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About 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.

Fans of Dragon School, Fallen Academy, Secret Keepers, Vampire Academy, and Harry Potter will love Hunters’ Academy! 

Winter Break is episode 2, a short holiday special for readers of Hunters’ Academy—expect a new episode every month (and apparently some special stories in between, too!)
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Chapter 1
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The problem with spending the winter break at The Hunters’ Academy was that it was nothing like wizarding schools in books and movies. It didn’t have moving staircases or talking paintings or any of that stuff. We didn’t even have any ghosts—not that I knew of, anyway.

It looked like a wizarding school in a book. The buildings were really old and made of blocky stones. But the nearby village—the only place to go shopping or out for a meal or anything—didn’t have a cute little pub or shops catering to the magical kids nearby.

And worst of all, there was practically no one else there over the break. My hunting partner, Souji, and I were the only ones from our dorm. I didn’t know if Souji didn’t have a family to go home to or what. He couldn’t tell me, either, because he was a panther-shifter—or a werepanther, maybe; I didn’t know which term he preferred—who couldn’t shift. I’d seen him in his human form exactly once.

His exceptionally hot human form.

Though I tried not to think about that since he’d been injured at the time from trying to help save me.

Anyway, I couldn’t go home because the only way we had been able to get my parents to let me attend at all was to pretend that I was going to some really fancy overseas school. As far as they were concerned, it was way too expensive to fly me home for the holidays. I would go visit them over the summer—after my first year ended.

Assuming I survived that long.

Right now, though, I was more worried about dying of boredom than I was about failing to complete my first year’s studies and tests.

All we had to do while we were stuck at boarding school over the holidays was read, watch TV, and wander down to the kitchens every so often for meals. There weren’t even enough students in residence to bother opening the dining hall every day. We usually ate in one of the conference rooms in the Administration Building—everyone called it “the commons room” even though it wasn’t labeled in any way. 

Souji and I were hanging out in the first-floor lounge of our dorm, watching Netflix and eating popcorn I’d made in the microwave. Every so often, I would toss a kernel up for Souji to snap out of the air. When he succeeded, he gave me that feline grin of his. I wasn’t sure if he actually enjoyed the game, or if he saw it as honing his hunting skills. Or maybe he was just doing it to placate me. Anyway, we were both bored.

I know I was, anyway.

“God. I need to just go do something.” I pushed the popcorn bowl onto the end table next to me and stretched my arms above me. “Want to go for a run?”

Souji tilted his head to the side and pushed his paws out in front and behind him in a luxurious feline stretch. When he pulled his legs back in, however, he tucked his paws under and laid his head down on them.

“No?” I heaved a put-upon sigh. “You know that’s no way to treat your hunting partner.”

Hunting partners. It was a term I had learned when I joined the Academy. Think lab partners, but with more death. Also, it wasn’t restricted to just one subject. Hunters’ Academy partners worked together on everything. Sometimes we would team up with other duos, but mostly our job was to learn to work together.

If we functioned well together, we would be partnering all the way through the Academy. If we didn’t...well, we might be assigned to new partners next year. Or we might get kicked out of the Academy entirely.

And getting kicked out came with some unpleasant side effects. Like having your memory of the Academy and everything associated with it completely wiped.

In my case, the horrific migraines I’d had for four years, from the time I was twelve, would almost certainly return. Those could kill me.

So for me, the options were pretty much Souji or death.

Nobody had told me the whole story of what happened to Souji’s first partner. But I knew she was dead. No one else had been willing to work with the un-shifting shifter, and I had come into the program late—it had taken them a lot longer to track me down because of the magic blocking me my psychic powers and causing those migraines.

Anyway, it meant Souji and I were stuck with each other.

Honestly, I hadn’t inquired too closely into how his first partner had died. I was a little worried that my options might be Souji and death. I didn’t want those anxieties confirmed.

But I wasn’t thinking about any of that at the moment. I just wanted to get out of the dorm and away from the empty, echoing hallways.

Of course, I wasn’t entirely certain that the empty, echoing woodlands that surrounded the campus would be all that much better. But at least it would be a change of scenery.

“Are you absolutely sure?” I asked Souji. I bent over and started pulling on the snow boots I had lugged down to the room with me in anticipation of this exact moment.

Well, except I had hoped Souji would go with me.

He closed his eyes and turned his head toward the window.

“Lazy,” I accused.

He chuffed out a laugh.

I headed toward the door. “Okay, then. If you’re not going to go run with me, I’m going to go to town.”

Souji’s ears perked up at that. I swear he liked causing people in town to have minor heart attacks when they saw the giant “pet” leopard I sometimes traveled with. Occasionally he would bring me the ridiculous jeweled collar and leash that we used in public places as a hint that he wanted to go into town. The leash itself was totally decorative. He could snap it in an instant if he wanted to, given his shifter strength.

I’d heard some of the shifters thought the leashes were degrading. Souji seemed more amused than anything—it was simply another one of the workarounds that enabled us to function as a team. I even had a special license for him, supposedly. I suspected it was really simply a magicked-up plastic card.

“Sure you don’t want to go?” I wheedled. But this time, he just shook his head slightly and rested it back down on his paws.

“Okay. You’re missing out on big fun, though. I’m going Christmas shopping.”

He didn’t even open his eyes for that one. I wasn’t all that excited, either. But I needed to go ahead and get it done. Our temporary headmistress, Ms. Gayle, would arrange to have a Swiss postmark put on it.

Someday I would have to actually go to Switzerland to figure out what I was supposed to have seen while I was in school there.

The Colorado Rockies are pretty, though, too. Even if they aren’t the Swiss Alps.

I enjoyed listening to the snow crunch under my boots as I made my way down the long drive to the road below. The school sat in a broad valley formed by a glacial plain, off the main road that wound down around the mountain. The crisp, cold, clear air blew away all the cobwebs in my head as I inhaled deeply.

It was amazing to look at the world around me and see it without the sharp aura of a migraine, with its painful visuals like glass shards boring into my skull.

I felt like I was finally learning to be a human again—right at the same time that I was learning how to be different from most humans.

I took off at a gentle run down the road itself, reveling in the knowledge that I could run without being felled by headache pain at any moment.

Although the town was only a few miles away, we rarely made it down there. As far as the local inhabitants knew, we were just a small private school for exceedingly wealthy children. I sometimes worried that I didn’t know how to act like a rich snob, though I could have easily played the role of scholarship kid. Most of my classmates came from long lines of hunters and many of them were snobs of a different sort.

But I couldn’t pretend to be a scholarship kid with a pet panther. If you thought teacup Yorkies were expensive, I'd hate to see the bill for a domestic panther. So instead, I was Kacie the Panther Owner.

The walk to the downtown stores was exactly what I had needed, even if the destination wasn’t a cute little English village with a kid-wizard-friendly tavern. But the mountain town did have occasional tourists, so the single storefront street was decorated with them in mind. And despite the relatively few shops, the lights and tinsel strung up along the walkway did make the entire place more cheerful.

I strolled down the sidewalk, enjoying the tinny sound of Christmas carols floating in from somewhere nearby—probably one of the stores with its doors open. As I got to the town library, directly across the street from the tiny, local grocery store, I paused to admire the decorations on the lawn. One of the standouts was a full-size wooden nativity scene complete with Mary, Joseph, baby, and the usual barnyard animals. But there were also life-size statues of a few local animals, like an elk and a moose both checking in on the child in the manger. I laughed out loud when one of the fat chipmunks on Mary’s shoulder chittered at me and I realized it was real.

Directly across the lawn from the creche stood a tiny house, painted all white, with gingerbread edging. A small wooden picket fence surrounded the house, and signs inviting people to get their picture taken with Santa faced outward on all sides. A line of parents and children snaked out the door and through the gate. There were more people standing there than I had ever seen in one place in town before.

I wouldn’t have thought anything of it, except they were all perfectly silent. I’d had to fight not to jump back when I noticed them standing there. Parents and children alike stood in line without talking—or moving, even, except to take one step forward when the next child in line went into the house. None of the babies cried. None of the children fought with their siblings. It was like no line of kids intent on seeing Santa that I had ever witnessed before.

It set off every instinct I had begun to develop as a hunter.

And I had absolutely no idea what to do about it.
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Ugh. I wish Souji was here.

I should have made him come with me, even if he didn’t want to.

I knew that wasn’t fair, though. Hunting partners weren’t meant to be joined at the hip.

I hadn’t exactly dressed for hunting. I was wearing a heavy sweater and snow boots, and the only weapon I carried was a small dagger, easily hidden. I’d even left my long, blonde hair loose that morning, enjoying the feel of it streaming out behind me as I ran.

My instructors had tried to convince me to cut my hair short, but I refused. Suddenly their warnings that it could provide a handhold to opponents worried me more than it had before.

I pulled it over one shoulder and plaited it into a single braid. Then I wound that around one fist and tucked it up under the knit hat I’d pulled down over my ears.

The people in line ignored me as I walked past them toward the hut. No one even protested about me cutting into the line as I walked directly in front of the people at the front.

No babies crying, no toddlers racing around, no bored teenagers whining, no parents complaining, no one on their phones.

There’s something horribly wrong here.

And as soon as I stuck my head through the door, I saw exactly what it was.

Santa sat on his big chair inside, all right, and a woman in a green and red Christmas elf costume stood across from him snapping photos.

All that was normal enough. What wasn’t normal was the thing sitting on Santa’s shoulders.

I cataloged the whole scene in the blink of an eye.

It was about the size of a toddler, but gray and naked with long, spindly arms and legs. Its prehensile toes gripped Santa’s shoulders and it leaned around his head, its gray, protruding belly flattening the Christmas hat Santa wore. Its ears were pointed like a dog’s, its face smashed and scrunched like a pug’s. An evil pug’s. And with its spindly fingers, it gripped the head of the child sitting on Santa’s lap, something poisonous and red strobing between it and the child.

The little boy on Santa’s lap should’ve been cute. He was blonde with big green eyes and a dimple in one cheek. And although I wasn’t good at guessing children’s ages, I would put him at about three—or at least an age at which he should have been chattering to Santa about what he wanted or perhaps even crying and trying to get away from the jolly old elf. But instead, he sat perfectly still, a vacuous expression on his face.

I froze for a split second, part of my mind trying to categorize the thing atop Santa according to the books I had been studying that listed the various Lusus Naturae.

The other part of my mind screeched in horror and tried to skitter away. But I pulled myself to my senses and acted at about the same time the creature—which I’m sure was an imp—realized I was there.

I didn’t even have a knife out, but I leaped forward and scooped the child up in my arms, snatching it out of the imp’s grasping fingers. Spinning around, I shoved the boy into his mother’s arms and hustled her out of the hut. Standing in the doorway, I waved at everyone and announced, “I’m so sorry. Santa is taking a break. He’ll be back...um...later. So you’ll have to come back another time.”

As if my words broke the spell they were under, suddenly I was faced with a normal crowd again, one full of people grumbling about being sent away after standing in line.

I ducked back into the hut just in time to see the imp jumping out the tiny window. With a curse, I barreled out the door, jumping over the short white fence to follow it.

The imp scampered over the lawn and across the street behind it, heading directly for the stone wall that rose straight up to the next level of the switchback road, a good twenty feet above this one.

I was prepared to turn left or right to follow the creature along the ground.

I was not prepared for it to leap up, dig its fingers and toes into the sheer rock wall, and clamber up almost as quickly as it had moved along level ground.

At the bottom of what suddenly looked like a cliff to me, I stared up at the imp’s rapidly retreating form. It jumped onto the road and turned to stare back down at me with an evil little grin before disappearing entirely.

I leaned my hands on my knees, breathing heavily. I could have followed the road to the switchback and ended up in the same place, but that thing was fast. It would be long gone by the time I got there.

If my hunting partner had been here, he could have jumped up after it.

Crap. I should have called him.

Psychically.

Which I supposedly could do now. The Hunters’ Academy instructors had agreed that my abilities were unblocked. But I wasn’t any good at using them yet. When I tried, I either failed to send anything at all—or I broadcast whatever I was thinking to everyone on the school grounds.

And I still couldn’t tell which one, most of the time.

But plenty of people had helpfully let me know when I had accidentally sent out the message about my roommate Erin’s friend Colette having toilet paper on her shoe.

I didn’t much like Colette. And now everyone knew it. Including Colette.

Anyway, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to reach Souji with my psychic abilities, even if I’d tried. And it’s not like I could have called him on his phone. If he had one, I didn’t know about it.

I might as well try to let him know what was going on now. Leaning my back against the wall, I took one more look up to make sure the imp hadn’t returned. Then I closed my eyes and focused on sharing what had happened with Souji.

I didn’t know whether I’d been successful, but at least I’d tried.

I hadn’t felt anything. I never felt anything when I tried to use my powers. I hadn’t felt any kind of surge since I’d sent out my psychic blast while I was fighting my former tutor, Shane, back when I’d discovered he was aligned with the evil Lusus Naturae, the supernaturals who believed all humans should be subject to their rule.

After I’d finished attempting to contact my partner, I glanced up at the path the imp had taken and trudged back toward Santa’s house. People were back to acting normally, for the most part. Kids chased each other in circles around the open area, adults stood in small groups chatting, and I even heard a parent yell at a child for misbehaving. Before today, I wouldn’t have considered that a good thing.

But one small child stood away from the others, her arms wrapped around herself.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” I asked the little girl as tears glinted in her giant blue eyes. When she didn’t answer, I leaned a little closer. “Are your parents around?”

She frowned, and one of the tears slipped down her cheek. “That’s my daddy.” She pointed to a man sitting on a bench with a toddler on his lap.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, keeping my voice low and trying to sound soothing.

She turned toward me and began sobbing in earnest. “I think the monster ate my little brother.”
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“Ate your brother?” I repeated her words as if I didn’t know what she was talking about. “Is that your brother?” I pointed to the toddler.

“The monster didn’t eat his outsides. Just his insides. The Christopher part.”

“I am so sorry to hear that, sweetheart.” I knelt in the snow in front of her and used the sleeve of my sweater to gently wipe away her tears. “I don’t know what happened to your brother. But I promise I will do everything I can to make sure he gets to be Christopher again.”

The little girl threw her arms around me, almost knocking me over, and I patted her back for a moment. “Why don’t you run to your daddy and try to do some things to remind Christopher who he is? Okay?”

I had no idea if it would work, but I had to tell her something. My heart clenched in my chest as I watched her dash to her family. I swallowed against the lump in my own throat and brushed away a few of my own tears. I would do everything in my power to keep my promise to that little girl. As I walked away, I considered what she had said.

The monster ate Christopher.

I hated to admit it to myself, but her words made a kind of horrific sense. Whatever the magic had been that was pulsing between the imp and the boy that I had seen, it had been malignant. And although I hadn’t been at the Hunters’ Academy long, I’d learned enough to know that the Lusus Naturae were generally prone to feeding on humans.

Human-feeders. With a plan for world domination.

The mere thought of them made me shudder.

Also, they genuinely believed their plans were somehow good for the whole world. Good for supernaturals.

In reality, the members of the group were worse than the worst proponents of ethnic cleansing. They believed that supernaturals had been on the planet longer than humans and therefore deserved the chance to take the world back from the people who had overrun it.

The hell of it was, they weren’t always wrong.

I was scheduled to take a course in paranormal ethics the next semester and over the break, I had been reading ahead. In my textbook, there were a number of arguments for taking power away from humans that made sense to me.

For example, some elves argued that humans had destroyed the forests. The selkies and the mermaid shifters who had joined the Lusus Naturae complained that humans had been destroying the ocean for generations.

Both those things were true.

But that didn’t mean that supernaturals needed to wipe humans out. The same supernaturals who argued for restoring the balance to nature seemed to miss out on the fact that humans were part of nature too, even when it didn’t seem like it.

Besides, my parents were humans. Lots of the hunters at the Academy were born to humans. I was human. I didn’t want any of us to get wiped out.

And I don’t want the Lusus Naturae thinking they can feed on humans this close to the Academy.

The walk back up the mountain to the school took longer than the jog down had. By the time I crunched through the snow back up the driveway, it was late afternoon and the sun had dipped below the tree line. All the way back, I’d been thinking about what I would tell Ms. Gayle. Because it had finally dawned on me—way too late—that instead of trying to chase down the imp myself, I could have called for help from someone besides Souji.

Literally called for help. With my phone.

Just because Souji couldn’t use a phone didn’t mean I couldn’t use my phone to call someone else on campus. I had the main office number saved in my favorites.

Realizing that slowed down my return to campus—I didn’t want to have to admit how stupid I’d been.

But I couldn’t drag my feet forever, and the temperature had dropped even more as the sun and disappeared behind the horizon. My cheeks were cold, and I was wishing I had brought a scarf to cover my nose by the time I walked into the Admin Building. I almost heaved a sigh of relief when Headmistress Gayle wasn’t in her office. But that just meant I was either going to have to speak to her in front of everyone as we ate dinner or call her at home in her apartment that night.

Both possibilities made my stomach hurt.

I made my way over to my own dorm across the silent, echoing campus. I’ve been given the opportunity to spend nights in the visitors’ suites with several other underclassmen. But when I’d asked if it was possible to stay in my own room, Ms. Gayle had said yes.

Now I was wishing I’d taken her up on her office to stay somewhere other than the almost-empty dorm. Souji was on another floor entirely, and my footsteps echoed in the hallway.

Maybe I could skip dinner and put off telling the headmistress what had happened.

No. Time to cowboy up, Kacie, I told myself. Change clothes and go to dinner.

I fought the urge to fling myself face-down on my bed and cover my head with a pillow.

It won’t be that bad.

Right?

I can tell Headmistress Gayle what happened. She’ll know what to do.

* * *
[image: image]


“I DON’T BELIEVE IT.”

“I—um—excuse me?” I stammered. My face burned red as I stood beside the headmistress’s chair in the commons room. I hadn’t wanted to report to her in front of the other students who were already at dinner when I arrived back on campus, but I also hadn’t wanted to wait to give her what might be important information.

Headmistress Gayle frowned at me, her mouth pinching up into a tight wad of disapproval. “I said I don’t believe it.”

“Which part?”

“Oh, sit down.” She waved me to my seat. I watched her warily as I dropped down into my usual chair. I glanced around the table. There were fewer than fifteen of us seated that night—around thirty on the whole campus, as far as I knew. And more than half of the students here tonight were giving me skeptical glares.

“I simply meant that I’m having a hard time comprehending why any of the Lusus Naturae would hunt this close to the Academy.” Headmistress Gayle gestured expansively. “We have all the woods surrounding us and the entire town warded. Heavily warded, with the kind of magic that only our most talented students ever learn.”

Colette, my roommate’s friend with the former toilet paper on her shoe problem—and probably the most talented magic-using student on campus—gave me a withering glare. “Maybe you imagined it.”

“I didn’t imagine it. There was an imp—or something like it—hanging out in the middle of town, brain-sucking the children who were lined up to see Santa.” 

“Why is it so hard to believe that I might have seen something that needs to be looked into?” I asked.

Headmistress Gayle’s lips tightened again. “I’ll look into it.”

Somehow, I didn’t entirely believe her. But I had reported it, so maybe I could at least quit worrying about it. My cheeks burned red at the dismissal, though.

I turned to my food, but I couldn’t bring myself to eat. I left early. But it was already dark as I trudged across campus back to my almost-empty dorm.

No wonder they’d let me stay in my own room—the whole campus was warded so well Ms. Gayle didn’t even hesitate before telling me I hadn’t seen what I knew I had seen.

I really wanted the headmistress to deal with this problem so I didn’t have to. But I was pretty certain she was going to ignore me and the issue I brought to her.

She was too confident in whatever magical protections were up around the school.

I wasn’t.

Then again, I wasn’t all that confident in my own ability to take care of the problem, either.

What will have to happen for other people to start believing me?

The question sent a shiver up my spine.

Winter break was turning out to be more difficult—and more frightening—than I had anticipated.
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The skittering sound woke me up first.

It had taken me forever that night to get to sleep, and at first, I was pretty sure I was dreaming.

Then I opened my eyes.

Erin had lived in this room alone for most of the previous semester, right up until the school’s scout had found me and brought me in. During that time, she’d decorated entirely to her liking.

One of the things Erin loved most about our room was its east-facing window. She enjoyed the way the sunlight streamed in through our window in the morning. I hadn’t worked up the nerve yet to tell her I didn’t really like the sheer curtains she’d hung to accommodate that.

But as soon as I saw the shadowy figure clinging to the tiny ledge outside, I promised myself I would replace them. Assuming I lived through the night.

I barely managed to keep from screaming aloud. Instead, I kept my eyes mostly shut, looking through the crack between my eyelids to see what the imp peering into my window was about to do.

For a long time, it didn’t do anything. My terror didn’t abate, however. It grew and grew, until it seemed to fill up the room around me, pressing down on my chest, cold fingers of fear sliding along my neck, my cheeks, my temples. My own horror pressed against my head like fingernails digging in.

I lay paralyzed as hot needles of pain slid into my skull. My eyes rolled up in my head until I couldn’t see anymore. Something pulsed against me, tugging at me from the inside.

Something I was supposed to be afraid of.

A dark fog drifted between me and reality—

And that’s when I realized that somehow, even through the window, the imp was doing to me what it had done to the children in Santa’s house. I shoved against the blackness that threatened to envelop me. It pushed back, holding me down. With a wrenching cry, I sat up in bed, shaking off the paralysis and pushing against the imp’s power with everything I had.

A scream escaped me, and I opened my eyes to see the creature outside my window pressed up against it, that malignant red light pulsing from his fingertips. With everything I had, I sent power out of my hands and into the imp, as if I had shoved against it directly.

With a screech, it tumbled backward off the windowsill. I leaped out of bed and ran to the window to look out, just in time to see it scampering away across the snow and under the cover of the tree line.

Seconds later, I heard a panther’s yowl as something enormous hit my door from the outside.

Hurrying over, I shouted through the door before flinging it open. “I hope it’s just you out there, Souji!”

When I opened the door, he was alone, all the fur on the scruff of his neck and along the ridge of his back standing up straight, his lips curled back from his fangs. He pushed past me and peered around the room, stalking from corner to corner as if to make sure nothing was hiding.

“It’s gone,” I said. “It was at the window, doing something to me.”

As the words left my mouth, footsteps pounded down the darkened hallway. I glanced outside to see several students, followed by Ms. Gayle.

How did she know?

“Oh, no,” I breathed out. “You didn’t hear me scream, did you?” I asked Souji.

He shook his head.

“Dammit. I sent out another psychic blast, didn’t I?”

My hunting partner nodded, and I let out a whispered string of curses.

By the time Ms. Gayle had arrived at my door, however, I composed myself enough to simply say, “The imp that I told you about at dinner was at my window trying to drain me the same way he did the kids.”

It was the first time I had used the word drain, but I realized even as I said it that it was exactly what I meant. It had been like the imp was trying to drain my self, my very essence out of me. I flashed on an image of the little girl telling me that the monster had taken the Christopher out of her little brother.

Ms. Gayle eyed me skeptically as other students began drifting in and crowding into the doorway behind her.

“Were you asleep?” she asked.

“Not by the time it tried to drain me,” I said. My tone was apparently a little too tart for the headmistress’s liking—she gave me a narrow glance as she stepped into my room. One or two of the other students snickered.

Holding out one hand, she called up some kind of magic, a glowing ball of light. It floated in the air in front of her, and with one finger she sent it spinning. Then she blew gently on it, and a bright blue light shined out of it. It floated around the room, checking the corners much as Souji had.

“Did you sense anything?” Ms. Gayle asked the leopard. He shook his head.

“It didn’t come inside,” I explained. “It sat outside the window on the windowsill.”

“Are you sure you’re not dreaming?” Ms. Gayle asked.

“I wasn’t dreaming. He attacked me through the glass.”

The students crowding in my door began drifting off in groups of two and three.

“Colette,” as Gayle called.

Colette pushed her way forward through the remaining students. “I’m here,” she said.

Even in the middle of the night, she seemed completely put together. Like the rest of us, she had on night clothes. But over her Hunters’ Academy-colored pajamas, she had on a matching robe. She was tall and willowy with a dark, sleek bob. And she had perfect control over her magic. 

In other words, pretty much exact opposite of me.

“Colette, please check Kacie’s room and ensure that the wards around it and the rest of the building are still in place,” Ms. Gayle said. “Kacie, I would appreciate it if you would join her as she completed these rounds.” It wasn’t really a request so much as a command.

“Tomorrow, you and I will check the wards around the entire Academy.” For a brief second, I thought that last line was directed at me, and I almost panicked. I didn’t want to spend that much time with the headmistress, who had pretty much despised me since the day I set foot on campus, though I had no idea why.

Then I realized it was, of course, directed at Colette, Ms. Gayle’s favorite student.

“Of course, headmistress,” Colette said, at the same moment that I blurted out, “Sure. Of course.”

As Colette and I glanced each other in mutual dislike, Ms. Gayle turned to leave my room. When she reached the door, she flicked her fingers up in the air, and the magic ball she had conjured swept back to her hand. Then, with a wave, it was gone. The few remaining students other than Colette and Souji trailed along behind her when she left.

When they were gone, the dorm seemed big and dark and empty again.

* * * 
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I SCRAMBLED TO PULL on a pair of jeans, some boots, and a coat to circle the building. Souji politely turned his back as I began dragging my pants on, even though up to that point, my boy-short pajamas didn’t seem to bother him at all. For a second, I thought of the gorgeous guy I had seen—seen all of, in fact—when he shifted during the fight with Shane when my tutor had shown his true Lusus Naturae colors and attacked me.

By the time I was dressed, Colette had finished doing whatever magical abracadabra stuff she had to do in my room.

I couldn’t really tell the difference except for little sparkly bits of light swirled around and settled along the edge of the window, around the door, and in all the corners. For all I knew, Colette was putting on a light show.

No, that wasn’t true. I didn’t trust Colette, and if I had asked her to strengthen the wards in my room, I would have suspected she was trying to fool me. But I had no doubt that she would do exactly what Ms. Gayle told her to.

Although Ms. Gayle hadn’t asked him to, Souji padded long beside us, as well. It took almost an hour to complete the circuit around building. By the end of our route, I was shivering. Colette and Souji seemed perfectly comfortable

“That should do it,” Colette said, as golden light sparkles settled into the cornerstone of the building.

“Thank you,” I said.

I genuinely meant it, but Colette seemed to take it as sarcasm. She sneered at me. “Try not to have any more nightmares, okay?” she said. “The rest of us need to get some sleep.” 

With that, she turned and stopped back toward the upperclassmen’s dorm, where she lived—along with most of the other students who hadn’t gone away for the break.

Souji and I made our way back to the entrance of our own dorm.

“Hey, Souji? Could I sleep in your room tonight?” I glanced at the sky, already beginning to lighten in the east. “What’s left of it, anyway.”

I knew Souji had at least one extra bed in his room. Apparently, nobody wanted to room with the giant cat. Normally, sleeping in a boy’s room would be completely against the rules. But there was no one here to report us, and as long as he was in his cat form, I couldn’t see that it mattered.

I thought I’d moved past the fear of the attack, but a huge shudder of relief went through my body when Souji nodded his assent.

At least if the imp came back, I wouldn’t be alone this time.
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The next morning as I stood in the doorway of my room, I stared over at my roommate Erin’s bed, wishing she’d opted to spend the holidays at school instead of going back home to her loving family. 

My cheeks flamed as I remembered the events of the night before.

Okay, fine. So I felt silly.

But if I had learned anything in my few short weeks at the Hunters’ Academy so far, it was that hunters’ feelings were only important inasmuch as they helped hunters take down monsters. Over and over again, instructors had told us that we would face frightening things as hunters. And that when that happened, we would have to overcome our fear, take a stand, and do whatever we needed to do to win.

If we could manage to subdue our fear, we could kill the monsters that were working to destroy humanity and all the hunters along with them. “You win in your mind first,” Coach Packwood told us in our hand-to-hand fighting class. “And then you win with your body.”

Last night, a monster had followed me to what was now my home, my refuge, my sanctuary.

We all thought we were safe here. Students, instructors, everyone.

And I was the only one who truly believed that we weren’t.

I was scared. But I could overcome that.

Fine, then.

Last night I had been the hunted.

Starting right now, I was the hunter.

Lucky for me, I had a partner I knew I could count on—even if he didn’t fully believe that there was something out there, he had come running to my side the night before and had stayed there as I circled the dorm building with Colette, checking the wards. And when I’d asked, he had not hesitated to let me stay with him.

They say there is safety in numbers. Sometimes, I had figured out, there was safety even in the number two.

And as soon as I figured out what this thing was, I would get Souji and we would go take it out together.

To be able to do that, I needed to get some idea of what I was facing. Headmistress Gayle might not believe me, but that didn’t bother me as much as maybe it would have under other circumstances.

After all, Headmistress Gayle was from the same group of adults who had assigned Shane Weber to be my tutor when I first got to the Hunters’ Academy—and he’d turned out to be aligned with the Lusus Naturae.

Anyway, I couldn’t risk even the possibility that a Lusus Naturae monster was in town sucking out children’s—what? Life-force? Insides? Whatever it was taking from them, they were worse off for it, and I couldn’t let that happen.

I knew what I needed to spend my time doing today: researching supernaturals and monsters that drained energy from people.

I had books here in my room—I could start with those. I opened my laptop, pulled my books off my bed, and spread them on the bed around me in a semicircle. Opening a document, I titled it Imp-Style Monsters.

The first book I checked was the textbook where I remembered seeing a picture of him.

Actually, there were two drawings. The first was a woodcut from the 1700s. The picture showed a woman in an old-fashioned dress and a mobcap. She stood in front of what looked like a wood-burning stove, three toad-like creatures lined up in front of her like animals begging for scraps.

The imps in the picture looked a little like what I had seen. These creatures were smaller and were actually slightly less ugly than the thing I’d been dealing with.

Below the woodcut was a second, hand-drawn image. It looked a lot more like the imp that I had seen. Pointy ears, long spindly limbs, and all.

Because this book was an introductory text, it really didn’t give many details. I couldn’t count the number of times the instructor had said things like, “we’ll get into that more next semester,” or, “because these are rare, we won’t be talking about that creature much.” I couldn’t remember Mr. Donovan saying anything about imps at all.

The only reason I knew anything about imps was that I had been reading ahead. And the only reason I did any reading ahead was that I had been so painfully bored since school let out.

Well, I sure as hell wasn’t bored anymore. Though I wasn’t sure this was any better.

Anyway, all this book said was that imps were servant creatures who tended to take on the abilities of their masters. It really wasn’t helpful at all.

As far as I knew, this creature been acting totally alone. Unless, of course, there had been someone else involved that I hadn’t seen. Some wizard or witch or other supernatural pulling the imp’s strings from behind a metaphorical curtain.

Moreover, the book didn’t really say anything about ways to kill imps. I wondered if that was because it was extremely easy to kill them.

Probably not.

It was more likely that it was because the creature had to be killed in the same ways as its master. Which meant that every imp was different.

That made me want to start cursing all over again. There were plenty of creatures that fed on human energy. But none of them seemed to do so in the same way as the imp I saw in the village. At the same time, there were lots of things that could be done with human energy by various magic-using people and creatures. In fact, I was beginning to think the possibilities were virtually endless.

I skimmed the index of each book, scanning for monsters, elves, mind-suckers, life-force eaters, energy users—anything that might lead me to not just a description of the creature I was hunting, but information on how to kill it.

By the time I finished with the books I had in my room—just my school books from my first year at the Academy—I had a list of more than twenty possible types of suspects. They ranged from a human magician who could store energy to power spells, to a demonic creature belonging to a class of monsters from other dimensions who could use human energy to travel between those dimensions. And if one escaped through a portal, it was apparently a very bad idea to follow it.

I rubbed my eyes and dropped the last book onto the stack I’d started on the floor as I finished each book.

Being a hunter was mentally exhausting.

I realized, though, that the whole time I’d been researching, I’d quit being anxious about being in my room again. That was a good thing. It would have been all too easy to let myself get so worried that I’d never want to come back in here again.

Still, I jumped when a knock came at the door while I was stretching my arms above my head. I answered the door to find Tony Eckles, another upperclassman who specialized in magic, standing outside, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans. “Hey,” he said.

“Hi,” I replied, not quite knowing why he might be there. We stared at each other awkwardly for a moment before he finally said, “I was just stopping by to see if you’re going to the decorating party today.”

I had forgotten all about it—apparently, it was a tradition for all the students who stayed behind during winter break to get together on Christmas Eve and decorate the commons room where we had been eating for the last week.

I frowned at Tony, confused about why he’d come to ask about that. “Um. Sure. I guess.”

“And I wanted to make sure that you were okay after last night.” His words came out in a rush, and I realized he was nervous.

Oh. My. God.

Had Tony stopped by to ask me on a date to decorate our commons room?

I stifled a nervous giggle at the thought. I mean, on the one hand, it was ridiculous. I barely knew him.

But on the other hand, he seemed like a nice guy. And he was cute, with light brown, wavy hair, bright blue eyes, and a sweet smile that brought out dimples in his cheeks. There certainly wasn’t any reason to shoot him down—not over decorating the commons.

“Should we walk over there together?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

“That would be great,” he said, perking up considerably.

Somehow, pausing in my research to hunt a terrifying creature that sucked out the brains of children in order to go do a little Christmas decorating didn’t feel quite right.

Not that it was actually Christmas. Students at the Hunters’ Academy came from all different traditions. So when we decorated the commons room, we decorated for Christmas, Yule, Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, Winter Solstice, and just the general gift-giving seasons.

In the commons, there was a tree, a yule log, a menorah, and all sorts of other things I didn’t recognize. All the different versions of Santa Claus too—Saint Nicholas, Father Christmas, the usual fat red guy, and others.

Tony was super sweet, and I was glad that he really had been asking me on a date, even if it was kind of a weird choice. But it was fun, and once the room was brightened up with all the decorations, someone lit a fire in the fireplace at one end of the room, and one of the instructors brought in apple cider.

But I couldn’t quit thinking about the kids the imp had attacked. I didn’t know if what happened to them was permanent, but the thought of their families’ Christmas being destroyed by a visit to Santa made my chest ache in sympathy.

I couldn’t just sit here anymore.

I had to do something.
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Tony and I were sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the fire when I leaned over and bumped my shoulder against his.

“I’m so sorry, but I need to go do something. If I don’t make it back over here before everybody leaves, maybe we could do something later?” My voice was tentative, like I was afraid he would turn me down. More than that, though, I was afraid it would hurt his feelings.

“Yeah, sure. I guess.” He was obviously confused about why I was leaving so suddenly, but I didn’t even try to explain. No one had seen this imp besides me. I didn’t even know if Souji believed me—but at least he had my back no matter what.

I wanted to get over to the library before it closed down for the day. I would search on the internet, but I’d discovered that a lot of what was available online in terms of monster information was, perhaps unsurprisingly, full of misinformation, holes, and hoaxes.

Besides, I was almost certain the school monitored our Internet usage. Screw that.

I’d do old-school research first.

Outside, the sun was already dipping down behind the trees. Inside the library, though, it was warm. This was probably my second favorite space on campus. With its warm golden lights and shining wooden tables, it just felt comfortable.

The librarian gave me a wave. “I’ll be leaving in about an hour and a half,” she said. “Let me know if you need any help.”

I nodded my thanks and headed over to the section on monsters. I swear, I was learning more in one day of monster-researching than I had in almost a whole semester of classes. And suddenly, I was kind of looking forward to the next session’s para-biology course.

I had gathered a stack of books on the desk in front of me and was beginning to look through them when I heard a scratching noise from the window beside my table.

Somehow, I knew it was going to see before I even looked up.

There the imp was, its ugly little scrunched face peering in the window at me as its long fingernails scratched the glass.

I am not going to be hunted by this thing.

Slamming a book closed, I stood up, grabbed my coat, and raced for the door.

The librarian looked up in surprise but didn’t make any comments as I tore past her.

Outside, snow had begun to fall again. I tore around the building just in time to see the imp loping into the woods.

“Oh, not this time, you little sucker.” I took off after it, my feet pounding in the snow.

It was fast, but this time there weren’t any sheer cliffs to go up to escape me—I knew that for sure because I had hiked in those woods several times. This time, I was going to catch this thing and take it back to Ms. Gayle, both to prove that it existed and so she could show me how to kill it.

Under the trees in the forest, though, it was even darker than on campus. And I swear I felt it when I passed the boundary of the school’s wards.

Everything was quiet, and all sounds were muffled by the snow.

I lost sight of the imp almost immediately. I slowed to a walk as I carefully peered into the branches and behind trees as I passed them.

I couldn’t believe I’d lost the nasty little thing again.

Well, at least if it’s in the woods chasing me, it isn’t in town sucking kids’ brains out.

I had to admit that I had lost its trail. I wasn’t even seeing footprints in the snow.

So much for me being a hunter.

I turned around, prepared to make my way back to campus.

And that’s when it struck. It dropped down on me from above, its prehensile toes digging into my shoulders to hang on, its hands on my head, its long, spidery fingers tangling in my hair.

I fought against it, spinning around as I grabbed the imp and tried to pull it off me. I pulled up, I bent over and pushed against it to try to shove it off into the snow.

This was not the kind of fighting I’d been practicing at the Hunters’ Academy. I was going to have to take this up with Coach Packwood.

Assuming I survived this fight.

But the imp got its claws into me—literally. I felt its fingernails pierce the skin of my scalp, and I screamed out loud.

“Get off me!” I shoved and spun and tried to slam the imp against the nearest tree.

It just laughed in my ear as its nails slid so deep under the skin that its fingertips pressed against my head.

It felt just like the migraines I used to have before I joined the Hunters’ Academy. My vision even started to change, a red miasma flowing down like a sheer curtain being dropped over my eyes.

And then the imp’s power hit me, like bricks slamming into my head.

I dropped to my knees, crying out in pain, all my attempts to remove the monster from my head now purely instinctive. A throbbing, pulsing, red-hot agony stabbed into me, sliding under my skin, boiling away all conscious thought.

With the children, the imp had pulled something of them. Now, though, it was putting something into me.

Something I couldn’t fight against, no matter how hard I pushed at it with my hands and my mind.

The red turned to black, and my vision hazed out completely. At the same moment, I felt my entire body go slack. With a whimper, I relaxed into the snow, the freezing cold of the snow like a balm beneath my cheek as I landed on the forest floor.
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I wanted to roll over and moan, but I was already moving when I returned to consciousness.

For a long moment, I tried to stop walking—but then I realized that I wasn’t in control of my movements. I couldn’t even turn my head to look around. The trees streaming by me as I moved past them left me dizzy, but I couldn’t stop. After a few moments, the imp moved up beside me, and I realized we were headed back toward the school grounds.

The sun was setting as I stepped out from under the tree line and across the Academy’s wards. I felt them buzz against my skin, but I passed through without any problem.

The imp, on the other hand, stayed behind. Entirely out of my volition, my head spun around to take one last look at it as it crouched down in the snow, a black smudge against the snow on the far side of the wards.

My mind raced even as my body slowed to a walk.

Was the imp the one controlling me? Or was there another Lusus Naturae somewhere behind the scenes arranging all of this? And why had the imp—or its master—focused on me?

As I moved past the dorms, all clustered on one side of campus, Tony stepped out the door of his building, waving at me and calling my name. “Hey, Kacie! Wait up.”

I waved back at him, turning to face him and walking backward.

Internally, I screamed. Help! Something else has me—there’s an imp in the woods!

But something entirely different came out of my mouth. “Hey! Let’s catch up later. I have something else I have to do right now.”

Tony’s face fell, and I continued to push against whatever had me in its grip, trying to work my own mouth and shove my voice out. I need your help! Don’t listen to that me! Listen to this me!

But Tony didn’t hear me screaming. He only heard what my voice said aloud. 

His expression crestfallen, he shoved his fists into his pockets as he turned back toward the dorm.

I heard myself snicker as I spun back around to keep jogging past the dorms, and something about the sound reminded me of the imp as it dug into my head.

Inside my mind, I imagined beating my fist against a door, screaming to be let out. I didn’t see anyone else as the thing controlling me took me to the Administration building. I could hear people in the commons room, laughing and talking. Someone had put on Christmas music, and the party was still going. Apparently, Tony had left early. Really, I hadn’t been gone all that long. The part of me that still belonged to me felt bad that he had looked so sad when I had waved him off.

But I didn’t go to the commons room. Instead, I slowed until I was practically tiptoeing, and my body slid down on the side hallway that led to Headmistress Gayle’s office. I wasn’t surprised to find the room locked.

But then, the thing controlling my body rattled the doorknob once, waved my fingers in a complicated pattern that I’d never seen before, and with a flick of two of its fingers, the door clicked open.

I watched all this as if from somewhere outside myself—though of course, it was really from somewhere deep inside myself. I was absolutely stunned. Everything I had been taught since I had gotten to the Hunters’ Academy was that in order to use magic, the magician, whether it was a witch, a warlock, a mage, or some other supernatural, had to have a source of magic within his or her own body.

Magic was an inborn trait. It could not be transferred or shared.

So did that mean that I had magic with myself? Or was the thing controlling me actually able to use its own magic because it was somehow inhabiting me with its own corporeal self?

At that moment, either possibility seemed equally terrifying. The answer to one could change everything everyone here knew about magic. The other would change everything I knew about myself.

All of my instructors agreed on one thing, though. While I might be a powerful psychic, I had zero magical ability as far as they could tell.

For the first time since this thing had taken over my body, I was silent inside my own head as I watched it open the door to Headmistress Gayle’s office and step inside.

For the most part, I had tried to avoid this office since Ms. Gayle had taken over the position of headmistress. Mr. Finnegan had been headmaster when I was admitted to the school—something that Ms. Gayle took every opportunity to remind me she had opposed.

Since right after Finnegan had been abducted and apparently tortured until he was broken, I had done my best to stay out of his old office. It made me feel guilty for not having recognized the role Shane played in his abduction sooner. It didn’t matter that I knew that Headmaster Finnegan had been the one to assign Shane as my tutor in the first place. Guilt doesn’t work that way—it doesn’t really pay attention to reality.

My body closed the door behind me. Us? Anyway, closed the door and leaned against it, my gaze taking in every detail. For some reason, the enormous walnut desk and shelves took up quite a bit of its interest.

And then it began a quick, systematic search.

The thing controlling me made an attempt to hide the fact that it had been here, putting things back more or less where they had been, and apparently checking for magical traps as it went.

One of those traps zinged my finger, and the shock of it made me realize that I could still feel everything—physically, I mean. I wasn’t walled away from my body, not entirely. I still had some connection to it.

That could be very helpful, I suspected. And it gave me the beginnings of an idea. As the outside of my body continued rifling through Headmistress Gayle’s belongings in her office, inside my body, I began attempting to trace the route of the magic it was using.

The problem was that I had no idea how magic worked from a practitioner’s perspective. For that matter, I barely had any idea how my own psychic abilities worked.

But I began to pay attention to the physical sensation of the magic passing through me. And soon, I started to be able to trace it. I followed the trail the magic left behind all the way out my hands as they flickered through the motions required, watching as it connected with the incantations my mouth whispered.

Knowing where it ended up allowed me to backtrack, to trace it to its point of origin.

And I was stunned to discover it emanating from the very center point of my being.

I don’t think this is coming from outside me at all.

Yet another thing to discuss with my instructors if I made it out of this alive and in control of myself.

But that point of origin was also a surprise because when Ms. Gayle had been in charge of the magics class, she had insisted that students pay attention to their thoughts. Everything she discussed had to do with the intellect as if magic emanated from the head. But whatever this was came from what I felt, not what I thought.

“Well. Isn’t that interesting?”

The sound of my own voice seemed loud in my ears, especially when I wasn’t the one speaking through it. It startled me out of my internal investigation, and I focused again on what was happening in Ms. Gayle’s office. I glanced down to discover that my hands were reaching into one of the desk drawers and pulling out a velvet case.

I flipped it open, revealing a necklace with a large, emerald green stone—though to be honest, I would not have been able to tell the difference if it had been something that wasn’t a real jewel.

“It’s about time,” I heard my body breathe out. Then, I reached in, unclasped the chain, and slipped it around my neck.

As the pendant settled against my chest, the thing inside me sighed aloud in relief. “Oh, that’s better.”

And as it spoke, a jolt of something powerful slammed through me. My head dropped back, and my eyes closed for a long moment as my controller—my enemy, I reminded myself—reveled in the sensation of power throbbing through my veins.

Finally, it snapped the empty case closed and dropped it back into the drawer, sending out a tiny bolt of energy to relock everything before tiptoeing to the door and preparing to leave.

I hoped someone would see me leaving, demand to know where I’d been and where I was going, question where I’d gotten the gaudy necklace I was wearing.

But it didn’t happen. Instead, I slipped outside as quietly as I had moved through the entire building.

Outside, the sun had set, and I kept to the shadows as I moved across campus, down the drive, and out to the road.

And when I got there and turned downhill, I knew exactly where I was going.

Right back to town.

Back to where this it all started.

I was going back to Santa’s house.
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At least now I knew why I had been targeted—I was probably the first Academy student who had come to town since this thing had realized where the necklace was and started making plans to steal it

I think part of me was glad to learn that I wasn’t special. I was just available. Convenient.

Though if I have my way, whatever is controlling me right now is going to wish that it had never targeted me at all.

That didn’t stop my fear over the fact that whatever had control of my body was still trotting toward town just after sunset on Christmas Eve.

For the first time since I had arrived at the Hunters’ Academy, I missed my family intensely. My parents were so normal.

But it was also the first time that I had considered the question of genetics and the role they played in magic. If the magic I felt my controller using really was from me, then did that mean that one or both of my parents was a magic user? Or at least had the potential to be?

I wanted to rub my eyes or my forehead to help me think, but instead, I just kept moving down the mountain, running on the switchback roads that curved back and forth down to town.

The moon was already shining down on the snow by the time I got to the square with the Christmas display.

Somehow, I wasn’t surprised when I got to the tiny gingerbread house where Santa had been sitting and saw children filing in from all different directions. They didn’t stand in line this time.

This time, they stood in a circle, equidistant part, their gazes blank and empty.

The part of me that was still actually me wanted to cry for all these little ones, these small children drawn out to the cold of the night, many of them without coats, a couple without shoes, even. I wanted to reach out to them, to comfort them.

I wondered how many of them were trapped inside their bodies like I was, under someone else’s control.

I wondered how many of them were sobbing inside their own heads.

My body came to a halt, and I stood several feet away from the circle of twenty or so children, none of them older than maybe nine or ten.

My heart ached at the thought of them being used this way. I wanted was to scoop them up in my arms and take them home, back to their families. Back to their lives before monsters had entered them.

And in that instant when I most felt for them, when I ached for their plight, a surge of power flashed through me, and I gave a single, lurching step toward the circle.

Toward the children I wanted to save.

It wasn’t a step I’d asked permission to take.

And for the first time since the imp had jumped on me from a tree and dug its long, sharp nails into my skull, I felt like I really could fight back.

I wasn’t sure how yet.

But I was going to figure it out in time to save these children.

I didn’t have much time, I was sure of it, but I needed to deal with the director of this little scene.

The imp came trotting around from one side of the Santa house first. Its squashed little face shone with an unholy glee—an expression that I would have initially assumed was all its own, had I not heard my own voice giggling at Tony’s dismay after his apparent rejection.

The creature scuttled up beside me and squatted down in the snow, looking up and grinning at me. Its fingers trailed through the snow, occasionally stabbing down into the ground as it watched the children as if reminiscing about every single child’s possession.

But even if the tiny monster next to me was enjoying it, the imp had not created the situation.

I let the rage at being controlled, and seeing the children controlled, build up inside me. With every swell of fury, I gathered more emotion and shoved it down into the center of who I was.

A whole new range of emotions flooded me when Santa stepped out of the house and into the circle of children. He scanned the circle, a broad smile on his face, his hands on his hips. He was dressed in a typical American version of Santa Claus—red suit, white fur trimming, boots, beard, and all.

When he caught sight of me, his joyful laugh rang out. I had never wanted to hurt someone as much as I wanted to hurt him at that moment.

“I see you got our girl to come back with my gift,” he said, his deep voice echoing across the otherwise silent square. “Good job, Blitzen.” He strode up to me where I stood paralyzed, stepping up so close that I could smell him—and it felt like he should smell evil somehow, like he had broken a compact by smelling like pine trees and looking like Santa Claus.

But it wasn’t even a compact with me.

It was one with these children. As Santa reached around my neck and unclasped the pendant my body had stolen for him, I let my rage at betrayal of the children’s trust swirled around inside me, adding to the flames of the fire I was stoking in my heart.

Santa wrapped the chain around his own neck and fastened it. The emerald began to glow.

As he turned away from me, he paused to glance at the imp, then flicked his fingers toward me dismissively. “When the ceremony is over, you can have this one,” he said. “She’s too old for me.”

If I could have attacked at that moment, I would have.

I should’ve known it was Santa from the beginning. Of course, the vacant act in the house had been just that—an act.

I should’ve realized it as soon as I read that the imp was a servant creature.

As I gazed around the circle, though, it struck me that all these children and one recalcitrant teenager were an awful lot of bodies for the imp to hold mind-control over.

Slowly—so slowly that I hoped the imp wouldn’t notice—I began searching within me for the threads binding me to the imp.

It was something I hadn’t thought about much, but one thing Erin had told me when we were both studying together one night—a night when I was absolutely dismayed at my inability to do any kind of magic—was that giving magic a structure made it easier to handle.

I flashed to a memory of that conversation now, wondering if my thread metaphor would work in this case.

I focused all my energy inward, sliding through an almost infinite number of threads in my imagination. And then I found them. Red lines running all through me that glowed with the same malignancy as the imp’s power

I had to be careful now. I had no doubt that if he noticed what I was doing, either the imp or Santa would take care of me. Permanently.

So I began slowly severing myself from those threads. One at a time. So carefully.

While I did that, Santa began walking in a circle around the children, chanting in a language I didn’t understand.

About a quarter of the way around, he stopped and slid a knife through the palm of his hand, opening it up so that when he held out a fist over the white snow, the blood dropped in big red globs, landing and glittering black under the moonlight. I wanted to frown, but I couldn’t.

More than that, I wanted to jump in and intervene when he stopped at a little girl, around four. She was bundled up, so she was warmer than the other many of the other children. But she was still terrified. I could see it hovering behind her eyes.

And that sweet girl didn’t even cry when Santa ran his knife blade through her palm, too.

It was sickening, and if I’d had control over my body, I would have tried to grab her.

As it was, all I could do was continue snipping at the threads that bound me to the imp, and hope that I would be able to save these kids before something horrible happened.
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Chapter 9
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Before something horrible happened.

I couldn’t believe I’d had that thought. Something horrible had already happened—these children’s bodies had been taken over and brought here. And now, the Santa monster was slicing their tiny hands open and bleeding them onto the snow in some complicated order I didn’t understand. 

When he stopped in front of me, my surprise was a strong enough reaction that my body twitched a little. I had assumed when he said I was too young for him that it meant I’d be left out of this “ceremony.”

Apparently not.

Oh, no. What else is he planning for these children after the ceremony?

His big hands were callused, the way I would have expected a real Santa’s to be—but they were also freezing cold and impersonal as he whisked the knife across my hand. 

The sting of the knife’s cut caught up with me a few seconds later, but I couldn’t even pull my hand away from him to cradle it.

I watched for a second as my blood dripped out into the snow. Then Santa dropped my hand and moved on and I went back to snipping internal threads. 

But time was running out. Santa began going back through the circle, slicing the hands of the children he’d missed the first time around. 

His chant, slow and measured before, began to pick up a faster pace.

In the center of the circle we made, red and green lights began playing under the snow. At any other time, I might have thought they were festive, even pretty.

Now, however, all I could think was that the red was malignant, the green nauseous.

They were the colors of sickness, of infection.

And they were growing brighter as if moving up from someplace deep in the earth.

Or maybe from another dimension.

Just like that, I knew what I was facing.

Oh, hell. 

Literally.

He was one of the portal-summoning demonic creatures I’d read about in my books. Whatever he had planned for these children, it was nothing good. In fact, it was something so bad that everything I’d read about them—not nearly enough, apparently—said that if they opened a portal, a hunter’s best bet was to let them go ahead and use it. Without following them.

I needed to get free of the imp’s hold and...

What?

What could I do against the imp and the evil Santa impostor?

As the lights under the snow spun and flickered and grew larger and closer, I knew it didn’t matter. I had to try something.

With a final sweep of the imaginary blade I had been using to cut the threads, I swept them all aside and pushed as hard as I could against the creature holding me in its mental grip.

The imp hadn’t been paying any attention to me, focusing instead on the light show beneath our feet. I shoved against its hold on me, and it stumbled at the same moment that I staggered forward, out of the circle inscribed by our blood and into the center of Monster Santa’s spell.

I hadn’t brought any of the kinds of weapons I had been training with before Shane had proven to be one of the Lusus Naturae. Headmistress Gayle had decided that I didn’t need any more private tutoring, so those lessons had stopped.

All I had was myself.

But for the first time in hours, I actually had myself—I was in complete control of my body and I was determined to stay that way. With a screech, I spun around and lashed out against the imp with a kick aimed at its face.

I connected with something, felt bone crunch when I hit, but I didn’t wait to see what kind of damage I had done before I began running around the circle, shaking the children, trying to snap them out of their mesmerized stupors.

Behind me, Santa screamed, “Stop her, you useless idiot!” I assumed he was talking to the imp but didn’t turn around to look.

“Wake up,” I urged the children, one after another. “Wake up. Wake up and run.”

None of them responded.

The lights were spinning so fast that I knew they had to be close to the surface now.

I could not leave these children here to learn what happened when the portal opened.

Red fog drifted into the corner of my vision, and I realized it wasn’t real at all, but the imp trying to take control of my mind again.

Terror and rage and anguish swirled inside me, and I spun around, shoving at all the children at once with one single thought: WAKE UP!

All around the circle, the children staggered, some of them crying out, others falling to their knees.

Among the pandemonium of the children regaining control of themselves, I froze. I didn’t know how I could possibly get them all away in time.

As if being drawn out from the very center of my being, that place where I had built a powerful fire to use against these monsters, a silent wail erupted.

Help me!

For the first time ever, I knew I had sent out a psychic blast. I had to hope it would reach up the mountain, all the way to Souji and Ms. Gayle, to Tony and Colette, to anyone who was up there and could hear me.

But I didn’t have time to wait.

Spinning around to face Santa, I held my hands straight out in front of me.

“You are not welcome here,” I bellowed, not knowing where the words came from or why I chose them—not at first. But I had moved around the circle he had created initially, and when I had awoken the children, I had somehow claimed that circle as my own.

As if he were being physically shoved out of it, Santa slid across the ground, the force of it knocking him off his feet.

I turned to the oldest of the children, a little girl who looked about ten and a boy of about the same age, and said, “Get the little ones out of here.”

“Where should we go?” the boy asked, frowning.

Randomly, I pointed at the steps of the library. “Keep everyone together over there.”

Stranded outside his circle, the Santa monster howled his outrage. The imp, still able to move into that circle, eyed me warily.

Inside the circle, the lights were beginning to melt the snow above them. Whatever was headed this way was hot and malignant and nothing good for any of us.

I needed to know how to shut it down.

Nothing I had studied in the few weeks I had been at the Academy had prepared me for this.

I tried to remember the spells I had learned in magics class, the ones that I had to memorize. Even though the assumption was I’d never be able to use them myself, I needed to be able to recognize them with others employed them. But at this moment, everything was a jumble. The most I could do was send out pulsing wave after wave of a single word.

STOP.

I said it over and over, feeling the lights’ ascent slow incrementally.

But they kept coming.

Santa staggered to his feet, his face a mask of murderous rage. He turned to where the children huddled together on the library steps, many of them crying.

He took one staggering, menacing step toward them.

Something huge and black and snarling bounded out of the dark and pounced, crashing into the Santa demon and tumbling it to the ground.

I had never been so glad to see my hunting partner as I was right then.
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With Santa occupied and the children safe for the moment, I turned my attention back to the imp, who had crept closer to me, snarling through its broken teeth where I had kicked it.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spied the knife Santa had been using to cut all of us. The imp saw it at the same moment. We both dove for it and sent it skittering across the snow.

The imp turned its attention to me, scrabbling across the snow to try to sink its nails into me. It left a long scratch along one cheek as it made a grab and missed.

I pulled my knees up to my chest and used both feet to kick out at it, hitting it in the stomach with my boots and sending it sliding across the snow and out of the circle.

I scrambled up to my knees and lunged for the knife, grabbing it and whipping around to see the imp back up and staggering my direction.

I didn’t have time for this. I needed to close this portal.

It didn’t seem like what I needed mattered, however. The imp was determined to attack me. It leaped back into the circle, one arm dangling uselessly beside it.

I never did figure out if it didn’t realize I had grabbed a knife, or if it was so hyped up by the fight that it simply didn’t care, but the imp jumped toward my face, its legs boosting it up much higher than it should have been able to jump, its single arm extended toward my face.

I ducked down under its reach and shoved the knife upward into its belly, twisting as I went.

The imp screamed and flailed for a moment. I followed it back down to the ground and then pulled the knife out.

Hot, black blood gushed out of the wound and over my hand. I pulled back away from it as its life bled out into the snow.

Then I leaned over and vomited.

When I had done heaving, I glanced at the body again. Its lifeblood had spread out around it. I stared at the puddle for a few seconds before realizing something. Everywhere the imp’s blood touched, the red and green pulsing lights had grown smaller and dimmer.

The answer became clear.

“Souji!” I spun around to find my partner crouched over the Santa, one paw holding the demon down, his claws extended enough to cause pain where they sank into the Lusus Naturae monster’s skin. “Bring him back into the circle.”

With one swipe of his massive paw, Souji rolled the demon toward the circle. I couldn’t tell if the Santa monster was alive or dead. I didn’t know if what I had planned would work if he was dead. Then again, I didn’t even know if it would work if he were alive.

But as soon as Souji had him in the circle, I stepped toward him and took his arm.

I swallowed hard against what I was about to do.

I could rationalize killing monsters.

But this man didn’t look like a monster.

He looked like Santa Claus.

Steeling myself against my own reaction, I jabbed the knife into his palm and reopened the wound that had clotted up. His blood dripped out onto the snow, and I used the knife to spread it out over the incoming light.

The light faded.

It had taken only a few drops. I scraped up a few more drops and moved to the next light. From up here, the lights looked like they were only a few inches underground.

“Souji, help me. Use your claws. It doesn’t take much blood.”

We moved as fast as we could.

I realized I had tears running down my face as the lights continued to grow closer.

I hadn’t even realized that the Hunters’ Academy residents had shown up until I heard Headmistress Gayle say, “You’ll never close the portal in time that way.”

I glanced up at her, tears still staining my face, from where I was on my hands and knees frantically rubbing blood into the dirt under the snow.

She placed her hand on the top of my head, and something calm and soothing flowed through me like a benediction.

“You’ve done good work here, child. Let me take over.”

I sat back on my heels and watched numbly as Ms. Gail quickly delegated people to various tasks. About half the people who were still at the Academy had come down the mountain with her, including Colette and Tony.

She sent Colette over to take care of the children. Tony she sent to see if the monsters had erected a magical barrier to keep us from being interrupted and if so, to make sure it stood until we were done. Then she turned back to Santa, staring down at his still form and shaking her head.

She spared a glance for the dead imp, as well.

Then she reached into the pocket of her slacks and pulled out a small stick that she began twirling through her fingers like a baton. As she twirled, it turned into a staff—one with a pointed end.

With a few muttered words, she raised it high above the demon on the ground. Then she drove it with all her might through Santa’s chest.

The monster gasped and tried to sit up against the pole impaling it.

And as it fell backward into the snow, its blood soaking the ground and dimming the lights of the portal closing beneath us, Santa melted away, leaving behind a real monster—a horned demon that looked like the black-and-red devils in old drawings.

That’s a monster I could kill.

I swallowed hard and forced myself to my feet.

I was suddenly absolutely exhausted.

Souji limped toward me, and I realized that he, too, had a long scratch down his shoulder.

Ms. Gayle gave the two of us a long, level look, then reached out to cup my cheek and Souji’s shoulder at the same moment.

Healing flowed through us, and for the first time, I truly understood why Ms. Gayle had been chosen to take the position of headmistress.

“You two go home,” she said. “Rest tonight. We will discuss all of this tomorrow.” She sounded kinder that I never heard.

“But tomorrow is Christmas,” I objected, feeling silly as soon as the words came out of my mouth.

Ms. Gayle smiled gently. “Then tomorrow we will celebrate Christmas. We can talk about this after that.”

“And the children?” I glanced toward them. They seemed calm once again, some of them even smiling at Colette as she talked to them, her hands flickering in the motions of spells.

“Their wounds will be healed, and the memories wiped of events of tonight.” Ms. Gail peered into my eyes. “They will be taken care of. You saved them all. I won’t let that go to waste.”

Heaving a sigh of relief, I buried my hand in Souji’s fur, and we began making our way back up the mountain.

And as we trudged along the road, I realize something—I hadn’t had to go home for Christmas.

Because I already was home.

And I would do anything to protect the Hunters’ Academy.

Even if it meant killing Santa Claus.
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Everyone gathered in the commons room late the next morning. I never had gotten my Christmas shopping done. But I’d called my parents that morning and made up a cheerful story for them about skiing in the Alps.

I’d realized that protecting the Hunters’ Academy also meant protecting my birth family from knowledge of it or the monsters we fought.

After an early lunch in the commons, we all gathered around the fireplace again, students draped over sofas and chairs, instructors lounging and chatting with us, some of them bringing straight-backed chairs from the long dining tables.

Once again, I found myself sitting cross-legged on the floor. I leaned back against the arm of one of the sofas, content to watch everyone around me laughing and wishing each other happy holidays.

“Would you like some cider?”

I glanced up to find Tony holding two steaming mugs.

“Sure,” I said, waving at the floor next to me. He handed me my mug and joined me.

“Merry Christmas,” I said.

“Merry Christmas to you, too. Impressive what you did out there last night,” he added.

I shrugged. “I did what I had to. I couldn’t let those kids die. Or worse.”

I hadn’t realized Ms. Gayle was passing by, but she paused to glance down at me. “I owe you an apology for not believing you when you reported the imp to me,” she said, and I nearly choked on my cider.

She continued across the room without saying anything else.

“Headmistress Gayle just apologized to me,” I hissed at Tony.

“She did. Yes.”

“Does that count as a Christmas miracle?”

We were laughing quietly together as the door swung open and Souji stalked into the room.

A whisper went around the room. He had never joined the rest of us for meals or parties or anything. Not the whole time I’d been here.

With one glance around the room, my hunting partner homed in on me, and I waved cheerily. “Souji! Come join us over here.”

He had already started in my direction.

When he reached us, he dropped to his haunches on the floor next to me. Then, deliberately, he met Tony’s gaze, lifted up one heavy paw, and dropped it onto my knee.

Then he drew back his lips to show his teeth, and he hissed.

Tony’s shoulders drew back, and he sat up straight. A crackling kind of energy surrounded him, and a tiny blue flame flickered in between his fingers. As he met Souji’s stare head-on, I sat frozen between the two of them, staring back and forth.

Oh, dear. Next semester is going to be really interesting.

* * *
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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 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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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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