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About 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.
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Boys can be so obnoxious.

Especially Hunter boys. I think maybe they get extra testosterone in the mix, somehow.

“I know Souji is driving you crazy,” his brother Reo said. “But I think we can use it to our advantage in getting him to shift.”

He leaned back against the wooden booth in the Rathskeller pub—the underground bar and grill where the older students and adult hunters liked to hang out. For the most part, underclassmen weren’t really welcome—unless they were invited to lunch by, say, one of the investigative hunters who had been assigned to the Academy to keep tabs on what was going on with the doppelgänger who had recently tried to wreak havoc on campus.

More than tried to, actually. He managed it.

That this particular Hunter happened to be my hunting partner’s older brother was no accident—someone higher up than either of us had decided that it would be a good idea to get Souji out of his funk and back into his human shape.

And by funk, I mean his determination to stick it out in his panther form all the time.

So Reo had come up with a plan to prod Souji into shifting. And that plan involved me.

I crossed my arms and leaned back against my own wooden seat in the booth. “Oh, no. Absolutely not. Under no circumstances. I am not going to play damsel-in-distress or save-the-princess or any of the other ridiculous games you might have in mind to convince Souji that he needs to rescue me. Nope. Anyway, the best princesses save themselves.”

Reo cracked up laughing. “No wonder he’s got a thing for you.” His eyes sparkled, and my heart did a little skip in my chest.

Curses. If Souji grew up to be as hot as his brother, I might not have a chance against his charms.

Or even if Souji spent more time in his human form. 

I shook the thought off.

“What are you planning to do?” I asked.

Reo grinned. “I’m thinking that you and I ought to spend an awful lot of time together. See if we can get some sibling rivalry going.”

I tilted my head and stared at him through narrowed eyes. “Because clearly, it’s not enough rivalry to have Tony lurking around. I’ll be lucky if those two don’t shred each other into bloody ribbons before the end of the semester. What makes you think it’s a good idea to add yourself into the mix?”

As he grinned at me again, I realized he had a dimple in one cheek. That, combined with his straight dark hair and his sparkling eyes that were so dark they were almost black, made him startlingly pretty. What I really wanted to ask was, How am I supposed to keep myself from crushing on you and getting my heart broken? But I was far too busy playing Badass Hunter Chick to let that vulnerability show.

“It’s a brother thing,” Reo said. “No matter how competitive we get, we will never not be family. So there will come a point where shifting is a better move than trying to kill me.”

I shook my head. “And what point would that be?”

Reo shrugged. “Who knows? That’s part of the fun of it.”

“Fun for you, maybe. What do I get out of this?”

He leaned forward, dropping his hand onto the table next to mine, his fingertips playing with the air right next to my hand. Little blue sparks of magic flickered between us. “You mean other than the pleasure of my company?” he asked in a teasing tone.

I pulled my hand back into my lap. “That’s not fair,” I said, but I couldn’t help but laugh at Reo’s expression, so pleased with himself.

“How are you going to fit all that in with searching for the doppelgänger?” I asked.

“Laxmi and I are focusing right now on figuring out how the Lusus Naturae found the location of this campus in the first place.” His voice had turned from teasing and flirtatious to completely businesslike in heartbeat. “We need to figure out if it’s general knowledge, or if only a small group know where we are. We need to determine how vulnerable the campus is.”

I nodded. “Okay. Let me know if I can help with that.”

“Oh, I will. After all, I plan for us to be spending a lot of time together.”

“You did notice that I didn’t agree to that, right?” I stood up and gathered my backpack off the seat, slinging it over my shoulder. “I’ve got to go. I’m meeting with Mr. Meriwether this afternoon to work on getting rid of the rest of my psychic blocks.”

Reo waved. “Sounds good. See you tomorrow?”

“You don’t give up easily, do you?” 

“It’s the hallmark of a good hunter.” He pulled a few dollars out of his pocket and tossed them on the table to cover the coffee we’d had. “You’ve got my number, right? I’ll be around if you need me.”

I didn’t mention that he’d be around if I didn’t need him, too—and that was what worried me most.
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“Try again.” Mr. Meriwether sat at his desk, perfectly serene despite having spent the last thirty minutes trying to explain to me exactly how to push a message out to one particular person.

I, on the other hand, felt totally frazzled. My long blonde hair had been in a neat braid when we started. Now strands of it had come loose from me running my fingers through the top as I dropped my head into my hands. 

“I just don’t get it,” I wailed. “How is it that I can send a message to the whole school from town when I’m being attacked by a Santa Claus demon, but I can’t even send a message to you from five feet away?”

“It’s not always a matter of distance,” Mr. Meriwether said. “Sometimes it has more to do with how urgent you feel the message is.”

“Oh, I think it’s pretty urgent,” I said dryly. 

“But clearly your psyche does not entirely agree with you.” His round, cherubic babyface remained completely calm beneath a shock of white hair, just as it always did. Briefly, I wondered what it would take to jolt him out of his serenity.

“More than you can offer here, I’m afraid,” he answered my thought.

“Oh! Did I do it? Did I manage to send a message?”

“Mmm,” he nodded. “Though not, I suspect, the one you meant to send.”

Well, there was that. “Still, it’s a start, right?”

“Only if you build upon it, Miss Deluca.”

I sighed, and went back to concentrating on sending him a line out of the parabiology textbook I was studying for an exam in the morning.

Despite having spent weeks—coming up on months—trying to sort out how to send psychic messages, it had never occurred to me how many of those messages must be bouncing around campus all the time. 

Not everyone could send them, of course, and although more people could receive than could send, not everybody made that greater receiver, either. Some magical ability tended to increase that likelihood, though. So it made me wonder how often my classmates, sitting there quietly in class, were actually having entire conversations with other people in their heads.

It was a wonder anyone ever learned anything at all. 

Also, it pretty much made written tests useless. 

I wonder how they deal with cheating?

I shook my head and tried to focus back in on what Mr. Meriwether was saying.

“I’m wondering if there is something entirely different that we might try,” he said in a musing tone.

I glanced up from my textbook. “Like what?” 

Mr. Meriwether narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips. “Close your eyes,” he said. “Search inside your mind. Go deep within and look for what is blocking you.”

I followed his instructions, breathing deeply and relaxing, following what he called “the path to your deepest self.” After a few moments, my internal image of my mind glowed hot pink with white flashes leading me forward. I traced out those spots, searching for what might be keeping me from consistently being able to send out psychic messages.

And I knew when I found the block, too. It was like a black cloud descending over parts of my mind. I described it to Mr. Meriwether.

“Does it form a wall?” His voice came as if from far away.

“No. It’s like a fog. Black fog that keeps me from seeing anything else.”

Can you go around it?”

In my mind, I shifted a little to the left. It moved with me. “No.” 

“Can you step into it?” Mr. Meriwether’s voice seemed to come from even farther away.

I stepped forward, but immediately back again. “Yes, but it hurts.”

“Okay. That’s enough for today. I want you to come back now.”

I could barely hear him. Inside my own mind, I glanced down at my arm, only to find it coated with the same black fog blocking my way. I brushed at it with my other hand, but it stuck to me.

“Kaci, come back to me.” I could barely hear him at all.

And where I brushed at it, it stuck to my hand, too. I shook my arms, trying to get the black, cotton-candy substance off of me.

“Kaci.” A tiny whisper tickled at my consciousness. “Kaci, come back.”

But now, I was surrounded by the fog, and it wasn’t even fog anymore, it was tar settling across me, getting in my nose and my eyes, filling my mouth.

I could barely breathe.

A sharp sting on my cheek got my attention, made me blink. I found I could blink the substance out of my eyes. Another sting, this one connected to a clapping sound.

At the third sting on my other cheek, I opened my eyes in the real world, to find Mr. Meriwether kneeling over me, his normally pink face drained white. I was stretched out on the floor, staring at the ceiling, and Mr. Meriwether had his hand raised up to slap my cheek again.

I waved my arms. “I’m awake, I’m awake.”

He sat back on his heels with an audible thump and a sigh of relief. “I don’t think we should try that again,” he said breathlessly.

I shook my head, my own eyes wide. “Agreed. That was frightening. What was going on in there?”

“Tell me exactly what you saw,” he instructed.

I scrambled up into a chair and as I described what I had seen, the frown on his face got deeper. “I need to do a little research,” he said. “It’s similar to other blocks I’ve heard of, but much more aggressive. Usually, just examining them doesn’t provoke them into attacking.”

“Where did it come from?”

He shook his head. “It has to be the Lusus Naturae, though I don’t know exactly why they’re so intent on blocking you.” He reached over and patted one of my hands. “Stay away from it until I’ve done a little more research. You’ll be okay as long as you leave it alone. Let’s plan on meeting again on Monday after your classes. That should give me enough time to get some more information.”

Now I was the one frowning, but I nodded. “Okay.” 

As I gathered up my bookbag and got ready to leave, Mr. Meriwether stopped me.

“I know it doesn’t feel like it, but this is a breakthrough,” he said. “Now that I have some idea of what I’m looking at, I should be able to help you get rid of it. By the end of the semester, you’ll be able to use the full range of your psychic abilities. I’m sure of it.”

I smiled and nodded and thanked him, but as I left, I was much less certain than he was. Whatever was in my head had been there for years. Everyone at the Academy seemed to agree that this psychic block was the source of the migraines that had plagued me from the time I was twelve until I’d enrolled here.

Now I wasn’t sure that whatever had caused the migraines wasn’t simply going to poison me in order to keep me from becoming a full-fledged hunter.

But one thing was sure—I wasn’t going to wait for Mr. Meriwether. 

That didn’t mean I was going to go poking at the malevolent thing in my brain, of course. But I could do research, too.

I was supposed to meet Angelica for Friday night movie night. But I knew she’d understand. I pulled out my phone to send her a text as I headed toward the library.

Something has come up. Going to library. Probably won’t make it to movie night.

I was still texting when something heavy hit me from behind. I went down in a flash of agony, but it didn’t quite knock me out.

I couldn’t move, but I was still aware when someone—or something—took hold of my arms and began dragging me across the grass toward the side of the classroom building.

I tried to scream, but all that came out was a low moan. 
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I tried to crane my head around to see who or what was dragging me, but as soon as I moved my head, I was hit with a wave of nausea and dizziness so powerful that I closed my eyes and moaned again.

For a long moment, I wasn’t certain if the crunching noise I heard was real or a side effect of the way the world was tilting and whirling around me.

But when whatever was dragging me suddenly let go and my arms fell to the ground over my head, I rolled to my stomach, pushed up on my hands and knees, and began crawling away. I didn’t even look behind me. The dragger had managed to get me around the corner, and I was determined to make my way back to the center of campus, where I was more likely to be seen by someone who could help.

I had to hold on to the gray stone of the building, though, to keep my balance. By the time I made it to the corner, I was reeling. I dropped down to my knees, retching, then crawled a little farther.

Dizzy and vomiting. I was pretty sure that meant I had a concussion. The main thing I needed to do was stay awake.

So of course, the moment I figured that out was when I passed out.

* * *
[image: image]


I CAME TO IN THE MIDDLE of Ms. Hush’s office, staring into her strange silver eyes. 

Ms. Hush was an anomaly among instructors teaching for the Hunters’ Academy. For one thing, she a was a former member of the Lusus Naturae. She had grown up among their members, spent years learning about them before deciding to come over to the side of the hunters.

More than, she was a wraith.

That meant she simply slipped away from the memory of most people, human or supernatural.

More often than not, the wraith are the creatures responsible for that feeling of someone watching you when no one’s there, the flash of movement you catch out of the corner of your eye when you know you’re the only one in the house, the voices that seem to call your name occasionally when everything is quiet. And if you ever lose track of what you’re reading or thinking and find yourself shaking your head as you come to yourself, only to realize that more time has passed than you anticipated, you just might have had a talk with a wraith.

I still didn’t really understand why Ms. Gayle, our headmistress (at least temporarily, until the Hunters’ Council found another to take her place) had hired her.

I only knew that much because I was in her class and had spent hours focusing on her. The more time you spend around a wraith, the more information about it you’re likely to retain.

And yet, most of my classmates still couldn’t remember Ms. Hush. I had become used to heading to parabiology class and having Hazel or Angelica ask, “Do you think they’ve gotten a professor for us yet?” 

In fact, no one in our class ever remembered her name—not even me. She wrote it on the board behind her at the beginning of every class period. But no one could remember her actual name. I had begun calling her Ms. Hush in my head, then adopted it as a kind of nickname for her whenever I spoke to or about her. Her pale skin almost seemed to flush with pleasure when I used it—as if it were a term of endearment. I guess when no one remembers to call you anything, even a silly nickname is nice.

Her face showed no evidence of any pleasure now, the skin so pale it almost matched her eyes. She patted my face with a damp cloth, whispering to me the whole time.

Great. The second time today I’d woken up with a teacher looming over me, patting my face.

“Come on, Kacie. Wake up. Please come out of this. Please don’t make me have to tell anyone what happened. Come on. Wake up.”

I shook my head a little and pulled away. “I’m awake, I’m awake,” I mumbled. “What happened?”

“It was a Lusus Naturae attack.” She sat back on her heels. “They sent another agent out after you.”

“Agent?” I pushed my elbows against the carpet flooring, pushing against it to struggle to a sitting position. “Why would the Lusus Naturae send an agent after me?”

Ms. Hush bit her bottom lip with even, white teeth. “I’m not supposed to tell you.”

“Not supposed to tell me?” That shook away some of the remaining fog out of my head. “Why would you be expected to keep something like that secret from me? No. Don’t answer that. Who expects you to keep that a secret from me?”

Ms. Hush stood up and brushed her long black skirt free of dust. She held out one hand and I scrambled to my feet, too, grateful for the assistance.

“Normally, I would simply tell you,” she said, gesturing me to one of the two chairs in front of her desk and cast a keen glance in my direction. “But unlike most people, I think you’d remember.” She moved over to a separate, wingback chair in one corner of her office, dropping gracefully into it and crossing her legs. She was tall and willowy, and I understood why they called people who looked like her “wraithlike.”

“I probably would,” I agreed. “But I want to know anyway.” I glanced around her office. It hadn’t actually occurred to me that Ms. Hush even had an office, though logically, I knew all the instructors did. They also had housing on campus. But I had no idea where most of their apartments were, either.

Ms. Hush’s office was simple and elegant. Deep Oriental rugs on the floor, tall bookcases with books and knickknacks, and a lamp with a burgundy shade casting the entire room in a warm golden glow.

She was peering at me intently. “You’ve been poking at your block,” she said, her soft voice suddenly more piercing than usual.

“You know about that?”

“I do.” She moved her head back and forth as if she could literally see through my eyes to the cloud in my head. “Now that you’ve disturbed it...” Her voice trailed off.

“What? Now that I’ve disturbed it, what?”

“I think we should try to eliminate it.” With a nod, she stood and moved toward her shelves. She began pulling small jars off the shelf. “If you’re willing.”

“Oh, I’m willing. What do I need to do to help?”

I had never seen Ms. Hush so directed—at least, not that I remembered. She generally seemed a little vague, like someone who floated through life. Now, though, she moved with serious purpose.

She opened one jar and began sprinkling what looked like rock salt in a large circle on the floor. “Move inside the circle,” she instructed. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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I sat down in the center of the salt circle, while Ms. Hush walked around it, chanting. She closed the circle with the salt—something that we had talked about a little in magics class but hadn’t actually gotten to yet since we weren’t doing formal spellcasting yet.

Mr. Meriwether did something similar earlier,” I said. “I mean, he didn’t have a salt circle or chant anything. But he did go poking around—he got me to go poking around, anyway.” I knew I was babbling, but I couldn’t seem to shut up.

“It sounds like Mr. Meriwether wasn’t fully prepared to work with you,” Ms. Hush said. “Maybe more like he was simply exploring?”

“Yeah. He said he just wanted me to look at it. Maybe touch it. I think he was trying to figure out what kind of block it was.”

The wraith shook her head. “Oh, I know what kind of block it is. It’s one that doesn’t take well to being poked. Did it try to cover you?”

I nodded vigorously, then put my hand up to my head, hit with another round of dizziness and nausea. “What was it that jumped me outside? What attacked me?”

“You don’t remember it?”

“No. Should I?”

Ms. Hush frowned. “You’ve had enough exposure to me—and you remember comparatively a lot from encounter to encounter with me—so it seems like you would have some memory of any wraith.”

Another wraith? No wonder I’d felt dizzy and sick when I tried to look at it. I probably had looked at it but couldn’t remember.

“Is that why you’re here? Because the Lusus Naturae are sending a wraith?”

Ms. Hush shrugged. “It’s not not a reason for me to be here,” she said.

Great. Whatever that meant.

“Okay,” Ms. Hush said. She stopped walking around the outer perimeter of the circle and instead stood at the north side of the room, just outside the line of salt.

I have read enough ahead in the magics textbook to know that when she opened with a summoning of the cardinal directions and all the elements, this was going to be a very formal invocation indeed.

Nonetheless, her instructions to me started out almost exactly the same as Mr. Meriwether’s had.

“Go into your mind and seek the source of the intrusion.”

I was more tentative this time, less likely to bounce up to something and introduce myself, especially now that I knew there really was something foreign in my brain. Or at least in my mind.

“Find the pathway back to the cloud you saw.”

I retraced my path from earlier, my mental footsteps slowing as I grew closer to the black cloud that overshadowed me. When I could see it, I called out to Ms. Hush. “It’s here.”  

“Tell me what Mr. Meriwether had you do,” she said.

“He told me to see if I could go around it, then when I couldn’t, he told me to try to touch it.”

“Well, don’t do either of those things,” she said, half mockingly.

“I wasn’t planning on it,” I replied. I stared at the ball of shadows that had coated me before. It looked evil.

Ms. Hush began chanting, and suddenly, she was standing next to me, inside my mind.

“How did you get here?” I demanded, but she didn’t answer. She was too busy examining the malevolent cloud hanging in front of us.

In my mind, the wraith glowed with a purple light—something akin to the hot pink I’d seen along my path, but more subdued. Her silver-white hair was streaked with it, her entire form outlined by it.

Ms. Hush’s mere presence changed the entire landscape of my mind, I realized. Whereas before, it had been a kind of garden outlined in neon-pink streaks, we now stood in what looked like a city alleyway, tall brick buildings rising up to either side of us and the cloud blocking our way forward.

Gently, with one finger, she tapped the cloud.

As it had with me, it quickly coated her finger.

Unlike me, though, Ms. Hush was able to get rid of the stuff. She simply held up her forefinger, murmured a word—a particular spell, I assumed—and blew on her finger. The black coating cracked and blew away like powder.

“Wow,” I muttered. “That’s impressive.”

She turned and smiled at me, and I realized it was the first time I’d really gotten the full effect of that smile. 

She was beautiful. 

I mean, I’d known she was pretty—it was easy enough to tell that. But the wraith effect meant that I didn’t remember from time to time exactly what she looked like.

Her features were delicate, her eyes enormous and fringed in black and silver eyelashes. If she’d been human, she could have been a supermodel.

As it was, when the humans saw her, they forgot her instantly.

There’s a good chance I’ll forget how stunning she is as soon as we’re done here, I realized.

Then she began removing the evil cloud from my mind, and I forgot to think about anything other than the agony I felt.

She started slowly, but the pain built up faster than I could ever have anticipated. It was like the migraines I had suffered over the years had all ganged up together and attacked me at once.

My vision split in two, then split again, and again, until it was like I was staring at the world through a kaleidoscope of mirrored balls spinning and whirling. 

In the dream-vision of my mind, I fell to the ground—not the garden-ground of my images, but the hard asphalt of the mindscape Ms. Hush had brought with her. Unable to catch myself, I slammed my head against it, stars exploding in my vision and leaving me sick and dizzy.

The stars faded out to blood-red splotches that joined the whirling blacks and whites, until, I realized, all I could see were the school colors twirling through my vision: black and white and burgundy.

That’s when the pain hit.

It began as a throbbing sound pounding against my temple, a hammer of noise beating insistently at my head. It moved from side to side, bringing tears to my eyes, leaving me vomiting on the asphalt.

But what I threw up wasn’t the contents of my stomach. It was the black cloud itself, moving in and through me, coming out of my mouth in long ribbons of evil, streaming out of my nose, even pushing its way out the corners of my eyes. 

And the more I vomited, the more the world around me resolved itself. The black and white kaleidoscoping images became a white wall and dark shadows. The hard asphalt scraping against my palms swirled down to become the fibers of the rug in Ms. Hush’s office, the burgundy splotches in my vision the flowers in the rug’s design. The pounding noise moving from side to side faded into Ms. Hush’s soft voice chanting gently as she circled around me. 

And the giant black cloud that had blocked my mind and tormented my body for more than four long years coalesced into a puddle on the rug, a tar-like substance that continued to contract as Ms. Hush chanted her magic spell, until it solidified into a wriggling slug.

Ms. Hush quit speaking and leaned over, plucking it up on the rug with her thumb and forefinger. Then she opened her door and dropped on the marble flooring in the hall. 

Holding her hands up as if to avoid touching anything else at all, she delicately lifted one pointed black boot, and using only the ball of her foot, stomped on the slug, leaving a smear of black and red on the floor. 

“Oh, that’s disgusting,” she said with a shudder as she shut the door, grabbed a handful of tissues from a box on her desk, and sat down in her chair to scrub at the sole of her boot.
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I pushed back and sat on my heels, moving from all fours.

“How do you feel?” Ms. Hush asked, tossing the tissues in the trash.

I blinked several times, glancing from side to side and testing my head. I rubbed my forehead and my eyes. “Better, I think.”

“I should imagine so,” the wraith said. “No one could function at full capacity with that bug in their head.”

“What was it?”

She tilted her head to one side. “We don’t really have a good word for it.”

“Was it a spell? Or a creature?” Had I been carrying a slug in my head for years on end? 

“Both, kind of.” 

Now I was the one shuddering. “And it was inside me?”

Ms. Hush sighed and turned her hands out. “Partly? What you saw in here—the creature that I smashed—was its manifestation in this dimension. But the thing that was in your mind, blocking you from using your psychic powers, that was its manifestation in another dimension.” Her voice dropped and turned contemplative. “It took a lot of power to hold it there in both realms while it continued to block you.”

“You still think the Lusus Naturae were the ones doing it?” 

She blinked and looked up at me, as if suddenly remembering that I was there. “Oh, undoubtedly,” she said briskly. “They’re the only ones who could command that kind of power and wield it that effectively for that long.”

As she turned to her shelves and began replacing the jars she’d taken down earlier, though, she whispered, “I hope.”

I don’t think she meant for me to hear that. 

I helped her put her office back together, suddenly feeling better than I could remember feeling in ages.

Maybe since before that thing had been implanted in me.

“Will I be able to do more magic now?” I asked, handing Ms. Hush the jar of salt she’d used to create the magic circle.

“Probably. It will depend on your level of ability, of course, but I assume the Lusus Naturae wouldn’t go to such trouble to block just anyone.”

I frowned. “Does that mean I’ll continue to be a target?”

Blowing out a long sigh, she dropped down into her chair again. “It’s hard to say.” She waved me to the seat across from her. “Clearly someone in the organization thinks you’re a threat, or they wouldn’t have taken these measures in the first place.”

“But you don’t know who it was?”

Her laugh was low and smoky sounding. “No. For all that you hunters tend to think of the Lusus Naturae as some kind of monolithic organization, they are really, at core, a loosely bound group of supernaturals with similar goals. In truth, the hunters are more dangerous than the Lusus Naturae—at least in terms of their organizational ability.”

That surprised me. “We are?”

“Yes. You hunters could band together and take out whole swaths of the human population in a matter of hours.”

“But we wouldn’t want to. Isn’t that the difference?”

“Perhaps.” She stretched her arms and then stood. “If you’ll excuse me, that spell work was exhausting. I need to call it a day.”

“Of course.” I thanked her for having removed that spell—or monster, or bug, or whatever it had been—from my brain. And although simple thanks didn’t seem like enough, it was all I knew to give her at the moment. So I said goodbye, awkwardly, I was afraid, and headed back to my dorm room.

The instant I stepped out of the faculty office building, I realized I had never asked Ms. Hush what had happened to the Lusus Naturae wraith who had attacked me as I’d been leaving Mr. Meriwether’s classroom earlier.

I was way too busy vomiting up magical slugs to get all the details of the wraith’s demise.

At least, I hoped it was the wraith’s demise. 

Surely Ms. Hush wouldn’t have simply let him—or her?—go. 

I would have to ask her later. Right now, the sun was dropping below the horizon, and I was suddenly deeply uncomfortable with the idea of walking back to the dorm—on the far side of campus from this building—all by myself.

I set off at a brisk walk.

I wish Souji was here.

I glanced around at the lengthening shadows.

Kacie?

The voice saying my name was almost familiar. But not quite.

“Hello?” I spun around, searching for the source.

Is that you?

“Who is that?” I demanded.

Where are you?

I sped up, worried that I might be hallucinating.

No, your shields just suck.

I jumped and screamed before I realized that the darkness separating itself from a shadow ahead of me was Souji in his panther form, loping toward me.

He rolled to a stop in front of me, his tongue lolling out of his mouth in a feline grin. 

Hi, there. Nice to actually talk to you at last.
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I gave Souji all the details of my un-slugging as we walked back to the dorm. And for the first time in the months that I had been giving him details, he was actually able to respond to me.

Well. Almost the first time. The first time he was able to respond while he was in his panther form, anyway.

I heard that, he sent to me.

“That’s awfully inconvenient,” I said. “I mean, how am I supposed to keep you out of my thoughts?”

Most of us have been trained to avoid broadcasting our every thought.

“Yeah, well, most of you didn’t have a magical cloud-slug in your heads keeping you from doing anything productive with your psychic powers.”

True. Guess you’ll have to talk to Mr. Meriwether about improving your shields.

“But I’m not scheduled to see him until Monday.”

He chuffed out a panther laugh. You might want to avoid seeing other people over this weekend, then. You’re pretty much sending out waves of information. 

Oh, great. If I wasn’t careful, I’d start thinking about how hot Souji’s human form was...

I quickly switched to the multiplication tables. 

Nope. Those weren’t helping.

Thank goodness Souji was polite enough not to mention it if he’d heard me.

“This is awful!” I wailed. 

Souji laughed again as we made it to our building. You’ll be fine. Just go spend the weekend studying or something. And let me know if you need anything. Apparently, you can call me pretty easily.

I nodded, not trusting myself to even think anything. He escorted me all the way to my room. 

“Thanks, Souji,” I said, turning my key in the lock. He nodded and turned to make his way to his own room. “I really appreciate you coming when you heard me calling you.”

Anytime. 

His mental voice echoed in my mind as he padded away, and I wondered if he really meant that—if he really would come anytime I called.

Of course. We’re partners.

“Good night,” I called aloud after him, though it wasn’t really nighttime yet. 

I opened my door and stepped into my room. My roommate Erin was not there. She had probably gone to dinner and then to movie night or to spend time with friends.

I could still make it to the dining hall for dinner, if I wanted to. But all I really wanted was to lie down in bed with a good book.

I wasn’t even interested in going to movie night tonight.

That reminded me—where was my phone? I had been texting Angelica when the wraith jumped me.

I hadn’t seen it since.

Maybe Ms. Hush had put it in my backpack? I dug through it once, then twice, then dumped it out on my bed.

No, my phone was definitely missing.

The thought of going back out in the dark to look for it didn’t appeal to me. Then again, neither did the idea of leaving it outside overnight.

Should I call Souji back? That seemed rude. At best. 

But walking back across campus alone seemed awfully stupid.

Crap. What was I going to do? 

No. I had to have my phone back. I had to go look for it. And I couldn’t go alone.

I started figuring out what to say to Souji, how to tell him that I needed him to come back and walk me across campus, when my door burst open. I jumped and screamed for the second time in a before I realized it was Ms. Gayle, the school’s headmistress.

I stared at her with my mouth hanging open. What was she doing?

“You are not to investigate tonight’s attack on you,” she announced. I blinked, stunned that she would actually say anything like that.

“Investigate?” I knew I sounded stupid—like I didn’t even know what the word meant—but I was shocked at the headmistress’s sudden appearance in my room. 

“Yes. You are to stay out of it entirely.”

It was a little late for that, given the fact that I was the one who had been attacked. But I didn’t quite know how to say as much to Ms. Gayle. I never meant to get myself into trouble by looking into the things that occurred on campus. It just kind of happened.

“Do you understand?” she demanded.

“Yes,” I said. “Of course. But...”

“But nothing. The Hunters’ Council is looking into having the campus wards reinstated. Ms. Sh— has filed a complete report, and there’s nothing left for you to do.”

I realized that she had said Ms. Hush’s full surname, whatever it was.

It hadn’t taken the wraith very long to pass on the information about what had happened to me. I wondered if that meant anything in particular.

Then I wondered if the fact that the Hunters’ Council was on it meant that Reo and Laxmi were looking into it—and if Souji’s brother would tell me anything if they were.

“Do you understand me?” Ms. Gayle spoke with exaggerated slowness, and I realized I had been standing there staring at her with my mouth hanging open for several long seconds as I ran through all the implications of the things she was saying to me.

“Yes. Of course.” I simply meant that I understood—not exactly that I agreed, though I would never break Academy rules on purpose.

Unless I was, say, hunting us a Santa demon. Or looking into other problems.

Okay, fine. I broke Academy rules all the time.

Ms. Gayle peered into my eyes, as if to ascertain whether or not I was telling the truth. 

She must’ve decided I was being honest—and I was, as much as I could be. In any case, she nodded and turned away. As she did, I thought I heard her say, Good. That ought to keep her from finding out anything she shouldn’t.

This time, I stared after her my mouth hanging open because I couldn’t believe what I had heard.

As she stopped at the door to my room, which was still standing wide open, and turned back to look at me, my mouth snapped shut. Whatever it was that she didn’t want me to know, I wasn’t going to let on that I was suddenly very interested in discovering it. I simply smiled vacuously and said, “Thank you for letting me know the Council is looking into it.”

Ms. Gayle gave me a suspicious look, but I stood there reciting the multiplication tables in my mind until she said, “Very well.”

She shut the door and I stood listening for her footsteps to head back down the hallway toward the stairs and elevator.

I didn’t know exactly how to direct a psychic call to someone. Not really. I mean, we had been discussing it in psychics class, but I’d never practiced it. Not until now.

I did my very best to create a tightly focused beam and point it toward Souji, wherever he might be.

I think I dropped my phone. Will you come help me look for it?

I didn’t want to give too much information away in case I was broadcasting everything, as Souji had accused me of earlier. But I also wanted him to understand that there was more going on than I was telling him with my words, so as I said the words in my mind, I overlaid them with a memory of Ms. Gayle bursting into my room. If nothing else, maybe he would at least understand that something important had happened.

Got it, he replied. Meet me outside the dorm.

Internally, I heaved a sigh of relief. I was suddenly deeply glad that the school assigned us hunting partners from the very beginning.

And I was even more glad that Souji and I had been assigned to each other.
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I stood just inside the main door into the dorm, staring out the glass as I waited for Souji.

When he showed up, it was from outside the building. It probably shouldn’t have surprised me, but for some reason, I thought he had gone back to his own room inside the dorm.

I pushed open the door and headed outside. “You are not going to believe—”

Wait. Not yet. 

I clamped my mouth shut, holding in what I was going to say next. Souji nodded and turned around to go back the way he’d come from.

Where are we going?

I hadn’t meant to project the thought, but apparently Souji caught it. He turned his head and gave me a baleful look. I held up my hands in surrender. When my hunting partner turned and headed toward the north side of campus, I followed him.

I didn’t say anything aloud or even psychically, but as soon as I realized where we were headed, my stomach clenched with anxiety.

I was right, too. When we arrived at the old, semi-abandoned well house, I glared at Souji. “This is a bad idea.”

Souji didn’t reply, either mentally or with any nonverbal communication. Not directly. Instead, he batted at the padlock holding the door shut.

“I suck at magic spells when I’m not in imminent danger,” I reminded him.

He huffed and focused a glare at the lock.

The air around us grew charged with magical particles. I could almost see them glowing and coalescing around the lock. After a few seconds, it popped open. This time when Souji batted at it, it fell off into the snow-covered ground around the base of the building.

I opened the door and reached inside to turn on the light. Then I stood back and gestured for Souji to go first. There was no way I was headed down there alone. Or even before Souji did.

He chuffed out a laugh at me and moved inside.

I pulled the door shut after us and followed him down the stairs. “Yeah, you can laugh all you want to, but you’re not the one who was locked in here by a crazed doppelgänger.”

A sudden thought hit me, and I froze. “You’re not a doppelgänger, are you?” I asked suspiciously.

Souji turned his head to shoot an irritated glance back over his shoulder. Of course not.

I hurried up to catch up with him that the next few steps. “It doesn’t hurt to check.”

Not that he would tell me if he were the doppelgänger. I shook my head. I couldn’t let myself go down that rabbit-hole of speculation. It would lead nowhere good.

No, Souji projected to me. This is the only place on campus other than the psychics room that I know of that’s completely warded against psychic messages.

“Completely warded? Why would a well house be warded against psychic communication?” I stared around at the stone walls and the spaces that used to hold machinery.

I think it’s some sort of natural property of the stone they built it out of, not any sort of planned warding on the school’s part.

That made a lot more sense. “Okay. Can we talk now?”

Sure. Tell me what happened with Ms. Gayle. Souji sat back on his haunches and stared at me intently.

I recounted Ms. Gayle’s visit to my room, partly in words, partly in memories, flashes of images.

She specifically told you that you were not allowed to investigate?

I nodded. “She was pretty vehement about it, too.”

You know what this means, of course.

I nodded. “Yeah. We’re going to have to investigate.”

Definitely. Anything that Ms. Gayle is that desperate to cover up almost certainly needs to come out into the light. 

I sighed and paced around in a circle, noting the spots where Mr. Jamieson and I had been held when we were abducted, not so very long ago.

There was definitely something rotten on this campus.

“Agreed,” I finally said. “But I don’t even know where to start. Do you?”

Souji shook his head, his tail twitching back and forth.

“Maybe we could ask your brother and his partner to help?” I suggested.

No! The response was instant and definite.

Souji absolutely did not want his brother involved in this.

I held out my hands placatingly. “Okay, okay. No problem. I just thought they might have access to some resources that we don’t.”

No. This time his refusal was less violent. I think we should do this on our own, if only to show Ms. Gayle that she doesn’t have to forbid you to look into the problems that you run into.

“I agree — though I don’t know that I would call getting attacked by Lusus Naturae a problem I ‘run into’ so much as a problem that keeps jumping out of dark corners and beating me up.”

I was glad to hear Souji’s laugh, both mentally and huffing out of his cat form.

“Actually, I think I know where we can start,” I suggested. “But will have to wait until after dark. In the meantime, can we look for my phone?”

Oh, you were serious about that? I thought it was just an excuse to talk to me.

“Well, it was that. But also, I think I dropped my phone when the wraith attacked me.”

First, tell me all about your plan—and then, by all means, let’s go look for your phone before we implement the plan. 

So I sat down and told him everything I had been considering since Ms. Gayle had slammed into my room.
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We waited until after midnight to break into Headmistress Gayle’s office.

This wasn’t the first time I’d done this. I had actually broken into her office to get something the Santa demon had needed. But I had been possessed by an imp back then. This time, the only thing I was possessed by was a terrible idea and a half-baked plan.

And this time, I also had a hunting partner to back me up.

We were planning to break in and get my files, see what they said about me. “If we’re lucky, they’ll tell us exactly why the Lusus Naturae are after me,” I said to Souji.

We tiptoed down the darkened hallway, careful to keep our footsteps quiet against the marble flooring.

Did you see where she kept student files the last time you broke in? Souji asked.

No. I was focused on what the imp wanted me to get, I sent back.

My hunting partner nodded.

When we got to the door, Souji focused the same kind of magic at the lock that he’d used at the well house.

But this time, instead of clicking open silently and easily, Souji’s magic set off an alarm.

Not just any alarm, either. A screaming, screeching alarm blaring through the building, a klaxon like I’d always imagined followed escaped prisoners as they bolted.

Souji and I froze for a heartbeat, then took off running down the hall, back the way we’d come from. When we reached the glass-door entrance, however, I saw people headed our way.

“Follow my lead,” I hissed at Souji.

With one hand, I hit the light, turning it on, even as I opened the door.

“This way,” I shouted to the students and instructors headed our direction. “They went this way!”

Good idea. Souji nodded me.

Ms. Gayle was with the group who met us at the door. “What are you doing here?” she demanded.

“We were out searching for my phone when we heard the alarm—I dropped it earlier today,” I said, focusing on tightening down my thoughts like I never had before.

Apparently, it worked, because after one long, searching glance, Ms. Gayle dropped her questioning of me, choosing instead to hurry to her office. She fiddled with the doorknob for a moment, then turned to announce, “No one has been inside.” 

She sounded relieved, and I wondered what could be inside that would require that kind of protection—and whether or not it was connected to the reason she didn’t want me investigating the Lusus Naturae’s attack on me.

Souji and I glanced at each other, and without a word between us, we stuck around as Ms. Gayle sent out a search of the whole building.

She didn’t find anything, of course, but our participation, along with the fact that I cornered her at one point and demanded to know if she thought the Lusus Naturae who had attacked me earlier might have been the one trying to break in, apparently diverted her attention from the idea that we might have been the perpetrators she was searching for.

Finally, almost an hour later, she called off the search. “Whoever was trying to get into my office has clearly escaped,” she said. “Thank you for your assistance tonight. I appreciate your help.” 

Souji and I managed not to look at each other while she spoke.

We all filed out of the building and split up, heading back toward the dorms or faculty housing. 

Although I heaved a silent sigh of relief, I didn’t dare say anything aloud to Souji. For that matter, we didn’t even send any psychic messages back and forth. I was too paranoid that Ms. Gayle was listening.

Souji went all the way to my room for the second time that night. At the door, I turned to him, and said, “Talk tomorrow?” 

He nodded. I turned to put my key in the lock, suddenly amused by how irritated I was not to be able to talk to my hunting partner—the same partner who had been unable to communicate with me except through looks and gestures until just a few hours before.

“Good night, then,” I said, turning the key in the knob and pushing open the door. 

Souji turned made his way back toward the stairwell.

We could regroup the next day. All we would have to do was figure out some other way to get to my records. 

We could do it. I was sure of it. 

I turned on the overhead light.

Tonight, though, I would wash my face and brush my teeth and get some sleep.

I headed toward my closet, where I kept a small basket of toiletries that I could carry back and forth to the communal bathroom at the opposite end of the hallway from the stairwell.

Erin still wasn’t back. She hadn’t been one of the students who had shown up to help search Headmistress Gayle’s building, either.

Where was she?

Maybe on a date? 

I wondered if the other students on campus were safe as long as the Lusus Naturae were hunting me. I wondered if Ms. Gayle would even tell me that much. 

Shaking my head, I opened my closet door and reached in to get my shower basket.

I didn’t even have time to scream before something reached out from behind my hanging uniforms and grabbed me first. 
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It was another wraith, though I didn’t know if it was the same one that Ms. Hush had fought with earlier. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t asked her what happened to it—if it had been caught or killed, if she had turned it over to the other hunters. 

My internal voice beat out an insistent tattoo against my skull even as I fought against the monster that had hold of me. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 

I threw myself backward, fighting to get loose from it, even as it pulled me closer. I tried to scream, but it clamped its hand down over my mouth like a vise. 

I tried to send out a screeching mental call, but somehow the creature squelched that, as well.

As I fought, I stared at it, working to imprint it on my mind. I wanted to be able to tell others what had attacked me. 

God. It looked enough like Ms. Hush to be a sibling, or at least a cousin. Pale skin, silvery black eyelashes, and all.

I threw myself to the floor, hoping to dislodge it. We landed with a thump, and for a heartbeat, its grip on me loosened.

I flipped over to my hands and knees and scrabbled toward the door. But as I reached up to turn the knob, the wraith landed on my back again, knocking me to the floor.

I thrashed from side to side, trying to get away from it, trying to remember what it looked like, trying to remember what it was that had me in its hold.

Only when I turned back over again and saw its face, though, could I remember it was a wraith.

I fought as hard with my mind as I fought with my body, twisting and turning to get away from it. Screaming at the top of my mental lungs, even though I could tell the wraith had that sound dampened.

Every so often, I thought, a tendril of psychic noise got through, escaped the wraith’s hold and went out across campus—or, please, just to another floor in the underclassmen’s dorm building. If it could reach even Souji, that would be enough.

I twisted and flipped and turned, making myself as slippery as I could.

But the wraith kept its hold on me. Finally, after I had gotten up on my hands and knees again and crawled across the floor, dragging it with me, the wraith managed to flatten me onto my stomach, climbing on top of my back and holding me down with its knees and legs and elbows.

Its hands gripped my head tightly, holding me still, and I whimpered in terror.

What is this monster going to do to me?

At that thought, I gave another giant buck to try to throw it off, but this time it lifted my head up a few inches from the floor and cracked it back down on the tile.

I’d already have one concussion that day, followed by the removal of a brain-slug. This move brought all that flooding back and made me dizzy.

“Lie still,” the thing above me hissed. “If you’ll cooperate, you won’t be hurt.”

I so did not want to cooperate with it. Whatever it was, it was making me sick and miserable, and I wanted to get away.

But I also didn’t want to get my skull cracked open on the floor. So I lay there panting, waiting for my next chance.

I wasn’t going to get one, though.

“That’s better,” it said in its hissing voice.

I could barely even remember what it looked like when I wasn’t looking straight at it. But I knew it was a wraith, and I knew it was a member of the Lusus Naturae.

And I was sure it wasn’t going to get away with this. But I was still more frightened than I had been in a long time. 

“What do you want from me?” I whimpered.

The thing laughed, the sound slithering up my back. “We want to see what you see,” it whispered. 

It leaned in close, its breath tickling my neck, and I shuddered. What did it mean it wanted to see what I saw?

I reminded myself of an article I had read once about crime victims. In it, a cop had said that anyone who survived an attack was a champion.

That’s what’s important, I told myself. Surviving.

I went utterly still.

That’s when the wraith leaned over and whispered in my ear.

I didn’t understand the words. But I didn’t have to. Whatever it said, those words slithered into my ear canal like a worm.

A black, evil worm. I felt it writhing around inside me, down through the eustachian tube and into the back of my throat. It shoved its way up through the soft palate. I gagged, trying to dislodge it, but it didn’t work. The malevolent word-worm burrowed up and up and up, slipping through my sinuses and sliding into my brain.

The wraith lifted its hands off me, letting go and sitting up. It didn’t have to hold me any longer. I couldn’t move on my own.

I jerked and flopped like a fish at the end of a line that had just been reeled up into the air.

And then, as the spell settled into my brain, I stilled.

Now. Now I could reach out to Souji, tell him what had happened.

I tried to call him. 

But I froze.

The wraith stood up and walked toward my door. I scrambled up to my feet, unwilling to stay down while I faced it, but it didn’t seem worried.

“I’ll be back to see you,” it said as it opened the door and slipped out.

I stared at the closed door.

Moments later, I shook off the strange feeling I’d had. Then I moved to the closet to pick up my spilled toiletries.

Where was I? 

Right. 

I was going to go wash my face, brush my teeth, and get some sleep.

I rubbed my temples. I had one hell of a headache. 

It was going to take the extra strength Tylenol to get rid of that.

Now...where I had I put the painkillers?

This was almost as bad as a migraine.

* * *
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Hunters’ Academy 1: Entrance Exam
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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

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
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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
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A Hunters’ Academy Short

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
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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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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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