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      Rina Nelle Mont has never been a part of the paranormal world. Until now.

      Well, maybe not. The Magical Creatures Academy only accepts supernaturals, and she’s been invited to the school, but she has none of the powers she’s supposed to. Blip. Nada. Not even a spark.

      The school hasn’t made a mistake in a century, but she might be the first one. That’s just the kind of thing that would happen to her. Especially since no one has any idea what kind of creature she’ll be … assuming her powers ever decide to make an appearance.

      The Academy is the leading institution for paranormal creatures in the world. Its students are the finest of shifters, vampires, and fae.

      Speaking of fine fae … Leander Verion, prince of the elves, is off limits. Not only is he arrogant, stubborn, and totally not her style, he’s her brother’s best friend. She will not fall for him. No way. Besides, he’s not interested … is he?

      When two men who head the Shifter Alliance, a rebel faction of shapeshifters who seek to escape the control of the Enforcers—the supernatural police force—find out about Rina and her potential for a different kind of magic, they hunt her. For them, the stakes are as personal as they get.

      Whether she’s ready or not, Rina is about to find out what she’s made of…
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      Every light in the living room was on, revealing the droopiness of the well-worn furniture. The grandfather clock on the far wall creaked loudly with each sweep of its pendulum as it prepared to chime three times. My father and brother shared a nervous look with each other before pretending they hadn’t—for my sake. So much of what they’d done the last few days had been to calm my nerves.

      They’d failed miserably.

      “Take a seat, Rina. You’re not helping things by wearing a path into the hardwood floor,” Dad said.

      I met his eyes, always heavy, and then continued my pacing. It wasn’t often that I dared disobey him so blatantly, but I’d earned this one. I couldn’t stay still.

      “Rina,” Dad said, but the clock’s hands clicked into place and the clock clanged three times. Dumm, dumm, dummmm. I’d always enjoyed the deep toll that was quintessential home. Tonight, it grated on my last nerve; one of my eyelids twitched.

      Now that it was three in the morning, there was no way I’d be able to take a seat. Dad seemed to accept the fact, rubbing a hand across his tired face.

      Three minutes. There were only three minutes left until my fate would be decided for me, and I wouldn’t have a lick of a say as to how things would go down.

      I chewed at my cuticles and picked up the pace.

      “It’s going to be okay,” my brother said from his spot on the couch, the one that sagged from so many nights spent together when we’d tried to act as if we were a normal family.

      I offered Ky a grimace. “Since when do you do empty platitudes?”

      Under any other circumstances he might have smiled. “Since you won’t stop moving. You’re driving us nuts.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re just going to have to deal with it. My entire life is about to be determined in a minute and a half.”

      No one said anything while a half-minute ticked by. Never had the grandfather clock’s movements been so abrasive.

      “Either way, it’s going to be fine,” Dad said. “Either you’ll be a shifter like your brother”—and like my mother, though Dad rarely mentioned her unless he had to—“or you’ll be a mage like me.”

      I snapped my head around to glare at him. “Or I’ll be human. Did you just forget about that possibility?”

      Dad cleared his throat and cast a fast look at the clock’s hands. “It’s incredibly unlikely that you’ll be human when neither of your parents is, uh, was, ah...” He cleared his throat again and I regretted my attitude for a moment.

      My face softened, until I too glanced at the clock. “Thirty seconds.” I swallowed loudly enough to be heard across the living room. Never had my throat been this dry.

      I snapped my fingers from my mouth, clenched them together, and turned to face the clock as if it were a judge about to sentence me to life in prison.

      Dad and Ky both opened their mouths—to say something soothing, I suppose—but in the end they said nothing and faced the clock. Ky stood and moved to my side; he draped an arm around my shoulders as if he did it every day, but I could tell he was as uncomfortable as I was. We hadn’t touched on purpose since I started fifth grade and decided I was a big girl.

      Even then I’d believed I was ready to grow up. How wrong I’d been. I’d give anything to have an extension and prolong my eighteenth birthday for at least another year. Once that minute hand circled to twelve, there was no going back, one way or another.

      “Twenty-two seconds,” I whispered as a wave of heat flashed across my skin. My birthday marked the beginning of winter, and yet I wanted to strip down to my tank-top. My cheeks flushed and Ky squeezed my shoulder. I didn’t think he even realized he was doing it.

      “Ten seconds,” he said, and I ceased breathing entirely.

      Dad rose from the couch and moved to my other side. He placed a hand on my forearm, but the touch was weak, as if he were as much a ghost as the mother who’d died birthing me.

      “One second.” My voice shook and tears pricked at my eyes. The temperature in the living room dropped by twenty degrees and I began to shiver. I turned eighteen.

      Ky squeezed my shoulder so tightly that the tension I carried in my neck released under his touch. Dad removed his hand from me, crossed his arms, and turned to stare at me. “Do you feel anything? And … happy birthday.”

      I shook my head. My pulse whooshed loudly through my head and my palms had begun to sweat even as I trembled, but I felt like the same Rina I’d always been—awkward and unsure in my skin.

      Ky stepped back to watch me too. For an entire minute I acted as if their joint stares didn’t unnerve me. Then I snapped. “Take a picture, why don’t you?” At the last moment, I turned toward Ky so Dad wouldn’t think I’d said it to him too, though I had.

      “Knock it off, you two,” Dad said preventatively.

      “I didn’t even say anything,” Ky protested.

      “Yeah, but you were about to.”

      “I was not.”

      Ordinarily, I would have loved to comment how he sounded five, not twenty, but my tongue was in knots along with the rest of me.

      I scratched my scalp, wondering why it was so itchy, and then flung my hands against my sides with a loud thwap that cut through the thick air of the living room. Usually comfy despite its large size, it felt as sterile as a surgical suite.

      “Something should’ve happened by now,” I said, my voice a little squeaky. “Right? I’m eighteen. If I were a shifter or a witch, something should’ve already happened.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Dad said, and I struggled not to roll my eyes for fear I’d roll them so far into my head they’d stay there. “It could take a bit for anything to show.”

      “It didn’t with Ky.”

      “You’re different from him.”

      That was the understatement of the year. He was half a foot taller than me, broad shouldered, and filled with enough confidence that I often wondered if he’d stolen mine.

      I bit my lip. “It’s supposed to happen at the precise moment you turn eighteen. That’s what all the books say.”

      “Books aren’t always right,” Dad said, an irony considering he’d spent his adult life compiling the authoritative volume on supernatural creatures, aptly named The Compendium of Supernatural Creatures. “Your magic might be delayed for some reason we aren’t aware of. It could show up later.”

      I moved away from both of them and stalked to the other side of the living room, where I could stare out the large picture windows at the thick trees that had always soothed me, and pretend my entire world wasn’t crumbling while Dad theorized to excuse my oddness—worse, my lack of powers.

      With my back facing them, I voiced my worst fear. “I don’t have any powers. I’m not a shifter and I’m not a witch. I’ll be going back to school after winter break.”

      There was no immediate response. Disappointment thrummed through my chest, though I realized there was nothing comforting they really could say. At least half the offspring of supernatural creatures carried on some form of their parents’ magic. But the supernatural community was notorious for its prejudices, and most bred within their own kind.

      Not our parents. Theirs had been a story of true love—or at least that’s how Dad told it on those nights when the nostalgia was too much and he allowed himself to drink in an attempt to soothe his loss. When the parentage was split between races, the odds that the children would carry their parents’ magic plummeted to a quarter or less. Through their love, they’d doomed me to living as a human in the supernatural world—the only one I was familiar with.

      Sure, I attended Berry Bramble High, where few were aware of the magical creatures that shared the world with them, but I’d never truly been one of the humans. I hadn’t wanted to be, and so I’d never really fit in despite my group of friends, who believed I was just another teenager.

      “My friends will be excited I won’t be ‘moving’ after all.” I spoke the empty-feeling sarcasm toward the cold window pane. “It’s no big deal,” I said, and immediately wondered why I’d speak such a blatant lie.

      Footsteps padded softly across the floor behind me. Even without the socks softening his footfalls, I knew it was Ky and not Dad. Despite his size, my brother moved with the agility of a mountain lion, even when he was in human form.

      “Don’t touch me,” I whispered when I sensed him behind me. For once I didn’t say it to fight with him. I said it because if he tried to comfort me I might break, and it was taking everything I had not to crumble.

      “Rina, it’ll be okay, I promise.” His tone was soft and soothing, something I hadn’t heard since hormones raged through him and changed him into a supernatural creature I had no chance at being. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

      I chortled without a speck of mirth. “Together? Really? We haven’t done anything ‘together’ for years. And now that it’s clear I’m not part of our world—your world—there’s no chance at together.”

      He scoffed, and I heard Dad start across the living room toward me. “That’s not true,” Ky said, even though it was. “I’m not going to just abandon you because you’re human now. Dad won’t abandon you. We’re still like we’ve always been.”

      My focus went right to the important part of his statement. I’m human now. “You’re wrong,” I said, uncaring how they received my next words. “We haven’t behaved as a family for a long time. You and Dad have always treated me like I’m the one who killed Mom. Like I’m to blame for our screwed-up family.”

      Dad halted, but I didn’t regret what I’d said, though I realized it was certain to hurt him. Any reminder of Mom and her absence hurt him. But I’d lived under that shroud all my life.

      Ky reached for me, but I shook him off. “No. You know it’s true.”

      “It’s not.”

      “It is, and there’s no point denying it. Mom died because of me⁠—”

      “Your mother died because she was hemorrhaging after she gave birth to you,” Dad said, his voice nearly as silent as the deep night just beyond the window. “I’m the one who should have noticed what was happening to her. I’m the one that could have saved her and didn’t. I am the only one to blame for her death and for the fact that you’ve had to grow up without a mother.”

      “Dad...” I said, ready to apologize for my selfishness. But he wouldn’t let me.

      “I raised you the best I could, but it hasn’t been enough, and I realize that. But I will not abandon you just because you’re human. If you won’t be going to the Menagerie, then you’ll stay here with me. You can help me with my work and contribute to the supernatural community that way.”

      Great. Just dandy. My life had gone from the possibility of going to study at the most prestigious school for supernatural creatures in the world to staying home with Dad and burying my nose in books that no longer had a thing to do with me.

      “It will be great, really great.” But Dad’s voice was as empty as my chest, which felt like a big, pitch-black, empty cave where hopes withered and died.

      “Sounds awesome, Dad,” I said.

      “Rina…” Ky tried again.

      “It’s late. I’m really tired. We should all get some sleep. No point burning the midnight oil anymore.” I laughed, but it sounded more like a death rattle, spiraling hollowly around my throat. I cleared it just as Ky reached for me again.

      I turned my face away so he wouldn’t see my eyes shining with unshed tears and backpedaled rapidly. I bumped into Dad, sidestepped him without looking, and aimed for the hallway that led to my bedroom. My bare feet squeaked against the teak floor.

      Ky and Dad called after me, but I took off in a run. The tears were coming, and after the crappy night I’d already had, I wasn’t about to break down in front of them.

      I reached the safety of my room when a barely audible knock sounded on the front door. My hand stilled on the doorknob while my heart beat so fast that I found it difficult to breathe.

      I didn’t dare turn. I didn’t move at all while I worked to tamp down the hope that leapt to life inside me.

      It was probably just a friend stopping by to wish me happy birthday. I hadn’t been able to keep the dreaded 3:03AM birth time from my friends, since little more had been on my mind for the last month. We were on vacation. One of them might be up and swinging by, knocking timidly in case we were asleep.

      Yeah, right, Rina. Then, without my permission, I dared to hope: It might be the Menagerie, coming for you just as they came for Ky.

      No, if I’d been a shifter, I should have shifted shortly after my birth time. And if I were a witch, my magic would have flared.

      I was human, human, human ... and so the Menagerie had no use for me.

      My heart thudded erratically as I listened to Ky pad over to the door and swing it open.
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      “Nessa!” Ky exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here for your sister. Rina, is it?” a tiny, tinkly voice said, drawing me toward the foyer like a magnet.

      “Yeah, my sister’s Rina, but ... well, she’s human.”

      My brother’s words cut straight to my heart, incising out the ridiculous hope I’d allowed myself with the precision of a surgeon.

      A ringing laugh, which reminded me of wind chimes, wafted down the hallway, and I padded toward it more quickly.

      “Oh no, she isn’t human,” Nessa said.

      “Sorry, but she is. Her birth time passed”— Ky consulted the traitorous grandfather clock—“almost ten minutes ago. She’s shown no signs of magic whatsoever.”

      I stilled at the end of the hall, from where I could make out our uninvited guest, as small as a hummingbird, and flitting at Ky’s eye level much like one: a blue-haired fairy dressed in far too little clothing for the longest night of the year.

      “Hunh,” the fairy was saying. “That’s odd, now isn’t? Sir Lancelot himself ordered me here to invite her to join the Menagerie.”

      I was pretty sure Ky said something in reply, but I didn’t register it. The blood rushed to my head, or maybe it was more accurate to say that it rushed from it. The thumping, marching band had resumed residence in my cranium, and my eyeballs and lips were beginning to feel numb. My heart bounced around in my chest like I was a racquetball court. Eighteen was too young to have a heart attack, right?

      “Is that her?” Nessa said, drawing my attention to her as I slumped against the wall.

      Dad rushed to my side, but stopped short of touching me. “Are you ... okay?” He peered at me while I blinked rapidly, trying to bring his thick chestnut hair and matching eyes into focus.

      When I didn’t answer, he reached a tentative hand toward me. At his touch, I startled and jerked.

      “Rina,” he said, “I think you need to sit down.”

      I nodded stupidly and allowed the father who’d touched me maybe ten times in the last year to guide me over to an oversized leather armchair, where I sank into its depths without ceremony.

      “Boy, she doesn’t look to be doing so well,” Nessa said, her voice sounding far away though she’d begun to move toward me once Ky ushered her in. Her wings moved so rapidly that they were little more than a blur, and in seconds she buzzed in front of me. Under ordinary circumstances, I’d be annoyed at the invasion of my personal space. Of course, there was nothing ordinary about the situation.

      “Is she … you know?” Nessa asked.

      “No, we don’t know,” Dad snapped, and the edge to his voice began to lure me out of my haze. Dad rarely reacted strongly to anything.

      The tiny woman, who could only be a fairy, brought both hands to her hips, akimbo, and studied me, seemingly unbothered by Dad’s attitude. “I mean, is she all there?”

      “Are you asking if she’s mentally challenged or something?” Dad growled, and he sounded a bit like Ky when he got angry and his animal rose to the surface.

      But Nessa nodded happily and smiled until I wondered if the fairy might be a bit mentally challenged herself. “That’s exactly what I’m asking,” she said. When Dad replied only with another growl—an honest-to-goodness growl—she finally moved her attention to Ky. “Well?”

      Ky spoke through tight lips. “She’s quite intelligent. She’s just having a bit of a hard time adjusting, which is understandable. She hasn’t shifted or sensed any magic. She believed she was human. We all did.”

      “Well, that’s nonsense.” The fairy, whose tiny skirt and top matched her bright hair, waved a hand in dismissal and drew nearer to me. I flinched and pulled my face back, but she only flew in closer. “She’s obviously a shifter of some sort, or one of the other oddball supernatural creatures. Sir Lancelot wouldn’t have sent me if it were otherwise.” She nodded matter-of-factly, oblivious to the looks the three of us were giving her. “What? What’d I do?”

      Dad shook his head repeatedly and opened his mouth to reply before he noticed Ky giving him his own shake. Dad arched his eyebrows in question.

      Ky ignored Nessa’s question and said, “So you’re sure Rina is a supernatural creature? Even if she hasn’t displayed any powers and it’s already well past the time when it’s supposed to happen?”

      “Of course I’m sure, silly. Isn’t that what I just said? You know the spell that dictates which students get invited to the Menagerie doesn’t make mistakes. And neither does Sir Lancelot.”

      “No, the owl wouldn’t. I’ve never met a creature more concerned with precision.” Ky rubbed at the stubble on his chin until his brandy eyes, exactly like mine, lit up. He grinned. “That means you’ve got magic, Rina. It must.”

      “Really?” My question was barely a whisper. “I don’t feel any different, not even a little bit. Surely something would have changed in me. Anything.”

      “I don’t understand it either, but Sir Lancelot wouldn’t make a mistake like that.”

      “The spell that governs the Menagerie’s student selection has been in place for over a hundred years.” Dad, now in his element, sounded like a textbook. “It was set up by the school’s founders, Mordecai and Albacus. They were some of the finest wizards of their time. Given that they lived for centuries, their knowledge is some of the most substantial of the magical world. If their spell selected you, then you must be a magical creature.”

      For once I didn’t mind Dad droning on about magical history. “So there’s no way this could be a mistake?”

      “Girl, didn’t you hear me?” Nessa said. “None. Not even a bit.”

      My heart started beating so that I noticed it again, racing happily. “You’re sure?” The numbness in my lips and eyeballs remained, but I was pulling in deep, steady breaths now so I wouldn’t pass out before I could celebrate. “You’re one-hundred percent certain?”

      Nessa faced Ky. “Are you sure she’s all there? I did just explain...”

      “She’s all there, all right,” Dad snapped again and took several menacing steps toward the tinkly fairy, who retreated toward me again. While Dad was as tall as Ky at six-foot-two, he wasn’t nearly as brawny. But right then, with his eyes looking like they might bulge out of his skull, his fists clenched at his side, he appeared every bit as intimidating as Ky and his football linebacker body.

      Nessa put up her hands and blinked tiny long lashes. “Whoa there. I’m just doing my job here. No need to get all snippy.”

      “You haven’t seen snippy yet. Call her stupid one more time and you will.”

      “I didn’t call her stupid.” And the fairy actually sounded like she believed it. I, however, was more surprised by the fact that Dad and Ky were so intent on defending my honor—or intelligence or whatever.

      I blinked rapidly to hide the tears as a swell of emotion overcame me.

      “What’s she crying about?” Nessa said. “Most people are excited when the Menagerie comes knocking. Not just anyone gets in. They have to be suited to the school, and that’s determined by a whole bunch of factors I’m not privy to, but I know they’re a lot.”

      The blue fairy zoomed back in front of my face, studying my eyes one by one as if to check for some unknown evidence of my acumen. “It’s relatively uncommon for siblings to be accepted to the school, too, so you’re extra lucky. There are only a few pairs of siblings in the entire student body at the moment. So the fact that Kylan was accepted actually minimized your chances. That your mother attended doesn’t really have much of an impact, as admittance is reviewed on a case-by-case-basis.”

      “That’s quite enough,” Dad said, cutting off the fairy’s rambling. “My daughter’s extremely overwhelmed at the moment. Give her some space.”

      “Hunh. Fine.” But the fairy only flew back half a foot and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I don’t have all night though.” She tilted her chin upward. “I have plenty of very important responsibilities that Sir Lancelot is relying on me to complete. For the good of the school.”

      “I have no doubt,” Dad said. “And we won’t hold you up a second longer than necessary. If you’re here to offer her entrance to the Menagerie, get on with it.”

      “I already did, now didn’t I?” But Nessa turned a solemn look on me regardless. She cleared her throat importantly and crossed her hands behind her back as she hovered directly in my line of sight. “Rina Nelle Mont, you’ve been selected to attend the Magical Creatures Academy, also referred to as the Menagerie, where magical creatures of all kinds go to learn about their powers and how they can best contribute to the well-being of both supernaturals and humans alike.”

      I nodded as if in a dream.

      “If you agree to attend the Academy, you’ll be agreeing to the following: You’ll at all times behave in a manner that’s consistent with the mission and integrity of the school. You’ll do your best to become the most powerful version of your creature that you can be. And upon completion of all necessary curriculums, you’ll join the Menagerie Force tasked with ensuring that no shifter, vampire, or other supernatural creature within our purview harms another of our kind or a human.”

      The fairy puckered her lips and directed her gaze toward the ceiling. “Hmm, I think that’s it. If I’ve forgotten anything, you’ll have plenty of time to read up on the school before you show up for your first day.”

      I stared at her.

      “Well?” she prompted. “Do you, Rina Nelle Mont, agree or not? I’m not allowed to give you your admittance papers until you verbally give your consent.”

      I chuckled. “Of course I agree!” Joining the Menagerie had been the one thing I’d allowed myself to dream of since I first learned that Mother had attended.

      “I need your consent with your full name please.” The fairy was all business now.

      “Do I need to say something in particular, or just anything?”

      “No, not anything. Your consent for me to extend your official invitation.”

      I rolled my eyes, but the fairy didn’t seem to mind. “I, Rina Nelle Mont, give my consent for you to, er, extend my invitation to the Magical Creatures Academy.”

      “Good enough!” The fairy reached a hand toward her wings and emerged with a fairy-sized canister for a fairy-sized scroll that had been strapped to her back. She removed the cap from the canister with a pop and slid the scroll out. “Here, you’d better take it.”

      She shoved it at me so quickly that it tumbled into my lap. I was scrambling to retrieve the dime-sized scroll when it popped again and enlarged until it was human sized. “Wow. That’s cool.” I gaped at the rolled-up scroll.

      “Yeah,” Ky said with a true grin on his face, making his face look as handsome as all my friends claimed it to be. “You’re gonna love it at school. Everything’s cool there.”

      “It is pretty awesome, if I do say so myself,” Nessa added, grinning as widely as my brother.

      I shifted a concerned look at Dad, but he didn’t seem to feel left out. He was back to looking aloof, as if he preferred the world of his books to the real one. I swallowed a heavy sigh.

      “So am I supposed to sign or what?”

      “You can now, or you can read over all the fine print and bring it with you on your first day.”

      “Nah, I’m ready to sign now.” I struggled to keep my cool. My legs bounced and I was desperate to run around the house screaming like I was ten years younger.

      “That’s the way,” Nessa said while reaching to her back again. She emerged with a diminutive pen that I wouldn’t be able to use to sign if I tried. She tossed it to me as if we were in a game of hot potato and the timer was about to run out.

      Again the item tumbled into my lap, but before I could do much searching for it, another pop transformed it into a sophisticated fountain pen that fit perfectly in the palm of my hand. I spread the scroll on the side table next to the armchair and looked at the fairy expectantly.

      “Well?” she finally said. “What are you waiting for?”

      “For ink,” I enunciated carefully. I was pretty sure the fairy would give me a headache if we hung out for long.

      She tsked. “You don’t need ink. You have to sign in blood. Didn’t the supposed authority on the magical community teach you anything?”
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