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        There’s nothing like a witch storm to unearth a century of dark secrets...and there’s nothing like a best friend with a flaming sword at your back to end them once and for all…

      

        

      
        The curse which infected those I love is over...and the woman in black is now gone.

        But Bastias Academy has changed since the Witch storm.

        Secrets have resurfaced and shadows consume the dorms.

        An old Principal haunts the hallways, leaving grave dirt in her wake.  

        But that’s not all that’s surfaced.

        The fish in the pond are savaged and eaten….

        And one is mysteriously gone.

        A monsterous golden fish with bright yellow eyes, leaving behind human shaped footprints in its wake.

        Ava takes refuge with Chuck, leaving me to huddle with the Wolves.

        And as love and lust lunger on Judas’ lips I find myself drawn into a battle like nothing before.

        Lions will come.

        Lies will be exposed.

        But will love conquer all?

        I guess I’m about to find out.
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          Who you gonna call?

        

      

    

    
      The squeal of bedsprings howled through my room, tearing me from the dream. But Judas’ arms still waited for me, and his lips whispered of things he wanted to do to my body. I groaned and rolled over, tugging the blankets higher. “Too early, Ava. Go back to your own room.”

      Still, she never answered...

      Creeeeaaakkkk. Creak...creeeaaakkk...

      “Ava, I swear to Lucifer, I’m gonna hurt you,” I mumbled.

      “Don’t mind me, honey,” an unfamiliar voice filled the room. “It’s gonna take me a good hour to get my hair just right.”

      Someone’s feet landed on the floor with a thump. I cracked open my eyes to see a grimy, moth-eaten, hot pink skirt over black tights. I opened my eyes wider as she strode past my bed and made for the bathroom. Well, I thought it was a her. I wasn’t really sure. I couldn’t see anything but a rat’s nest head of hair that stank like a gallon of hairspray billowing out behind her.

      I shoved up from the bed and shook my head as the off-tune sound of Cyndi Lauper belted out about how Girls just Wanna have Fun, and then the singing suddenly stopped.

      “You know, I was like totally having the strangest dream,” the stranger called out from my bathroom before she stepped into the doorway. She was pale…like ghostly pale with dark sunken eyes that seemed to pierce mine. “I saw your friend totally wiggin’ out while you and her were carrying a dead body down the stairs to hide it not far from where I was chained.”

      “Ahhh…” I scrambled from the bed and stared at this stranger. “W-who the Hell are you?”

      Thick metal shackles hung from her wrists, the links severed in two.

      “Don’t you know, honey?” Pale lips stretched into a wide smile until they split. “I’m Cassidy, and this here’s my room.”

      I shoved backwards and then turned at the last minute, lunging for my door as a scream cut through the air. I whipped my gaze toward the sound as Ava screeched, “Get out! Get all the way fucking OUT!”

      The hallway darkened as I stepped into it, shadows reaching wide, closing in like a fist around me. I grabbed Ava’s door handle and pushed, slipping inside.

      A hairbrush sailed past me, narrowly missing me by an inch before it smashed into the wall. Something oozed...and laughter floated from the doorway. It wasn’t human or immortal for that matter.

      It wasn’t even matter...just a glob with beady black eyes and a wicked sneer.

      “Ava?”

      “That thing saw my bits!” she howled over the hiss of the shower. “It leered at me!”

      Anger lashed inside me at the injustice. “Why, you little…”

      “Little?” The thing jeered and grabbed its chest, jiggling things that looked like boobs. “Thank you. But I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours?”

      I gagged at the sight and swallowed my revulsion before cocking my fist. “Get the Hell out!”

      “Oh.” The thing pouted...it actually pouted, and then jumped up with a grin, and blew the biggest raspberry in my face before it called over its shoulder. “I’ve seen bigger pimples on my butt than those titties!”

      “Arrrggghhhh!” Ava tore from the bathroom, clutching a towel to her soapy body, her hair tucked up under a plastic shower cap. “I will take you to the deepest Goddamn depths and leave you there!”

      But the thing was gone, slipping through the damn wall. Like it’d never been there at all.

      “Mor,” whimpered Ava as she dripped on the carpet. “What the fuck was that thing?”

      “Looked like a poltergeist to me,” came an unwelcome voice behind me.

      I jumped and spun as the ghost girl, Cassidy, waltzed into Ava’s room and looked my best friend up and down. “Yup, that’s you...the girl who wigged out.”

      Faint screams came from somewhere outside as I turned to Ava. “I think something is really...really wrong here.”

      “Ah, no shit Sherlock.” Ava just spun and strode to the bathroom, giving me full view of her ass. “I’m going to finish my damn shower.”

      I stared after her as the shower door opened and closed once more, and then turned to the ghost girl. Only when I looked, she didn’t exactly look like a ghost. “I, ah, think we got off on the wrong foot there.”

      “If memory serves me right, it was a hand,” she answered, and then cocked her head when I said nothing. “You know.” She lifted a hand, smacked her boob and then waved her hands in the air. “Ahhh, it touched my boob!”

      I swallowed hard as the room spun.

      “How’s that?” She smiled as I just turned and yanked open Ava’s door.

      “I thought it was pretty accurate,” she rambled on, following me as I strode back along the darkened hallway and into my room.

      “Hey!” Came a howl from Nesrin’s room, followed by a savage snarl. “Get out of my damn toilet!”

      The plasma looking blob flew through the wall of Nesrin’s room and into the hallway, dripping with what could only be toilet water.

      “That’s gross,” I snarled and strode into my room.

      Cassidy was hot on my tail, slamming the door into the glob-thing’s face as it came for us.

      “Look.” I spun and met her head on. “I don’t know you. I’m sure there’s some serious misunderstanding.”

      She just lifted her hand and tugged at the once white lace of her fingerless gloves. “No misunderstanding.”

      I was getting nowhere with her. “Just stay away from me.” Then I turned and yanked open my cupboard door and grabbed a clean uniform.

      I thought the terror was over...thought that the Witch storm last night had ended everything, including the curse that plagued those I loved. But this place was going to Hell in a handbasket, a poltergeist riddled, 80’s ridden Hell.

      I marched into the bathroom and closed the door as my roommate lifted her hand and took a step toward me. “Hey, I need my hairsp—”

      The bathroom door closed with a bang. I flipped the lock and just stood there for a second, wondering what in the world had happened. Girls with shackles for bracelets, and ghoulish looking blobs that liked to spy on girls in the shower.

      A maniacal laugh floated faintly through the walls. I just stepped away and hurried to the shower, hitting the taps. “I’ll wash in my damn underwear. Yes, Sir.”

      I placed my uniform on the cabinet and then watched the walls as I yanked my nightie over my head and hugged my body, covering my breasts with my hands.

      The idea worked, until I realized I needed my hands to wash. “Ugh!”

      I kept one eye on the wall and the other on what I was doing as I washed and scrubbed and then hit the taps once more, cutting off the stream. Squeals and screams still drifted in from somewhere outside as I dried myself and yanked on clean clothes.

      “I just want to make sure we’re on the same page here.” Cassidy lifted a finger as I pushed past her on my way out of the bathroom. “I’m not a snitch. I don’t plan on telling anyone you killed that poor human and hid his body in the basement.”

      I spun and glared at her. “I didn’t kill him...I didn’t kill anyone. I was set up, okay? By another Vampire wanting to get rid of my family. So yeah, I hid the body until I could figure out who set me up.”

      “Oh, okay, dramatic much?” She rose a brow.

      I just stilled, closed my eyes and inhaled hard while I counted to five, and then turned and sat on the end of my bed while I yanked my socks and shoes on.

      “Man, the dress code here has gotten super ugly.”

      Gotten super ugly? I just couldn’t win. I grabbed my bag and my brush and yanked open the door, stepping out into the hallway at the same time as Ava. She whipped a thunderous gaze toward me and then turned her gaze to the glass doors of the foyer below as a girl ran past the front of our dorm screaming at the top of her lungs.

      “What the fuck, Mor?” my best friend whispered.

      I took a step at the same time as she did, edging to the top of the stairs and then slowly descended to the foyer.

      “Hey, wait for me,” Nesrin called from above and hurried down the stairs after us. “No way in Hell are you leaving me alone. This is some freaky goddamn shit, Livingstone.”

      I nodded and edged toward the dorm door. If I thought the curse and the Witch storm was bad, this was another level of crazy.

      Ava opened the door, waiting a second before taking a tentative step outside. The dark, broody sky seemed to bluster above us.

      Nesrin ducked and ran, sprinting with long strides toward the main building. Ava looked at me, gave a shrug and then followed, bounding for the main doors. There was no way in Hell I was being left behind.

      I took off after her, catching up and then overtaking her about halfway. Suddenly something came from the sky, tearing past, screaming like a damn banshee. I cowered, throwing one hand over my head and yanked open the door with the other.

      Ava rushed past me and stumbled inside, sweeping her hair into some semblance of normalcy and stomping her feet. “Ugh, what in the world was that?”

      “That,” Nesrin growled and stared down the corridor. “Is what happens when a Hellhound’s in damn charge.”

      She strode forward as the fluorescent lights dimmed and flickered overhead.

      “A dead body. Power-riddled diamonds, and a damn curse. What the Hell is next?” Ava growled and strode after her.

      And as she left me behind, I had a horrible feeling...we were about to find out.
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          An unlikely ally

        

      

    

    
      “Hurry, hurry, take your seats,” Ms. Truro said, waving us into her classroom.

      Ava and I slid into two available seats in the middle of the room, plonking our oversized textbooks on the tables. Ava shuffled closer to me and leaned over.

      “I feel like we’ve just stepped into Ghostbusters this morning,” she whispered. “Maybe we need proton packs to get rid of the invaders.” She sniggered to herself, seeming to enjoy all the ghostly activity, which was the opposite of her reaction this morning with the peeping Tom ghost in her bathroom.

      “You actually liked that movie?” I asked.

      Ava’s mouth dropped open. “You didn’t just say that? If you haven’t watched that movie, then you’re dead to me. It’s only the best ghost movie out there. It has everything, from a Keymaster, spirits taking over the city, and a fridge demon.”

      “Fridge demon, really? So he ate all the cheese and that makes him scary?” I giggled to myself as Ava glared my way.

      “We’re watching that movie tonight,” she threatened. “Plus, technically it’s not a fridge demon, but more of a portal into Hell.”

      “Pretty sure I can see my fair share of ghosts around campus.”

      “Are you two quite finished,” Ms. Truro snapped.

      We glanced up to find our teacher in front of the class, tapping her toe, and everyone else looking our way too.

      Judas, Nero and Bond were sitting across the room and I smiled their way, adoring the way they looked at me. But if they were near us, I was certain they’d agree with me on Ghostbusters.

      A guy’s hand shot up from the front of the class and even before the teacher looked at him, he started talking. “Why are there ghosts at the Academy? A girl in an ancient ballgown was sleeping in bed with me this morning and scared me half to death.”

      Everyone’s hand jutted up, all of them asking similar questions, the chatter deafening. Ava cut me a look as she mouthed the word, Ghostbusters.

      A sudden explosion of wind rushed into the room out of nowhere, tearing at our hair, clothes, and books. I scrambled for my textbook as it slid off the table and drew it to my chest, holding it tight against the hurricane as my hair flew in every direction. Books and papers were tossed about the room, an empty chair skidded across the floor.

      A prickling sensation of magic danced on my skin.

      “What the hell’s happening?” Ava was already hunched under her table.

      “Enough!” Ms. Truro lowered her raised hands and the wind died. We didn’t have many witches at school, but the several we did, including this teacher, were not to be messed with.

      No one said a word and only the shuffling of paper and scraping of chairs sounded as everyone settled back down.

      “Until Principal Balefire advises us on the situation, classes go on as normal, and I don’t teach about spirits and ghouls. Open your book to chapter seven. Rare breeds is the topic for today.”

      Half the class groaned, and like the rest of them, I longed to know what was going on. Then again, not much seemed to surprise me when it came to Bestias Academy.

      The next hour dragged until I spotted movement in the window and glance over to see the spirit from my room peering into the class, only her eyes and spiked hair sticking above the window frame. Geez, she wasn’t subtle at all. And how much spray did she use to keep so much hair upright like that?

      Her gaze met mine and she gave me a small wave. Instinctively, I waved back but dropped my hand just as fast. What am I doing?

      Ava was studying me, her brows pulled together with confusion. She looked at the window, the ghost girl now gone, and back to me. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Dandy.”

      While Ms. Truro read out a passage from the book about how most shifters could successfully mate with others, the door to the room swung open with a loud thud.

      I jumped in my seat, as did Ava and most of the students.

      The teacher stuck her hand out, a spark of electricity shooting out from her fingers and colliding into the young student who’d burst into the room. He froze mid step, and now stood in front of the entire class with his eyes and mouth gaping open, his arms frozen in a swinging motion by his sides, and balancing on one foot. He reminded me of a flamingo.

      “What is the meaning of this?” the teacher approached him and with the snap of her fingers, he collapsed out of the freeze, gasping for breath, and fell to his knees.

      He mumbled something between his wheezing breath.

      “Speak up, boy.”

      “The fish...the fish at the back pond, they’re all dead,” he finally blurted.

      What was he talking about?

      “Mr. Jacobson, if this is a prank...” She gripped her hips.

      “No.” He cleared his throat and shook his head. “No prank Miss...they’re all dead outside the water.”

      Ava flinched, and then jerked her gaze toward Salome. I followed the movement, the nagging feeling of a dream blooming. Something passed between them, a knowing I wasn’t part of.

      Salome was pale, hands clenched around the edges of her desk as she shook her head and whispered. “No.” She turned her head, meeting Ava’s gaze.

      And in a second Ava shoved her chair backwards and rose to stand.

      “Sit down, Ms. Blaine,” the teacher snapped.

      But there was no stopping Ava as she knocked into the desk and stumbled toward the doorway.

      Salome was on her heels.

      “What’s going on?” Judas muttered from across the room.

      I could only shake my head. “I have no idea.”

      There had been fear in Ava’s eyes. She was hiding something from me and this wasn’t the first time I’d had this feeling. I gripped my desk, rising to stand.

      “Ms Livingstone. Back to your seat this instant!” Ms. Truro barked.

      “Ava!” I jerked my gaze toward the open door. But she was gone, tearing through the door, Salome after her, leaving the thud of footsteps behind.

      “Well, someone seems to care more about the fish in the pond then they do for their assignment. Leave, Mr. Jacobson, before I have you hanging from the rafters.”

      The poor boy hurried from the room, stammering and shaking, but I couldn’t tear my gaze from the door. Where did Ava go so quickly, and why did Salome go after her?

      I shot my hand up. “Miss, maybe we should all go and investigate the pond?”

      Her eyes narrowed at me and with a flick of her hand, the door to the room shut with a bang. “No one is going to the pond during my class.”

      I cursed under my breath, flinching as a shattering scream came from outside. All heads turned toward the sound, some of the students shot from their chairs and stumbled to the far wall of the classroom.

      “What in the name of his dark lord is it now?” the teacher snapped.

      Heavy footsteps echoed, two...three...four different sounds blended into one thunderous sound. There was a roar, and then a thud against the wall from outside. A picture of an Ancient bounced and then fell with a crash against the floor.

      I lunged from my seat at the same time as Judas.

      “Wait!” Ms. Truro yelled.

      But we were already running. Judas slowed for a second, letting me through the door first, and then followed close behind. I didn’t need to look over my shoulder to know Bond and Nero were there.

      There was a roar as I stepped through the doorway. A blur of white behind a wall of Hellhounds, and for a second. I didn’t understand what I was seeing as one of the guards’ feet left the floor before he was pitched backwards through the air.

      He hit the wall with a crack, and fell to the floor.

      Laughter cut through the air, chilling, glee-filled laughter that made the hairs on my arms stand on end.

      Between the thick trunks of Hellhounds came a small girl, dressed in a filthy white pinafore with a frilly pale blue shirt underneath. She ducked, slipped through one of the guard’s legs and popped out behind them.

      “Tada!” She spread her arms wide and then turned to smile at me.

      Her face was pale...nails blackened and broken, like she’d been clawing at something...clawing and clawing…

      “I’m free now!” She danced and spun, before melting into nothing. “I’m freeee....”

      “Hells bells,” Judas whispered.

      I glanced at him, and then looked to the burly guard who slowly picked himself up off the floor.

      “Did you see the way she…” The Alpha stepped closer.

      “I saw.” I kept on moving, keeping my back to the wall as I skirted the Hellhound. “I saw only too well.”

      I hurried past the lockers and the cafeteria to the doors that led to the back of the main building. There were students already cramming the doorway, gagging and crying, staring out with hands over their mouths.

      “Let me through.” I tried to slip between them, twisting my body to scrape my spine against the doorway.

      “Come on,” Judas snarled. “Let us through.”

      “Salome?” Nesrin called from just in front of me. She shoved a hand between the bodies and shoved them aside. “Salome!”

      The foul stench of rotting fish made me retch. I slapped my hand to cover my nose and pushed just like Nesrin. “Sorry...please, so sorry.”

      And inch by inch I came closer. Dried scales glinted between the legs of a girl. I reached out, grasping her shoulder and pushed her aside. Ava stood on the other side of the pond next to Salome, both stared at the mangled fish carcases. Fins flayed open, tails still. Bite marks in their flesh, some with gaping wounds.

      “The cat shifters have done this!” someone cried out.

      I caught the flinch from Ava as Salome lifted her gaze to mine.

      “They did this! They need to be chained up!” another followed.

      And the cries for retribution echoed through the crowd.

      “She did it!” A ghoul lifter a hand and pointed at Nesrin.

      Nesrin’s dark eyes flashed with anger. I wouldn’t put it past the Panther, and no one knew her as well as me. I’d seen her anger, felt her rage, but I’d also seen her sincerity, and as much as I hated to admit it, she’d changed.

      “I did not do this!” Nesrin stabbed a finger at the ground where the dead fish lay. “Stop staring at me. I didn’t do this.”

      “Ennnouugghh!” The savage growl boomed through the air, making everyone flinch.

      As Balefire strode through the doorway, the sea of students parted like he was a God. He never once looked at them, never once lifted his gaze until he neared. Orange flames danced in his eyes as they met mine.

      His lips curled, baring a hint of white teeth before he cast that hatred toward the mass of fish carcasses on the ground. “No one is pointing any fingers,” he snapped.

      Some of the students slowly drifted away, not wanting to be in his firing line. But it seemed that no matter what I did I was the bullseye.

      Ava pushed through those who remained, and Salome followed. Nesrin watched them, staring at the Lion-shifter. But both her and my best friend stared at the ground, looking for...something.

      When I finally reached them, I stepped with them, searching the ground before Salome lifted a hand and motioned to a mark on the ground. Balefire knelt near the pond and skimmed his fingers through the water. I watched him from the corner of my eye, just as he watched us.

      “What is it?” I hissed as Salome knelt and pressed her finger to a mark on the ground.

      Nesrin came closer, and then the Wolves, until we had a wall of protection.

      “Fin marks,” Salome muttered. “Here...and then here.”

      I followed the lines in the dirt until they suddenly changed.

      “That’s no fin mark,” Judas growled.

      “No, it isn’t.” I lifted my gaze as Salome rose from the ground.

      She glanced at Ava, and then with a sigh gave a nod.

      “We have something to tell you.” My best friend met my gaze. “Something that happened before you came to Bestias Academy, and you’re not going to like it.”
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          Blind man on a galloping horse

        

      

    

    
      The Lodge was the only half-way sane part of the Academy with dark corners and a crackling fire, but the students seemed to be avoiding the place. Maybe they were too busy running and screaming, being chased by who knew what.

      I glanced at the empty sofas and tables and then turned down the hallway to the sitting room. Shadows moved against the glowing fireplace. I felt the first faint flickers of warmth as I stepped through.

      Ava lifted her head to look at me, Salome stood next to her, taking comfort. The sight so alien, like I’d somehow stepped into an alternate reality.

      Judas and the Wolves stood next to the fireplace. Nesrin sat on a sofa at the edge of the amber glow watching everyone with guarded eyes. “Well? You brought us here, what’s so damn important?”

      Ava glanced at Salome and gave her a nod. “This is your story.”

      Yellow eyes flickered and danced with the glow of the fire as Salome took a deep breath. “I was never meant to start this Academy. I was never meant to know you, or anything here. I’m not who you think I am. I’m a thief...I’m a rogue. I stole something that belonged to my father before my Uncle had him killed. Ava...Ava found me just outside of this building, bleeding and hurt. She helped me, saved me. Those fin marks outside the pond...well, they’re not from any fish. They’re from one of my Uncle’s pack, sent to take back this...and kill me.”

      She lifted her hand and nestled between her fingers was the biggest yellow stone I’d ever seen. Everyone stared, including Nesrin.

      “Wait,” the Panther muttered and shoved to stand. “You’re telling me your name’s not Salome?”

      She heaved a long exhale, her shoulders curving forward, her expression filled with sadness. “Yes, that part’s real, everything else you know about me is a lie,” Salome answered, her voice soft like admitting the truth hurt.

      Nesrin stared at her for a long time and I could see the flash of betrayal, even felt it a little before she spoke. “And what, you thought you couldn’t come to me with this? That I’d, what...tell everyone?”

      “At first, yeah, I thought you might.”

      I winced at the sting of truth.

      “And then I got to know you. And Brylee too, and I saw she was using you, hurting you, and through you, others.” Salome glanced my way then back to Nesrin. “That wasn’t you, I know that. But I had to keep quiet, I hope you understand?”

      Somehow, I felt like she was talking to me too.

      “But now he’s out there.” Salome looked to the hallway. “And it’s only a matter of time before my Uncle comes for me.”

      “Then let him come,” Nesrin snarled, white teeth flashed with the curl of her lips. “You think I’m going to stand by and let someone hurt you?”

      She glanced my way, as though she was waiting for something. Was this a peace offering?

      “Me too.” I took a step forward and relief swept across Ava’s face. Her lips curved into a smile.

      “And us.” Judas lifted his gaze from the fireplace.

      “And it looks like me as well,” a deep baritone growled behind us.

      I jumped at the sound and spun. Chuck was there with arms crossed, leaning against the wall. He glanced at Ava. I knew the real reason why he was weighing in on this fight and it had nothing to do with golden stones and murderous Uncles.

      “Then it’s decided.” Nesrin glanced around the room. “Salome, you’re bunking with me.”
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