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I

had just gotten back from a morning flight with my raven pack when the white Federal Bureau of Magical Investigation vans burst through the enormous ornate gates and tore up the drive to the main building of the Jewel Academy. 

Headmistress Magee was going to have someone’s head for this. Probably literally.

If I could shift back into a bird, I would, but I couldn’t summon the energy to shift again. I was also a witch, though, so I considered turning myself invisible to keep a low profile. Unfortunately, casting a spell right now would probably draw the wrong type of attention.

“What do you think is going on?”

I would never get used to Stefan sneaking up on me. “I’m buying everyone bells for Yule,” I said crossly. When I became a shifter for the first time last month, I was psyched. I figured I’d have sharpened senses and become preternaturally stronger, bigger, faster—but no. I couldn’t scent prey like the canine shifters. I couldn’t stalk like the big jungle cat behind me. I flew, but other than that, I was still me—which was the only comforting thing in my ever-changing life.

Stefan shrugged. At least he had spoken aloud to me instead of mind-to-mind. He had been less broody since the big football game from hell last month, and was trying to make a greater effort to appear normal, or what passed for normal at the Jewel Academy.

Stefan glared as FBMI agent upon agent flooded out of the vans. They wore anti-magical bracelets and carried heavy weapons, which no doubt had silver bullets or other things to stop a rampaging shifter. They looked like they were ready for war.

“What do you think is going on?” I countered.

“I bet somebody complained about the football game last month and they’re here to take names and maybe even prisoners.”

A rush of cold fear trailed down my spine. We had been at that football game. It was the one where I had first shifted into a raven, surprising everyone there. No one had been more surprised than me. I had been born a witch, not a shifter. As far as I had known, you were either one or the other. Yet, I was both. I wondered if the feds were after me. Would they take me away to be dissected?

I stepped closer to Stefan, just in case. When the caca hit the fan, hide behind the half-feral lion shifter. That’s what I always say.

After I had shifted, I had sat down with Headmistress Magee and asked, “What am I? Am I a witch or a raven?”

“You’re both,” she had said in her usual no-nonsense tone.

“Yeah, I get that. I mean, where do I fit in?”

“That’s up to you.”

I hated nonanswers from vampires. So annoying.

“I have never heard of a shifter witch before. Am I unique?” I had pressed on, hoping to learn why this had happened to me.

“They exist. They’re rare. Mostly because witches and shifters are different species. Children aren’t usually born of a witch/shifter mating.”

I had made a face at the word mating. 

“Since your father was a very powerful witch and your mother was mostly likely a powerful raven shifter, perhaps they found a way around the rules of nature. And here you are.”

“Do you have any idea who my shifter mother could be? Did she go to school with my father?”

Headmistress Magee had shaken her head. “No, I only know of two women your father dated while he was here.”

“Yeah, he got around, didn’t he?” I had made another face.

“If you want, I could make some inquiries. But it’s more than likely that he met your shifter mother after he left here.”

“Would the CMIA know?”

She had nodded slightly and had given me a small smile. I got the impression that she wouldn’t have volunteered that information, but was relieved that I had already knew it.

“Does the Central Magical Intelligence Agency still recruit here on campus?” My father had been recruited just before graduation.

“Sometimes. Certainly back then, it was a more innocent time. We trusted the government agencies more than we do now. Nowadays, I worry for my students being exploited as I’m sure your father did, which is why he homeschooled and kept you under their radar. You should strive to remain that way.” Headmistress Magee had given me a warning look.

“He never mentioned the CMIA to me, but he never liked the FBMI. They were the boogeymen in our house. I wonder why?” I really wanted to ask her if she knew my father’s ghost was in the Archives guarding the pearl of wisdom. But that would give away that I had been snooping where I shouldn’t have been. Still, it would be worth it if I could get special dispensation to talk with him again. I wouldn’t take up too much of his time. If I could only get my shifter mother’s name, that would be a start.

I wondered if a DNA test would help or if I could contact Delia’s mother and father? 

“Can you put me in touch with the man who recruited my father before he could even graduate Jewel Academy?” I had thought he could give me more information on my father post high school.

“He did field work with the CMIA to earn credits toward graduation. They gave him his diploma.” Her long, tapered fingernails had flipped through an ancient card file. “I don’t even know if he is still working there, but I’ll see if I can arrange a meeting with you and him.”

Too bad there weren’t any CMIA agents here today. A bigger crowd had started to gather at the fringe of the commotion. Students were crowding in to get a better look of what was going on. 

“We should go take a closer look,” I said.

“Or,” Stefan said, yanking me back, “we could observe from a distance so we could better plan our attack.”

“Don’t you mean defense?”

“No.”

Yeah, that figured. Lions aren’t known for a running defense, even on the football field.

At that fateful football game last month, War—one of our wolf shifters—had gotten hurt. I had put an elastic bandage around his knee to aid his fast healing. Only the bandage had been cursed. It would have cut his leg completely off and not allowed him to regrow it. It caused a big scene. The entire wolf pack blamed me for it. Things had been looking pretty grim. 

It turned out one of the witches who had a vendetta against me, Serena Bleak, had set me up. And Stefan, who was my bodyguard, hadn’t taken kindly to that. There was a lot of roaring and snarling and threats in the air. And that should have been fine—the football game had been held at another magical school—but some of the mundanes had gotten an earful and complained to the FBMI.

I had thought it had been swept under the carpet. But maybe not. “This looks a lot more serious than a bunch of mundies who got their panties in a bunch.”

“You should go into bird form and fly up into a tree before they start looking for you,” Stefan said.

I hadn’t done anything wrong. I hadn’t even thought about doing anything wrong. Not in a long time. and not since I broke free of my own anti-magic bracelets. Of course, everyone thought I lost my bracelets when I shifted last month, but I had been free much longer than that.

Before I was a raven, I had been just a plain old witch whose main power was mindbending. Mindbending got me in trouble. It would probably always get me in trouble, but I was determined to learn how to control it so I was always on the edge of using my powers for good purposes. I wanted to walk the line without crossing over it. I couldn’t change who I was like my father had tried to do before the CMIA recruited him. I didn’t want to change who I was, but I also didn’t want to give the FBMI the excuse to neuter me—take away my magic—either.

Just because people were afraid of what I might do didn’t give them the right to punish me before I did anything. At least Headmistress Magee saw things my way on that sort of thing. Of course, I still wanted to join a coven, not so much for protection anymore, but to learn ritual spells and the general knowledge that I missed when my father had homeschooled me.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I’m pooped. I couldn’t shift again even if my life depended on it.”

“It just might,” Stefan brooded.

“Just keep being the ray of sunshine that you always are,” I said, folding my arms over my chest. 

We watched as the agents formed up, ready to storm the administration building, when a group of Enforcers confronted them.

“Here we go,” Stefan said.

“I wish I had some popcorn for this show.” I wondered if Headmistress Magee was just inside waiting for them. She wasn’t a daywalker, but she was up and about during the day hours, usually in her office. She just had to stay inside or be burned by the sun.

“What is the meaning of this?” Storming out of the library was the head librarian, Ms. Barnes.

She was my friend Andrei’s mother, and a bit of a mystery. The former Countess Vanlinger divorced her husband and took her son away from Hungary and back to Connecticut to raise him away from his father’s aristocratic background. I’d never seen her out of the library, so I had assumed she was a vampire like her ex and her son. But as she stormed across the quad, the sun didn’t wither her and she never flinched from the rays. She wore many religious talismans around her neck, along with a lengthy rope of pearls that hung almost to her knees. 

“Think she’s a vamp?” Stefan asked.

“She’s wearing a cross,” I pointed out.

“They say the old ones can and that the sun doesn’t burn them.”

“That’s a lot of power.” I gave an involuntary shudder. I spent a lot of time in the library, usually up to some shenanigans, and I didn’t want to get on an ancient vampire’s bad side. I didn’t think that being her son’s blood donor would win me any points.

I snapped a few pictures of the FBMI confrontations. Maybe they would make it into the yearbook this year.

“Stop that,” Stefan said, batting my hand down. 

I just barely managed to not drop my phone. 

“You’ll draw attention to yourself.” 

Reluctantly, I slipped it into my pocket. “They don’t seem to be afraid of her.”

Ms. Barnes was waving her hands and arguing with the FBMI guy in charge. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she was pointing at the gates. I wished I could tell Andrei that his mother was squaring off with the feds, but he was either still asleep in his coffin or underneath the library in the Archives, shelving books until dusk. Or maybe he was standing next to Headmistress Magee, glaring out the UV protected glass at the pandemonium down in the courtyard.

“Then they’re stupid as well as overconfident.”

“Come on.” I tugged on Stefan’s arm. “I want to hear what they’re saying.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Trying to move Stefan when he didn’t want to budge was like trying to move a building. “You’re probably the reason why they’re here.”

“Not everything is my fault,” I said defensively. Although to be fair, I had been getting into a lot of trouble since I’ve been here. And even before I got here, which was why I had been sent to the Jewel Academy to begin with. 

The Jewel Academy was a cross between a reform school for the supernatural and a magical training center on steroids. Since I knew that Stefan would follow me, I crept forward. One of the FBMI agents turned and gave me a warning look and then spoke into his headset.

“Maybe they’re here about Emile and the pearl of wisdom?” Stefan said, pulling me behind him. He growled at the FBMI agent until he turned back around.

I nibbled on my lip. “How?” 

“Magic?”

“Great answer.”

Emile had died crossing the pearl of wisdom’s magical barrier in the restricted section of the Archives. The ghost of my father killed him. He was the last person I had expected to be the guardian. I had never gotten to say goodbye to my father. He had been murdered and it had been a shock that he had been only a few yards away from me since I arrived at Jewel Academy. 

The feds couldn’t be here to take the pearl of wisdom away. I had never gotten a chance to activate the pearl and ask it my questions. So nothing should have notified them that something was wrong. My father had answered most of my questions so I hadn’t had to figure out how to activate the artifact. But a student did die. The second one this year.

The first had been my cousin Delia, whom I had never gotten the chance to meet.

“So much death,” I said, reaching down to hold Stefan’s hand.

His little brother had been killed by a demon, which almost drove Stefan mad with grief. As it was, he hadn’t spoken a word until he met me. My father had been murdered by a Russian blood mage as a sacrifice while he was on a secret mission that I still wasn’t quite sure how had come about. And just recently Emile. Emile had deserved it, though. He had been planning on draining me of blood and then feeding my body to the ghouls so it would never be found.

I wanted to go back to the pearl of wisdom and spend more time with my dad, but he was the guardian. He was cursed to protect it from intruders. If I crossed the barrier, he would try to kill me. But I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to my dad forever—again. I had so many questions and if the FBMI did take it away, I’d never find it again.

“Speaking of stupid and overconfident, heads up.” Stefan let go of my hand.

I peeked around him and saw an Enforcer patrol peel away from the main group. It was led by my almost boyfriend, Grantaire. Three dates didn’t make him my boyfriend. We might be headed that way, especially if Stefan remained broody and lost in the past. Except I really hated Enforcers. They were the jackboots of the FBMI. They killed supernaturals.

“Six guys, Grantaire?” I said as they stopped in front of us. “Six guys against the two of us?”

“Everyone needs to remain calm. Especially him,” Grantaire said, giving Stefan the hairy eyeball. 

To be fair, Stefan was the biggest threat in the quad after the FBMI agents. He was known to have a bad temper and was willing to take it out by ripping limbs off the people who crossed him. Before I came to the school, everyone thought he was in here for murder. But I had helped clear his name. He still struggled with his inner demons and a couple of outer demons that he stalked the Hellion Falls area nightly for.

“What’s going on, Grantaire? Why did they bust down the doors? They could have knocked,” I asked. Grantaire’s mother was the FBMI agent who had brought me here, and I bet he knew a lot more than the rest of us did about this situation.

“Knocked?”

“Well, you know. Ring the bell.” Do we even have a bell? I blushed at his quizzical look. “Why did they have to bust the doors down?” I said angrily to cover up my embarrassment.

Grantaire looked around and then said quietly, “They tried requesting permission to enter, but they were barred from the school.”

“Really,” I said, drawing the word out. “What’s the tea about that?”

“I’ve already told you too much.” He grinned at me. He had cute dimples that weren’t cutting it. “The rest is classified.”

“It’s not fair. The Enforcers get all the dirt and we remain in the dark.” I crossed my arms and scowled at him.

“Suffice it to say and rest assured that the FBMI would not have done this without good reason.” He leaned in and said under his breath, “Like saving-lives type of reason.”

I thought back to the pearl of wisdom and my father killing Emile while guarding it. It would be my fault if he was taken away. I couldn’t bear that. I shifted a glance to the library. Maybe I could get there and convince my father that the pearl was in danger so he’d let me hide it.

“They wouldn’t have made such a dramatic entrance if Headmistress Magee hadn’t forced their hand,” one of the other Enforcers said, then shrank under the glare Grantaire gave him.

“Now, move along,” Grantaire said, waving his hands toward the classroom buildings.

“Really?” I said again. “You’re going to go with the whole ‘move along’ thing? You should be tapping your nightsticks menacingly in your hands when you go old-school like that.”

“We don’t have nightsticks. We have Tasers.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Let’s go, Stefan, and see if we can find Andrei.” I started walking toward the library.

Stefan didn’t say anything, like he normally did when we weren’t alone. I was grateful to have him by my side emitting quiet menace. I didn’t know what he would do if the FBMI tried to take me against my will, and I was hoping that we’d never have to find out.
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Chapter Two
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W

e never made it to the library. Mrs. Carrier stopped us and forced us to head back to our classrooms. She kept a close eye on us too until we were back inside. So I was in English class instead of the library, wishing desperately that there was a window so I could keep track of what was going on. 

The class was reviewing A Tale of Two Cities, which I had read last year in my mundane school. Things had finally started to normalize—FMBI task forces aside—since I had been forced to attend Jewel Academy. Unfortunately, I knew better than to trust that feeling.

In between classes, I saw FBMI agents and Enforcers opening lockers and investigating the classrooms.

“What are they looking for?” I asked my pack leader, Janine.

“Something to justify their actions,” she said, closing her locker after slipping a bunch of plastic boxes into her backpack. They jingled and rattled when she moved.

I didn’t have anything in my locker that could be considered contraband, unless you counted an apple that I put a preservation spell on so it didn’t rot before I had a chance to eat it.

“Have the FBMI questioned you yet?” Serena Bleak said, walking up to us. She was no longer a coven leader after her cursed bandage stunt at the football game. Of course, she blamed me for that. She tried to shoulder check me into the lockers, but then thought better of it when a few more ravens appeared next to Janine and me. I hadn’t seen them approach.

“No,” I said. “I didn’t think they were talking with the students other than the Enforcers.”

“I’d be very careful to hide those marks on your wrist, if I were you.” She sneered at me and walked away. Serena Bleak hated me. It was based in a centuries-old feud that I only had the slightest details about. Everyone who would have talked to me about it was dead. Serena had hated my cousin Delia when she was here too. And I’m sure Serena’s ancestors hated my ancestors too. I couldn’t really figure out why. Serena broke down once and said it was because we ruined her life, but that could be referring to anything. You didn’t come to Jewel Academy if your life was all sunshine and roses.

“You shouldn’t feed the vampires,” Janine said, frowning at me.

“It’s a temporary arrangement,” I said, tugging down the sleeve of my shirt self-consciously.

“It’s not allowed.”

“Only if it’s forced,” I said. Andrei didn’t have to force me to give him blood. We had an arrangement. And it was over after Yule.

“No.” Janine shook her head. “Vampires aren’t allowed to prey on the students.”

I snorted. “I’ve seen differently.”

“You’ve seen rule breakers.” Janine shrugged. “As long as you don’t bring harm to the unkindness, it doesn’t matter who you share your blood with. But you still should be careful. The young vampires sometimes lose control when they take blood from a shifter.”

I hadn’t donated blood to Andrei since I shifted. “My blood should be the same as before,” I said, more to convince myself.

Janine gave a half-shrug and left to get to her next class before the late bell rang.
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After school, I went to my work shift at the library. I earned a few bucks a week shelving books. It helped pay my way for dates that Grantaire took me to on Sundays when I was allowed to leave the Jewel Academy in the presence of an Enforcer. 

Strangely enough, Ms. Barnes wasn’t there. Ms. Barnes was always there at her desk. I wondered if the FBMI got tired of being scolded and hauled her away.

“Andrei?” I called out to him via mind-to-mind.

“Yes,” he said a few minutes later, as I was deciding whether or not to take the dragon-like elevator down to the Archives.

“Is everything all right with your mom? She’s not at her desk.”

“I guess. She hasn’t said anything to me. Maybe she’s in the stacks.”

“Or maybe she’s talking with my father’s ghost at the pearl of wisdom?” As head librarian, she could probably bypass the wards. I should head down there.

“Why would she do that?”

“They were lovers once.” I had a feeling Ms. Barnes still had a soft spot for him. 
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