifted her gaze to me.

      “Well...you know how you wanted that fresh start in a place where no one will find you?’ I lifted my gaze to the main building.

      It took her a little while to catch on. “What? No way.”

      I glanced to her. ‘What better place to hide? There’s going to be hundreds like us, Shifters, Vampires...your scent will be lost in a crowd of immortals.”

      She just stared at the building. “I don’t know.”

      “Years,” I kept prodding, “You’ll be safe here. By the time you’ve graduated they’ll have forgotten all about the stone.”

      “I doubt it.”

      But she never turned away from the building and in those golden eyes I could see the idea starting to take hold.

      “I always wanted to learn.” A fin hit the surface of the water with a splash behind us. But this time she didn’t look back. “How?”

      “We break in, find the list of names, and add yours into the mix. Done.”

      She glanced toward me. “Can it be that easy?”

      “It can if we want it to be. So they miscalculated and have one extra student.”

      She turned toward the night. “And what if they come?”

      “There has to be other cats, right? You use them to mask your scent.” And even though it hurt to say it, I knew I was right.

      It was the only way she’d survive...the only way to make sure she was safe.

      I made for admin building, my heart hammering in my ears. “Let’s do it now,” I forced myself to move. “We find who else is coming, there has to be others like you, and we make a new plan.”

      She gave a chuckle and looked behind her to the darkened waters. “Yeah, ‘cause the last one turned out so well.”

      Water splashed behind us. I winced at the sound and took a step. We headed for the back door together and slipped inside the building. Our steps echoed, sounding so lonely. She needed to be friends with others like her...not someone like me.

      I sucked in a breath and stilled at the door marked Administration. The golden stone in Salome’s hand brightened, casting yellow light against my hand as I turned the handle.

      I glanced at the stone and then to her. “What are you doing?”

      She just shook her head. ‘I’m not doing anything.”

      And the door gave way with a click. We stepped into the darkness, moving behind the receptionist desk to the door marked Principal Stone.

      I was getting good at break and entering. I winced; my mother would be proud.

      The yellow light from the stone filled the room. I hurried behind the desk and hit the button for the computer. Lights flickered and danced as the screen came to life.

      “Shit, a password,” I muttered as the screen waited.

      My fingers danced across the keyboard...academy...1234...1111...0000. Salome walked around the room, searching the photos on display and stopped. “Try Bestias.”

      I typed it in and the screen turned green, unlocking everything. “That’s it...we’re in.”

      She neared as I clicked on folders, opening up submissions and then a class list, looking at the rows of names.

      “That’s it,” she murmured. “You’ve done it.”

      I typed as she spelled, adding her name between a Nesrin Lecho, and a Brylee Banks. One was a Panther, the other a Cheetah. Salome turned to me as I read them out loud. “You have to make friends, use their scent to mask your own.”

      “I don’t know how,” she murmured. “What if they don’t like me.”

      I closed out of the folders and then shut the computer down before I reached up, grabbed her shoulders. “You make them, anyway you have to, you understand me?”

      She just nodded.

      “Your survival depends on it.”

      I lowered my hands as an ache carved through my chest. I thought I’d finally found someone I could confide in, someone I could share jokes and stories and laugher and shit days. But it looked like it wasn’t meant to be.

      “The car,” Salome muttered as we headed for the front of the building.

      Through the front doors sat the dark blue sedan.

      The pale moon hugged every inch of metal, and shone against the windows. “Shit,” I muttered. “What the Hell are we gonna do with that? Can’t very well shove that in the pond.”

      Aaavvvaaaa. That same haunting sound came again.

      I jerked my gaze toward Salome, and caught her brow rise. “You heard that, right?”

      “Sounds like…” she turned toward the darkened doorway of a classroom, as a blur of movement came from the corner of my gaze.

      I stumbled sideways, until something stuck against my face, my nose…my eyes. “Jesus!” I wind-milled my arms, throwing every karate move I knew and a lot I didn’t fucking know toward my attacker.

      “Stop,” Salone barked and then swept her hand through the air. “It’s a cobweb.”

      I sucked in hard breaths, staring at the floating silver wisps in her hand, and then lifted my gaze. “Yeah, well. It could’ve been dangerous.”

      She just sighed and swiped the cobweb against her thigh. “You really are weird, you know that?”

      I did know that. Cooky, weird…unusual. I just wanted a friend who could handle it all. I glanced at Salome who shook her fingers, dislodging the last bit from the tips of her fingers. I thought for a second it was her…

      “We’ll see if it’s unlocked, if so, we put it into neutral and push it to a car space at the other side of the building. They’ll just think it’s a teacher’s.”

      I gave a nod and then headed for the front door. By this time tomorrow the place would be packed so many kids and cars. No one will care about one lonely looking sedan.

      I shoved through the door, and strode out into the night, rounding the car and tested the door. One yank of the handle and it opened. Looked like our luck was finally turning around.

      “You steer, I’ll push,’ Salome murmured.

      I glanced at her hands and feet. “You sure?”

      “I’m sure,” she smiled and nodded. “I’m stronger than I look.”

      And she was, driving the car forward with one powerful stride after another as I steered out of the front drive way and turned the wheel sharp to the left. We hit the driveway with a bump, and the glided into a car space midway along the long line of marked out spots.

      “There,” she murmured and straightened. “Just looks like it’s been here forever.”

      I climbed out, hit the button on the door and then slammed it shut.

      She was right, it did look like it’d been here. The color dark enough to not draw a second glance. We walked back to the dorm, not even looking back once and pushed through the door and strode into the foyer.

      Empty packets of chips rustled in my hand as I grabbed them from the floor and shoved them into the trash.

      We spent that night in silence, laying end to end on my bed, sharing the blanket, dozing off and on, until we woke in the morning to the sound of trucks.

      I yawned, rolled out of bed and watched as Salome cracked one eye open. “What is it?”

      Service trucks...at least five of them. Cars pulled in behind them, some pulling up at the front of the main building, but most filled the parking lot, within a few moments the dark blue sedan was lost to the sea of gleaming metal. Teachers and parents stepped out, yanking suitcases out of trunks and kissing their loved ones goodbye.

      There were droves of them. One car after another pulled up.

      Truck after truck unloaded crates filled with food before they left again.

      And then came the students, stretch limousines, and gleaming sports cars.

      I sucked in a breath and turned to her. “Well...are you ready?”

      Fear mingled with excitement as she climbed off the bed and stood next to me. ‘Whatever it takes, right?”

      I reached out, grasped her hand in friendship. “Whatever it takes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Manicures and Mayhem

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        Welcome to Beautiful Beasts Academy, where the only thing more dangerous than the haunted grounds are the students themselves.

      

        

      
        Life as the daughter of the city’s most prominent Vampire was tough enough.

        Bodyguards with fangs.

        Paparazzi everywhere I turn.

        Dates with an overbearing Demon.

        I hated it all. So when the opportunity to attend Academy reared its head, I jumped at the chance.

        I could hide there, blend in with all the other beautiful beasts and try to ignore my bodyguard.

      

        

      
        I wanted normal

        I craved boring.

      

        

      
        But fate has a shitty sense of humor, way worse than mine.

        So when I find a body in the middle of my bedroom on my first night there...I’m not threatened not with death...something worse.

      

        

      
        Getting expelled.

      

        

      
        And to prove my innocence I have to find the real killer in a school full of monsters.
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          Do not embarrass thy family name

        

      

    

    
      Crystal glasses clinked. Diamonds sparkled. Heads were thrown back in raucous laughter. But it was all fake. Every single thing here. Fake smiles. Fake alliances. Everyone at this goddamn party would bury a knife to the hilt in the person they sat next to...or a set of fangs.

      And I didn’t care. The threat of death was a joke here...to most of us at least.

      It’s what happened when you were the most powerful Vampire family in the city.

      I sat at the table in the center of the room, bored, counting the carats in Glorian’s ring across the table and then sighed. Anything under ten was considered lowly at these dinners, and she was sporting a measly five.

      Pity.

      I kinda liked her.

      The others at this dinner would eat her alive...and if you think I was kidding...I wasn’t.

      She wasn’t mortal, so it wasn’t against the pact. Still, all the killing and the biting bored me to tears. I just wanted to be normal. To have a normal boyfriend, and a normal family. Instead I got this...this shitshow which was my life.

      “Hermond,” Mom cried out as the dark blur slid through the glitz and the glamor. She rose from the table, clutching the train of her body hugging blood red chiffon dress.

      I grabbed the dagger we used as cutlery and spun the sharpened blade on the table. The tip stopped at the same mark…once…twice…twenty fucking times. God I was bored.

      “Over here!” Mom called stilling my hand. I lifted my head to see the most powerful Vampire in the city. He was the reason we were here...he was the reason for this whole thing tonight.

      I scanned the packed tables of the gala, catching all heads turn, especially my father’s, and felt my stomach sink. Panic sent a shiver through that undead thing in the middle of my chest. I scanned for a way out...to slip between Dad’s four close protection bodyguards and the pain in the ass Demon who was always one step behind him, like a goddamn lap dog.

      That particular Demon turned his head, dark eyes glinting with power-hungry madness and smiled at me. I swallowed a shudder and forced a smile.

      Thorin. Ugh.

      He’d been trying to get me on my own all night. Greedy hands sliding along my thigh, sulphur-foul breath whispering all kinds of sick shit in my ear. Power. The kind that made him hard and me cringe.

      “I’m deeply honored you could make it,” Mom gushed to the head Vamp and reached for his hand.

      Her pale skin almost sparkled under the overhead lights.

      Keep your head down. Don’t make eye contact.

      Maybe they’ll leave me out of it…pretend I’m not here.

      The tip of the silver dagger slowly spun, coming to a stop, pointed at me. I shifted on my seat, sliding my ass lower. Maybe I could just slip under the table? No one would know I was gone.

      “I’d love to introduce you to my daughter.”

      I stilled and inwardly groaned with those words. I tried to ignore them. Pretend I didn’t hear her. Yeah, good call. I was a statue. I wasn’t here.

      Until she cleared her throat.

      Energy danced along my skin like the sting of a thousand ants. I sucked in a breath (for effect really) and then forced myself to rise with a fake ass smile on my lips.

      I met the Vampire’s stare and swallowed the harsh bark of laughter. He was a walking goddamn cliché; long raven black hair cascading along his shoulders, ending in a widow’s peak in the middle of his forehead.

      Cold, dead eyes stared at me as he lowered his head in a small bow and lifted his hand, the monstrous red jewel hanging like a goddamn tumor in the middle of his finger. I winced at the sight. I was expected to lower my head, an inch lower than his and kiss...that.

      My stomach rolled with the thought. Still the Vampire waited.

      If we were the most powerful Vampires in the city, then this dude was the most powerful across the eastern seaboard. Don’t do it. My stomach clenched in warning, and acid reached higher along the back of my throat.

      Mom’s dress shifted. Pain cut across my shin, with a sharp kick from Mom.

      If I had to do this shit...I was doing it once. I closed my eyes, praying I didn’t coat his precious clan ring with tonight’s dinner, and pressed my lips. Anger mingled with a burst of retribution. I lifted my head, meeting the Vampire’s gaze. “Nice to meet you. My name’s Weiner Livingstone.”

      “Weiner? Isn’t that a…” The Vamp boss shot a look of disgust at Mom.

      “No!” Mom cried out, stuttering. Her eyes widened as she barged me aside. A high pitched bark of maniacal laughter broke free. “She means Morwenna. Ha! Weiner, always joking. Aren’t you, Morwenna?”

      Mom cut a steely gaze toward me.

      Damage control.

      I was in so much trouble.

      I smiled sweetly and caught the shake of the Vampire’s head. “If that’s all you need from me, Mom?”

      “Yes,” she answered fast. “That will be all.”

      And with a slow nod I stepped away. Limped actually, and winced, fighting the urge to reach down and rub my shin. Mom sure had one helluva kick.

      “Mor.” Thorin stepped close.

      He glanced at Mom as she turned to him. There seemed to be an unspoken conversation between them I wasn’t privy to. Didn’t matter. I’d done enough for tonight.

      “What the Hell do you think you’re playing at?” Thorin fell in step and snarled in my ear.

      “Not playing at anything,” I growled softly and worked my way through the battleground of the Immortal elite, putting as much distance between him and me as possible

      “Mor! Mor, can we get a close up?” screamed a paparazzi from the edge of the cordoned off area.

      The flare of a flash followed, camera shutters snapped. The glare, blinding. The family ring on my finger encased me with a kind of enchantment that held my reflection in a mirror and made me appear in photographs.

      I winced and turned my head as the thunder of footsteps followed. There was a shout and then a scuffle and the hunter with a camera was gone.

      “Are you okay?” Thorin slid his hands along my arms, trying his best to pull me against his chest, and pretend he cared.

      I shoved my splayed hand against the hard swell of his muscles and shoved away. “Of course, I’m fine. This is my damn life, isn’t it...all on fucking display.”

      “What’s got into you?” he snarled and cast a panicked gaze across the rest of the party behind us.

      He didn’t understand me. Didn’t even like me really. All he saw was my name...Morwenna Livingstone, daughter of the royal line...heir to all this…

      But I didn’t want it.

      None of it.

      Thorin’s fingers dug into the flesh of my arm, grinding against bone as he tried to pull me closer. I scanned the others, searching for a way out of this damn mess and caught the red eyes of a Goblin. They were all here...anyone who was anyone.

      Except for the Wolves.

      There was no way they’d be invited. Our clan hated them above any other immortal, especially Dad. So fucking pretentious. I’d set fire to it all if I could.

      “Nothing,” I snarled and shoved away from the boyfriend I never wanted.

      We need to look perfect, Morwenna, Dad’s words rang inside my head. We need to look every bit as powerful as we are. Power breeds power, and you my darling daughter are the envy of every Vampire girl in the city...no, in the clan.

      I stumbled away from the laughter and the murmured voices, shoved away from the steel grip around my arm. Still, he haunted my steps as I made for the open French doors to our home.

      “You can’t leave the party. We haven’t been seen together,” Thorin growled.

      I reached up, yanked the small diamond tiara from the top of my head and winced at the sting as strands of my hair tore free. “Stand there with your dick in your hand for all I care.”

      “You really are a bitch,” he growled, his eyes darkening.

      I stilled, narrowed my gaze, and then slowly turned. “You know, that’s probably the most honest thing you’ve ever said to me. Congratulations for finally finding your balls.”

      And then I left him behind, taking long strides to get away from him and the stench of Hell as fast as I could. I turned at the foyer and raced along the carpeted marble stairs to the third floor, then made for the south wing. Servants waited at the head of every level, hands folded, heads bowed. Vampires. All of them. Slaves to my father, but still vampires.

      “Mistress,” Helene murmured and stepped forward. “May I assist you tonight?”

      It wasn’t a question. It was never a question. It was a plea.

      I gave a nod and listened to the soft thud of her footsteps behind me as I strode into my wing and made for my bedroom. My bathroom was on one side, an expansive robe crammed with Prada and Gucci, and a glass cupboard for every expensive handbag in the world.

      It was a wardrobe to make a Sheik’s daughter weep with envy.

      And a wardrobe that would feed the entire homeless population a thousand times over.

      But still it wasn’t enough according to my parents.

      There was always one more dress, one more handbag...one more token of just how perfect we were supposed to look.

      I reached behind my back for the zipper, and strode toward the ornate dresser and matching seat.

      “Mistress.” Helene’s fingers gently replaced my own, working the pearl buttons first before her deft hands worked the hidden zipper and I stepped out of the Oscar de la Renta masterpiece designed especially for this night.

      “I shouldn’t have provoked them tonight,” I murmured and lifted my gaze to Helene’s careful expression. “I embarrassed them.”

      “Your parents love you, Mistress.”

      It was the only answer I’d get, even if it was wrong. For once I wish I had someone to give it to me straight, to shove when I pushed. Someone who didn’t care that my father was the equivalent to the head of the Vampire mob. But someone who saw me. The real me. I lifted my hand and fingered the hand stitched ornate brasserie­—and not all this.

      The dress slipped free and crumpled to the floor at my feet. I stepped out, in nothing but silk underwear, and then sat at the stool, reaching down to unhook the clasp on my heels.

      “Would Mistress like her goat’s milk bath tonight?”

      I shook my head. “No, thank you. Not tonight.”

      Helene bent and plucked my dress from the floor, and then disappeared into the wardrobe. Overhead lights sparkled just like the stars at midnight. Dad had them mapped out, each tiny light sparkling for me. It’d been a gift when I turned ninety-nine.

      I couldn’t wait for the day I turned a hundred, it’d be the party of a lifetime.

      It’d take another four hundred years until I hit the prime of my life.

      Then I’d be unstoppable.

      I slid my heels from my feet and massaged my arches. Faint laughter echoed all the way to my wing from outside. I’d not hear from them tonight.

      I unhooked my bra and slid my fingers into the edge of my panties as Helene walked from the wardrobe. There wasn’t a blink as I stepped free and strode toward the bed naked. She’d seen me this way ever since I was born.

      A tiny ache burned across the inside of my upper arm as I grasped the negligee draped over the end of my bed. A small bruise was already rising to the surface. Three small marks in the shape of Thorin’s fingers. The bastard was lucky I didn’t nail his ass to the damn wall with a cross. I wonder what Daddy dearest would say if he saw these. I doubted Thorin would be his favorite for long.

      But the marks would be gone in the morning.

      Along with the memory of every embarrassing thing I said tonight.

      Just like it always was.

      Helene picked up my panties and bra as I slipped on the negligee and crawled into the fresh silk sheets. I slid a hand under the pillow next to mine and pulled out the white tablet. I didn’t want to be out there with their hierarchy and greed. I wanted to be with friends.

      I hit the button and the screen came to life. My fingers danced across the glass, and then the cheeky smile from Luke Perry appeared.

      “Oh Dylan, why can’t you be real?” I whispered as Helene dimmed the lights and slipped from my bedroom.

      Crystal glasses clinked before a faint scream echoed for a second and then was cut short.

      Looked like they finally had enough of Glorian’s five carat ring and her broke ass betraying family. But I didn’t care, not when I stared into Dylan’s eyes and lost myself in Beverly Hills 90210.
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      “Are you proud of yourself, Morwenna?”

      I winced at the sound of my name when Dad used it like that. “It depends, should I be, Daddy?”

      He lifted his gaze from his desk and seized mine. He was pissed, more than normal. “You embarrassed your Mother last night. Hermond is a powerful ally, one we desperately need.”

      There was an edge in his voice, one I hadn’t heard before. A flare of concern cut through my center. “Daddy...is everything okay?”

      He smiled, but it was a forced a smile. He was never fake with me. “We are, but we can’t afford another stunt like last night, do you understand me? We have to be careful and always watching each other’s backs. It’s why I was hoping not to have to entertain…”

      He cast a quick gaze to an envelope in the middle of his desk. It was the fifth time he looked at the damn thing. “Daddy?”

      Gold sparkled as he reached across the desk. The soft filtered ray of sunlight hit his hand. There was a small sizzle, and the faint stench of burning flesh before the power of his ring held the danger of the sun at bay.

      The rings on our hands meant we could be out during the day, but it didn’t always stop the burn, not when we were tired...or when we were sick...and Dad didn’t look tired. Fear gripped like a fist, fingers clenching tight like steel bands across my chest. “Daddy, are you sick?”

      There wasn’t even a second before he answered, a fraction of a second really, but for the most powerful, most influential Vampire in the city, and my father––it was far too long.

      “No, I’m fine. But I need to talk to you. We have a responsibility as Livingstone’s, one that unfortunately has landed on your young shoulders.”

      “I’m not that young,” I muttered.

      He just chuckled and shook his head. “Nevertheless, we have to show the rest of the world we take the pact seriously–even if it’s on the surface. I was hoping to keep this from our door. Hell knows I didn’t want this for you, but it seems after last night’s antics there’s no room to ignore the command of my superiors. You embarrassed me last night, and not only that, you brought the entire clan under scrutiny. So, my hand’s been forced on this one. There’s a school for the children of the most influential immortal families.”

      He didn’t want this for me?

      Lightning coursed through my chest.

      The undead muscle in my chest gave a small throb.

      “A school where we as a family will be watched. Every word and every action will be weighed and measured by those far more powerful than me. You’ll have to leave us, for a while at least. You’ll have to leave Thorin, and all the things you love…”

      His voice melted into nothing. All I could see was a school where I was Brenda...and I had a chance at being normal. “I’lldoit!”

      Dad flinched and stilled, mouth agape, halfway through a sentence where he’d have to talk me into leaving this life behind. “You’ll do it? Don’t you want to take some time to think about it at least?”

      I cut my gaze to the envelope, catching the elegant crawl on the front and shook my head. “What’s to think about? You need me to do this, right?”

      He gave a slow nod...as though he was suddenly unsure of all this.

      My Dad.

      My powerful, deadly as fuck Dad...was unsure about sending his little girl to a school full of strangers. I gave him the sweetest smile I could and inwardly screamed with excitement. “I’ll be a good girl...I promise.”
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      Darkness permeated every inch of the family armored limousine.

      But it wasn’t bullets my family cared about.

      It was the sun.

      Every possible gap was sealed tight, luckily breathing for us was optional. I flopped into the back seat, the leather groaning beneath me. A week had passed since the gala event, and Dad agreed to send me to the Academy. Seven days of waiting. 168 hours of counting down. And here I was, bags in the trunk, ready, but still...something felt off.

      The black window tint blocked out 99% of the sun’s rays, but it didn’t block out the movement of Mom’s frantic waving. Dad stood with his hands folded over his chest, holding his emotions in check. Like always. Dickhead Thorin lingered like an unwanted lump, farewelling me only because it was expected of him.

      But we all knew the truth.

      Even Dad.

      Thorin pretended to like me for the sake of family and greed; mostly greed, and I was the sucker jammed in the middle of that fucked up sandwich.

      Unease stirred in my gut again. I’d dreamed of moving out of home for decades. Countless reruns of 90210 and Pretty Little Liars fueled every fantasy.

      So why was I worried now?

      I attended all family functions like the good Vampire. I had no friends, unless Daddy approved, not that there was anyone outside the back-stabbing, vein puncturing girls who moved in certain circles. And there was no way I was dealing with that.

      “You ready for this?” A voice came from the darkness.

      Chuck leaned forward, and I sensed his concern. Ice Pick others called him, but not me. To me he was Chuck, my bodyguard...my friend. But he had a reputation to uphold, so Ice Pick it was, given to himself for driving an ice pick into his victims on every kill, right before he bit through the side of their neck. And I’d bet my kickass stiletto Manolo Blahnik black boots I’d find his weapon of choice somewhere in this limo if I checked.

      But I honestly didn’t care. Half the time I assumed the muscle in the Immortal elite gang made up their own name to sound terrifying. No idea why, when Dad’s name alone sent the fear of death into most people; immortal or otherwise.

      Yep, lots of death and blood in my past.

      But not my future. That, I was determined to change.

      If it was up to me, I’d change my name to Brenda, be an ordinary girl, and catch a bus to the Academy without drawing attention. Dad would be mortified.

      Only I had a shadow...Chuck.

      The Vampire had been with me for as long as I remembered. A warrior from the Nightcore clan, he was more my father than Dad ever was. He’d attended every birthday party, every defense class, and even my first aid lesson for vamps. On my thirteenth birthday, Dad forgot to get me a present, not that I’d needed one, but Chuck was sweet enough to give me something in secret. A thigh strap for stealthily carrying a blade. I loved it because Dad would disapprove. If Chuck had a beating heart, it’d be made of gold.

      “Do I have a choice?” I replied through the dark, the speakers delivering my response to the driver’s compartment out front, where he sat with the driver.

      “You always have a choice, Morwenna.”

      I groaned under my breath, turning the gold ring on my middle finger, the power rushing through me. It pricked along my arms like ants biting my flesh.

      “Then I guess I’m ready,” I added with a sigh.

      We pulled away from the curb. I glanced back at my parents and waved, but felt stupid because they couldn’t see me. Lowering my hand, I slouched into the seat.

      Yep, this was happening. New start. No more dull parties. Hell, I was going to love living at this school and leaving all my baggage behind. I’d be normal here. Make new friends, and have fun for a change. I fidgeted in my seat, ready and pumped. Just like in 90210, I’d fall into the role of Brenda at the Academy with my gang of friends. I’d find my Dylan, and I pictured my favorite episode of the Spring Dance with Dylan deciding who to ask to the dance. Of course, he’d select me.

      The first time my aunty, Lentua had come to visit us all the way from Romania, she got me hooked on the show. Apparently, she streamed the series in her castle…yep you heard right…and she got me addicted, even if it wasn’t the in thing. I didn’t care. For me, it was the epitome of the life I longed to experience.

      Close to two hours later and three pit stops for the bathroom, we veered off the freeway. I’d drank two bags of blood this morning, to keep myself full for the day and night, but the stuff went right through me.

      When we slowed down, butterflies somersaulted in my stomach, and I opened my window with the press of a button. Fresh air washed through my dark hair, driving it over my shoulders. The air was rich with the fragrance of freshly cut lawn and dampness. Sunlight pinched my skin, and I squinted against the brightness, but the sting faded just as quickly as it started with the power of the ring on my finger.

      We drove down a two-lane, winding road, past an open field. A dense forest lay in the distance, so dark, the light seemed to have vanished within its grasp. It stretched out in every direction like an ocean.

      Soon enough, we passed a lofty, stone wall that stretched out the length of the grounds. My knees bounced as I spied the arched entrance and pebbled driveway.

      We turned into it, the school name, Bestias Academy, was chiseled in stone near the entrance, worn and aged. I remembered the sign from my internet search, having learned the word meant beast in Latin.

      Wrought-iron gates lay open as our black limousine glided through and guided us along a driveway to the Academy. Perfectly manicured lawn spread out across the property. We approached an oversized, baroque-style stone building with clusters of sculptured winged creatures perched on the roof’s corners. The place could pass for an old church. Twisted columns at the front flanked a small set of white stairs leading to a set of grand doors made of rich, mahogany. Ivy clung to the edges of the walls.

      The building had that rich old-money feel to it, but also a touch of the macabre.

      Totally my vibe.

      I’d spent the past week researching the school. Attendees came by invite only, so I guessed I ought to feel privileged. Or maybe it was another, don’t upset the Head Vampire in town, so we better invite his daughter, pity party. At least it wasn’t an old asylum, or death row prison.

      Yay. It was just a boring old school.

      Bestias Academy...

      Originally, it’d been built for training boys to control their beast side.

      Now it just housed beasts...

      We came to a dead stop, and unease crawled through my insides again. When Chuck appeared at my door and opened it, the feeling clenched tighter, and I knew what I felt.

      I’d never been on my own, so what if I didn’t fit in? Didn’t pass the classes and got kicked out. Didn’t make Dad proud and became another disappointment to him.

      Then I’d be forced back home to marry demonic dicknose, Thorin.

      And I was better than that. I wanted so much more out of life…not quite sure what yet, but it wasn’t to follow in the family footsteps of knocking off other vampire clans.

      So, I lifted my chin, swallowed back the uncertainty and readied to make my time at Bestias Academy work, whatever it took.

      I climbed out into the bright sun, and already the first threads of a headache webbed through my skull. In front of the doors was a woman dressed in a tight pencil skirt which fell to her knees, matching red heels, and a white button up shirt, tucked and cinched in around her tiny waist. Short cropped blond hair parted at the side, the longer strands tucked behind her ears. She stood, her hands held behind her back, waiting steadily. When I met her pale blue eyes, the color of the sky, she smiled, and lines curled around the corners of her mouth, showing the age she otherwise concealed so well. So, she was the welcoming party. Only one person, which I appreciated. No making a big deal, and already I liked this place.

      “Quickly, this way, Morwenna.” Chuck scanned the entrance and building behind him before he waved me forward, but a camera’s flash from across the limo caught my attention.

      Chuck’s face darkened and he bared his fangs, hissing at the two paparazzi who must have driven in after us. They rushed back into their sedan and raced away.

      But they got their shots of the Vampire girl’s first day at a new school, and it’d be all over the social feeds in a couple of hours. I was convinced the paparazzi worked for Satan, as they appeared everywhere, following me like a bad smell.

      The driver was collecting my bags from the trunk, along with an oversized duffle bag he swung over a shoulder. “That’s not mine,” I called out.

      But when the driver met Chuck’s gaze, the guard gave him the approving nod to continue.

      My world spun, as my hopes and dreams faded away, and the rerun of all the episodes of Beverly Hills 90210 in my head, switched off. Chuck took a step closer, and I froze. "Wait. You're not..."

      "You’re the only heir to the Livingstone Empire, what do you think?" He cocked a brow.

      “Oh, Hell.” I clenched my jaw because this was my chance to start fresh. How could I make new friends with him shadowing me everywhere?

      “I promise to blend into the background. You won't even know I'm here.” He tried to smile, and all I could see were fangs and the tattoo that covered half of his face telling every immortal who saw him how much of a badass he was.

      I stared at his seven-foot towering muscled frame, and shook my head. "I doubt that. I doubt that very much."

      “This way,” the woman said, her voice delicate as a bird’s song. She opened the door and waved us inside.

      I sucked in a calming breath. I could do this.

      Warmth greeted us as we stepped into a grand marble hallway, with an elaborate chandelier overhead, dripping in crystals. Ahead, the stairs twisted in a perfect spiral upward. I expected something a lot grander, textured wallpaper or something, but the walls were plain cream, and covered in paintings of old people I didn’t recognise. Had to be teachers from the school. Everything looked pristine and new, unlike the exterior.

      There was no one else around either, and the lady in red heels click clacked in a hurried walk to the first door on her right.

      Chuck nudged me forward with a hand on my lower back while he collected our bags from the driver, so I followed her into a large office overlooking the grounds outside. An oak desk stole most of the room, the walls draped in shelves filled with books. The aroma of sandalwood wafted in the room.

      “Hello Morwenna. Welcome to Bestias Academy, your new home for this year. Sorry for the informal greeting outside, but we don’t normally create a grand entrance for new students. Most prefer to come in quietly.”

      I shook my head, almost laughing at the irony that she assumed I wanted a grand entrance. “No, this is perfect.”

      “Good. Take a seat.” She rounded the table and I slid into the chair across from her, and only then did I notice her name on the table. Principal Briar Stone.

      She collected a bunch of papers and handed them over to me along with a pen. “Due to your last minute acceptance, we ran out of time to send the paperwork for your attendance. Just something small, so we have all your contact details on hand should any emergencies arise, any medical conditions we should be aware of, and agreeing that should anything happen to you during your stay, you take full responsibility and we’re not liable.”

      She laughed nervously, which I guessed had more to do with my dad’s wrath should anything happen to me. “I’ve already arranged payment with your father, and I have your dorm ready, along with class schedule. Your father has informed me about your ability to enjoy the sun along with your...meal requirements.”

      I sat there, the pen in my hand trembling because everything was suddenly happening fast…too fast. I felt small and lost and overwhelmed. I normally did my own thing, but this here was different. I’d been homeschooled most of my life, only the best tutors teaching me everything from Latin, to piano, to trigonometry.

      But this seemed too sudden and real. What if I choked and failed?

      The principal’s gaze settled heavily on me, along with the pressure to sign everything just to get out of her office. The walls seemed to close in around me. Was I sweating? What was wrong with me?

      I flipped through the pages, scanning the words, but my head floated in the clouds, stringing together two words seemed impossible. I shook my head and searched for the line at the bottom of the page and signed each one. It came out scribbly, but I couldn’t work out why this room had me so shaken.

      Ms. Stone rambled on about the layout of the grounds and kept piling a mountain of things for me to review. Maps. Timetables. Wait, where did she say the blood bank was located on the property?

      Perspiration rolled down my spine. How could I ever feel at home here when one room had me needing to run outside for fresh air?

      “We’ve set your bodyguard up in a house nearby. He can’t reside in the dorm so close to the students. I hope you understand.”

      I glanced up, finding my voice. “In all honesty, I’d rather he didn’t stay here at all.”

      But Ms. Stone’s expression fell. “Those are your father’s rules.”

      I nodded, realizing even far away from my family, Dad would control my life. Hell.

      By the time I finished, the principle marched to the door as if she couldn’t wait to get me out of her office and opened the door. “Your dorm is located behind this building, follow the path to the right. It’s dorm 2A”

      Collecting the papers from her table, I marched outside to where Chuck waited, and he stared down at the pile in my hands with the list of teachers, their photos, and what class they taught.

      “Don't worry,” he said. “They're clean." He stared at the printout of their faces in my grasp.

      The Principal cleared her throat and clicked her heels together. “Okay, you have today to settle in, and tomorrow morning classes start. Just remember, being on time is a sign of respect. I’ll let you find your room and follow you in a moment to make sure you’re settled.”

      I looked back at her and smiled. “Thank you.”

      She nodded and retreated to her desk while I headed outside. No limousine in sight, so if I got cold feet, I couldn’t just run, and I noted the front gates were now closed.

      I turned back to the Principal, and supressed a shudder. “Something’s strange about her.”

      “Don’t worry, we vetted her as well,” was all Chuck said as we followed the path, him carrying all the bags. “You’re safe.”

      Around the back of the building, the path spread out in three directions and clusters of buildings dotted the property amid trees and greenery. A beautiful landscape, so different to the polluted city; maybe it wouldn’t be so bad here. Following the path to the right, Chuck pointed to a small shack that belonged in a fairytale, situated near a forest, complete with a chimney. “That’s me over there I’m guessing.”

      “You’ll be all right in there, Papa Smurf?” I cut him a side glance, before sniggering to myself.

      He didn’t bite back and kept walking alongside me.

      When we reached the front door of my dorm, I tugged on the handle, but it didn’t budge. “What the hell?” I rattled it again, when Chuck dropped the bag he carried by my feet and collected a keyring and key from under the top paper in my pile, then opened the door for me.

      “At your service, Smurfette,” he growled the words.

      When he stepped inside, I grabbed his arm. “You can’t go in there. The principal told me you weren’t allowed.” Okay, I fibbed, but if he was going to stay on campus, I needed my space.

      He grumbled under his breath and I smirked as he retreated. “At least let me carry your bags to your room.” He hissed the words through clenched teeth.

      I shook my head and tucked the papers under an arm, then picked up my two bags.  “I’ll take it from here.”

      Without looking back, I fumbled past the narrow doorway and let the glass door shut behind me with a bang. With a nod to Chuck through the window, I headed down the corridor with strange violet wallpaper, glancing down at my keyring in my hand. 202.

      I swung toward the carpeted steps and dragged my bags. I glanced back to see Chuck still standing outside, watching me through the glass door as I struggled, his hands folded over his chest. Bastard.

      I straightened my back and followed the curve of the steps, my bags banging into my legs, but I kept going to show Chuck I had this. And I moved fast too, despite the strain in my arms.

      Before careening around the next corner, I glanced back to find Chuck gone. Thank hell. I spun around the corner at the top of the stairs, hauling forward one of the beastly suitcases, the momentum sending it forward. Except someone emerged from the corner at the same moment, and the case slammed into their knees.

      “Fuck!” A guy with the darkest hair grunted and reeled backward, arms flailing. He stumbled over his feet, before his back hit the wall, and he gasped for air.

      “Oh, shit!” I rushed over, arms outstretched to help catch him. “I’m so sorry.”

      He was pulling down on his tee which had ridden half way up his stomach, and I reached over and helped him cover that ribbed, tight stomach. Damn, he had muscles.

      But he smacked my hands away. ‘What the hell are you carrying in there? A dead body?”

      I stumbled back as he fixed his clothes. “Just clothes and shoes.”

      When I glanced up at him, he was sniffing the air, his nose creasing, and giving me a death glare.

      A rumble rolled in his chest as if detecting what I was. "Watch it, Vamp." He growled, and his eyes shifted to wolf ones—gray as the dirtiest clouds—and right then, I knew exactly who or what I was dealing with.

      The hairs on my neck bristled.

      Having him glare as if I were a speck on his shoes had me boiling with fury. Many races hated Vampires, but I’d never faced the racism first hand. Homeschooled remember? But the shifter in front of me grated on my nerves, and if there was one enemy Dad loathed above all others, the wolf packs gained that top spot.

      “Ugh, Dogs belong outside!” I snapped disgusted.

      His lips curled, white canines bared. Was that meant to scare me? I snatched my bags from the ground, lifted my chin, and turned away from him in a fluster.

      And walked straight into a pillar.

      Pain flared through my brow. I stumbled backwards.

      Who the fuck put that there?

      The sharp crack of laughter flooded my ears. I decided right then; I loathed that fur ball.
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      “You’ve got to be kidding, right?”

      I stared at the key in my hand and then the number on the door.

      Footsteps sounded behind me, and I whirled to find Principal Stone stepping up to the doorway. She gave the room a scan. “Is there a problem?”

      I turned to the thick cobwebs crowding the corner of the room. “Only that.” And then the inch thick dust along the windowsill, and stopped at the other bed jammed up against the wall on the other side of the room. “And that.”

      I spun, eyeing the Principal. “I wasn’t told I’d be sharing. I don’t share.”

      I stilled at the open door to a small bathroom, and thanked the Ancients for small mercies. At least I don’t have to share.

      She just held my gaze and smiled. “Don’t worry Ms. Livingstone. That bed has been unoccupied for the last year. I doubt you’ll be sharing with anyone.”

      “And the...dirt?” I stifled my revulsion. “What will you do about that?”

      “I won’t be doing anything Ms. Livingstone. This isn’t the Hilton, we don’t have maids here. But you’re welcome to the mop and bucket in the cleaning closet at the end of the hall.”

      My damn eye twitched at the thought. A mop wouldn’t be anywhere near enough. “I’ll have to burn it.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Principal Stone took a step inside with her heels and tight pencil-straight skirt, clearly standing out in this room. I suspected her accommodation was glamorous compared to this dusty space that could easily be mistaken for a dingy motel room.

      “Nothing,” I muttered and gave her the perfect Livingstone smile, as fake as this entire set up.

      This was no school for the elite. This was a damn prison...and I just walked into it in my goddamn Gucci shoes. I stared at the tiny wardrobe against the wall...and when I say tiny...I mean tiny. It wouldn’t even hold the contents of one of my suitcases.

      I stepped closer as Principal Stone murmured, “It’ll take a little getting used to, but give it time. I promise Bestias Academy will feel like home in no time.”

      Footsteps echoed a second later. But I didn’t bother to look over my shoulder to see her gone. I was too busy mentally preparing myself for the horror waiting within. My hand trembled as I reached for the handle. In my head I counted down; three, two…one, and then yanked.

      There were wire hangers.

      Actual wire hangers.

      And the ugliest damn uniform I’d ever seen.

      I gagged at the smell of moth balls and turned away from the vile thing, and then turned back, reaching up to unhook the hanger and pull the skirts and the shirts out into the open.

      They still had the tags on the end, creases along the sides, and the skirt was almost long enough to touch my damn knees.

      What the hell kind of place was this? A convent?

      But the wardrobe was the icing on this cheap cotton polyester nightmare. There was no way in Hell I was putting my clothes in that. I stared at the suitcases near the doorway and took a step backwards until my calves hit the steel frame of the bed.

      I’d made the wrong decision.

      A very wrong decision.

      I wanted to take it back, to return home where Helene was waiting along with the other maids to clean and primp and fluff. My cell phone dug into my thigh as I moved and for a second, I wanted to reach down and grasp the damn thing.

      One call was all it’d take, three tiny words...take...me...home...and I’d be whisked out of here, and on my way back to the parties and the panicked gazes, back to fake smiles and the empty conversations. Back to being a Livingstone.

      But here there was none of that.

      I glanced at the corner of the room, sure there were cobwebs, but there was also potential. I could make friends here...apart from the foul mutt in the hallway outside. I bet they were just desperate for someone like me, someone with class and sophistication, someone who understood the intricacies of the many immortal races.

      They were desperate for me…

      I lifted the class schedule in my hand. My first class wasn’t until ten am tomorrow. Mock Hunt? What the Hell is that...some kind of new Gelato? A shiver raced along my spine. I’d expected dance classes, training on party conversations, along with some etiquette on handling humans. Instead, I had classes on history, rituals, and combat. What the hell! Maybe I’d been wrong to think the Academy would be easy and fun.

      I looked back up to my room. It needed fixing, but I had plenty of time to get this cleaned up. I gave a nod and steeled my spine. I’d make this place my bitch within a week.

      “Cleaning closet,” I muttered, even saying the words I felt dirty and scanned the hallway. There was a door at the end of the hall. That had to be it. I scanned the closed doors of the rooms next to mine and strode toward the damn thing, before I reached out and grasped the handle.

      The lock held with a thud. I could force it, shear the steel...and maybe break a nail in the process. I jerked my hand away at the thought and then turned. It didn’t matter.

      Within a week they’d be giving me their room anyway, knock the wall down in the middle and voila, I’d have a walk in closet once more.

      I strode to the end of the hallway and peered at the wording on the door. Stairs. “Not a cleaning closet, Mor.”

      I spun and strode back the way I came, until I passed my open door and headed to the door at the end and glanced left. There were rows and rows of rooms up here, and more the level higher. Stony walls had that chilly feel, throwing shadows in the corners. I found the door marked Cleaning and turned the handle.

      The sharp scent of antiseptic made me gag. I reached up, pinched my nose and scanned the space before dragging a broom and dustpan free. I couldn’t believe I was doing this, stooping to things like cleaning and fussing. Still I ground my jaw and carried the equipment back to the room and set to work.

      First, the corners. I swept and moved things around, watching my nails as I shoved the vacant bed aside and cleaned around the corners. For a second, I thought about the old occupant. Maybe she detested cleaning as well?

      And after producing a film of sweat on my brow I stood back and admired my magic.

      The place was clean...not spotless like home, but no cobwebs, no dust...no mothballs, or wire hangers. I felt good, fueled with purpose as I carried the dustpan back to the cleaning closet and shoved the door closed before I yanked my phone from my pocket.

      Chuck, I need my hangers. I cannot deal with the wire ones here. Can you please have my padded, scented hangers, and my silk sheet sent to my room...Oh, and some of those delicious blood muffins Clare makes...Kisses, M.

      I hit send and then strode back to my room and the first suitcase, dragging it over to the bed. One heave and the thing landed with a thump. I worked the zipper, revealing silks and Armani shoes. I packed what I could into the now dusted shelves and stowed the half filled suitcase next to the wardrobe.

      Now what?

      I moved toward the window and peered out to the woods surrounding the grounds on one side and the distant buildings on the other. I could go for a walk, get to know where this Mock Hunt, was taking place.

      Voices filtered in from somewhere in the building, making me feel isolated and lonely. Maybe I could head back to the main building and find all my new friends.

      I surveyed my handiwork one last time, smoothed my skirt and then touched my hair before I strode from the room. Only one chance to make a good impression and this was my moment.

      I made my way out of the dorm and back along the path. Trees crowded one side of Academy lands, shadows and the scent of something...foul. I wasn’t used to being this confined. I wanted the busy city streets and shops and shoes…God, I missed the shoes. This place felt like a damn prison.

      The sound of others grew louder as I neared the main building. I shoved through the doors, and scanned the foyer. The smell of blood and flesh filled my nose. My stomach gave a twinge, but I wasn’t hungry...not yet.

      A sharp bark of laughter cut through the air, and I figured that was my cue. One sweep of my hair and I was heading along the hallway. The smell of fried food wafted toward me, voices droned; laughter and chatter.

      Sounded like feeding time at the zoo.

      Mom would be mortified.

      I left the hallways behind and stepped through open double doors into the dining hall of the cafeteria. I’ve arrived! I scanned the packed tables, and all the little cliques; Vamps, Wolves...stilling at the asshole who ran into me earlier. He sat with his ass on the table, one foot on a chair, the other dangling while he chatted with two other furballs.

      Three girls sat at the table opposite. A flash of wide, piercing eyes, and the three girls turned my way. Glorious raven black hair, perfect pale skin...I smelled feline. Such a shame.

      Conversations stilled.

      Heads turned...as I knew they would.

      I kept my focus straight ahead, my heels clacking against the floor. They were all here, Vamps, Demons, Ghoul, all kinds of damn shifters—my gaze lingered on a girl sitting on her own, her head was down, eyes fixated on the open page of a book, hands curled into the sleeves of a sweater four times too big. She looked weird.

      She lifted her head at the last minute. Her brown eyes found mine before she looked away. I strode toward the feeding troughs disguised as a buffet, cringed at the sight, and forced a smile at the poor woman standing behind the counter.

      “Hungry love?” she called.

      I stifled my revulsion and shook my head. “No, thank you. I ate earlier.”

      And then in a second, the conversations returned to normal, as though they didn’t see me standing in the middle of their hall. I frowned, scanned the groups, finding the small cluster of my own kind standing in the corner of the room.

      More Vamps?

      I narrowed my gaze, fear mingled with aggression.

      Until one of them stepped forward, out of the shadows and into the soft light. She held my gaze for a second, and then lowered her focus to the floor in an act of obedience.

      At least someone knew who I was.

      And in an instant the flare of the unknown left. I gave the dining hall one last scan, making sure there wasn’t a missed opportunity for someone to rush at me and claim me as the center of attention, and then turned.

      Boring.

      I was already bored.

      Already kinda done with it all.

      Where was the fun? Where was the secret parties and kisses pressed against the lockers? Where the hell was my Dylan?

      I left the dining hall behind. They never even stopped talking, never gave me a second more than they had to. This shit blows.

      A sign hung in the hallway...it was identical to the one I’d seen in the entrance to my dorm.

      No Magic.

      No Killing.

      No Fighting.

      By order of Principal Stone.

      “Can this place get anymore lame?” I muttered.

      Classes started tomorrow morning...I guess I was about to find out.
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      “Class, I want you to welcome our new student, Morwenna Livingstone. I’m sure she’ll fit right in and I know you’ll all make her feel welcome. I’m Ms. Amoret Lucas, I’ll be taking you for Primal Studies, please take a seat and we can get started.”

      I winced at the sound of my name and stared at her stony expression. The teacher looked...sweet. Thick tortoiseshell glasses, a white cotton blouse buttoned to her neck and a thick tweed skirt that reached her knees.

      That proved it…yep, as bad as a damn convent. Maybe it wasn’t too late to ask Dad to get me out of here.

      I forced a smile, straightened my spine, and a took a step. A deep snarl came from the front row. I cut a glance to the raven haired beauty from the cafeteria and caught the curl of her lip and her feline stench flare in the room.

      Jealous bitch.

      Desperation surged as I scanned for a seat and found one...right in front of the weirdo with the book. The foul scent of wet fur hit me like a slap. There he was...the walking parvovirus.

      He leaned forward, arms sliding along his desk as he watched me.

      He could watch all he wanted.

      I cocked my hips, swishing the bottom of my skirt as I stepped toward his seat and the next, leaving Chanel No. 5 to fill the air. Let him take a whiff of how a real woman smelled.

      “Pardon me.” I knocked into his seat, brushing the curve of my ass against his arm. “So sorry.”

      And a warning snarl rumbled a little louder from the front of the class.

      “That’s enough,” Ms. Lucas called out as I slid into my seat.

      I glanced over my shoulder to the weird girl and caught her gaze. She was pretty underneath the mountain of clothes and weird hair part. But there was a sadness in her eyes, a loneliness I knew only too well.

      “So, this morning is a mock hunt,” Ms. Lucas called and the entire class groaned. “Come on now. I want to see what you’ve learned from the last time, and remember. It’s not necessarily speed and strength that’s important here. You need to work together as a team. Ms. Livingstone, just try to have fun and observe.”

      “Shit.”

      The mutter came from behind me. A chair scraped against the floor a second later, before the weird girl scurried around the edge of the room and disappeared through the door.

      “I’ve got five hares out in the wooded area. They’re marked from one to five...and all must be returned to me alive. I’m looking at you Judas.”

      There was a snigger from the guys. I turned to see wolfboy smile and lean against the back of his chair. He seemed proud of himself from whatever happened.

      “So, if you’ll all make your way out to the cemetery, I’ll give the signal and you can have at it.”

      I shifted my focus to Ms. Lucas herself. She was a little harder to read. I stared into her eyes, searching for that shine of silver, not Wolf...definitely not Vampire. Why all the animal stuff? I was a damn Vampire. The thought of a...mock hunt, sounded terrifying.

      I didn’t hunt.

      I didn’t even mock.

      I rang a damn bell and food was delivered in a crystal glass.

      Sweat broke out along the back of my neck as chairs scraped against the floor and the class rose in unison. I cut a panicked gaze to the doorway. Maybe I could hide…

      “Ms. Livingstone?” The teacher called, and I cringed.

      I shoved to stand and cut her a smile as I slid into step with the others and filed from the room. A tremor rippled across my chest as they all turned left. I scanned the hallway right, desperate for some place to hide and caught sight of a bathroom door. A place to hide for the duration of the hunt, and no one would notice. They’d be caught up in chasing bunnies, and me...Me, I’d stay out of sight.

      One fast lunge and I left them behind, pushing the door aside and letting it close behind me. The rush of water filled the bathroom. I stepped inside, catching the weird girl standing over the basin, water dripping from the point of her chin. She froze, lifted her eyes as I neared and seized my gaze.

      There was an awkward moment until she murmured. “Don’t like hunts either I take it?”

      That ache in my chest clenched tighter. “I don’t know how to hunt. I guess that makes me the world’s worst vampire,” I murmured.

      I didn’t even know why I told her.

      She wasn’t my friend. But in this moment, there was almost an alliance as she straightened and turned off the tap. “I know how to hunt, and I suck. Unlike the Wolves, and those dicks who follow Judas’ every command as their alpha. He might be hot, but he’s a jerk. So, I guess that makes me worse. Maybe we can scare the hares away and escape into the city.”  She laughed nervously.

      I lifted my hand, catching the mark on the edge of my nail from cleaning my room. “I could sure do with a manicure.”

      She swiped the drop of water from her chin and smiled. You know, for someone who was weird, she wasn’t half bad. A little makeup, tame her blonde hair and she could be quite a stunner.

      “Girls!” The teacher’s voice cracked through the air from outside. I took a hard breath, and it was mirrored by the not-so weird girl.

      “I’m Mor.” I reached out as she turned toward me.

      She swiped a hand across her skirt and shoved it out. “Ava.”

      I grasped her hand in mine. Ava was a plain name, and I was sure that she had the look of a Demon, still it was nice to know someone, even if she was a little strange. I dropped her hand and motioned toward the doorway. “I guess we’d better screw this up in the most spectacular way.”

      There was a twitch at the corner of her lips as she nodded. I followed her out of the bathroom to where Ms. Lucas waited, arms crossed. “The hunt waits for no man...or Vampire, Ms. Livingstone, or you Ms. Blaine.”

      I focused on the teacher and followed the sounds of the others all the way along the hall to the foyer. Running, sweating, biting, all the things I wasn’t into. I glanced down to my ring and sighed, maybe I could find some shade and hide?

      Hunting could be a spectator sport.

      “I’ll expect you to at least try,” Ms. Lucas called out behind us. “I’ll be watching...everyone.”

      Ugh.

      I shoved through the front doors to the academy and lifted my gaze to the hazy sun. The faint taste of blood still lingered in my mouth. Having my food delivered to my dorm was a much better option than being outside.

      The others surged forward. The boys jostled and shoved each other in a macho show, seemingly to linger around the jerk I’d bumped into in the dorm. Judas. He might be hot and pleasant on the eye, but that didn’t make him less of an ass. And now I knew he was the alpha of their little pack.

      The girls giggled and watched, following their every move. In particular, the one with raven hair falling to her waist. She eyed Judas, admired his every move, and when he caught her watching, he winked. Yep, them two were definitely an item, and I almost choked on the cliché of the Wolf and Cat leaders dating. Maybe this Academy wasn’t that much different to Beverly Hills 90210 with the jocks dating the cutest cheerleaders.

      The air suddenly changed...a different kind of hunger wafted toward me like the bitter stench of cheap perfume. One I couldn’t shake.

      I winced as the others disappeared between the trees. Leaves crunched under my sneakers as I followed and the hazy brightness overhead faded. I followed a trail, toward the fetid stench I smelled yesterday.

      A goddamn cemetery.

      They expected my kind to haunt these places, when in fact...we detested them. Still, we played to the scary monster routine mortals expected for us...for the pact.

      The pact was everything to the immortal races.

      We learned from our past.

      From the terror, from the stigma.

      And now we were all about the future; cohabitation, such a dirty word. But we needed to blend in, needed to be at peace with our frail, time-sensitive companions. So, the pact was created, and it was through places like Bestias Academy where we showed mortals we were a new breed of hunters. That we had control over our supernatural sides, weren’t dangerous in society, and all the stuff that made humans feel better about living amongst us.

      “Okay class,” Ms Lucas called behind. “We’ve changed things up a little this time. The hares are marked with numbers one through to five, but that’s not the only thing they’ve been marked with. I want you to hunt based not on what you see, but on what you feel, and remember, out here...only the strong and the cunning survive.”

      “How is this supporting the pact?” I muttered. “I mean, I thought you didn’t want us to be killers.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong Ms. Livingstone.” The teacher strode closer, and then passed, cutting me a glare. “We want you to be better killers. To know your target and have better control over your instincts. What we don’t want is for you to go out there in the world and just kill blindly and wantonly because you were never taught the skill of self-control.”

      I ground my jaw, muscles flaring as I lowered my gaze to the ugly ass skirt she wore. I’d teach her a little about self-control. I dressed to perfection, smiled and laughed on cue. I was the epitome of self-goddamn-control.

      She had no idea who she was dealing with.

      And all of a sudden, I understood that change in the air, that feral, primal scent that only grew stronger around me, and it wasn’t cheap perfume.

      It was strength. It was determination.

      It was the kind of hunger that danced with desire.

      The desire to win.

      The desire be the alpha.

      Goosebumps danced across my skin. Pain flared, sharp in my mouth. I lifted my hand, finger probing my gums to find the thick fang. A jolt of energy tore through me like lightning. Ms. Lucas pushed through the rusted wrought iron gates to where pale headstones covered the grounds.

      But I no longer saw them.

      I no longer smelled the old and gone.

      I smelled the heady scent of Wolf, and Vampire, and under that I smelled food.

      “Remember, what you see isn’t always what you need to react to. Good luck class.”

      The bitchy girls giggled and pushed each other. My senses were heightened, drawing in their scent. Dark eyes found mine as the leader of this feline pack turned her head toward me, a flash of her animal in her eyes as she held human form...Jaguar, fast, strong, a good climber. And the other one by her side, gold shone in her eyes, thick, powerful thighs, strong jaw...Lioness. I’d need to watch out for that one. But it was the cautious glance of the last girl which sent my senses on fire. Long and lean, she was built for running. She was built for the chase, and when she looked at me with her animal eyes, a light smattering of black spots akin to a cat’s fur around the corners of her eyes. Cheetah.

      Her muscles were soft and relaxed, everything about her was calm, like she could be taking a stroll on a lazy Sunday evening. She looked almost bored. But deep inside my senses were firing. Careful now.

      I dropped my hand from my mouth as the boys eased back on their haunches, a deep snarl echoing from the alpha—Judas. But as I watched him, he turned into someone else, someone with a cheeky smile and gorgeous brown hair.

      And I was thrust into Beverly Hill 90210 once more. Only this was no re-run. This was real...this was happening. I cut Ava next to me a glance and saw her visibly shaken. Her skin grew pale, she looked like she might lose her lunch. Best not stand too close.

      I took a slow slide away from her and caught the rise of Ms. Lucas’ hand. “Good luck students...may the best hunter win.”

      And with the drop of her hand, a howl tore through Judas, and the rest of the pack followed. But the girls were already gone, each one tearing off into different directions, leaving the boys behind, eating their dust.

      “Come on.” I turned and grabbed Ava. “You’re hunting with me.”

      “But...but I don’t…” she spluttered.

      I wrenched her close, lips curling to expose my fangs. “Today you do.” And we lunged in the direction of the cheetah. My breaths came hard and fast, not for survival, but for the scent. I dragged in the air, catching the faint scent of flesh and fur...and something else. Blood.

      A deep rumble filled my ears. I turned, catching the panicked gaze of Ava as she just looked at me.

      “What the fuck,” she murmured.

      But I wasn’t listening, not to her anyway. I was listening to that screaming inside my head. That hidden voice I’d ignored my entire life. I couldn’t ignore it now.

      I raced after that heady feline scent and caught a dark blur plunge through the trees at my right. The wolves were hunting, but they may as well be a herd of elephants, crashing and laughing. This was funny for them...but not for the girls.

      To them this was competition.

      Ava stumbled and fell, slipping on sodden leaves before I caught her fall. There was a flash of brown, fast, darting through the trees and the scent of something dangerous followed. Something ancient…

      “I can’t do this.” Ava tore her sweater from my arm. “I said I can’t do this!”

      Darkness came for me, in a flash of white teeth and black hair. I shoved Ava, using everything I had and turned as the Jaguar hit me hard.

      I took the brunt, flying backwards through the air before that hunger inside me took control, catching the fall before I landed on my feet. Hair flew into my eyes, blurring the feline. I brushed hair from my head.

      “Watch it, bitch,” she snarled tossing her long hair over her shoulders.

      There was an edge of rage in her eyes. She didn’t want me here, didn’t want me anywhere near her precious class, or her boyfriend.

      And with a cruel smirk she turned.

      “What the hell was that?” Ava gasped and shoved from the ground, flicking away stuck leaves against her ass. “You just don’t get it do you?”

      I turned to her. “Get what?”

      “I can’t do this.” She threw her hands into the air. “I’m not made for any of this...I’m not made for anything!”

      Hysteria crowded her tone. I shook my head as she gave a brutal groan and turned and walked away. “I thought you might be different. Thought you might be...Oh hell, I dunno what I was thinking.”

      And she just left.

      Left me alone in the damn woods and confusion.

      A flash of brown cut to my left, low against the ground, and it was that ancient power that called to me. I knew danger when I sensed it. Knew it in the cutting glance of my parents. I knew in the ancients, the most powerful of all of us. And it was this I narrowed in on. I shoved forward, leaving Ava behind.

      The flash of brown jumped and panicked. I could hear the tiny erratic beat of the hare’s heart. A flash of white against its fur 4. It was number 4. But that was the one I wanted.

      A sudden snarl came from my left. The Lioness was a locomotive, head down, golden eyes blazing as her yellow hair streamed out behind her.

      But it wasn’t the hare she was charging at…

      It was me.

      I leapt as she reached out, swiping the air with savage claws.

      “You’re gonna wish you never came here,” she growled.

      She was strong, thundering steps punching the ground, but she wasn’t agile. I lunged out of her grasp, turning on a dime to scan the trees. “What the fuck do you want from me?”

      “Leave Bestias.” She slowed, heaving, rasping breaths filled the air. “And never come back.”

      Anger burned inside me. I sucked in a breath, moving as she moved, trying to flank my side. “Not going to happen,” I answered. “You just made yourself an enemy.”

      She smiled, and that sight made my stomach clench.

      She may have made herself an enemy.

      But I’d just made three.

      She straightened, and then turned. “One way or another we always get what we want.”

      I shook my head, and watched her. Hell, I watched everything now. The snap of a twig made me jump. I scanned the trees, and then searched for number 4 hare.

      He was gone...just like the one goddamn chance I had at having a normal life.

      I’d left behind a life of backstabbing bitches for a pack of front stabbing bitches. “Well shit.”

      I turned and made for the thick copse of trees that ran along an embankment and caught the snap of a twig behind me.

      Something made me clench my fist and turn. They wanted me weak, wanted me scrambling. I shook my head. That wasn’t me, not the real me. Not the one deep inside. I shoved forward, searching for that blur of movement.

      There…

      I whipped my gaze toward the movement and shook my head. If I had sleeves, I’d roll them up...and right now I really wanted goddamn sleeves. I charged forward, keeping my steps light. I left nothing behind. Not a scent. Not a sound. Adrenaline roared through my veins. My jaw ached, fangs desperate for release. If this what it meant to be a hunter like my father, then maybe it wasn’t so bad after all.

      In this moment I was the apex fucking predator.

      I lowered my head, focusing on that movement as it came around the towering brush, and with one sudden shove I lunged through the air and hit the blur from the side.

      We went down in a tumble, arms and legs flying everywhere.

      The lunge might’ve been a ten, but the fall was definitely a one. There was a rush of warmth breath and an oof, underneath me. An elbow jabbed in my side. Something clonked me on the head. “Ow...oww!” I roared as we came to a sudden stop at the bottom of the embankment.

      I lifted my head, catching the silver shine against deep grey-green eyes and then perfect crimson lips.

      “You?” he snarled, grabbing my waist. There was a flash of hatred, the same one I saw before when we slammed into each other.

      “Y-you!” I stuttered.

      And in my head, all I could hear was my father’s rage. All the centuries hating them...fighting them. “You just stay away from me.”

      His eyes widened, there was a flinch of surprise. “Wait,” he muttered and shook his head. “Yesterday you…you took me by surprise. I didn’t mean…”

      I shook my head at the sudden turn around.

      Didn’t he know?

      We were mortal enemies.

      “I’m Judas,” he muttered, rubbing his chest, and winced. There was a leaf stuck to his cheek, covering half his eye. A leaf over those grey-green eyes. My fingers trembled, desperation raged, my breaths sawing through my chest. God, he looked gorgeous.

      “I don’t care!” I threw my hands into the air and lifted my gaze to the steep descent.

      “You came out of nowhere.” He shoved against the ground and pushed to stand. “I didn’t even know you were there.”

      “Yeah well, the whole fucking campus knew where you were, thundering through the damn trees like a rhino in heat.”

      “In heat?” He snatched the leaf from his eye. There was a twitch of his lips. “Now...that’s one thing I’ve never been called.”

      “Yeah, well…” Words escaped me. Heat raced, filling me with the need to take a step closer, to draw in his scent...to touch his skin. I swallowed that urge and instead took a step away. “Get used to it.”

      “We have our winners!” The faint voice of Ms. Lucas reached me. “Come on in class.”

      I ground my jaw, took one last look at my rhino and made for the steep way out of here.
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      Ms. Lucas gripped her hips and stood tall near the entrance to the classroom, eyeing each of us. She wasn’t impressed with our hunting skills, that was easy to see.

      But from her clothes, to the delicate way she stood and even her soft voice, it surprised me she taught Primal Studies and hunting.

      I’d expected something fluffier from her, like weaving…Hell, there better not be weaving in my schedule. Last time I tried to sew a button on my shirt, I almost attached the damn thing to my thumb.

      The mass of students filed back into a classroom drenched in sunlight, and I dragged my feet behind the group who laughed and bumped into each other on purpose. The dull throb in the back of my head poked poisoned fingers into my temples.

      I fidgeted with the ring on my middle finger. I needed to get out of this sun, get in doors where the dark would save me.

      The coppery smell of blood teased my nostrils. Fresh, so sweet and ripe. And even without seeing the body, I knew it belonged to a rabbit.

      Ms. Lucas clapped loudly. “Quick. By the little show out there, we have a lot of work to do.” She eyed me suspiciously as I passed her.

      Did she expect me to be a top vampire hunter? My father was renowned for his stealth as much as his brutality, obviously none of those skills flowed onto me.

      Everyone slid into their seats while I headed for the only remaining chair, right in the glare of the pouring sunlight. Great.

      All eyes were on me, hatred jabbed into my back. Three felines watched my every step, their mouths twisted into silent snarls at their enemy.

      Me.

      The new student in class.

      Hating me for hell-knows what reason.

      Fuck them and their claw diggers gang.

      I turned my gaze to the Werewolf. I bet the catty gang’s hatred had nothing to do with the fact I was a Vampire...and everything to do with him.

      On cue the hacked up furball turned his head. Silver glinted in the shine of the sunlight, and all of a sudden, I didn’t notice the throbbing in my temples.

      I didn’t notice anything at all.

      His lips curled. The smile made that dead thing in my chest shudder with promise.

      No...my lips moved with the word. His brow raised as he searched my face. Stay away from me.

      I swore the silver in his eyes glinted harder with the challenge.

      I tore my gaze to the front of the class where Ms. Lucas was speaking.

      But my gaze slipped to him once more...just like it was gravity. No, not a Wolf...I tried to clench my fist, desperately searching for that hate I needed.

      Dad would be enraged.

      He’d be furious.

      He’d raze this school to the ground if he knew a Wolf was making eyes at his daughter.

      The idea made that fossil in my chest give a slow...hard...throb.

      A healed gash blushed along the side of his jawline and neck. Had I done that when I slammed into him, taking us both down a hill?

      “This is why Vamps shouldn’t be allowed in our school.” The black-haired girl glared my way, her eyes flashing yellow. “No one wants you near us, zombie,” she spat with poison in her words.

      I slouched in my seat, holding her stare because right now I was so close to exploding and if she wanted a fight, I’d be game. But it wouldn’t be fair for me, and I’d come out on the bottom of the pile.

      “Enough, Ms. Lecho!” the teacher warned, and the class fell silent. “Now, who can tell me the number one rule of hunting?”

      Hands shot up, but I couldn’t focus on the lesson, not when I fumed, and a silent trigger inside me screamed to get up and run. Get Chuck to arrange a lift home and leave this place. I didn’t want to play these games, hating how I’d somehow ended on the wrong end of everything.

      But when I got home, then what?

      Marry that demon knob? Hell waited for me at every turn, and knowing Thorin, he’d probably take me to meet Satan himself for our honeymoon, thinking it was romantic. Nothing that involved sweating like a beast was romantic.

      I scanned the room and found Ava two seats away in the back row, hunched over her table, head low. Trying to curl herself into oblivion.

      An ache flared through me as I remembered the hunt. She’d pleaded with me to leave, but I didn’t listen. Yep, no wonder I never made friends.

      The lights in the room switched off, plunging the room into darkness as the blinds started to descend. I glanced over to find Ms. Lucas with a remote control in hand and a white screen dropping down from the ceiling behind her desk.

      I sank into the bliss as Ms. Lucas started to talk once more.

      “We’re going to watch how apex predators hunt in the wild, and your homework tonight is to write a five page essay on how another predator, and not your own, stalks and attacks their prey. I want you to focus on those skills they’ve honed, and what it means to us as we live with the pact.”

      Most groaned in the room, the cat girls whined and snarled. I leaned backwards, stretching my hand toward the bookshelf against the back wall behind me. I snatched the first book I touched. In haste, I set the text in my lap and ripped the corner of a page in slow motion, before returning the book titled, The Sex of Plants. Why the hell would we ever need to know that? I ought to rip out more pages, but didn’t, and quickly turned around to find no one saw me. Scrunching the paper in my hand, I waited for the teacher to turn around. And the moment she did, I flung the ball in my hand toward Ava to grab her attention.

      But in that exact moment, she leaned down to scratch her leg or something, and the projectile flew over her and whacked Judas in the back of the head.

      Oh, crap, I curled forward.

      He snapped around with a snarl on his lips, followed by the panther girl who’d been ogling him. She had a crease down the center of her brow. Hatred spewed from her eyes and fixed on me, and the torn pages of the open book in my hand.

      Judas’ two wolf friends just watched our staring match, a deep snarl rolling in their throats. When one broke into a soft howl, Judas just smirked.

      Panther girl mouthed something my way.

      Pretty sure it was, you’re dead.

      I jerked my gaze to the front of the class once more, yet my knees bounced in fear.

      I was fucking this up on a monumental level.

      The teacher cleared her throat, trying her best to draw everyone’s attention. Still they stared at me. I felt them all...including Ava.

      I gave her a tiny wave, offering her a smile. But she gave me the death stare and wrenched her head around so fast, she’d have whiplash.

      Yep, she was pissed at me for my stunt in the woods. Bitch face loathed me. And fur ball must have thought I was interested.

      I exhaled loudly and sunk deeper into my chair, hugging myself, trying to hide in the shadows of the room. I focused on the screen where a lion chased down a gazelle. When he pounced on the poor animal, the whole class cheered, clapping and hooting.

      Not me. Because if this room was the Savannah, everyone else would be the damn lion and I was the gazelle biding my time until my inevitable death.

      Guilt ate at me for not helping Ava when she’d opened up to me in the bathroom. So, only one thing to do. Show her I wasn’t a jerk like the rest of them at this school.

      By the time class finished, hunger for the hunt echoed in every gaze. Most of the shifters were pumped, pushing and jostling against the desks before they spilled out into the hall.

      Ava was fast out of her seat.

      I scrambled after her, grabbing the book on predatory tactics, and tucked the goliath text book under my arm before I raced after her. “Ava, wait up!”

      She slipped between the masses of students, each rushing to their next class, chatting with friends.

      Shoving and pushing.

      The air smelled of perspiration, fur, and freshly turned soil.

      I lost her.

      I pressed my back to the wall and pulled out the schedule from my school uniform’s pocket, figuring I’d need a bag for my books and crap.

      Rites and Rituals. Okay, didn’t sound too bad. I followed the map on the back of the schedule, kept my head low and pushed through the crowd.

      The hallways spilled out into classrooms. I scanned the map, stopping at a gymnasium, except there were no basketball hoops in here, no sweaty jocks and pom-pom laden cheerleaders. A group of fifteen or so students sat in a circle in the center. I hurried over, clutching my book to my chest, scanning the faces, and when they landed on bitch face, fur ball, and their clans, my stomach sank. No sign of Ava. Where the hell was she?

      It meant I was alone.

      I met the teacher’s gaze, a tall guy with tanned skin, long dark hair curled into dreadlocks falling to his chest. He wore a purple cape with black pants and button up shirt. A black beaded chain swung as he moved, clutched onto a wooden cane.

      He felt young...but who was I to know.

      No one shifted to allow me to enter the circle. So, he waved me over, then poked one of the Judas’ wolf boys to move. I squeezed in, sitting with crossed legs and my book behind me.

      “I’m professor Randall Gomez your Rites and Rituals teacher.” He walked within our circle holding what looked like a shoe box, and stopped in front of a girl with red curls. “Close your eyes and put your hand inside. Pick up the stone that you feel a connection with.”

      She followed his instructions, her hand rummaging in the box, and she pulled out a violet crystal the size of my index finger.

      “Lovely,” Mr Gomez said. “The amethyst is known for its anxiety properties. Hold onto your stone somewhere close because what you select is what your inner power needs you to work on.”

      He moved around the circle, everyone curious about others selection and what it revealed about them. When it was Judas’ turn, he put his hand in and pulled out a stone instantly as if he’d known already where to select from.

      “Labradorite,” Mr. Gomez called out, his voice darkening. “This stone shines a light in the darkness and is used for removing hexes.”

      We all fell silent as Judas studied the short wand shaped crystal in his hand. It was the color of a dark opal, but what would he need warding from?

      “I’m so excited.” Bitch face giggled. Clearly too much attention had been on someone else for too long.

      Mr Gomez lowered the box in front. “Your turn, Nesrin.”

      So, she had a name after all. When she pulled out a red round stone, her friends cheered, clapped while I rolled my eyes.

      “Garnet,” the teacher said. “This is strongly associated to magic. And you know that’s illegal at this Academy.”

      Nesrin offered him her best puppy dog eyes, a hand to her chest. “I’d never.”

      I gagged a little at her sincerity and then stilled when he stopped in front of me.

      Dark, solemn eyes found mine before he gave a small nod. “Just put your hand in...that’s the way.”

      Fingers skimmed the inside until I touched the smooth, cold surfaces of all the crystals.

      “God, she’s taking forever,” someone whispered.

      A crystal vibrated under my touch, just slightly, sending tremors through my fingers. I grasped it, pulling it in tight against my palm before I dragged my fist free.

      “Show us!” someone called out, and the teacher just nodded, and offered me a smile that said everything would be alright. But I somehow doubted that.

      I uncurled my fingers to the square shaped form. Light spilled from the edges, half red like a ruby, and the other side a perfect pale green.

      Someone else snorted, while Mr Gomez rubbed his jawline. “Been a while since anyone selected a tourmaline.” He met my gaze. “Morwenna, this is a rare selection.”

      And someone snorted a laugh, but he continued, “And the most powerful stone for protection against negative energy. Keep it close at all times.” A worrisome tone lined his words as if a piece of rock could really make a difference. I nodded and pocketed my pick.

      “All right,” he began. “Let’s begin with a cleansing circle. Close your eyes and push everything out of your mind.”

      I followed, shoving the worry in my head away and settled into the meditation letting my muscles ease. Mr. Gomez’s voice was smooth and soft, counting down the steps I followed inside my mind. My breaths stilled, senses eased, and that throbbing in my temples drifted away.

      By the time class finished I was floating. I headed to the next class and then the next, in a blissful kind of trance. Nothing could touch me in this moment, no hate, no jealousy. No Demon boyfriend waiting in the wings.

      Gaze after gaze, lesson after lesson until I slipped, exhausted, into the seat for the last class. A class filled with lessons of the pact, and how not to kill humans. I almost whimpered with relief when the bell finally rang. I shoved up from my seat, following the others. My arms were laden with books. I fumbled, stacking one on top of the other, and rushed out of the room.

      Away from the prying eyes.

      The whispers.

      The hatred.

      I hurried past Judas who leaned against the wall. He just watched me, deep grey eyes focused on my every move.

      The fur ball was hot, tousled dark hair, grey-green eyes the color of a stormy sea, jawline hard like it was set in granite.

      Panic filled me. I fumbled with the books, poked my tongue out at him and high tailed it out of there.

      Nice one...I wanted to sink into a hole. Heat flooding my cheeks.

      He knew he’d affected me now. Goddamnit. Who the hell sticks out their tongues these days? Ugh.

      The heat burned me up from the inside out, I pushed past the doors and ran toward my dorm. The books tight in my grasp, I didn’t stop until I reached my room.

      And sank into the darkness.

      The heavy books gave a thud as I dropped everything on the table, and then flopped onto the bed. I dug into my pocket, digging out my phone. Desperation welled inside me. It was so hard here, too hard.

      Mor: How’s your day?

      I waited, tapping the screen for him to respond. When he didn’t, I sent half a dozen more.

      Mor: What are you having for dinner, A, or O?

      Mor: Have anything planned for this afternoon?

      PAY ATTENTION TO ME! I wanted to scream

      Chuck: Are you in danger?

      Mor: No.

      Chuck: Then you know where I am if you are.

      Gah. I checked my emails. Two from Dad about behaving, and three from Thorin. My fingers hovered on the open button. I could open them, and reply. One sentence was all I needed....

      Thorin, there’s a wolf at my school...and I think he likes me.

      I thought of the fallout. There’d be terror...there’d be no more school.

      No more of anything really. I’d be whisked back home in an instant, where they could control my every move. An unseen fist wrapped around my throat...choking...just like my life. Instead I tossed the phone across the bed and snatched a pillow, curling myself around it as a heaviness sat in my gut.

      Leaving was prohibited, not that there was anything nearby anyway. No place to get my nails done, or visit a cafe, or try on new clothes.

      Right now, it felt like as much of a prison as my own home. I looked around the room at the dull walls, bereft of furniture, well except the two beds, a desk and chair. What I needed was to decorate the place. Grabbing my phone, I clicked on my photos of my parents. I longed to be with them. To hear them ordering me around. I never thought I’d say this, but I missed their nagging.

      I dragged myself out of bed. I couldn’t sit here moping. I had that homework to write and a class schedule to keep up with. I sighed, and figured who better to help me with my assignment than Chuck.

      One glance at my phone reminded me that he didn’t want company.

      Instead, I lay back against the pillow as grey-green eyes filled my head. The deep, musky scent of fur filled me, and slowly panic melted into desire. I saw him standing against the backdrop of his pack...the three of them more of a menace...a powerful determined menace.

      “This is not happening,” I snarled and rolled over, shoving my face into the pillow.

      Something clattered outside my room as though a tray had fallen to the ground. I jolted upright, senses on fire and glanced to my phone. One grasp of the cell and press of the button showed it was midnight.

      Must’ve fallen asleep.

      I craned my head, listening for another sound, but none came. But I was awake now. With a sigh I pushed my feet out from under the overturned sheet, and headed to the door.

      One turn of the lock and the door cracked open. Dim lights spilled under closed doors.

      I stepped out and shut the door behind me before padding across the room to the balcony.

      A cool breeze brushed over my thighs, and I hugged myself, rubbing my arms. An empty lawn lay below and not far in the distance were the woods, black as a raven’s feather. Who knew what was in there. It gave me the chills so I headed back inside and shut the balcony door.

      Crawling back in bed, I lay there, tossing and turning, my mind fully awake. But sleep refused to come. With a grunt, I climbed out of bed once more. Stepping into my ankle boots, I grabbed my leather jacket and stepped outside into the corridor while dressing myself. Great look—pajama shorts, boots and jacket.

      I almost laughed at myself. I pulled the door behind me before heading down the hall, past a dozen doors. All were silent, and I took the stairs down to the lower level where there was a vending machines from snacks, to drinks, to a new machine offering small portions of refrigerated bottles of blood. Wow…And payment was a swipe of my room key.

      So, I stocked up on some midnight snacks, only type A for me. An empty desk, phone and a bowl of apples sat against the wall in the foyer. Behind the desk was a map of the building.

      There were more dorm buildings like this one, and a few houses marked on the outskirts of the academy compound. Teacher’s cottage, was printed underneath each one. So, I hiked it back upstairs, cradling my four small bottles of blood.

      My steps echoed, the thud slow and rhythmic as I climbed the stairs once more. I was lost in the sound as I reached the door. Until the heady scent of salty sea mixed with a metallic tang found me. I knew that scent as clear as any other. I glanced around the hallway as shivers crept up my spine. Fingers fumbled with the door handle as I turned the handle and rushed inside and then stilled.

      A dark shape lay on the floor in front of me. I stuck out a hand, tapping the wall for the light switch, and blinked into the glare as the light flicked on.

      A man lay on my floor.

      A mortal man.

      Lifeless.

      Dead.

      In his blue striped pyjamas.

      His cheeks were blueish and sunken, his face stained with dried red marks.

      “Fuck!” I wobbled on my feet.

      Bites littered his neck, flesh torn and ripped open, blood staining his skin. The coppery smell sickened me. My stomach riled up, bile hitting the back of my throat. It shouldn’t have, but it didn’t smell like food to me, just like putrid death.

      His grey eyes were wide, open, and dead. He wasn’t even wearing shoes. God, someone had ripped him out of his bed to murder him, but why the hell was he in my room?

      The bottles of blood slipped from my grasp. They bounced around my feet, the lids cracked open, and blood splashed everywhere. My legs, the wall behind me, the carpet, turning the scene into a slaughterhouse.

      I stumbled away, hitting the wall with my back, my knees weakening. The smell of the sea grew stronger. I trembled and my eyes watered as I hugged myself. What the hell was going on?

      Suddenly everything fell too silent.

      Then an ear piercing scream rang from the doorway.

      I jumped in my skin and jerked around to find Ava there.

      "Holy shit he's dead...you killed a mortal."
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      “I d-didn’t k-kill him.” I stuttered.

      I shook my head, but I couldn’t look away. Dead. There’s a dead body in my room. My stomach clenched as I gagged.

      The scent of blood made me hungry...but the sight of that...that thing made me heave.

      A whimper tore from Ava’s lips. Her eyes were round orbs, her breaths ragged and wheezing.

      Instinct took over, my muscles flexed, and I stumbled forwards. “Please, you’ve got to believe me. I didn’t do this. I swear to you...I swear.”

      Her gaze was frozen, fixed on the corpse, and I kept checking the corridor, expecting someone to come rushing out from her earlier scream. How long before someone heard us, before they came to investigate?

      Sirens would blare. The hounds would come.

      And of course, they’d blame the new vampire.

      The pact.

      I closed my eyes at the thought. To kill a mortal broke about fifty different laws. They’d sentence me to death, and there’d nothing Dad could do to save me.

      He’d be taken before the Supernatural Council, tried like a criminal in front of the Ancients.

      I was in so much trouble.

      The urge to run consumed me as Ava’s harsh breaths filled the space. A door slammed shut somewhere in the dorm, echoing through the hall.

      I flinched and grasped Ava’s arm, dragging her with me. “I promise you, I promise with everything I have, I...did...not...do...this.”

      She followed, cutting me a confused glare, before she stumbled toward the body.

      I grasped the door and eased it closed before the lock gave a click.

      “Fuck me!” Ava cried out, and I jerked around to find her staring down at the male. “It’s Drew, the human exchange student.”

      Her words were a sucker punch to my gut, I lurched forward, stomach rolling...there was no more stopping my body. I darted toward my desk, grabbed the waste bin, and then retched.

      “You really are the worst vampire I’ve ever seen,” Ava muttered, while I kept choking and whimpered. “You’re like those mortals who eat meat but can’t stand to see where that meat actually comes from.”

      “Don’t.” I waved my hand in the air as my stomach rolled and rolled. “No more.”

      One swipe with the back of my hand and I rushed to my bathroom and rinsed my mouth. The cotton towel was soft and smelled faintly of lavender. I held onto that perfect scent and stepped into my room once more.

      Ava prodded the body with her foot, making me whimper.

      “So, you believe me?” I couldn’t look away as his leg rolled with her prodding, and then fell back into place.

      Ava didn’t say a word.

      “I’m sorry about yesterday in the woods.” I was desperate. “Didn’t mean to push you. Instinct took over, and I just wanted to show up those cat bitches.”

      And in an instant Ava turned to face me. “I won’t scream. I won’t even make a sound. I will trust you, on one condition?”

      Hope surged like lightning through my chest. “What is it?”

      In my head I was counting how many furs it’d take, how many houses I’d have to buy...

      “You become my friend. And not just a friend...my best friend. We share everything, gossip, homework, stories about…” Her face grew red. “Sex. I want sex stories. I want everything. It’s that or I start screaming right here...right now.”

      I flinched, my mind scrambling to keep up.

      “We put each other first, always.” She placed her hands on her hips

      “Wait,” I muttered. “You don’t want money? Power? Fame? You don’t want my dad to get you the world?”

      “What do I want with the world if I’m lonely?” she muttered.

      I saw it all then, all the missed goddamn signals. I used her, and forced her aside in the hunt. I didn’t see her as anything other than a means to an end. But that wasn’t how she saw me. “You don’t want to...get with me or anything, right? I mean it’s cool and all...I just don’t swing that way.”

      “I don’t want to have sex with you, Morwenna. Get over yourself.” Her face burned as she looked away. “I just want a friend. I want someone I can share stuff with. I want someone who gets me. I just figured we could...I dunno.”

      Guilt filled me. “Yes. Yes, I’ll be your friend.”

      She jerked her gaze high, meeting mine. There was a flare of surprise, dark eyes glinting before she smiled. “Really?”

      “Really,” I answered and reached out my hand. “Buddy.”

      She glanced at my outstretched fingers and took a step forward taking my grasp in hers. “Okay...okay then, we have to do something with that,” she pointed at the body. “While we try to figure out what happened.”

      She was cool, calm and confident, running off a list of things like she’d done this all before. Confusion filled me, but I didn’t care about that right now. I’d ask a million questions later, after all, we were now apparently BFFs.

      “We have to hide it,” she murmured.

      My stomach protested again, and nausea rocked through my head as I lifted a finger and pointed. “I’m not touching that thing.”

      Chuck filled my head. He’d worked for Dad and would know how to dispose of it. But then they’d come, take me away. They’d blame me even though none of this was my fault.

      Nope, I’d take care of this myself.

      Ava rolled her eyes and marched across the room. She ripped the sheet off my bed and lay it on the carpet near Drew.

      God, poor sucker.

      “Who do you think killed him?” I muttered watching her bend and wrap the edge of the sheet under his body before draping it over his head.

      “I don’t know,” she grunted. “It’s not like everyone’s excited having you in class.”

      “You think it’s them...those cat bitches?”

      Ava shrugged and grabbed a towel from my bathroom before wrapping it around his wound. “Everyone here hates mortals. It’s why Drew lived in the house with teachers on the compound. No idea why they’d do an exchange with a human in the first place.”

      She used her foot to roll Drew onto the blue sheet. Within a minute, she had him packed tight and wrapped like a mortal burrito.

      I lifted a hand, covering my mouth as I heaved with the thought.

      “Who the hell are you?” I asked.

      She glared my way. “You going to help or just make commentary? And haven’t you watched Dexter? It’s the 101 guide to disposing of bodies.”

      “Hate shows about murder,” I murmured, and Ava shook her head.

      “Everyone knows who your dad is, and you hate murder?”

      I wanted to respond, argue I wasn’t like my parents, but I didn’t have it in me when we had more pressing issues.

      “Okay, what’s the plan, then?” I asked instead.

      “The basement. There’s a ton of crap and boxes in there, so we hide him for now, get him out of here then we clean up any evidence. Then we find a way to get rid of the body for good so it can’t be tied to you.”

      “And figure out who the hell tried to set me up.” I muttered.

      Ava straightened, strode to the doorway and turned the lock. She stuck her head out and then turned to me and whispered. “All clear.”

      She moved back to the dead burrito’s head and shuffled her hands under his shoulders before she stilled and cut a glare to me. “Hello, you gonna help?”

      Cringing on the inside I stepped closer. But the moment I touched his foot, I flinched. Ava grumbled, muttering something about being as weak as a damn mortal and heaved. I ground my jaw and averted my gaze as I grabbed him around the knees and slowly walked backwards out of the room.

      The smell was bad, but the feel of him thumping against my thighs...all cool, and moist.

      “Swear to god, if you vomit all over him, you’re on your own.”

      I swallowed back the bile. It was just shoes...heavy fucking shoes. Jimmy Choo’s, Nike trainers. Just heavy as fuck shoes...

      “It’s heavy. I can’t get a grip.” I scanned the balcony, left and right.

      “Use your vampire strength,” Ava hissed with sarcasm in her voice.

      Using her foot, Ava pulled the door shut behind us. We shuffled quickly toward the doorway marked stairs.

      I used the wall to slide my back along as I passed through and Ava came behind, stopping to close the door and then we were moving once more. A leg fell from the burrito wrapping and slipped from my hands. I lunged forward, sweaty palms slipped, but it hit the ground with a thud that rang just a little too loud.

      “Shit.” Ava stumbled and the body slumped, head hitting the railing with a dong.

      “Careful.” I bent and tried to stuff his foot back in.

      “Me? You were the one who let him go,” she hissed, moving past me, and picking up his feet.

      Thump...thump...thump...She dragged him feet first down the stairs. I tried to keep up, waddling forward to grab what I could, until his hand flung upwards and grabbed my breast.

      “Eww.” I batted him away and fell on my ass, goosebumps lining my arms. “He touched my boob.”

      Ava smothered a bark of laughter. “You’re just gross.”

      Fine. I picked him up, avoiding that creepy hand and we moved fast. I scanned the stairs over my shoulder and kept on moving until we hit the ground floor.

      Ava moved so damn fast I practically had to run to keep up with her. Where was this agility and strength during the hunting class?

      Finally, she paused, and I pressed a shoulder into the wall, muscles strained and aching.

      Holding Drew with one arm, she pushed open the door to the basement, and we darted inside.

      I shut the door behind us with a small kick and we were thrown into darkness. “Shit! I can hardly see a thing.”

      “Follow my lead, I have nocturnal sight.”

      Stunned, I stumbled after her, and curiosity got the better of me. “I didn’t know you were a cat shifter too?”

      “I’m not,” she snarled.

      “An owl? Fox, or a racoon? They’re so cute.”

      “Don’t want to talk about it. Can we focus?”

      “Oh yeah, for sure.” I made a mental note to research all nocturnal animals if I survived tonight.

      “Here, we hide him here,” she declared. We stopped suddenly, and all I could make out around me was dark shapes in the form of boxes surrounding us.

      “Where exactly is here?”

      “Just follow my lead.” She ripped off a lid from an oversized box. “They store wooden crates here for collection from deliveries of anything the Academy orders.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      Ava tugged on Drew, and I followed her lead as we pushed his curled body into an oversized box. “I like to explore.”

      I pushed down on his foot, but it wouldn’t fit. “Shit.”

      Something creaked from deeper in the basement.

      We froze and looked up. Her breath raced, heavy on my cheek as we clutched each other.

      Fear was a cinched straitjacket around me. There was a scuff of a shoe... “Did you hear that?” I whispered.

      “Yes.” Ava shoved Drew’s in and jammed the lid back on the crate. With my hand in hers, she ran, dragging me behind her. We sprinted through the dark, shivers racing up my spine, the hair on my nape shifting.

      We burst out of the basement, shut the door, and raced back to my room.

      Locking the door behind us, I pressed my back to the door, gasping for air. I didn’t need it, but right then, I inhaled it as if my life depended on it. Ava’s face was ashen.

      “Do you think someone was there with us?” I asked.

      “Don’t know. Maybe it was just a rat.”

      “Hell.” I spied the empty space where Drew was minutes earlier, and the splatters of blood from the bottles I’d dropped. “We need to clean this up.”

      So, we broke into auto mode. I collected equipment from the cleaning cupboard, and without a word we scrubbed and cleaned until not a speck of red remained. On the bright side, the spillage should mask the smell of Drew in here. But just to be on the safe side, I took my Chanel No.5 and sprayed half of the expensive stuff onto the carpet where the body had lain.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      Ava nodded her head, though her nose wrinkled from the heavy fragrance. Better smelling sweet than like a rotting corpse.

      “I can’t believe we just did that,” I said. “Thanks for helping. I couldn’t have done it on my own.”

      “That’s what besties do for one another. I got your back.”

      Regardless of the creepy factor of her sudden clinginess, I appreciated having her with me. No one was perfect, right?

      I went to respond, when a siren wailed through the dorm, robbing me of the sliver of hope and calm I clung to.

      Ava and I exchanged glances, and my legs wobbled beneath me as she muttered. “Fuck, we’re busted.”
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      An alarm rang in my ears from the overhead speaker in my room, piercing my soul.

      Ava and I stared at the bucket and mop sitting against the wall, filled with bloody water. Evidence was just sitting out in the open. All we needed was for Principle Stone to march in here and catch us red handed.

      Crap.

      Voices filtered in from outside the room. Leaving me panicked and pissed off, sending shivers scattering over my flesh.

      Adrenaline flooded me, and without a word, we both lunged. I clawed the bottles and mess from the floor as Ava rushed into the bathroom. The hiss of the shower followed. We were quiet as we could be, pouring the dirty, bloody water down the drain. “The bleach,” I muttered and glanced over my shoulder. “Pour the rest.”

      We scrubbed until our knuckles were raw.

      “What do we do now?” she asked straightening her spine and swiping the back of her hand across her brow.

      I grabbed the bucket and mop, stuffed them into the corner of my bathroom. “If anyone asks, I’ll say I’ve been cleaning up my room.” And Principle Stone could attest to it from our earlier conversation.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I hurried to the front door and looked over at Ava. “Okay, we know nothing, and we’re in my room because we’re friends and doing a sleepover.”

      “We are friends,” she repeated.

      “Sure.” I could only deal with one thing at a time and opened the door, pretending to yawn, ready to step outside. Ava was on my heels, but no one seemed to notice. They stumbled around like lost sheep, asking what was going on.

      “Morwenna!” Thunder filled my room. The deep, violent snarl came from behind me.

      I sighed. This was why I didn’t need a babysitter.

      Ava was at my side, whimpering. “Umm, there’s a huge freaking vampire in your room.”

      I shut my door and spun to face Chuck who was stepping inside from the balcony door.

      “Wow, great way to draw attention,” I barked.

      “Is there something I shouldn’t be drawing attention to?” One bushy eyebrow arched upward. He eyed Ava suspiciously, his brow furrowing.

      “Ava, this is my guard, Chuck, who isn’t allowed to be in this dorm. Chuck this is my friend and next door neighbor, Ava. Okay, now you’ve met, what the hell are you doing here?” I glared his way.

      “The alarm went off, so I came to check on you.” He was motionless in black jeans and an open-collar shirt. There was no armor, no knives...anyone could almost mistake him for looking normal.

      Almost.

      The buttons of his shirt strained with every breath against a powerful chest. He commanded the room, swallowing an entire corner. Anyone might mistake him for a statue, stony eyed and unmovable. And did the guy ever wear pajamas? If he did, I’d never seen them.

      “Right. Of course. Ava and I were having a sleepover, and we were headed out to see what was going on. So strange.”

      He narrowed his gaze, studying me.

      “We’re best friends actually,” Ava chipped in, fumbling over her words. “And we just had a pillow fight.” She flipped her hair and sucked in hard breaths, pretending to look flustered.

      “A pillow fight?” He muttered and eyed me suspiciously and then stared at my bed and the missing bedsheet. Damn, I needed to get that addressed.

      “I spilled some perfume,” I muttered and glared at Ava as soon as he looked to the half bottle of Chanel No. 5 on my nightstand.

      “Ah, yes. That’s what happened. You know us girls...sooo clumsy.”

      He swung his gaze back to us, first stilling on Ava until she squirmed and then settling on me. Only, I was used to the long glaring looks.

      And I didn’t falter...ever.

      “We’re safe, we’re settled,” I snarled. “Thank you for checking on us, but you better leave before someone sees you.”

      “Where are you staying in the Academy?” Ava was curling her finger through her blonde hair, staring at Chuck with those eyes…the doe eyed ones.

      I grabbed Ava by the elbow and drew her closer to me and spoke through clenched teeth. “I’m sure he has better things to do.” I forced the biggest smile before I turned and mouthed the words, what the hell are you doing?

      There was a dead body in the basement, and I didn’t need Principle Stone finding Chuck in my room as though we were cleaning up a kill.

      Ava pressed in closer to me, so close her bubblegum breath wafted to my nose.

      “You didn’t tell me you had a hunk for a guard.”

      “Maybe you forgot your glasses. That is not a hunk. He’s a damn Vampire,” I snapped.

      “He’s hot, and when he looked at me, I think my nipples twitched.”

      I stilled, cold. Tried to count to three and then turned. “He’s too old for you.”

      “So, Vamp years are like dog years right? How old is that in normal years?”

      “He can hear everything you’re saying,” Chuck muttered.

      Ava blushed and giggled.

      “As long as you’re okay.” The corners of Chuck’s mouth curled. “Good night, Ava. It’s been a pleasure.”

      What the hell?

      And in a second, he was gone, striding through the open door to my balcony, and launching his massive frame over the bannister and into the night.

      “Did you see the way he looked at me?” Ava swooned and collapsed onto my bed.

      I gagged. “Don’t even go there, trust me. Now, come on, we have to go join everyone else.” And with a moan of protest, she shoved against the mattress and was on her feet.

      We slipped out of my room, merging with the other moaning students.

      Someone rushed down the corridor, brandishing a torch like a damn weapon as they hurried forward. A second later, glaring overhead lights came on, and I stared at a ruffled, pajama wearing Ms. Lucas.

      “I want all students down in the foyer immediately.”

      I glanced to Ava who just shrugged. We filed in line with the others, stumbling and snarling as they made their way down the stairs to find so many more students than resided in this dorm. We were all being gathered here.

      Green eyes flashed my way. Nesrin and her pack of cats strode as one in front of us. I turned my head, making sure Ava was right beside me.

      I wasn’t alone now. Not so easy to label as prey. The thought filled me, and I wrenched my gaze back to her. Did she do this? Did she...set me up?

      Gold eyes seized mine as the entourage turned and met my stare.

      Fucking bitches.

      “One of the young mortal exchange students has gone missing. We’re going to be conducting a search of all properties on the compound and that includes your rooms. So, everyone must stay here together while we do that.”

      There was a groan and a snarling murmur.

      A ruffled Ms. Lucas shot her hand in the air, stilling the sound. “I don’t care. A mortal’s life is at stake people, and we will do our utmost to make sure he’s found alive and well.”

      “Do you think he’s dead?” Someone called from the back of the crowd.

      Ms. Lucas said nothing, just met our gaze, and then continued. “We’re not interested in any contraband you might have, we are just looking for a mortal...that’s all.”

      The dorm doors opened behind her. In strode Principal Stone and about eight other teachers. The Principal glanced to Ms. Lucas and then lifted her hands. “Let’s go, room by room, split up and check each dorm building.”

      My stomach hardened like a damn rock. Ava took one slow side-step toward me. Warm fingers reached out, grasping mine. On any other day, I might’ve shuddered and recoiled in fear.

      But not today.

      Today I grasped her hand tight...and together we held on.

      The teachers were a darkened blur, racing up the stairs and then moving through every room.

      Doors opened. Doors closed.

      A whisper slithered across the nape of my neck. I turned, catching all three catty bitches staring at me. Nesrin lowered her gaze catching my hand grasped in Ava’s and her lips curled into a sneer.

      I didn’t care what they thought. Didn’t care at all. Ava was a damn rock, standing beside me. She could’ve screamed. She could’ve not believed me when I pleaded that I had nothing to do with this. But she didn’t. She stayed. She was my friend.

      Darkness shifted in the at the edges of my vision. I turned my gaze to the Vamp girl at the back of the crowd. Cold, unflinching eyes met mine before she turned away. I’d seen her in the cafeteria, stepping out of the shadows and leaving the few other Vampires behind. They all kept to themselves. She broke the stare, instead finding Ms. Lucas as she stepped out of a room and stopped in the middle of the landing. Two teachers followed, and one by one they made their way downstairs. We waited until other teachers arrived from the other dorms before they made an announcement.

      “It’s all clear,” Principal Stone called. “Everyone can go back to their dorm rooms.”

      There was a growl and a mutter, before the Principal’s head snapped toward the sound. “Classes will begin at the normal time in the morning, so I suggest you get settled.”

      “It is morning, Miss!” someone called.

      She said nothing, just strode down the last stair and scanned each of us, stilling on me for a second before moving on. The rest of the teachers left us to stand around in the middle of the foyer.

      “This is bullshit,” someone snapped behind me. “A damn mortal breaks the academy rules and goes drinking in one of the nightclubs and we get hauled out of bed in the middle of the night.”

      “Probably passed out in a gutter somewhere. Mortals cannot hold their liquor.”

      “You’re telling me,” someone else called. “I have one for a companion back home. She’s always falling asleep.”

      “That’s cause you take too much from her vein, Sapphira,” another called, and a wave of laughter broke out.

      One by one they climbed the stairs, and doors opened and closed once more, leaving Ava and I standing...as well as the cats.

      “You look guilty, Vamp,” Nesrin snarled, baring her teeth.

      “You look ugly, Panther,” Ava answered in response. Her voice low, and unflinching.

      The three cats turned their head, finding Ava’s stare. I clenched my grip, loving her in this moment.

      The doors squealed as they were yanked open, and in a rush three wolves filled the space. Were they staying in this dorm too? I didn’t remember seeing their name on the chart near reception, unless they still hadn’t left for their own dorm yet.

      “Everything okay?” Judas strode forward, turned his head, and nodded to the two other wolves at his side in dismissal.

      They were gone in a heartbeat, striding up the stairs, taking three or four at a time.

      “Yes, thank you, Judas.” Nesrin stepped away from the others and wrapped her arms around him. “I wasn’t sure what was going on. I hope the mortal is safe.”

      Judas said nothing, only met my gaze over the top of her head.

      Until Nesrin pulled away. She caught the connection, glancing my way to give me daggers. “I was in the most glorious sleep.” She feigned a yawn and stepped backwards, until she stood in front of me. “I was dreaming about us.”

      “All good,” one of the wolves came down the stairs.

      I hadn’t even seen where they went.

      “Thank you, Nero, and Bond,” the Panther murmured and fluttered her lashes. “We feel so much safer knowing your dorm is right next to ours.”

      Heat flared through my chest at the thought. I bet they did.

      “Everything’s locked.” The other wolf glanced to Judas. He lifted a hand, dragging fingers through dark, mousy brown hair and glanced at me.

      “I’m going to bed,” the Lioness muttered and turned her back on the others. “See you guys in a few.”

      The Cheetah was next, glancing at Nesrin before smiling. “Me too, I’m beat.”

      “And then there were two,” Judas glanced from Nesrin to me.

      “Three,” Ava snapped. “Or am I just chopped fucking liver?”

      He just smirked, and shook his head. But Ava tried to stifle a yawn. “Actually, I’m out too.”

      “Me too,” I muttered and turned, leaving them in our wake.

      The two other wolves watched me as I strode past and along the stairs. Ava glanced over her shoulder and then back to me, leaning in close to whisper. “What’s with all the staring?”

      I looked back and gave a shrug. But inside I was reeling. Did Judas come to check the dorm for Nesrin’s safety...or for mine? Or did it have something to do with the missing human?

      Don’t think like that. Mortal fucking enemy, remember?

      I’d warned him. I’d given him every opportunity to stay the hell away from me. Murmured voices reached my ears. Nesrin was whispering good night. I didn’t turn my head, just kept my focus forward and walked Ava to her room.

      Her deep brown eyes flashed as she stepped inside her room and then closed the door.

      But she never did tell me why she was passing my room in the middle of the night...

      I stared at her closed door, questions lingering on the tip of my tongue as a door opened and closed down at the front of the building. A dark blur raced through the foyer and then up the stairs.

      “I came as fast as I could.”

      I flinched at the words behind me and spun catching Judas racing to the top of the stairs He glanced at Ava’s closed door and then focused on me.

      “I-I warned you before,” I stuttered, catching movement as the two other wolves took the last step to still beside the bannister near the stairs.

      “One thing you should know about me,” Judas murmured, silver glinting in his eyes. “I’m always up for a challenge.”

      I shook my head. “This is no challenge...it’s a warning,” I stated and glanced toward my room. “You know who my father is?”

      He shook his head and stepped closer, “I know...and I don’t care.”

      He met me at the edge of the doorway to my room. That heat in my chest turned into a damn inferno. The dead muscle in my chest throbbed to life as Judas braced one hand against the wall, cutting me off.

      I should be angry.

      I should be pissed.

      But that silver in his eyes seized me. My emotions were a rampage, mingling into a catastrophic tornado inside.

      “You’re breathing hard. I can hear you panting,” he murmured.

      I was transfixed by those perfect lips, but then wrenched my gaze upwards and muttered. “What did you say? You can smell my panties?”

      He blanched and lowered his hand.

      I shook my head.“What kind of sick fuck are you?”

      Nerves took me until my mind bordered on hysteria. So much had happened tonight, and keeping my thoughts and mouth in check seemed impossible apparently. But I held my head high, ignoring the heat slithering up my spine.

      Doors opened once more. Others stepped out and turned to find us together.

      Judas just shook his head, the corners of his lips curling into a grin. “You know.” He lifted his hand, and pointed at me. “You are one crazy Vamp. AND IT’S A GOOD THING I LIKE CRAZY!” He roared at the top of his voice and laughed as he turned toward the rest of his pack.

      My heart was booming, filling my head with the deafening sound. I pressed my spine against the wall, my damn knees trembling. One panicked glance behind me and I caught Ava watching through her cracked open door.

      I tried to smile and slid along the wall, fumbling for my door. I didn’t trust my damn knees...or that hollow pounding in my chest. I hit the handle, shoved open the door as everyone slipped into their rooms again.

      “What the hell,” I muttered and closed myself in my room.

      The light was glaring but I didn’t care. I lifted my hand and motioned into the air. “Blah,” my words resounding like a goddamn crazy person in my head. “I can smell your panties? Why the fuck would I say that?”

      And the only answer I received was the echo of the Wolf inside my head. You are one crazy Vamp. And it’s a good thing I like crazy!

      He liked me…

      He liked me…

      “Oh shit.”
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