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About Hunters’ Academy 3: Crash Course

IF THE COURSE LOAD doesn’t kill her, one of her teachers might.

Having passed the Entrance Exam, sixteen-year-old Kacie is ready to buckle down and learn to be a true Hunter. But the Academy’s Headmistress has hired a new instructor—a former member of the Lusus Naturae, the self-described “freaks of nature” with dark plans to subjugate humanity. 

When a student’s mutilated body is discovered on campus, all signs point to the new teacher’s guilt, and Kacela might be the only one who believes in her innocence. Worse, Kacela’s magics instructor has been assigned to investigate the murder and seems determined to ignore crucial evidence. 

With no clear sense of where everyone’s loyalties lie, Kacela is about to get a crash course in what it really means to be a monster hunter. 

Fans of Vampire Academy, Mortal Instruments, Harry Potter, and Dragon School will love Hunters’ Academy!

CRASH COURSE is episode three of Hunters’ Academy—expect a new episode every month beginning Fall 2018.
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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Isabel and Mary, whose plot help is always welcome! 

And with special thanks to Chris, whose utter destruction of the plot of Raiders of the Lost forced me to share it with the world. If you don’t want the movie to be ruined for you, skip that conversation. There’s plenty of warning! 
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Chapter 1
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My second semester at The Hunters’ Academy probably would have gone better if not for the dead guy I found.

I mean, it started off okay.

Mostly.

The first week back to school, I couldn’t decide if I felt like a celebrity or a freak.

Though come to think of it, these days I hated the term freak, too. It was the translation Lusus Naturae, the name of a society of monsters who wanted to subjugate humanity—the same monsters I was being trained to destroy as a student of the Hunters’ Academy.

So. Not a freak.

But anyway, whatever I was, virtually everybody was talking about me. Not quite as many people were talking to me, but a few of them were. And in both cases, the central topic of conversation was the demon I had sent back through a portal over the winter break when I had stayed at school and most of them had gone home—or gone somewhere besides here, anyway.

Though the way most people were describing me, I was the baby hunter who had sent Santa Claus to hell.

“No. I sent Santa back to hell,” I began saying about the third time I’d heard that rumor. I tried to actually explain what happened the first time I heard it—it had been a demon disguised as Santa Claus, and I had pushed him back through to his own dimension, where he belonged—but explaining was useless. I was better off making snarky comments than telling the truth.

But now I was getting the reputation of being the chick who murdered Santa, like I was some awful joy-hating, hunter version of the Grinch. It didn’t help that just a few weeks before that, I had discovered my tutor was a member of the Lusus Naturae who had joined in a plot to kidnap the headmaster and take down the Academy.

“Ignore them,” my roommate Erin said when I flopped down on my bed toward the end of the first week of classes and moaned about my lack of a social life. “They’re just jealous. You’ve already done more in your first three months here than most students manage in their entire underclassman studies.”

“But you’re not jealous,” I pointed out.

She snickered. “I know what you’re like when you’re not unmasking Lusus Naturae agents or sending Santa Claus to perdition.”

I opened my mouth, took a breath, frowned, tilted my head, and closed my mouth again. Then I chewed on a fingernail for a second before I finally crossed my arms and said, “I’m not entirely sure how to take that.”

This time, she gave a full-throated laugh. “Good. You need a roommate who will keep you on your toes.”

I threw myself backward onto my mattress and pulled my pillow over my face. “You are evil.”

“Oh, I hope not. Those types don’t do so well around you.”

I peeked at her around the pillow as she began gathering a stack of books. “Are you going to the dining hall?”

“Later. I’m meeting Malachi to practice sparring later.” Her cheeks turned a delicate pink as she said that. The recent flurry of studying and practicing dates with Malachi suggested there was definite interest there, but Erin rarely shared that kind of thing with me. We were friends, but she was a year older than I was and had her own social circle.

Unlike me.

Oh, quit it, Kacie. I chastised myself. No need for a pity party.

It wasn’t even true. I spent my time with other first-years. Angelica and Hazel and I ate most of our meals today. And even Zanya, Hazel’s roommate, was warming up to me. As “warmed up” as a vampire ever got, anyway. She sat with us during lunch sometimes, practicing her eating-food-to-blend-in skills. Angelica didn’t have to practice—she was a centaur-shifter and ate, literally, like a horse. Or a very hungry vegetarian human.

And Hazel had finally told me she was a hellhound.

I hadn’t seen her hellhound form yet—but I’d done a little research, and I couldn’t wait. Apparently, she was a giant black ghost dog and had some sort of electrical powers. I hadn’t been there to see it, but she’d fried out the entire west end of our dorm during her entrance exam.

But I still didn’t feel entirely comfortable around them. They all had names for what they were. Even Roberto, the deeply quiet psychic who spent all his time with Matthew, knew he was a psychic messenger.

I didn’t know what I was. I think when the school picked me up, they expected me to be a psychic messenger like Roberto. But in my fight with Shane, the Lusus Naturae spy pretending to be my tutor, I’d used some kind of power to call a sword to me, to give me an extra boost of something as we fought, and to heal myself after Shane had stabbed me.

I hadn’t mentioned any of that to Ms. Gayle when she’d talked to me afterward.

And I couldn’t have explained why I’d kept it to myself if anyone had asked.

I shook off my dark thoughts and focused back in on my conversation with Erin. “What does Raven think of all this practicing you and Malachi are doing?” I asked.

Erin’s blush deepened. “He’s fine with it.”

Right. Raven was Erin’s hunting partner. He’d been assigned to her by the school and this would be their second year working together. Officially, the school discouraged hunting partners from dating one another. Unofficially, though, everyone knew it happened. And Raven had a thing for Erin. I was sure of it.

Erin pulled her hair into a low ponytail on one side and began changing into her gym clothes. “Anyway, Raven asked Colette out.”

I dropped the pillow back over my face to keep Erin from seeing my reaction.

I really didn’t like Colette. Which was only fair—she didn’t really like me much, either. And I suspected she was behind the “Kacie killed Santa” rumors, since she’d been on campus over the break.

Then again, she had helped me take the demon down. Along with everyone else who’d been on campus at the time.

But somehow, I was the only one catching the blame for it.

I could feel Erin’s gaze on me, even through the barrier of the pillow.

“What?” My voice came out muffled.

“You should give Tony Eckles a call. Have you even seen him since classes started?”

My shoulders rounded, and I clutched the pillow even tighter to my face. “No.”

“You need to. I know you’re still figuring out your place here, and that coming in at mid-term last semester was rough for you, but it won’t get any easier unless you make an effort to fit in, you know.”

The thought of calling Tony made my stomach clench, even though I’d gone out on one almost-date with him over the winter break. I groaned. “Can’t I just go spar with Souji instead?”

“Well, guys who can’t talk are easier, I guess,” she mused.

I sat up and threw my pillow at her, but we were both laughing. She deflected the missile without even touching it, sending a flicker of magic toward it with a dismissive wave of two fingers. It landed on my bed and blew out a breath.

“He is able to shift out of his panther form, you know,” I said, trying not to sound defensive. But there was no denying my own hunting partner was odd, a shapeshifter who was either incapable or unwilling to shift to his human form at will.

“Yeah, but he doesn’t—not unless you’re in grave danger from a sexy Lusus Naturae spy.” My roommate gathered up her bookbag and slung it across her chest. “Anyway, haven’t the two of you been working on training every night this week?”

“Okay, okay. What if I ask Tony to go to the movie showing in the library tomorrow night?”

“That should work.”

“Fine. I’ll give him a call. Or a text, anyway.”

Erin crossed her arms. “I’ll wait for a while and see what he has to say.”

With a sigh, I tapped out an invitation for him to join me at the newly established First-Years’ Friday Night Film Club’s showing in the library the next night. I didn’t even know what was supposed to be—that’s how little I had planned to go, even though I was one of the first-years who had created the club in the first place.

A reply popped up almost instantly. “He says he’ll meet me at the dining hall to walk over there after dinner tomorrow.” I turned the screen around for Erin to take a look at it. “There. Are you happy? Mom?”

Erin tapped her cheek thoughtfully for a few seconds and said, “Hmm. I guess so.” Then she grinned. “I think you’ll have more fun than you expect to. In the meantime, go spar with your hunting partner again if it’ll make you feel better. I’ll see you tonight.”

I certainly hoped so.

For all that I was focusing on being snarky about it, getting caught up by first the Lusus Naturae spy and then the Santa demon had shaken me more than I was willing to admit to anyone. I’d made Erin promise not to tell anyone about the nightmares I was having.

And my constant sparring with Souji was more about getting my fighting skills up to snuff than it was about anything romantic.

Though, come to think of it, I’d kind of been avoiding Tony since the day Souji had come in and hissed at the poor guy for sitting too close to me.

I had fussed at my partner over that one, but he’d simply given me an inscrutable cat-stare, then turned away and begun grooming his paw.

I was fairly certain he wasn’t taking my irritation all that seriously.

But Erin was right—I needed a little down time. She was just wrong about a date with Tony providing it.

The next day, I woke up worried about my date that night. But all my concerns about it were completely wiped out when I got to my first class of the day and discovered that several of our instructors had been swapped around because, even though it was already almost a full week into the semester, Headmistress Gayle had hired two new teachers.

And one of them was a former member of the Lusus Naturae.
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I walked into that first class just as the bell was ringing and barely managed to make it to my desk before the moment the instructor would have had the right to count me late.

I’d been so busy skidding into my seat that I hadn’t really noticed was going on—except to see that Ms. Gayle was standing at the front of our room.

That didn’t surprise me. This class was one of several that had been disrupted by last semester’s kidnapping of the former headmaster and his replacement by Ms. Gayle, who had been teaching the magics course until then.

So we had a series of substitutes rotating through campus. Apparently, the biggest problem in finding instructors was that most able-bodied hunters spent their time out in the field, actually hunting. It apparently wasn’t all that easy to get them to teach for more than a few days in a row.

So even Ms. Gayle, as headmistress, had been taking over occasional classes to cover for the shortage of instructors.

It wasn’t until I pulled my notebook and pen out of my bag and turned to face the front that I realized Ms. Gayle was not alone.

I probably I should have noticed the other woman immediately, but there was something about her that made her eminently forgettable. She was tall and thin, with long dark hair and pale skin.

But strangest of all was the fact that whenever I tried to focus in on her features, to get a sense of her beyond those surface descriptors, it was like my gaze slid off of her.

The sight of her couldn’t have been any more slippery if my vision had been actually oiled.

I blinked several times, rubbed my eyes, and tried again.

Nope. Tall, thin, dark hair, pale skin. That was still all I knew about her.

I blinked again and glanced at Angelica, the first-year centaur shifter who sat next to me in class.

What’s going on?” I whispered.

“She’s a wraith,” Angelica whispered as if that explained it all.

I opened my notebook and wrote down the word wraith.

But as soon as I looked up at the front of the room again, the word slipped away from me. Angelica had told me something important about this instructor. Why couldn’t I remember it?

I glanced back down at my paper.

Right. She’s a wraith.

Everyone in the class was whispering, and Ms. Gayle rapped on the desk in front of her to gain our attention. I glanced up at her attentively—right up until she made eye contact with me, and then I glanced away.

I still didn’t know why the headmistress disliked me. She had apologized to me for not believing me when I had told her about the Santa demon and its Christmas-elf imp.

But she still didn’t approve of me.

Part of it was probably because she specialized in magic, and whatever power I had, it didn’t fit into her neatly organized and categorized magical boxes. I had never been able to use magic according to her rules.

I could barely use magic at all.

I didn’t know that I ever would be able to.

And for some reason, that irritated her deeply.

“Attention, class,” Ms. Gayle said. “I will be introducing you today to a couple of new instructors. I appreciate how patient you’ve all been as we’ve worked on reorganizing our staff. This morning, I would like to introduce you to your new parabiology instructor.” She held one hand out toward the young woman next to her. “This is Ms. Shhh.”

I shook my head. It had looked like Ms. Gayle was saying a word. Her lips had moved. But the sound that came through was like the fuzz of static.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Gayle, but could you repeat that?” Matthew Gibbs, one of the better first-year psychics, asked.

I was glad to know I wasn’t the only one who had not gotten the name.

Not that Matthew would’ve been thrilled to know he was in the same boat as me. He liked me more than Ms. Gayle did, but only marginally. I had spent a big chunk of my time last semester suspecting that he was in league with the Lusus Naturae. Not that I told Matthew that. Especially not once he had helped save me and my hunting partner Souji when my tutor attacked us.

Anyway, Matthew was one of Ms. Gayle’s favorite students, so I knew it wasn’t anything she was doing on purpose. And I didn’t have to worry about having to chalk up my inability to hear the new teacher’s name to sheer stupidity. Matthew was an excellent hunter student.

“Oh, yes,” Ms. Gayle said as if just remembering. “Ms. Shhh is a wraith. That means that many of you will have difficulty maintaining a grasp on any information you may gather about her.”

So she was a wraith. I picked up my pen and glanced down to make note of that information, only to discover that I had already written it down. I glanced around the room. Had Ms. Gayle already told us that?

When I had picked up my pen?

For that matter, when did I put it down again?

I needed to ask a question, but I hated to draw attention to myself. Still, when no one else raised their hand, I finally took a deep breath and did it myself.

“Yes, Ms. Deluca?” Ms. Gayle’s tone was cool, but at least it wasn’t outright dismissive, as it had been the semester before. Proving her wrong about the demon over winter break had at least made Ms. Gayle less likely to ignore me.

“If we can’t remember basic facts about our instructor, how are we supposed to learn from her?”

Ms. Gayle turned her hands out in a kind of all-encompassing shrug. “You need not recollect the instructor in order to retain the instruction.”

That sounded all well and good, but something about having an instructor whose name I couldn’t even hear made me more than a little uncomfortable. I glanced around the room and found a number of my classmates also frowning.

Good.

But one of them ought to be on the hook for asking questions for a while. I was tired of being our class’s sacrificial goat.

No one said anything, though. So I opened my mouth to try again—but this time, the headmistress answered before I got the question out.

“As long as the information is in front of you, you’ll be able to remember it,” Ms. Gayle said as if she were finally only just bringing herself to relent enough to give us that much. Then she turned and wrote on the board behind the instructor’s desk.

Parabiology

Instructor: S—s.

I couldn’t even make out the instructor’s name in writing. Only that it began and ended with an S, and in between, I imagined the whole thing simply including ssshhh.

Underneath that, Ms. Gayle wrote Wraith.

Huh. I clearly needed to learn more about wraiths. I picked up my pen and glanced down at my notebook, only to discover that I had already written the word down at some point. I glanced around the room.

Did someone tell us this before?

I shook my head and set my pen down again.

“All the course assignments will be uploaded to the campus intraweb, so there will be no excuse for forgetting to do your homework,” Ms. Gayle announced. “I expect you to take this chance, however, to learn to see around the wraith’s usual defenses. Working with Ms. Shhh will give you the opportunity to overcome those defenses, to learn to see beyond what is being presented to you. I expect you to take advantage of such a rare opportunity.”

I shook my head. Rare opportunity?

I stared at her again, but my gaze continued to slip off of her.

I turned to Angelica again. “Why is this a rare opportunity?” I asked.

She leaned in close. “Most of the wraith belong to the Lusus Naturae.”

I stifled a gasp.

I had known there was something off about this strange woman in front of me.

Most of them belonged to the Lusus Naturae. I shuddered at the thought of it.

Whatever they were.

My gaze traveled up to the board behind Ms. Gayle’s head.

Wraith.

I almost remembered someone saying the word before. If only I could remember where I’d heard it.

Anyway, she was definitely going to be an interesting addition to the campus. If only I could figure out what she looked like. Or remember her name.

I glanced down at my notebook in front of me.

Or, for that matter, remember what she was—and who had told me the word wraith so that I would have even known to write it down.
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My head was spinning by the time I left that class. I’d finally managed to get a handle on the idea that my instructor was a wraith—but it was like only a finite amount of information about her could exist in my mind. I’d figured out what she was, but I’d forgotten what she looked like.

At first, I thought I was going to have an easier time with the second instructor Ms. Gayle introduced us to. Though I wasn’t entirely certain why we first-years were the ones who got all the new instructors. Maybe because they didn’t know much about teaching?

Anyway, in the third class, Ms. Gayle was waiting again. This time, at least, I recognized that she was standing up there with a new instructor. Though honestly, in some ways, this man wasn’t much more memorable than the instructor in parabiology.

I had finally managed to remember that instructor existed by focusing on my memory of Ms. Gayle’s introduction of her. I was determined to find ways around whatever it was that made me forget her.

“Hello, again, class,” Ms. Gayle said when she opened psychics class. “This is Mr. Meriwether. He’ll be teaching your psychics class this year and your advanced psychics classes next year.”

So much for my assumption about him only teaching the lower levels.

“As for the rest of your schedule,” she continued, “Mr. Jamison will be teaching magics class for the rest of the semester. Mr. Ren will take over seventh-period Hunters’ History, and Ms. Stover, the librarian, will be presiding over your sixth-period study hall so she can help you prepare for this semester’s heavier course-load.”

Mr. Meriwether stood up and wrote his name on the board. I was half-relieved to be able to read it and pronounce it in my mind.

He turned back around to face us. He wore khaki pants and a long-sleeved, blue oxford cloth button-down, with a red and blue bowtie. I suspected normal ties were too long for him because he was very short. He couldn’t have been any taller than I was—5’5” on the days I was being honest—though he wasn’t as short as Mr. Jamison, who didn’t even hit 5’.

Mr. Meriwether had a round, cherubic face, pink cheeks, and a shock of white hair.

The hair doesn’t match the babyface.

As I was thinking that, he turned around, scanned the class, and then nodded to me when he made eye contact. “Thank you very much, Miss...” he paused long enough to squint at me for a second. “Ah, yes, Ms. Deluca. I appreciate knowing how my students perceive me.”

My stomach sank to somewhere around my toes.

The new psychics teacher could read my mind.

This was not good.

Mr. Meriwether grinned at me. “Yep. Especially when you broadcast like that,” he added.

I glanced around the rest of my class, horrified. Was he the only one who could hear me? Or were my classmates listening to me all the time?

“Probably only me at the moment.” Mr. Meriwether moved to pick up a roll sheet from the desk.

A few of my classmates tittered.

My face flamed, probably turning a bright, hot red—the kind you can only get if you are very, very fair. Every time I got embarrassed, I cursed my blonde hair and gray eyes.

I glanced up and made accidental eye contact with Ms. Gayle. She looked pleased with herself, and for an instant, I wondered if she had brought Mr. Meriwether to campus on purpose to taunt me.

Now you’re being paranoid, Kacie.

Still, I couldn’t help but worry. Doubly so when I saw Mr. Meriwether hide a grin.

As Mr. Meriwether called roll, I was glad to see that I wasn’t the only student he could read easily. He didn’t even have to wait for most students to respond before he pinned them down with his bright, sparkling-champagne eyes.

“I see you have everything in hand,” Ms. Gayle said to him. “I will leave you to it. Please let me know if you need anything.”

He nodded and as she left the classroom, I could hear her heels clacking away down the marble-tiled floor.

Great. One instructor I couldn’t hold in my head, and another one I couldn’t block out.

This is going to be an interesting semester, for sure.

I didn’t know the half of it that point.

* * *
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MY SECOND CLASS, THE one in between parabiology and psychics, was Chemistry for Defense, and it had been exactly like it was last semester. We were still learning from Dr. Qazi how to create chemical reactions in order to blow up bad guys.

It was becoming one of my favorite subjects. It was straightforward and predictable and didn’t include disappearing instructors or white-haired mind-readers.

The rest of the class-day was much less stressful. There were no further changes in instruction announced, so at least I knew what to expect.

After lunch, I had magics with Mr. Jamison, who already believed my control over what magic I might have was negligible, at best.

At the beginning of the semester, I had, however, been moved up to a self-defense class from my Hand-to-Hand for Beginners class. I guess participating in taking down Shane and the evil Santa demon had gotten me some credit for not being entirely useless. Which was good, because I had begun to wonder if they were regretting bringing me to the Hunters’ Academy.

We met with Mr. Ren in the library during study hall. As much as I hated to actually do my homework in there, I spent that afternoon working so I wouldn’t have to worry about classes during my date. That’s what I told myself, anyway. I was mostly trying to distract myself, though.

I did, however, keep getting distracted from my distraction by the thought of that date.

“Psst.” Angelica waved a hand in front of my face from her seat next to me at the library table. “Feeling extra-studious today?”

“Nah. Just trying to get a little ahead.”

Her face wrinkled up. “It’s Friday. You don’t have to think about homework again until...well, Saturday, if you’re as behind as I am.”

I debated how much to tell her. I’d spent years in migraine-hell, unable to participate in most social activities because of my tendency to suddenly go blind and collapse in pain. I had completely missed out on the part of life where you learn how to hang out with girlfriends. So I pretty much always felt awkward and weird.

Honestly? I kind of liked hanging out with my speechless, panther-form hunting partner. At least he wouldn’t tell me if I was being an idiot.

Though to be fair, Angelica never had accused me of being a dimwit, either.

I inhaled. I could tell her. Right?

“I have a date with Tony tonight, and I’m trying not to think about it.” The words all came out in a rush.

“Ooh!” Angelica made a noise that started out like a teenage girl’s squeal and ended up sounding something like a horse’s whinny. She covered her mouth and closed her eyes in embarrassment. “Sorry about that.”

“No big.” I shrugged. I probably should have said something more comforting, but by the time I thought of it, she had already forged ahead in our conversation.

“Tony Eckles is so hot,” she whispered.

I grinned. “He’s definitely cute. He’s got that dimple in one cheek.”

“And those beautiful blue eyes,” she sighed, clasping her hands and hugging her arms into herself. “Is it true that the two of you went out over winter break? When you were like the only people here? And that Souji was furious over it and Tony threatened to kill him with magic?”

Oh, wow. People had been talking about me more than I expected.

“I can’t believe you waited this long to ask me about it,” I said.

Angelica’s eyes grew wide and she shook her head. “No way. You are so super private, I figured you’d tell me when you were ready.”

So maybe I wasn’t the only one who didn’t know exactly how to act around my peers? I shook my head. “Tony and I decorated the commons room together. That’s all. And then everybody helped send the Santa demon back to his own dimension.”

“Did Souji and Tony get in a fight?” She leaned in close to me, whispering.

“Not exactly.” The next part was the weirdest bit, as far as I was concerned, and this was the first time I’d actually talked about it since then. “On Christmas day, everybody was in the commons room—everybody but Souji—and Tony brought some apple cider over to me. Souji came in and snarled at Tony, and Tony pulled up some power and was holding it, and they...just had a kind of stand-off, right there in the commons room.”

“That is so romantic.”

“It was more strange. And kind of scary.”

“Yeah, but two men, ready to fight over you.”

My head-shake was almost frantic as I willed her to understand. “I don’t want that. We have enough fighting in our world. We can’t afford to fight each other.” I couldn’t explain to her how deeply I believed that or even why I was so certain it was true.

“Yeah, but for love,” she sighed.

“Nobody’s in love with anybody else,” I snapped.

Angelica startled and sat up straight. “I’m sorry,” she said, her mouth tightening as she fought back hurt feelings.

“No, I’m sorry.” I tried to soften my tone. “It’s just that I barely know either of them. Souji’s my hunting partner and Tony...is just some guy who asked me to hang out with him in the commons room over the holiday.” I shrugged. “Whatever that standoff was, it felt like it was more about them than about me, you know? Like they were being all testosterone-y and it barely even mattered that it was me they were snarling over.”

“So how did it end?” I was glad she was still asking questions—I thought that meant she wasn’t mad at me for getting snippy with her.

“I told them to stop being ridiculous. Then I stood up and went to get a cookie off the dessert tray. By the time I got back, they’d stopped.”

Angelica threw her head back and laughed. “So you basically just stopped their fight in its tracks?”

“I guess so.”

“You out-badassed them.”

I blinked. “I did?”

“That’s what it sounds like to me. They weren’t wearing any Santa hats, right?”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re not funny.”

“But you are a badass.”

I started to respond, but Ms. Stover walked by and tapped the table, a quiet reminder that we weren’t supposed to be talking during study hall.

I spent the rest of the class period considering what Angelica had said. I hadn’t really thought about how I’d gotten my partner and my...whatever Tony was...to quit their stand-off. I just had.

But even if I had “out-badassed” them, as Angelica said, I’d spent the rest of the time since then avoiding both of them as much as possible. So I’d chickened out on any residual badassery.

I sighed.

If I was going to keep seeing Tony, I would eventually have to deal with Souji.

But I wouldn’t know about Tony until I spent more time with him.

And that’s what tonight’s date was about.

A thrill ran through my stomach, and I bent my head over my homework, determined to try to distract myself again.

It still didn’t work very well.
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By the time I hit Hunters’ History, the last class of the day, everyone was whispering about the fact that the new parabiology teacher—the one I could only barely remember anything about—used to be a member of the Lusus Naturae.

No one seemed to know where the rumor had come from, but apparently, that was par for the course for a wraith, a term I had found written down in my notebook from first period. I didn’t remember putting it there, but it was in my handwriting, and it all fit what I had read in my parabiology book over lunch about wraiths wiping the memory of their existence from other races’ minds without, as the chapter said, “great study and much practice.” In fact, about a quarter of the students I overheard discussing her were saying things like, “There’s a new parabiology teacher?”—even some who had been in class with me that morning.

I wondered why Ms. Gayle had hired her to be an instructor—especially if she really was a former Lusus Naturae. It seemed like that, combined with the students’ inability to even remember her, would be seriously detrimental to her ability to teach.

But maybe the constant gossiping about her would help everyone remember her.

I did have to wonder if maybe her hiring had something to do with Mr. Ren’s decision to assign the first chapter on the history of the Lusus Naturae as weekend homework, though.

After classes, I headed straight back to my room. I was sure that Angelica would tell people I had a date with Tony, and the last thing I wanted to do was face that gauntlet.

I might even skip dinner tonight.

But only because I’d been to the grocery store in town the weekend before and had a brand-new box of cereal tucked away in my closet. It wasn’t like I’d starve or anything. Assuming I wasn’t too nervous about my upcoming date to eat.

Get over yourself, Kacie.

I threw myself down on my bed and closed my eyes to practice the meditation techniques Coach Packwood had been teaching us.

The next thing I knew, my alarm was going off—the one I kept set so I wouldn’t forget to go to dinner in the evenings—and I spent the next hour getting ready for my date.

* * *
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AT FILM CLUB THAT NIGHT, we watched a teen romantic comedy from the 1980s. I had a hard time focusing on the on-screen shenanigans, though. Instead, I kept thinking that all their problems would have been dealt with instantly if only they’d had cell phones and could have gotten in touch with each other.

Tony spent the whole time holding my hand in both of his, turning it around and over. So I was distracted, to say the least.

I still wasn’t entirely sure what I thought of him—we barely knew each other—but I liked the warmth of his fingers on mine and the fact that he wanted to hold my hand in the first place.

Anyway, that’s what dates were for, right? To get to know each other. And I wasn’t ready for this one to be over when the movie ended. As we walked out of the library, I gave his hand a little tug. “I’m not ready to go home yet. Want to do something else?”

“Sure,” he said. “Where do you want to go?”

I considered. The only places open this late were the coffee shop diner, where most of the underclassmen who weren’t already in their own rooms would be, and the Rathskeller pub, a basement bar and grill where the older students and sometimes faculty tended to hang out in the evenings.  

Neither place appealed to me. One was too full of my classmates, the other too full of Tony’s. And either would set off the gossip-mongers.

It was cold outside, but the night was still, with bright moonlight shining down on us. The faculty had strengthened the wards around the grounds after the Santa demon’s imp had gotten onto campus over the break, so I was sure it was safer than it had been in years, as long as we stayed inside the warding circle.

“Let’s go for a walk,” I said.

“Sounds like a plan.”

We turned and headed around the buildings, the opposite way from the dorms, following the paths that meandered around the campus.

I walked in silence for several seconds, trying to think of something to say. Finally, I decided to go the route of least resistance since we had just seen a movie that I could talk about. Sort of.

“So what’s your favorite movie from the eighties? The one that your parents made you watch over and over when you were a kid?”

“Raiders of the Lost Ark,” Tony said promptly, without any hesitation.

“Is that movie kind of weird for people like you—I mean, the ones who grew up with magic and stuff like that?”

He shrugged. “Probably no weirder than a movie about a girl’s non-magical attempts to snag the high school’s most popular guy would be for you.”

I considered that. “True.”

We hit the edge of the buildings. “Want to keep going?” he asked.

“Not past the wards,” I said. I didn’t even have to explain why the thought of being out past them at night made me nervous. Tony had seen the imp that had gotten through and taken control of my mind. The memory of it still sent shivers up and down my spine. 

I shook off the thought, trying to focus again on the conversation with Tony. “You know,” I started, “I read once about a major plot hole with Raiders.”

Tony frowned at me. “No. There’s no plot hole. Is there? What is it?”

I grinned. “I could tell you, but you would hate me if I did.”

He stopped in the middle of the path we were following and crossed his arms. “Now you have to tell me.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

I started walking again. “Indiana Jones has absolutely no impact on the outcome of the film.”

“He does, too.” Tony began listing all the things the protagonist had done in the movie.

I laughed aloud. “Seriously. Listen to me. Yes, he did all that. But think about it. The Nazis have trouble finding the Ark, but when they do finally find it, they open it up and their faces melt off.” I shrugged. “That would have happened, anyway, with or without all the running around and hiding in baskets and stuff. And then at the end of the movie, the Ark ends up locked away in Washington. That would have happened without Indy, too.”

“Oh, no!” He paused for a long moment, utterly silent. “I do,” he finally said. “I think I do hate you.”

I snorted. “Just like I said you would.”

We had strolled along the paths that led into the woods, but we had remained inside the Academy’s wards, and now we were skirting the edge of the Academy’s property. “So now that you hate me, are you going to quit going to movie night with me?” I teased him.

He glanced down at me out of the corner of his eye. “I guess I’ll give you another chance. But if you continue destroying movies for me, I will find some way to retaliate.”

We both dissolved into laughter. Tony stopped and turned to face me, taking my shoulders in his hands.

Then his hands moved up to cup my cheek, and my heart started racing.

He took my face in his hands and stared into my eyes for a long moment.

Angelica was right. He was very cute.

He leaned forward, and gently brushed his lips across mine. A thrill ran through me, straight down to my stomach. Then he pressed his lips more firmly against mine and dropped his hands down around my waist. I lifted my arms up to wrap them around his neck as he pulled me closer.

I opened my mouth under his just a little bit, and the tip of his tongue darted out and flicked against my top lip.

I shivered, wondering if I should stop him. But the kiss was nice, like his hand holding mine had been during the movie. So I let it go on a while longer. He finally pulled away, ending the kiss gently and sweetly. Resting his forehead against mine, he let his fingers trail down my arms to take my hands in his.

It wasn’t my very first kiss, but my constant migraines meant that I hadn’t done a lot of dating. So a lot of ways, it was my first real kiss. I hadn’t believed until now that a kiss could really make you dizzy.

But I was definitely disoriented.

I took a step backward from him to tilt my head up and look into his face. But when I did, I stepped off the path. The snow there was deceptively deep—the ground there looked like it was even with the path itself. But I stepped off into an unexpectedly deep drop off, made deceptive by snowfall. I was glad I was still holding his hand. I squealed and clutched at Tony when my right foot dropped into the small snowbank, and then came up against something soft and unsteady. My toes rolled off of it, and I tried to gain my balance with my other foot. Something crunched under that heel and rolled off again.

Tony solved my dilemma by grabbing me around the waist and plucking me out of the snow entirely, setting me back down on the hard-packed snow of the path.

Our eyes were adjusted to the dark already, and we both stared down at the black smear my boot had left across the snow.

“What is that?” My voice sounded more suspicious than curious.

Tony bent over and frowned. Picking up a stick from the other side of the path, he poked at the stain just as the moon came out from behind a scuttling cloud.

On the ground, a dark patch shimmered wetly in the moonlight.

Tony squatted down, leaned back on his heels, and spun up a small magical light.

I blinked against the sudden brightness, then looked at the ground again.

I’d been right. My boot had left a wet, reddish-black smear across the snow.

Slowly, without saying a word, Tony and I turned toward the edge of the path.

“Maybe it’s just an animal,” I said, but I didn’t sound very hopeful.

With the same stick he used to poke at the spot on the path, he shoveled away some of the snow.

When he got down deep enough, he stood up and stepped back. “Let’s go back to the main campus.”

“What is it? I asked, taking a step closer.

Tony reached for me, but it was too late. His digging had uncovered a face—a face with its eyes wide open and staring, and its nose smashed sideways.

I remembered the crunch under my stomping feet, and my stomach heaved.

I stepped on a dead body buried in the snow.

Tony scooped me up in his arms and spun me around to another part of the path for the second time that night—right before I leaned over and vomited.

“I don’t want to mess anything up in case it’s a crime scene,” he said apologetically, holding my hair back from my face.

I waved my agreement while I tried to get ahold of my reaction.

This was a hell of a way to end to date.
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“She’s been on campus for just one day, and already there’s a dead body,” Mr. Jamison hissed at Ms. Gayle. “You can’t keep her here.”

Tony and I stood on the edge of the group of people who had descended on us as soon as we had reported the body. As much as I had hated to stay there and wait with it, I had a bad feeling about walking away from the corpse even long enough to tell someone in charge about it. So I’d suggested we call it in.

As I stood there waiting while Tony called the main number, I couldn’t help but think of the movie we’d watched earlier. Granted, it had been a comedy, and this—well, this would definitely have been an eighties slasher film. Either would have benefitted from the judicious application of cell phones, though.

I suspected that train of thought was an attempt to get my mind off of what I’d seen. Either that or I was actually in shock.

When the adults began arriving on the scene, Tony and I had been told not to go anywhere, then shunted off to the side and ignored. That had been fine with me in the beginning. Once I’d gotten the vomiting under control, I’d dealt with this whole scene by thinking about anything other than what was actually going on.

Mr. Jamison’s words brought me back to reality, though.

She’s been on campus for just one day...

The parabiology instructor? Could that be who he was talking about?

I drifted closer, trying to get into position to hear more without looking like I was trying to hear more.

“I won’t let you railroad her just because you don’t like her,” Ms. Gayle was saying sharply.

“And I won’t let you pardon her just because of your connection to her,” Mr. Jamison snapped back.

Obviously trying to calm herself, Ms. Gayle drew in a deep breath. “We’ll run this like we do any investigation.”

“I want to be in charge of it. I deserve that, at least.” I’d never seen Mr. Jamison so angry.

Then again, I wouldn’t have wanted to be on the receiving end of Ms. Gayle’s glare. “I will appoint the primary hunter to investigate tomorrow. For tonight, we will simply gather information and take the body back to the campus morgue.”

There’s a morgue on campus?

Although I knew I was still basically the new kid on campus, I couldn’t believe how many things I discovered about the Hunters’ Academy on a daily basis.

Mr. Jamison made a noise that was remarkably similar to a growl and stalked back toward the body, now being magically levitated out of the snow, if I understood the incantation correctly.

I drifted back to Tony and leaned in close as if I were a typical girl asking for comfort. He obliged, wrapping one arm around my shoulder. But then I leaned in close and murmured, “How does a normal murder investigation on campus run?”

He startled, but quickly gained control of his reaction. I felt the tiny shrug he gave under my cheek. “I’ve only seen one before,” he replied, equally as softly as I had spoken.

“Do you know where the morgue is?”

“On campus? Sort of.”

I had just inhaled to ask my next question when Tony went absolutely still as if he’d been turned to stone by a spell gone awry (I heard it had happened once during a former student’s entrance exam).

But when I glanced up at Tony, he was staring at the recovered body in wide-eyed horror.

I glanced over, and an involuntary cry escaped me. I covered my mouth and bit down against another bout of vomiting.

Three instructors—not including Ms. Gayle or Mr. Jamison, though they were the only ones I recognized—were holding the victim’s body magically aloft, along with some other items that had come out of the snow. I’d gotten the sense that the spell had been designed to include anything that might be connected to the victim.

But the body itself was what had caused my gasp.

It was naked and in two pieces.

It had been severed at the waist and I closed my eyes against the horror that invoked. But I couldn’t get the image out of my mind of the top and bottom half, floating separately.

Then Tony said, “That’s Davis Carruthers.”

“You know him?” I gasped. I wrapped my arms around my waist, clutching myself.

Tony nodded, his face turning green. “He’s an upperclassman, a year above me.”

I glanced around at all the Academy instructors. The three who were floating Davis’s body were especially grim.

And no wonder—they were all upper-level instructors, so that meant he was their student.

I hadn’t allowed myself to wonder if the body belonged to a student.

At Tony’s horrified announcement identifying the body, Ms. Gayle seemed to suddenly remember we were there. She made her way over to us and spoke to us as if she were trying to sound kind. “I appreciate the two of you staying around, but it will probably be morning before anyone can talk to you. Why don’t you go ahead and go back to your rooms? Someone will be around tomorrow to talk to you. Try to get to sleep, okay?”

She didn’t do kind very well.

I glanced up at Tony, who hadn’t taken his eyes off his friend’s body since he’d realized who it was.

“Come on,” I said gently, tugging at his arm. “Let’s go back to the dorms.”

He nodded and followed me.

“Oh, and students?”

I turned around to look at Ms. Gayle. “Yes?”

“Please don’t talk to anyone about this yet.”

It was couched in terms of a request, but it sounded like an order. I gave a short nod. I didn’t think something like this would be kept quiet for long, anyway.

Tony didn’t answer as I led him away. Nor did he speak as we made our way back down the path toward the dorms. I was pretty sure he was in shock.

My mind, on the other hand, was racing.

Who could have done this? And why?

Was Mr. Jamison right? Had Ms. Gayle brought a killer onto campus?

And if she had, was there anything I could do about it, anyway? After all, I was just a student.

But I’m the student who found the body.

Surely that counted for something.

Was it somehow my duty to get involved?

Could I conceivably leave it to the adults?

I really, really wanted to.

After all, I didn’t have anything personally at stake in whatever was going on here. Not like I had in the other things I’d dealt with since I’d arrived at the Academy.

Shane had been my tutor, and I had accidentally discovered that he was behind kidnapping our headmaster. And my discovery of the imp that was connected to the Santa demon was equally accidental. I’d gone into town and happened across children being taken over.

And this time, you just happened to stumble over the dead body on campus, a tiny voice inside my head whispered.

I clenched my teeth and tried to avoid thinking about how that might end up being significant, too.

About three-quarters of the way back to the dorms, Tony started talking. “Davis was a good guy,” he said out of nowhere. “He basically got me through second-year chemistry. I wouldn’t have passed the class without his help.”

I squeezed his arm. “I am so very sorry.”

We kept walking for several minutes in silence.

“I don’t get it,” he said.

I waited for him to continue, and when he didn’t, I gently prodded, “Don’t get what?”

“Why he was in his human form.”

“Davis was a shifter?”

Tony nodded. “He is—was—a centaur shifter.”

“Well. We have a centaur shifter in my class, and she’s always in her human form. She says it’s easier to sit in chairs in class and that sort of stuff.”

“But that’s the thing. Davis made a point out of being in his centaur form whenever he was on campus. He said it was his most comfortable shape, and he couldn’t use it most places, so it was like stretching out into who he really was when he was here.” I glanced up to see the skin around his eyes tightening as if he were about to cry. “No. There’s no way Davis would have been out in the woods in his human form. He ran those woods as a centaur almost every day.”

I frowned. “That is a little strange.”

“I can’t believe he’s gone.” Tony shook his head before running a hand over his face.

We made it to his dorm first. As we walked up to the entrance, Tony seemed to come to himself, shaking his head and glancing around. “I should walk you to your dorm. This is not right.”

“No, I replied. “I don’t think you should be out wandering around.”

He pulled his fingers through his hair. “No. If there’s a killer on campus, you shouldn’t be out here alone.”

I shrugged. “Technically, probably neither of us should be alone. We probably shouldn’t even be out here together.” I glanced around. What had Ms. Gayle been thinking, sending us wandering back through the woods to campus on our own?

Maybe she was kind of in shock, too.

Or maybe she knows who the killer is, and she’s not worried about the two of you.

Wow. That little voice in my head had some ugly thoughts. I shushed it and went back to the problem at hand.

“I’ll see if I can get someone to wake up Souji for me.” I wasn’t sure how my hunting partner would react to being fetched to come to get me late at night from my date’s dorm, but I knew he would come to pick me up, no matter what.

“Oh, here. I can call him.” Before I could think of a suitable excuse to keep him from doing it, Tony spun up some sort of magical message and sent it winging on its way. I could see it drift off as a shimmer in the air.

“How is that different from a psychic sending?” I asked.

“That’s right, you haven’t had those lessons in your magics class yet, have you?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to get a handle on it, anyway. I suck at magics.”

Tony laughed. “I’ll help you figure it out.” Then he seemed to remember why we were standing outside in the cold late at night, and he quit laughing, his face shutting down.

I reached out and gave his hand a squeeze. “I think you should go in and get something to drink. Maybe coffee? Or hot chocolate?”

He smiled down at me sadly.

“Or apple cider?” I offered.

He shook his head. “No. I think I need to just try to go to sleep. Let’s wait inside the door.”

We stood inside the small vestibule between the glass door and the main entrance to his dorm. Within a few minutes, I saw Souji loping through the snow.

“There he is,” Tony said.

I nodded and gave his hand a squeeze. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?”

He nodded and leaned over to brush his lips against mine in a kiss.

I would’ve thought it was especially sweet, if not for the fact that I saw his gaze flicker toward Souji right before he did.

Great. Now Tony was participating in the territorial behavior.

I didn’t know what I was going to do about those two.

Especially when I walked outside to find Souji pacing back and forth. When I got close to him, he spun around and began stomping back to our dorm without even waiting for me.

Well. This was going to be fun.
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“Would you wait up?” I called out after Souji.

He kept going, so I finally stopped in the snow, put my hands on my hips, and called out softly after him, “If you would stop and listen, I’ll tell you what’s going on. I think it might be important.”

Souji halted, slowly turning around to face me, his head cocked to one side and his ears perked up. If he’d been in human form, I imagined he would have had his arms crossed over his chest.

“I can’t shout it. So stand still and wait for me.” He didn’t move, so I drew up beside him. “Okay. There is a dead student on campus, and I found him.”

My hunting partner froze, his eyes widening even in cat form.

“I know, right?” I kept walking toward our dorm.

Souji joined me, but more slowly now, as I told him everything I had seen—including the severed corpse of the centaur shifter floating in the air.

“Mr. Jamison and Ms. Gayle were fighting over it. I’m pretty sure he thinks the new wraith instructor did it, but I don’t know why. And he seems to think Ms. Gayle should believe that, too.”

He nodded slowly.

“You know something about that?”

He gave me the feline shrug I’d learned to recognize as his version of “I’m not sure.”

“I want to leave it to the adults.”

He stopped again and stared at me.

I blew out a sigh. “I probably shouldn’t, should I?”

With a shake of his head, he began walking again. I took a few seconds to catch up, trying to decide what to do.

“I can’t make any final decisions tonight,” I announced, and Souji rolled his eyes at me. “I can’t ask any questions or find out anything, and maybe by tomorrow it’ll all be sorted out.”

I didn’t really believe it, either.

Souji walked me all the way to my room, where I dropped my hand on his back and fisted my fingers in his fur. “Thanks for coming to get me. I appreciate it.”

His purr rumbled under my hand, and I smoothed out the fur again. “I’ll let you know if I hear anything, okay? Good night.”

He tapped my foot with his paw—his version of goodbye—and I moved into my room, shutting the door behind me and leaning against it. I hadn’t realized how nervous I was until I’d made it safely to my room.

Without warning, I burst into tears.

Erin’s voice came tentatively from across the room, out of the darkness. “Are you okay?”

I tried to answer but simply sobbed harder.

I heard rustling, then saw Erin’s silhouette as she passed in from the window on her way to me.

My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I saw her as she approached me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders and leading me over to my bed, where she pulled me down to sit next to her. “Tell me what’s going on. Is it Tony? Did something happen?”

I sobbed harder, even though I could feel Erin beginning to panic next to me. “What did he do? Oh, Kacie, am I going to have to hurt him?”

I half sobbed, half laughed. “No. Tony is fine. But while we were on a date, we went on a walk.” I paused, remembering Ms. Gayle’s admonition not to tell anyone. But I’d already told Souji. And I knew I could trust Erin. Besides, I had to tell her something about why I was sobbing. “You can’t tell anyone. I’m not supposed to tell anyone, either. Promise?”

“I swear. Just tell me what’s going on, so I can help you.”

“Tony and I went for a walk after the movie, up near the north part of campus.” I paused to take a breath.

“And what?” Erin asked, almost frantic.

“We found a body.” I shuddered at the memory. “A dead body. A student. Cut in half, Erin.”

“Oh. How horrible.” Erin held her hand over her mouth even as she asked the next question. “Was it anyone you knew?”

“No, but Tony did.”

“Who was it?” She asked the question as if she were afraid to know the answer.

“Tony said it was someone named Davis.” He’d told me Davis’s last name, too, but I couldn’t remember it.

“Davis Carruthers? The centaur shifter?”

“Yeah, that was him.”

“Oh, no. How awful.” Erin hugged me tightly. “I’m so sorry you had to deal with that.”

“How do hunters do it—get used to all the death they see?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I mean, we’re taught to treat the Lusus Naturae like they’re not really people, and that helps a little.”

“But that can’t really be helpful either, can it? And what about the Lusus Naturae who want to come over to our side, like the wraith who’s teaching parabiology? How do we change how we treat them if they join our side?”

Erin shook her head. “I don’t know. I really don’t.”

I didn’t either. But I was pretty sure that dehumanizing—or de-people-izing, anyway—the other side was one way to make certain we never figured out how to live together in harmony. And that was a sure-fire way to keep us fighting each other until the end of time.

* * *
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I SPENT THE REST OF the weekend hiding out in my room, certain if I went out, I would either have something horrible happen again or blurt out the whole story to the first person I saw. Both seemed like a terrible idea.

I sent Tony a text Saturday morning asking how he was. His reply was short: Feeling rough.

I sent a sad-face emoji, and he replied with, I’m going to try to sleep.

My last text, Let me know if you need anything from me, didn’t get any reply at all.

I hoped he really was sleeping.

Souji stopped by on Saturday, I guess to check on me. When I opened the door, he stepped halfway in, holding it open with his body.

“Hey,” I said. “I’m fine.” I waited, but he just stared up at me expectantly. “I’m not going anywhere until classes Monday.”

When he still didn’t make a move, I sat down on the end of my bed and stared back at him. “Erin is bringing me lunch. I have homework to do between now and Monday. And I do not want to get involved in whatever is going on out there. I want to stay out of this mess.”

Souji cocked his head at me.

“I mean it. I couldn’t help but be involved with Shane or with the demon Santa. But this has nothing to do with me other than I was the one who found him. Nothing.”

When Souji didn’t move, I threw myself backward onto my bed.

“I am at least taking this weekend off from whatever this school is throwing at me next.”

At that point, Souji finally moved to the foot of my bed and sat down. He reached out with one paw and dropped it onto my leg. I heaved a big sigh and sat back up.

“If this ends up being something that I have to get involved with, I will. But if I can possibly avoid it, I’m going to. But for just these two days, I want to stay out of it, okay?”

Souji nodded and padded out of my room.

I shut the door behind him. I think I already knew that there was no way I was going to be able to avoid getting involved in what was about to happen.

But I did manage to stay out of it for one weekend.
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I started Monday morning hoping that the adults on campus would have figured out what was going on.

Erin hadn’t heard anything all weekend long about a body being found, which was pretty amazing on this campus, where rumors spread like wildfire.

As I walked into parabiology class Monday morning, I scanned the front of the room. The wraith instructor was there, and this time, I had a slightly better grasp of what she looked like. I wondered if that was because I’d spent so much time over the weekend thinking about her and about Mr. Jamison’s veiled accusations. Or, veiled to me, anyway—I suspected Ms. Gayle knew exactly what he meant.

I still didn’t know the wraith instructor’s name, so I had taken to calling her Ms. Hush in my mind. Her features still made my gaze want to slide off them, but I could tell now that her long, dark straight hair was pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck. Her skin was paper-white, her eyes black from her pupils all the way through her irises, and her lips were either painted or naturally a dark, almost blood-red burgundy.

She blinked in surprise when I made eye contact with her and nodded. “Good morning,” she said, her voice whispery.

“Good morning,” I answered her.

As I slid into my seat at my desk, Angelica leaned over to me. “What did she say to you?”

“Just good morning. Could you not hear her?”

The centaur shifter shook her head. “No. It just sounded like static.”

That was interesting. Apparently, I was getting better at understanding her faster than most of my classmates—or at least faster than some of them.

At the front of the classroom, the loudspeaker crackled to life.

“Good morning, Academy,” Ms. Gayle’s voice echoed from speakers and classrooms all the way down the hallways. “This morning, we will be convening in the main auditorium for a short assembly, including a series of announcements. Please gather your belongings and make your way quietly and in an orderly fashion to the assembly hall. Thanks so much for your time and attention, and I will see you momentarily.”

I glanced around at my classmates, none of whom seemed especially surprised by this announcement. Maybe it wasn’t unusual? Just because we hadn’t had one like it since I got here didn’t mean it was strange.

I had a vague idea where the auditorium was. If I remembered correctly, it was in the Administration Building. I was fairly certain I’d passed it several times in my trips to the commons room, where we had held our meals over the winter break.

Getting there wasn’t my main concern, anyway—I could follow my classmates to the auditorium.

I was, however, a little worried about what kinds of announcements the headmistress was planning to make. I was guessing she knew she couldn’t keep Davis’s death quiet for much longer. But I was also nervous about what she might have to say regarding how he died.

And for some reason, I felt a strangely protective need to stick close to Ms. Hush as we filed out of the classroom and down the stairs toward the building exit.

Ms. Hush looked surprised to see me walking next to her.

“Do you know what’s going on?” I asked quietly. I didn’t know how many of my classmates might understand this conversation, so I tried to keep it vague.

“I have some information,” Ms. Hush said.

“Did you know I was one of the ones who found...him?”

She nodded, her expression wary. “I had heard that, yes.”

“I was there for some discussion afterwards.”

We walked quietly for a few moments.

“You seem to have spent some significant time focusing on me recently.” Her line seemed like a non-sequitur, a change in topics, but I suspected it wasn’t a shift at all.

“Because I can have a conversation with you and remember it?” I asked.

She nodded. “That usually only happens with people who are exceedingly interested in me.”

“For now, I’ll just say that I’m not the only one who’s interested in you.”

She considered my words for a long moment before nodding. “Thank you. I appreciate the heads’ up.”

I started to jog ahead to catch up with Angelica and Zanya, walking ahead of us. Then I paused and glanced back over my shoulder. “If my instincts about you were wrong, I’ll help those other people...no, I will take you down myself.”

A half grin tilted up one corner of her mouth, and for the first time, I realized that if I could really focus in on her, Ms. Hush would actually be pretty.

Then her eyes turned completely black, and she squinted at me, baring pointed teeth. “I would expect absolutely nothing less, given your reputation.”

As I jogged forward to catch up with my friends, I worked not to show the jolt of fear that shot through me at her expression.

* * *
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“YOU GUYS HAVE ANY IDEA what’s going on?” Hazel asked as she slid into the row Angelica, Zanya, and I had taken. Everyone else murmured their denials. I simply stared off at the sections where the older students were sitting.

“There’s Tony,” I murmured. My friends would all assume I was watching for my crush. But really, I was trying to figure out how he was doing. 

Not well, given how pale and drawn he looked.

Bad enough for Angelica to comment on it. “Is he okay?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know.”

Zanya leaned past the centaur shifter. “How did your date go Friday?”

I glared at Angelica. “Did you tell everyone?”

She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Not everyone.”

“Well?” Hazel asked from the other side of Zanya.

“It was fine,” I answered shortly. “We went to the film showing, then we talked about eighties movies. Raiders of the Lost Ark, mainly.”

“Was there any kissing?” Hazel asked.

“Raiders of the Lost Ark doesn’t sound like a kissing kind of conversation,” Zanya opined.

“Besides, Kacie always blushes when you talk about dates, and she’s not blushing now,” Angelica added. “I’m betting there was no kissing.”

Then you’d be betting wrong. I didn’t say anything aloud, though. I was too afraid I would blurt out the truth of what had happened.

Besides, I was too busy trying to locate everyone who’d been at the scene of the body discovery Friday night.

I expected Ms. Gayle would be on the stage in a few moments.

Mr. Jamison paced along the bottom of the stage, almost visible anger radiating from him in a thunderous cloud that hovered over his head.

The three instructors who had levitated Davis’s body out of the snow huddled on the other side of the room, their faces still grim.

Ms. Hush, although she had not actually been there, was still a major player in this drama, though right now she had had all but faded into the woodwork along the side of the room.

Ms. Gayle didn’t give the audience in the auditorium time much time to speculate about why we were there. She strode out onto the center of the stage and plucked a microphone off the stand. As usual, she wore high heels and a skirt. Today, she also wore a sweater in the school’s colors.

I suddenly remembered the last headmaster, Mr. Finnegan, explaining to me that the burgundy color represented the blood spilled in defense of hunters.

I shivered in my seat.

“Hello, everyone,” Ms. Gayle said. “Can I have your attention please?” She paused, making eye contact with various sides of the room. When the room grew quiet, she began speaking. “I’m very sorry to announce that we’ve had a death on campus.” She waited for a few seconds for the gasps and audible responses of, “What?” and “Oh, no!” to die down.

“We are in the process of arranging to conduct an investigation into this death. Many of you knew the student, Davis Carruthers.”

The whispers and gasps grew louder.

“Those of you who were friends with Davis may receive a request to speak with investigators. We ask that you please do so as quickly as possible. We would like to be able to get his family the closure they deserve at this time. In the meantime, please maintain your usual schedules. If you need to speak to a counselor, contact my office. We will be making those arrangements this week.”

She moved back toward the stand, setting the microphone in place and leaning forward to say, “Thank you. If you will please—”

Her closing remarks, however, were interrupted by Mr. Jamison, who had stopped pacing, and now stood in front of the stage, his arms crossed over his chest belligerently. He leaned forward, pointed at Ms. Gayle with one jabbing forefinger, and shouted at the top of his lungs, “I demand that you arrest that wraith!”

This time, I gasped, turning to look at Ms. Hush. I noticed that only about a quarter of the audience looked at her, too.

That must be how many of us can see and remember her.

Ms. Gayle tilted her head to one side inquisitively. She opened her mouth as if to ask Mr. Jamison why he would have his fellow instructor locked up. However, his next shout overrode her, drowning out her voice with his own.

“I demand you lock her up under suspicion of murder.”

His final word, murder, echoed through the sudden silence of the auditorium, reverberating with the accusation.
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The auditorium erupted in shouts. Overriding everything else was Mr. Jamison’s voice demanding that Ms. Gayle lock up Ms. Hush while he conducted the investigation. That only lasted a few seconds, however, until Ms. Gayle took the microphone back in hand and announced that instructors would be meeting in the commons room of the administration building and students should plan to return to class after lunch.

Ms. Gayle all but slammed the microphone back down and to the stand and stomped offstage.

Mr. Jamison was still shouting after her. His voice cut across the babble. “I call for a vote of no-confidence in Ms. Gayle’s leadership as headmistress,” he bellowed. “I demand a vote of no-confidence!”

I glanced around, suddenly realizing that Ms. Hush had disappeared entirely. I wondered if she had left before or after Ms. Gayle had announced the teachers’ meeting. Or during. That could have been a good time to make her escape.

For that matter, I wondered if she planned to go to the teachers’ meeting at all.

Mr. Jamison raced around to the side of the stage and up atop it, chasing after Ms. Gayle. They both disappeared backstage.

Everyone in the auditorium was talking, shocked voices echoing through the room. Every so often, a phrase would float to the top of the noise.

“Can’t believe it.”

“...how was he murdered?”

“...wraiths kill for pleasure...”

“Jamison is right...”

“...doesn’t have what it takes to lead. No-confidence vote is the way to go.”

None of this felt right. Mr. Jamison was not the kind of instructor who would do this. He was a nice guy. And if you’d asked me before today, I would have said that he was more likely to try to talk to someone quietly, in person, rather than tossing out screaming accusations in the middle of an assembly.

Whole chunks of this didn’t make sense. Why was Jamison so certain Ms. Hush had something to do with Davis’s murder?

But wait, that tiny little voice in the back of my mind that irritated me so much whispered. Who on campus would be a better scapegoat than Ms. Hush? Especially if she really is a former member of the Lusus Naturae?

I frowned at the empty stage, trying to follow that train of thought, that small niggling of intuition telling me that something here wasn’t right. 

As I stared at the stage, Mr. Jamison came stalking onto it again. With a scowl, he made his way back out into the auditorium audience.

“Let’s get out of here,” Angelica said, giving me a little shove and jolting me out of my brown study. 

We made our way out of the row of seats just as Mr. Jamison walked up the aisle. 

“Is this yours?” he asked, his tone oddly intent as he handed something to Angelica. She took a nondescript pen from him and glanced at it. 

“No, I don’t think so,” she said, handing it back to him.

“Hm. Never mind, then,” he said, rushing toward the exit.

He’s acting so strange, I thought as I stared after him.

“We have the rest of the morning free,” Angelica continued. “Want to go grab coffee at the diner?”

“Let me see if I can find Tony first,” I said distractedly. “I think he and Davis Carruthers were friends.”

There. That would give me an excuse to talk about what was going on more than I might if it were some random stranger who’d been murdered on campus.

I shook my head. Like there was any such thing as talking too much about an event like this.

Still, every bit of intuition I had was screaming at me to be quiet, to not let on just how interested I was in what was going on.

That same intuition got me involved in sending Santa Claus back to hell, I reflected wryly. Following it might not be my best idea ever.

* * *
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OUTSIDE, I CAUGHT SIGHT of Tony striding toward his dorm and jogged over to catch up with him. “Hey! Wait up?”

Tony paused, but barely long enough for me to catch up.

“How are you doing?” I asked, hoping my real concern came through my voice.

Tony shrugged and shook his head. “They’re so busy fighting over who gets blamed for it that they don’t even care what happened to Davis.”

He was right, I realized. Whatever had been going on among the faculty members in there, it had nothing to do with Davis and everything to do with themselves.

“You want to go get coffee or sit somewhere and talk or something?” I didn’t really know what I could say to even begin to make him feel better, but I felt like I needed to do something. I wanted to do something.

But he shook his head. “No. I can’t be around people right now. They’ll all just want to talk about it like it’s the latest sensation. Something out of a tabloid.” A muscle in his cheek jumped as he gnashed his teeth. “I know we’re supposed to accept that death happens to hunters.” His hands fisted into balls at his side. “But it’s supposed to happen in a fight for what’s right. There was nothing glorious about the way Davis died. Nothing.”

I reached out to touch his arm with my fingertips, and he flinched away. I dropped my hand, but I had to say what I was thinking. “We don’t know that he wasn’t fighting for something good and right.”

He spun on me, his tone vicious. “And if those idiots who run the school don’t figure out how to investigate it better than they already are, we never will know.” He gasped, the sound almost a sob, and shook his head. “I’m sorry. It’s just... There was nothing dignified about that. It was simply...”

“Ugly death,” I finished for him.

“Yeah.” He looked around at all the students making their way to different parts of the campus to spend their free morning. “And right now, I don’t know that I believe any of it—any of this—is worth it.”

“It is,” I said. “I have to believe that all of this is worth it. Otherwise, the Lusus Naturae would take over everything. And then they’d wipe out humans.”

“And would that be such a terrible thing?” Tony asked bitterly.

I stared at him, open-mouthed, unable to believe what he’d just said.

“I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m not thinking clearly this morning. I haven’t been sleeping well.” He reached down past my wrist to give my hand a quick squeeze. “I’m going to go upstairs and see if I can get a nap in. I’ll be in touch later, okay?”

I nodded. “Okay. Sleep well.” I hesitated for a second, then stood up on my tiptoes to brush a kiss across his cheek. “Feel better. And if you ever want to talk, just let me know, okay?”

“Yeah. Sure.” He gave my hand another squeeze and then turned to head into his dorm. I frowned as I watched him retreat.

When I turned to walk toward my own dorm, I discovered Souji standing about twenty feet behind me, watching me with that enigmatic feline gaze of his.

He loped away before I got close enough to say anything.

Ugh. “Boys,” I sighed in irritation before heading up to my room—where I planned to avoid socializing with or even thinking about any of the boys in my life or their emotional responses to recent events.

* * *
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ONCE I GOT UP TO MY room, I stared around at the emptiness, wondering if I should go find Angelica, after all.

But in the end, I couldn’t bring myself to spend time with other students. I wasn’t as despondent as Tony, but I didn’t want to listen to everyone speculating about what had happened to Davis and how, either.

Instead, I pulled out my parabiology textbook and opened it to the section on wraiths. Skimming through the chapter, I found the information on their usual methods of attack.

Wraiths are indirect killers, the text noted, more likely to induce a victim to commit suicide than to attack directly.

The image of Davis’s body, hacked in two, flashed through my mind. That was so strange. Why would Ms. Hush go through the trouble of cutting him up?

I read some more. That was all the text had to say about wraiths killing—but it went on to discuss the long history of fear surrounding wraiths because of their self-defense mechanisms.

People were terrified of wraiths because they hid so well right out in the open.

That definitely fit what I had seen with Ms. Hush. Once people realized she was here, they got really strange about her.

Like Mr. Jamison, for example. He was absolutely insane about her—and about Ms. Gayle’s connection to her.

With a sigh, I went back to reading about wraiths, hoping to find something useful.

I was still reading when two adult hunters showed up at my dorm door. 
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At the unexpected knock, I opened my door to find an official-looking group standing in the hallway, including Ms. Gayle, Mr. Jamison, and two other people I did not know.

“Miss Deluca,” Ms. Gayle greeted me.

I leaned against the door jamb, blocking the entrance into my room. “Hi. How can I help you?” I said.

Ms. Gayle looked past me as if expecting me to be trying to hide something in my room. “We are beginning the investigation into Davis Carruthers’s death. It’s being undertaken by a joint task force.” I noticed the tiniest hint of an eye roll when she said the words. “Mr. Jamison will be participating, as well as Mr. Souji and Ms. Patel.” She gestured

“Mr. Souji?” I blinked.

“Yes, this is Souji Kaito’s brother, Reo, and his partner, Laxmi Patel.”

Souji Reo. My face flared up bright red as I made a humiliating realization.

I’m an idiot.

Souji was my hunting partner’s last name. Not his first name. Because he was Japanese, and their family names come first.

All this time, I had been calling him by his last name.

Of course, so had everyone else

Still, I felt like I should have known. I was his hunting partner, after all. We were supposed to work together constantly.

Not for the first time, I was hit by how unnecessary Souji’s determination to stay in his panther form was—and how difficult it made some aspects of our training.

I covered my embarrassment by inviting them all into my room. Erin and I had only two chairs, one for each desk, so I didn’t even have anywhere for everyone to sit, unless they wanted to plop down on my roommate’s bed.

I wasn’t going to offer that, though.

However, I did choose to perch on the edge of my own bed. The two hunters took the desk chairs, while Mr. Jamison stood beside them—it looked like he was taking the opportunity to tower over them, something he could do only when they were seated, and he stood.

Ms. Gayle, on the other hand, drifted over to the window and stared down at the ground below, as if she were trying to ignore the entire proceedings.

“We have a few questions to ask you,” Souji’s brother—also Souji, I thought in irritation—said.

“Okay. I also have some things that might be helpful that I’ve noticed,” I suggested.

“We’ll get to those in a few moments,” the second hunter, Ms. Patel said. 

As my Souji’s brother—I decided to call him Reo in my head, just keep them separate—leaned forward, I examined his face for similarities to Souji’s.

I thought I could see it, but I’d only ever seen Souji in his human form once. I’d be more likely to be able to see similarities in their panther forms.

“Tell us how you came upon the body Friday night,” Reo said.

“Tony Eckles and I were out for a walk,” I said. I began describing everything that had happened—leaving out the kiss, though. That wasn’t really any of their business. I simply said that I’d stepped off the path accidentally and stumbled over the body.

“Okay,” Ms. Patel said. “What are you doing out in the woods that late?”

“I told you, I was out for a walk. With Tony.”

“Yes, but why there?”

“I wanted to stay inside the Academy’s wards.”

“And you say you stumbled off the path?”

“Yes.”

“Hm.” She scribbled something on the notepad in front of her.

“And where was your hunting partner during this?” Mr. Jamison interjected from his spot next to Souji’s brother.

Reo flashed an irritated glance at him.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I was on a date. I don’t usually take my hunting partner with me on those.” 

Never mind that it was one of the only dates I’d had, and Souji had ended up hanging around at some point on all of them.

“What did you think when you found the body?” Ms. Patel said.

“I vomited. I wasn’t really thinking much at that point.”

“Your classmates tell me you spoke to your parabiology instructor on the way to the auditorium this morning,” Mr. Jamison interjected again.

“I did.” I knew I sounded defensive, but something about him was getting on my nerves today. Okay. Everything about him.

He narrowed his eyes at me. “What exactly did you talk about?” 

Why did that matter? It wasn’t like she was going to announce it to me if she had killed Davis. “We discussed the fact that I’m having an easier time focusing on her than some other students are,” I said. I shrugged. “That’s all. We were tying it into our parabiology lessons.” I gestured toward the textbook, still open on my bed.

“I see.” As if not to be outdone by the other hunters in the room, Mr. Jamison jotted down notes in his own notebook.

The hunting partners glanced at each other. “You said you had some ideas that we might find useful?” Reo asked.

“Yes. I saw the body when they brought it up out of the ground,” I began.

“From under the snow,” Mr. Jamison corrected, his tone harsh.

I glanced at him and frowned. “Okay. Out from under the snow. It was in two pieces.”

“Yes,” Ms. Patel prodded me when I stopped speaking.

“It’s just that my date, Tony, is friends with Davis. Was friends with him, I mean. And he says that Davis stayed in his centaur form on campus.” I waited for them to pick up the thread of my thought. But they all just stared at me. I inhaled, ready to continue what I was thinking. “So I’ve been wondering, why would his body be human in both halves?”

Reo squinted at me and chewed on his bottom lip. “What significance do you think that might have?” he asked.

“I don’t know. It just seems like it would be difficult for someone Ms. Hush’s size—” 

“Whose size?” Mr. Jamison asked.

“I’m sorry. I haven’t been able to remember the parabiology instructor’s name. Ms. Hush is just what I call her.”

“Fair enough,” Reo said. Ms. Patel nodded, too.

“Anyway,” I continued, “someone her size would have an awful lot of trouble overcoming a centaur, wouldn’t she? Especially one who usually used his horse half?”

Mr. Jamison flipped his notebook closed with a snap. “I don’t think you have any idea how strong a wraith can be,” he said dismissively.

I frowned. “No, but my textbook...”

“Doesn’t give you all the information you might need,” he interrupted again.

This time, even the off-campus hunters frowned at him. 

“Thank you,” Ms. Patel said to me. “We’ll definitely take that into consideration.”

But I was absolutely certain they wouldn’t. Not given the way they were getting ready to leave.

“Just do me a favor, would you?” I asked. “Ask Tony about it. He’s the one who told me that Davis never used his human legs on campus.”

“We definitely will,” Reo said. “Thank you for your time. We appreciate it.”

Part of me wanted to howl in frustration. They were planning to continue investigating, but they weren’t taking everything into account. I was sure of it.

Mr. Jamison stepped out of my room first, all but slamming the door open. Ms. Patel followed him out. Reo, on the other hand, gestured Ms. Gayle out first ahead of him, hanging back to speak to me. He turned his back to the hallway and dropped his voice. “Would it be okay if I came by to talk to you about my brother later?” he asked.

“Of course.” I almost instantly regretted my hasty answer. I suspected Souji wouldn’t appreciate me talking to anyone about him.

Still, maybe I could learn something more about my own hunting partner from a family member.

“Tomorrow for lunch, possibly?” he asked.

“Sure. I’d like that.”

“It was nice meeting you, Kacie,” he said.

“You, too,” I said as he left my room.

I shut my door behind them and stood there staring at the floor for a long moment.

Mr. Jamison was determined to blame Ms. Hush for the murder. And I really didn’t think Reo and his partner were paying careful attention to all the possible factors.

I couldn’t be sure there were going to follow up on the information I had given them.

I really didn’t want to get involved.

I heaved a sigh. More than that, I don’t want Ms. Hush to go to hunters’ prison for something she didn’t do, just because she’s a wraith and people don’t like her.

No. I was going to have to start my own investigation, whether I liked it or not.

I grabbed my phone from where it sat on the desk and sent a text to Angelica:

Hey. Can I ask you some questions about centaurs?
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We agreed to meet at the diner, but when I came out of my room twenty minutes later, Angelica was leaning against the wall in the hallway.

“I thought we were going to the diner,” I said, surprised to find her waiting.

“Oh, yeah. But I was nearby on campus and thought I’d go ahead and meet up with you here instead.”

It seemed odd but plausible.

“Okay. Maybe I can ask you some questions while we walk?”

“Sure.”

“What sorts of things might make a centaur shift involuntarily?” I asked, figuring I might as well get straight to the important stuff. It wasn’t like Angelica wasn’t going to figure out why I was asking her questions about centaurs. Not with the dead student on campus.

“There are some things that can do that,” she said. She glanced around, looking worried. “Listen, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“Okay. You can tell me anything, Angelica. We’re friends, right?”

She nodded. “Actually, I need to show you. Can you come with me?”

“Of course.” Her tone was worrying me a little.

“Oh, good. I think it might be important, but I don’t know for sure. I really want your opinion.”

I frowned. “Is it something we should tell the investigators? They have two hunters on campus now looking into Davis’s death.”

Angelica stopped and tilted her head as if considering. “No. Not yet. I really want to know what you think first. It may not even be important. I’d hate to bother them for nothing. Maybe we should see it first.”

“Okay. I’ll come with you to take a look at it.”

Angelica led me toward the edge of campus. “Is this where you went on your walk with Tony on your date the other night?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No, we were more toward the north side of campus.”

“Oh. Okay.” 

“Maybe you should tell me where it is you’re taking me,” I suggested. 

She nodded. “It’s up by the old well house, behind the gym.”

I followed her around the edge of the gymnasium, to the far side of the well house. “I thought this building was shut down ages ago.”

Angelica nodded. “It was. That’s not what I want you to see. Come here.” She waved me over and pointed toward the ground. “Down there.” 

I bent over, peering at the dirt. “I don’t see anything.”

Something sharp jabbed me in my upper arm, and I cried out just as Angelica’s hand came down over my mouth.

Everything swam in front of me. I tried to ask what was going on, but all that came out of my mouth were strange, elongated noises that had little to do with language. My limbs went numb, and I could have sworn that Angelica caught me with someone else’s hands.

I drifted in and out of consciousness as those other hands dragged me inside the now-open door of the well house.

I’d seen those hands before. They dropped me to the ground, and a figure swayed almost into focus above me.

It was Davis. His top half, floating, but not like it had been floating before. This time, he was moving. Saying something about interfering where I didn’t belong.

His voice was different, too. It kept changing.

So did his face.

I heard something clink behind us as he shut the door. Then he picked me up by my wrists and dragged me down a circular staircase. My legs thumped down behind me.

The hands that dragged me kept changing. They were Angelica’s, then Mr. Jamison’s, then Davis’s.

I must be dreaming. This had to be a nightmare. Any minute, I would come out of it, wake up in my own room.

And then he was dumping me in a heap next to...himself?

I rolled my head from one side to another, staring first at the Mr. Jamison beside me, and then at whatever it was standing above me. Sometimes Mr. Jamison, sometimes Angelica, sometimes Davis.

“What are you?” I managed to spit out. The question was understandable, even though my words were slurred.

And then, to my horror, the things standing over me shifted again, and it was like looking into a mirror.

It clenched its fists—my fists—and said, “I’m you.”

It spoke with my voice.

And then it used my hands to chain me to a bolt in the floor next to the unmoving form of Mr. Jamison.

“So you were planning to go to meet with Angelica and asked some questions about centaurs?” the me-in-front-of-me asked. “I think I can handle that.”  

It began systematically stripping my clothes off of me, so that when it was done, I lay naked, shivering on the floor, while it wore my clothing.

Whatever it had given me in that injection was already beginning to wear off, leaving behind a mild nausea. That feeling only intensified when I glanced around and realized there were brownish-red stains on the stone floor. Bloodstains.

“This is where you did it, isn’t it? This is where you killed Davis Carruthers.”

Whatever it was that had taken my shape snarled at me. “If he had simply shifted into his human form I would not have had to.”

“Oh, yes. I’m certain it was all his fault.” I couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of my tone. It was unfortunate, too, because I’d had on serious boots when I left my room earlier—and the kick this shape-stealer aimed at my stomach hurt. I coughed and gagged, trying to keep from vomiting from the pain.

“And now, because of you, there’s a hunt on for a killer.” It was strange to see me shake my head. “But they won’t suspect you. And now that you’ve gotten close to that wraith bitch, I’ll be able to take her down.”

Should I keep it talking? Figure out what it was doing and why?

“So she deserved to die?”

It laughed, sounding horrifically cheerful in my voice. “Traitors all deserve to die. She never should have abandoned our cause.”

It all fell together. It was that simple. Ms. Hush had left the Lusus Naturae to come over to the hunters’ side, for whatever reasons that happened. And now the Lusus Naturae were determined to kill her for it.

“And then what?” I asked. “How will you get away?”

The Lusus Naturae member in front of me simply laughed. “I don’t have time to tell you everything. I’ll only be able to hold this form for a little while. Don’t want to waste precious time.” It grinned. “But I’ll be back to take care of you, too. You’ll be a nice bonus—there’s a good little bounty on your head.” 

And with that, it was gone, my boots clomping back up the stairs.

Mr. Jamison had not moved at all during that conversation. I reached out and poked at him, trying to decide if he was even still alive.

The clothes that the Lusus Naturae had discarded—the ones that I assumed must have been Mr. Jamison’s originally, or maybe Davis’s—were scattered all across the floor. I stretched out with a foot and snagged a T-shirt. It was enough to cover me, at least. Then I went back to poking Mr. Jamison.

“Wake up, please?” He didn’t move.

A moment later, the light went out entirely, leaving me in utter darkness.

I couldn’t help but let out a tiny whimper.
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“Who’s there?” The voice came out of the darkness next to me.

“Mr. Jamison?” I gasped.

“No,” he all but sobbed. “That’s me. You are not Mr. Jamison. You cannot have my form.”

“No, no. It’s me—it’s Kacie Deluca.”

“Oh, no,” Mr. Jamison moaned. “It got you, too?”

“Yeah. What is that thing?”

I heard him shifting around in the darkness, sitting up next to me. “It’s a doppelgänger.”

“A what?”

“It can take on other people’s forms for a short time, but only if it touches them.”

I thought back to the way it had handed Angelica her pen. That must have been when it had gotten her form. And then it had dragged me into this abandoned building. “But it’s been on campus for days,” I said. “It’s had the chance to touch dozens of people.”

“Its goal is to assassinate the new parabiology instructor, the wraith.”

“And I gave it the perfect excuse to get close to her when I said I could see her better than my classmates,” I groaned.

“It’s been giving me something to depress my psychic abilities,” Mr. Jamison said. “But maybe we could pool our power together.”

“Sure.” I was willing to try anything. “What do we do?” I asked.

“Reach out, see if you can hold my hand.”

Mr. Jamison’s hand was cold, and I could feel him shivering through the contact.

“Are you sure this is something you need to be doing?” I asked.

“I have to. This monster has used my form for days. I will do anything I can to stop it from reaching its goal.”

“Okay,” I agreed. I understood that desire.

I don’t know how long we spent in the dark trying to pool our psychic power, fighting against our own exhaustion and whatever drugs the doppelgänger had given us.

Finally, after what felt like days and probably was hours, the tiniest spark seemed to flare between us.

“There,” I exclaimed excitedly. “Did you feel that?”

“Yes.” Mr. Jamison’s exhausted voice came from of the dark. “We can use that, connect it to the doppelgänger, keep it confused.”

“Confused how?”

“Doppelgängers draw their strength from their victims—and they draw their knowledge from them, as well. As long as he keeps us drugged and docile, he can pull information from our minds.”

“But with this?” I prodded.

“If we push enough psychic power into this, if we share our minds, we can confuse it. Maybe even enough so it won’t be able to keep its shape.”

“And then, maybe someone will see him? Or her? Whatever it is?”

“Yes, see it for what it is.”

I considered that for a long moment. “How will that save us?”

Mr. Jamison’s laugh didn’t hold any humor. “It won’t.”

I swallowed against the sudden lump in my throat. I remembered Tony saying just this morning—or was it yesterday by now?—That Davis’s death had not been for any higher purpose.

But at least mine can be.

I inhaled deeply. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

Mr. Jamison’s fingers closed around mine, and I felt the power pulsing between us, faintly at first, and then more strongly.

With it came images. Mr. Jamison and a woman, two small children. His family. Their names came to me as if I knew them. Sondra, Basil, Haley. And then I was in some of the scenes, as well, talking to these people I’d never met.

Moments later, Mr. Jamison was in my mind, chatting with my parents, watching as Souji and I practiced sparring, standing off to the side as Tony brushed his lips across mine. I blushed, but I didn’t try to stop the exchange of information.

“That’s a good start,” Mr. Jamison said. “Let’s try to go deeper.”

I opened myself to him completely. If I was going to die, it didn’t matter what he knew. Not if it could help save others.

And it was like I knew everything he knew for just an instant. We were swirling together, and I didn’t know where Everest Jamison ended and Kacela Deluca began.

I don’t know how long we floated like that.

But another booted kick to the stomach pushed us apart and sent me rolling over, clutching my stomach and retching.

“You nearly ruined everything!” The doppelgänger raged, marching up and down in front of us. I blinked tears out of my eyes and looked up to find a horrific amalgamation of three of us in front of me—Mr. Jamison’s legs, Davis’s torso, and my own face. I recoiled in horror.

“You’re just lucky no one saw me like this.” It marched up and down, muttering. It took me a moment to realize that the things it was saying didn’t really make any sense, then another moment after that to recognize that I could see it because the light was back on. 

I glanced over at Mr. Jamison. He was eyeing the doppelgänger intently. “Were you able to kill the wraith?” he asked.

The doppelgänger hissed and spun on him. “No.” Then he turned on me. “And it’s all your fault.”

“My fault?” I shook my head and turned my hands up in a shrug, even as I scuttled back out of reach of those boots of mine.

If I got out of this, I might never wear them again.

“How is it my fault?”

“You can’t be killed. I have to keep you.” Its form shifted as I watched, melting away through Davis’s face, and on to Jamison’s. I glanced over at the real Mr. Jamison, who gave an almost imperceptible nod. Whatever we had done to confuse it was working. He gave a little roll of his finger as if to tell me to keep it talking.

I could do that. I had questions to ask—whether or not this creature could answer them.

One, in particular, had been pressing against me for days. “This is a campus full of hunters-in-training. Why am I the one who keeps getting mixed up in these things?”

“Because you’re special,” the faux-Jamison said. “Hasn’t anyone told you yet?”

I stared at him blankly. “No, I’m not. I can’t even do basic magic. My psychic ability is barely any better than it was when it was blocked.”

“Ah, but why do you think it was blocked?” he asked—but then the moment of lucidity was over, and he was back to mumbling. “Why? Why indeed? Why hide the magic of the girl with the power, the girl with the bloodlines, the girl with the blood. Blood. Oh, there was so much blood.”

Was he talking about when he’d killed Davis?

“Blood?” I asked, trying to keep my voice gentle. “You mean when you had to cut that boy?”

“Oh, yes,” he breathed out. “Had to cut him. He wouldn’t shift, wouldn’t change, and I couldn’t make the horse legs work. Needed human legs. Can’t do halves. I told him. Can’t do halves. So I halved him.”

My stomach lurched at the picture I was putting together. But I had to know for sure, so I kept talking. “You couldn’t copy his centaur shape, the one with the horse legs, so you tried to get him to shift to his human form?”

“Yes. Human form. Horrific human.” He made a gagging noise. “So I kept cutting.”

How had this monster kept himself together long enough to impersonate Mr. Jamison?

It sure wasn’t keeping itself together now. Its form melted and reformed in front of me, taking on parts of the three of us. 

“But now all I have are halves. Pieces.” With a glance down at his misshapen body, he scuttled across the room on Jamison’s legs and caressed my face with Davis’s hand. 

I threw an anguished look at the real Mr. Jamison—but he was busy working on something in his hand. 

And then he held it up triumphantly behind the doppelgänger’s back for me to see: a key.

The key—the key to the chains that held us down here.

At some point, he had managed to pluck it off the monster.

He waited until the doppelgänger went back to pacing and muttering. And then he handed it to me. 

Go, he mouthed at me. I unlocked my chain, then offered to give the key back, but Mr. Jamison pointed at the top of the stairs. I would need the key up there. And he wanted me to leave him here.

Could I do it?

Yes—but only if I took the doppelgänger with me. I wouldn’t let it stay down here and kill Mr. Jamison. 

I would send someone back to save him.

If it was the last thing I did.

Quietly, I unhooked my chain, watching to make sure the doppelgänger was still distracted. 

And then I threw the chain aside with a loud rattle and bolted toward the stairway.
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Chapter 12
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Mr. Jamison had been right—at the top of the stairs, I had to use the key again. The doppelgänger had chased after me as soon as he realized what was happening, and the door slowed me down so much that it almost caught up with me.

I burst out of the well house into the bright afternoon light. I hadn’t been down there nearly as long as it felt like. It was still daylight. Classes were even still in session.

I made a beeline for the nearest classroom building. I hit it at full tilt, running down the hall and screaming at the top of my lungs. 

And the doppelgänger was right behind me, also screaming at the top of my lungs.

Classrooms emptied out, instructors and students pouring into the hallway to find...

Me. Facing off against myself.

Oh, no. Whatever had caused the doppelgänger to decompensate had faded in the face of the adrenaline rush of a chase. It was holding my form perfectly.

“Help!” I shouted. “It’s a doppelgänger, and it killed Davis Carruthers.”

“Help!” it copied me. “That’s the doppelgänger, and it killed Davis Carruthers.”

Everyone around us looked from me to it and back again.

I gestured down at my bare legs and feet, the T-shirt I wore that barely covered me at all. “It kidnapped me and held me prisoner. That’s why I’m dressed like this.”

“It didn’t have any of my clothes. That’s why it’s dressed like that,” the doppelgänger said.

Two of the instructors glanced at one another. “Everyone wait here,” one of them said. “We’ll get Ms. Gayle and the investigating hunters here to take care of this.”

“Call Souji,” I said suddenly. “My hunting partner. He’ll be able to tell us apart.” I hoped I was right. But somehow, deep inside, I knew I was. He would never mistake this monster for me.

The instructor who’d spoken nodded. “Okay,” he said. “We can call both. Just wait here.”

I heaved a sigh of relief. There was no way Souji would get us mixed up.

Still, I watched the doppelgänger carefully.

It kept its eye on me, and I was so busy watching it to make sure it didn’t lash out and hurt someone, that I completely missed when it simply reached out and touched the closest person.

I realized what was happening seconds too late. “Watch out!” I shouted.

But the doppelgänger had grabbed its latest victim by the hands and swung him around in a circle, until there were two of them standing there, with no way to tell them apart. I’d been wearing a school uniform. We all dressed alike. If it hadn’t had to switch from instructor’s clothing, I probably would’ve still been dressed, and there wouldn’t been any way at all to tell us apart.

It blended into the students perfectly, ducking and weaving through the students gathered around, reaching out and touching them one after another, its hair and face changing, sliding, helping it blend even more.

The instructors cursed and took off after the doppelgänger.

And that’s when my psychic powers decided to kick in.

At least this time I knew I was sending out a blast. 

Probably anyone with any psychic ability within a hundred-mile radius heard me. That’s what Mr. Meriwether, the new psychics instructor, told me later. He laughed as he said it, but it was humiliating to me. Later, anyway. Right at that moment, I didn’t care, as long as someone caught the doppelgänger.

But they didn’t. It kept everyone running all that day, and a giant manhunt—or doppelgänger hunt, anyway—went on that day and the next.

I led Ms. Gayle down to find Mr. Jamison in the well house basement before I joined in the hunt.

He’d been locked away down there long enough to be suffering from exposure.

But he lived.

Which is more than was true of Davis Carruthers.

And for the first time since I’d gotten to the Hunters’ Academy, I knew what it felt like to really fail. 

Not like failing to be able to control magic in class or failing to be able to send psychic message exactly what I wanted to.

But real failure. 

The kind that might mean people around me died horrible deaths.

I joined the hunt for the doppelgänger all that night. Souji stayed next to me, and we crisscrossed all the campus lands for as long as we could stand it, until even Ms. Gayle told me she understood why I wanted to continue searching, but she simply could not allow it.

I quit searching.

But it felt like letting Davis Carruthers die all over again.

* * *
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“IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT, you know,” Souji Reo said to me the next day. “Even Laxmi and I stopped the search. The doppelgänger is no longer on campus.”

“Yeah, but you and Laxmi,” I said, “didn’t have him take your shape.”

He gave me a half grin, and suddenly I saw exactly how he looked like his brother when they were in their human forms. Like my partner, Reo was drop-dead gorgeous. I had to fight down a little flutter in my stomach when he smiled at me.

“No, but we’re the hunters who were supposed to come here to solve this murder. Instead, a first-year student figured it out first.”

I shook my head. “I stumbled over the body. I keep ending up having to try to figure these things out, and I don’t know why.”

Reo’s eyes narrowed. “No one’s told you anything?”

“No. And it’s beginning to make me angry. Because I’m pretty sure everyone here knows something I don’t.” I glared at him suspiciously.

He shrugged. “I don’t know anything more than you do.” That grin of his spread to cover his entire face. “But I’ll see what I can find out while I’m here.”

“While you’re here?” I found myself smiling back at him for no real reason except he was so pretty when he smiled that I didn’t want him to stop.

“Yeah. The Hunters’ Council feels that the Academy is in some amount of danger as long as there’s a doppelgänger around who can take on so many students’ shapes. Laxmi and I have been assigned here for the foreseeable future.”

“So does that mean you don’t want to hear what I might have to say about your brother?”

He leaned forward, put his chin in his hands, and turn the wattage on that smile up to eleven. “Oh, I definitely want to hear more. I just think you can take your time telling me now.

I cracked up laughing and then looked up to find Tony and Souji standing together outside the window of the diner. Tony was scowling, and Souji was staring at me unblinkingly.

“Oh, no. That is not okay.” I stood up and drop my napkin on the table.

Marching outside, I pointed at the two of them. “You two need to quit acting like you have some kind of claim on me. Souji, I will talk to your brother as often as I want to. Tony, I’m talking to my hunting partner’s brother and an official appointee of the Hunters’ Council. So you can both quit. Nobody gets to make any kind of comment, verbal or otherwise, on what I do with my time.” 

I turned around and stomped back into the diner. Seconds later, the doorbell jingled a second time. I turned around to see Angelica strolling in behind me.

I froze, worried for a second that it might be the doppelgänger. But she grinned called out across the diner, “See? I told you. You can out-badass both of them. You got this, girlfriend.”

With a snicker, I dropped into the booth across from Souji’s brother.

“Now,” I said, “what were you saying about helping me figure out why everyone keeps acting like I’m so special?”

* * *
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Hunters’ Academy 1: Entrance Exam

Survive or Die.

It's not much of a school motto—not as inspiring as, say, "Let us give light to the world," or "Knowledge is liberty," or even just "Light and Truth." Those are all real school mottos. So is this one. It belongs to the Hunters' Academy. And now, so do I.  
Since she was twelve years old, Kacela Deluca has suffered debilitating migraines. On the eve of her sixteenth birthday, she learns her headaches are the result of untapped psychic abilities. She's given a choice: continue to suffer or leave behind everything she knows and join the Hunters’ Academy. The only catch? If she doesn’t pass the entrance exam, she’ll die. 
A teen with blocked psychic powers, a panther shifter who can't—or won't—shift, a secret academy, and the power to defend the entire world...if only Kacie can unleash her potential before it's too late. 
Fans of Vampire Academy, Mortal Instruments, Harry Potter, and Dragon School will love Hunters’ Academy! 
Entrance Exam is episode one of Hunters’ Academy - expect a new episode every month beginning Fall 2018! 

Order Now
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Hunters’ Academy 2: Winter Break
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Santa’s Claws have come to town...
The worst part of having to stay at the Hunters’ Academy over the winter break is the pure boredom of it. With most of the other students away for the holidays, Kacie has little to do but read and watch movies...and practice all the hunting moves she learned in her first semester. 
When her boredom sends her on a run into the nearby human town, she discovers something horrific preying on the local children. But of everyone still on campus, she’s the only one who can see it—and that means she’ll have to put those hunting skills into practice much sooner than she expected.

Order Now!

* * *
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Hunters’ Academy 3: Crash Course

IF THE COURSE LOAD doesn’t kill her, one of her teachers might.

Having passed the Entrance Exam, sixteen-year-old Kacie DeLuca is ready to buckle down and learn to be a true Hunter. But the Academy’s headmistress has hired a new instructor—a former member of the Lusus Naturae, the self-described “freaks of nature” with dark plans to subjugate humanity. 

When a student’s mutilated body is discovered on campus, all signs point to the new teacher’s guilt, and Kacie might be the only one who believes in her innocence. Worse, Kacie’s magics instructor has been assigned to investigate the murder and seems determined to ignore crucial evidence.

With no clear sense of where everyone’s loyalties lie, Kacela is about to get a crash course in what it really means to be a monster hunter. 

Order Now!
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Hunters’ Academy 4: Independent Study

SHE’S ON THE DEAN’S list. And not in a good way.

When Kacie DeLuca broke through the psychic blocks the evil Lusus Naturae placed on her, she thought she was free to complete her studies at the Hunters’ Academy.

She was wrong. 

Now that she’s able to use her powers, the monsters are more determined than ever to keep her from becoming a full-fledged hunter, sending agents to attack her at every turn.

But Kacie still doesn’t know why they’re targeting her in particular, and the Academy’s new headmistress isn’t sharing what she knows.

So Kacie and her hunting partner set out to track down the truth on their own—and run headlong into danger of the worst kind.

Order Now
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Hunters’ Academy 5: Valentine’s Dance

IT’LL BE A HELL OF a dance.

When a fire threatens to engulf the school the night of the annual Valentine’s Day Dance, Kacie and her friends at the Hunters’ Academy must determine if it’s an accident or the work of the Lusus Naturae, even as they fight to save the Academy itself.

Valentine’s Dance is episode 5, a special for readers of Hunters’ Academy—expect a new episode every month (and some special stories in between, too!).
Order Now
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About the Author

IVY HEARNE SPENDS HER days dreaming of heroes and monsters and the heroines who tame them. She writes young adult paranormal romance and urban fantasy, and fully expects to find herself someday transported to a world of fantasy and magic, where her snarky tendencies will win her the respect of the realm—and probably a crown, too.
To keep up with all the latest releases, you can sign up for Ivy’s newsletters here.
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