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      The Magical Creatures Academy is the most secure location for Selene to defend herself from those who seek to claim her power.

      As usual with Selene, nothing is as expected.

      When the fearsome witch, Naomi Nettles, breaks through the academy’s fortifications, she delivers Selene to someone far worse, someone Selene had hoped never to cross paths with again.

      But on her quest to find Quinn, Selene will endure whatever she must.

      She’s the only sirangel in existence. She’s about to make the most of that fact to reunite with the man she loves.
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      “Wake up, sleepy head.” The words tinkled like chimes immediately next to my eardrum. Though probably intended to be pleasant, at this close range the diminutive fairy’s voice grated against my mind like the hull of a boat scraping a rocky ocean bottom.

      “Leave me alone, Nessa,” I groaned, rolling over in my bed, not bothering to open my eyes. I already knew the tiny fairy would look pert and jovial. She’d be flitting happily above me, her wings beating so fast they were a blur. I couldn’t handle the brightness of the hummingbird-sized fae, not when her hair, wings, and clothing were a shocking bright sky blue.

      “Ohhh no, don’t ignore me, Selene. You have to get up.”

      “Why?” I grumbled into the pillow. Made of molted pegasus feathers, the pillow was my version of heaven.

      “You know why. Egan will be here before you have the chance to get ready for the day if you don’t get your heiny moving.”

      Egan. I groaned into the smooth cotton pillowcase that beckoned me toward the land of dreams. It was difficult to forget the pegasus centaur who’d made it his mission in life to make me miserable. For two long months, he’d been training me every single day, without fail. I was pretty sure he was wholly unfamiliar with the word “rest.”

      “You know how he likes to take advantage of the day,” Nessa persisted.

      “Showing up before the sun rises is not taking advantage of the day,” I mumbled. “That’s called depriving me of sleep.”

      “You’ve had enough sleep. Come on. Don’t be lazy,” Nessa said.

      “I’m not lazy,” I said groggily, though it probably wasn’t necessary to defend myself. Nessa had witnessed enough of my training to realize I needed every second of rest I could get. Egan didn’t believe in taking it slow or in taking breaks. And it had only gotten worse since the Voice had broken the Magical Creatures Academy’s defenses and invaded the school. Everyone I encountered on the edge of the campus, where I was relegated to, was continually on edge. The sense of danger seemed to permeate even the tranquil forest air beneath the canopies of the towering trees above.

      “Up, Selene.” Nessa flew over to my ear that wasn’t pressed into my heavenly pillow and began to flick it—over and over again.

      I growled, lifted my head from the pillow, and pinned the blue tinkling pest with a murderous glare. I was certain my mussed hair and under-eye circles added a certain crazed touch to my look, and I fully embraced it.

      “Don’t. Flick. Me. Again,” I bit out.

      Nessa stilled, her tiny fingers outstretched, plastering an innocent expression on her face that I wasn’t buying. “What?” she said. “I’m just trying to help.”

      “Well, you’re not helping. You’re making me very angry.” I worked to moderate my tone and not be the grump Nessa accused me of being every single morning we went through a variation of this routine.

      “You’re making me angry too,” another tiny voice piped up. Fianna sat in her diminutive hammock bed and rubbed at her eyes. Compared to my bed, the fairies’ beds looked like toys. In fact, their entire home appeared as if it had been invaded by a giant—me. Nancy, the Academy’s staff witch, had modified their miniature tree stump home to fit me, a human-sized girl who was anything but human.

      “I need additional rest to heal, Nessa,” Fianna grumbled. “How many times do I have to tell you not to wake me when you wake up Selene?”

      “Hey,” I said. “What about just letting us all sleep until at least the sun comes up? I’m healing too.”

      “From what?” Nessa asked, folding her tiny arms across her chest and narrowing her eyes at me.

      “Uh, from sprouting legs and wings and getting a daily beat-down from our not so friendly pegataur.”

      “Don’t let him hear you call him that,” Nessa warned for the hundredth time.

      “I’ll call him what I want, just as you do me.” But my defiance was all bluster, and we all realized it.

      “I’d like to see that,” the blue fairy said as Fianna the Crimson groaned from her hammock.

      “I love you, Nessa,” she said, “but if you keep waking us up like this, Selene’s going to become my new favorite cousin.”

      “Hey!” Nessa said at once. “Selene isn’t even your cousin.”

      “Exactly. You heard Melinda. I’m supposed to take it really easy until my wings are fully healed. I can’t take it easy with you pestering me.”

      Nessa sniffed and tilted her chin into the air, turning her narrow-eyed glare on Fianna. “I don’t pester. And you’ve been milking the whole wing injury for long enough. Naomi tore your wings two months ago! There isn’t a hole in sight after all of Melinda’s healing.”

      Melinda, a badger, was the staff healer of the Menagerie, the nickname students and staff alike had for the Magical Creatures Academy. She was kind enough to make me forget how much I missed my ocean home. As skilled as healers there were, not even the sea witch Mulunu could outdo the badger when it came to fixing creatures’ bodies.

      “Knock, knock,” a deep baritone voice said. Fianna and I shot out of our beds in a flash. I stumbled on the legs I’d only had for a couple of months, but the fairy flew straight from her hammock to jet around the large, open room. Even after Nancy’s spell, the tree stump continued to look like an average-sized tree stump, though on the inside everything was enlarged, so that it appeared as if the fairies lived inside the remains of a gigantic tree, one even larger than those that surrounded the glade. Sometimes I felt bad that the fairies had to live in a space that was so cavernous to them, but it was the only way I’d fit.

      Nessa adjusted her bright blue skirt and tiny top while she hovered in flight and grinned. She flew to the door and said, “Come on in, Egan. I’ve been waiting for you.” But she didn’t actually open the door for the pegataur. Now that the front door was my size, Nessa couldn’t budge it unless she used magic, and she had to cast a spell to do that. Spells took time, and Egan wasn’t a patient creature.

      When Egan pushed the brightly-painted door inward, Nessa smiled at him like a gracious hostess. I tossed my sleep shirt onto the unmade bed and snapped my crop top into place before the pegataur could see around the corner.

      “Good morning, Nessa,” Egan said. “I’m glad to see you up and enjoying this fine morning.”

      “It isn’t morning yet,” Fianna grumbled as she zoomed into Egan’s view.

      “Early bird catches the worm, Fianna,” Nessa said.

      “No, Nessa. The early bird chokes on the worm because it’s so sleep deprived it can’t function properly.”

      Neither Nessa nor Egan did much more than blink at Fianna’s usual attitude.

      “Where’s my favorite pupil?” Egan called out into the cottage.

      I was pretty sure I wasn’t his favorite pupil—more like his only pupil at the moment. Though he was a member of the staff of the Menagerie, Sir Lancelot, the school’s owl headmaster, had assigned him to train me. Since he worked with me nearly all day long, that didn’t leave time for many other responsibilities.

      I rounded the corner into his line of sight. “I’m here,” I said with a wistful look at the comfort of what had gradually become home. The furniture inside the fairies’ tree stump was made entirely of wood, some scooped out and carved from the remains of the tree itself. But every spot was draped in colorful mantles and cushions. Comfortable places to lounge were peppered throughout the cottage, and I wanted to sink into one of them.

      Egan peered at me with those forest-green eyes of his and I reluctantly pulled my gaze from the warm, open spaces. I’d have to survive many long hours of intense instruction before I could reward myself by collapsing into one of the cushioned couches.

      “Good morning, Selene,” the pegataur said, but his pleasant tone didn’t fool me for a second.

      “Good morning, Egan,” I said. But what I really thought was, Good morning, torture master.

      Nessa had cast a spell to create a single glowing orb that hovered above us all in the open living and dining areas. The warm yellow light cast the pegataur’s face and body in long shadows, making his horse form and wings appear even more formidable than usual. He had shoulder-length chestnut hair the same color as his body from the waist down, and wings that were a shocking bright white that matched his tail precisely. His hindquarters and legs were built for strength, and his wingspan was twice as wide as I was tall. His features, though handsome enough, were usually shaped into stern lines.

      The pegataur didn’t need the help of shadows to appear menacing.

      Egan smiled, all bright, straight teeth and mischief. “I have a fun day planned for you.”

      “I bet.” My shoulders slumped at the knowledge that Egan and I defined “fun” very differently. My wings drooped under the weight of what was to come. Every muscle in my body was sore; I didn’t think I’d ever feel normal again after the rigors of training. Muscles had popped in areas I wasn’t even aware I had them, only to ache so that I would never again forget them.

      “Would you like to join us for breakfast?” Nessa asked Egan, her voice impossibly cheery for the predawn hour.

      “I’d like to, but there’s no time. Selene and I must get started. It’s already late.”

      “It can’t be late when it’s early,” I muttered, but Egan had no problem ignoring me, or the fact that I was going to have to skip breakfast … yet again.

      “You’ll need your boots today,” he said, after taking in my bare feet.

      “Are you sure?” I whined. “I don’t like boots.” Of course he already knew I didn’t like not only boots, but footwear of any sort, and that as a siren—or half siren at least—I didn’t like shoes or clothing as a rule. After a lifetime in the nude, clothing was awkward and uncomfortable, totally constricting.

      The pegataur smiled his handsome smile that no longer fooled me. “They’re necessary, unless you want to risk me accidentally stepping on you again.” He stomped all four of his massive hooves as if I needed the reminder of how hard they had pressed into the delicate bones of my feet. It had taken Melinda three days to heal me the last time he’d crushed my toes, and she was a miracle worker.

      Even though Melinda had ordered me to take three days of bed rest, and I’d loved every second of time away from training, the memory of the pain of my broken feet had me sinking into the carved throne-like chair by the door. I started tugging on the leather boots that protected my legs up to my knees.

      The pegataur appraised me. “Are you’re sure you want to remain dressed that way? As you know, I’d recommend something a little more … substantial for our practice sessions.”

      “I’m sure.” I met his eyes to show him I wasn’t budging on attire. He wouldn’t trample the rest of my body with his hooves, though I’m sure he could if he wanted. I hadn’t yet managed to prevail in a single one of our sparring matches. Egan was a powerhouse, while I was, well, a girl awkward in her own skin. I was half siren and half angel. Though Egan assured me my genetic combination was sure to be powerful, I’d grown only slightly better coordinated than I’d been when I first began studying with him. I hoped it was because I was still growing used to my new appendages—legs and wings—and that I wasn’t afflicted with a permanent case of clumsiness.

      The Menagerie was in a constant state of readiness, preparing for war. A rebel faction of vampires and shifters, aligned with at least one mighty witch, had already attacked me. There was no room for clumsiness or any kind of failure. Not if I hoped to see Quinn again—and I wanted to be reunited with Quinn more than I wanted to return to the ocean, more than I wished I could turn back time to return to that moment before I turned eighteen and Mulunu flung me from the Kunu Clan—and I wished for that a fair bit, especially at the end of an eternal day of training as I limped back to the fairies’ tree stump to nurse my injuries.

      Though there’d been no news of Quinn or Irving during the entire time I’d found safety on the outskirts of the Menagerie’s campus, Quinn was a constant in my thoughts. Sir Lancelot continued to search for the shifters’ whereabouts as he’d promised, but though the headmaster’s influence stretched wide, no one knew anything of use about either one of them.

      No one said it, at least not around me, but I suspected Egan and the fairies believed Quinn and Irving were dead. Two months was too long without any kind of news, one way or the other, even for a ferocious shifter like Irving. And Quinn? Well, no one knew what he was capable of, not even him.

      But I felt in my heart that Quinn was alive … somewhere. I sensed him out there. And though the connection between us made no more sense now than it had when we’d first met, it remained strong; it was what got me through the day. There was no place for weakness. To find Quinn, to see him again, and to ensure our safety, I needed to claim my power before one of the vampires or shifters could. Before Antonio Dimorelli could find me. Because I had no doubt he was looking for me.

      The cold, hungry gleam in the vampire’s dark eyes still haunted my dreams, while his promise that he’d claim me for himself reverberated through my memories. No, a vampire like Dimorelli didn’t give up on a prize he desired. And he’d set his sights on me.

      Which meant I needed to train harder than I ever had before. I needed to allow Egan to mold me into the warrior he claimed I could be. Anything less would spell my death once I left the Menagerie’s campus. I was only a temporary guest of the school, until such time as it chose me as one of its students—assuming it ever would.

      I finished zipping and buckling up my boots and stood, offering Fianna a tremulous smile. She at least commiserated with me. Nessa was of the ethic that nothing is gained without hard work, so I didn’t bother with the annoyingly upbeat blue fairy.

      I moved toward the open door. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Egan said with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

      I didn’t bother looking at him, and exited into the clearing that surrounded the fairies’ home. Nestled deep within Thunder Mountain thanks to a complicated spell that allowed for an entire school to occupy what should have been solid rock, I was safer here than I’d be anywhere else, even with the recent breach of the Menagerie’s defenses. The school’s protective wards encompassed me, which meant there was nowhere else I could go until I learned to defend myself. I was trapped. My own weakness was my captor.

      The gentle padding of hooves through the underbrush announced that Egan had joined me. Without turning, I completed the final part of our predawn routine. “Any news?”

      “No, there’s been no update on Quinn or his uncle. But Sir Lancelot continues to search.”

      I released the breath I’d been holding and willed myself not to break from disappointment.

      When I didn’t say anything, Egan added, “Trust Sir Lancelot. The owl’s been around longer than any of us. There’s no one more familiar with the magical world. If anyone can find them, it’s he.”

      Finally, I nodded, willing the tall trees that surrounded me to soothe the ragged edges of my heart. I pulled my waist-long violet hair around and began weaving it into a tight plait. “Let’s get to it, then,” I said, satisfied that I’d managed to keep the lament from my voice.

      “That’s my girl,” Egan said with a smile in his tone. When he drew near me and patted me on the shoulder above my wings, I knew the gentleness he offered me out of respect for my connection to Quinn was over. “I have today’s training all planned out.”

      “I’ll bet you do.” I groaned internally; I knew better than to let it out. The more I complained, the harder Egan would push me.

      “Race you there,” he said, just as he did every morning. And every morning, I didn’t attempt to win the race. He was half horse, after all, and I was a girl who’d had a tail for most of her life. But I ran anyway, because Egan’s punishment for not trying was worse than giving my all to a race I’d already lost.
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      “No more, Egan. I give up,” I panted from my supine position atop soft moss. My wings curled around me, cradling me; everything besides my wings hurt.

      “Are you going to give up when vamps come after you too? Or the shifters? They’re fierce when they’re in their animal forms. Don’t you remember what Antonio Dimorelli was like?”

      He knew very well that I did, but looking up at him, it was difficult to imagine anyone fiercer than the pegataur, intent on molding a soft sirangel into a hard-edged fighter.

      “I’m not a warrior,” I insisted, understanding the danger of my protests. Egan didn’t tolerate complaints, but I couldn’t help myself. I’d been training too many days for such limited progress. “I’m meant to enchant people with the power of my song, not my muscles.” I raised my shaky arms and let them drop to the ground around me, dead weights.

      “You don’t know what you’re meant to do. No one’s born a warrior, Selene. Warriors are made.”

      “But I don’t want to be a warrior,” I said, uncaring that I was whining, although Egan might punish me for it later. “Doesn’t it matter what I want?”

      “Not in the least,” Egan said without hesitation. “Are you going to tell a vamp that you don’t want to fight back because it’s not in your nature? When the vamp’s fangs are extended above your pulsing carotid artery, ready to rip it out, are you going to say, ‘Ahem, excuse me … I’m not a warrior, so you can’t attack me.’”

      I glared up at Egan when he imitated the pitch of my voice.

      “‘Oh, vampire, no please,’” he continued, now brushing the back of his hand against his forehead and whipping his hair across a shoulder. “‘I belong in the ocean, or the sky maybe, I’m not sure, because I didn’t bother to learn about my powers before you found me … even though you’ve hunted me since I first popped up on land.’” He said the last part in his usual voice. His eyes were severe and unforgiving as they studied me heaving on the ground. “Do you think vamps or shifters or witches care about what you want?”

      “I know, I know.”

      “Have you forgotten about Naomi Nettles and her foul familiar Petunia? Do you think the witch has forgotten about you after you banished her to who knows where?” He paused for a beat, placing the weight of all the threats against me squarely on my heaving shoulders. “Wherever you sent her, she still lives. Which means she’s scheming at how to get back at you. And a witch like Naomi doesn’t just get revenge, she claims every single advantage she can, which means she’ll want your power as much as Dimorelli, or perhaps even as much as the shifters that invaded the school.”

      I didn’t answer while embarrassment began to creep across my cheeks.

      Egan moved closer to me, peering down at me from atop his massive horse body, intense eyes boring a hole into my head. “Answer me! Do you think Naomi has forgotten about you?” he snapped.

      “No, of course not,” I said weakly.

      “Then get up and let’s go again.”

      I closed my eyes for a few seconds, sucked in some strengthening breaths, and then forced myself back onto my feet.

      “See, you’re already stronger than you were just last week.”

      “That’s because you beat me up. Every. Single. Day.”

      “Exactly.” He smiled, the gesture lighting up his face. Mottled sunlight filtered through the thick canopy of treetops to transform even the satisfied expression into something intense. “We’re making progress,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes so far back into my head that there was probably a very real risk that they’d remain there.

      “You ready for more?”

      “Do I look ready?” I asked.

      “Not in the least. Where’s the defensive stance I taught you? Where are your senses focused?”

      I crouched into the Egan’s-about-to-charge position I’d come to know so well and focused on slowing my breathing down. I couldn’t hear a thing over the heaving breaths expanding in my chest. I scanned my surroundings only to discover them still.

      Wait. That wasn’t right.

      I ordered my body to breathe normally and perked my ears, attempting to pick out the
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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