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      Blue light emanated from my fingertips as my irritation increased. Whatever new freakish thing that was happening to me was going to get me locked away in a crazy house or worse, hidden away by the government. The most frustrating part was the more I fought the light, the stronger it became.

      Closing my eyes, I fisted my fingers and drowned out the sounds of the screaming children behind me on the bus. There were only two more stops until I arrived at my aunt’s work, but I wasn’t going to make it. Walking an extra half mile was more than worth it to calm my nerves before something worse happened than blue sparks from my hands.

      Standing up, I pulled the cord so the driver would stop and made my way to the exit. Looking back, the two siblings were still screaming at one another, and their mother was so immersed in her phone, she didn’t even realize the boy had his sister in a headlock.

      This was why I didn’t have a smartphone. They were as addicting as drugs. My trusty flip phone suited me just fine when I needed to make a call or text.

      Once my feet hit the pavement, relief flooded through me and I unfurled my fingers. The bright blue had turned to a teal and appeared like paint on my hands. Figuring that was good enough, I began my walk to meet my aunt. She had called earlier, asking me to come help her with something.

      Sometime soon, I would need to confide in her, but I had only known the woman eight short months. She had been absent before that, estranged from her sister, my mother. But when my parents were shot by a gang as they were walking to their car after a concert, Jules had shown up, saving me from being thrown into a group home when I suddenly became an orphan.

      I was seventeen, eighteen within a couple months. There would have been no adoption for me, only a living hell from what I had gleaned from the social worker. Her empathetic eyes still haunted my dreams from when she told me of my parents’ death with the policeman who had escorted her to my house.

      Agony gripped my chest as I remembered the night. My mom had purchased three tickets, and we were supposed to go see most of my favorite nineties’ bands all in one place, but I had gotten so sick. Like, locked-myself-in-the-bathroom-and-hugged-the-toilet-the-whole-evening sick.

      They volunteered to stay home, but I practically pushed them out the door with my words, knowing my mom would have been disappointed. We had been looking forward to the night for weeks and there was no point in everyone’s evening being ruined.

      After that, I was left with more “what ifs” than I could handle.

      What if I hadn’t been sick?

      What if I hadn’t insisted they still go?

      What if they had taken a taxi like most locals did when they went to the Moda Center?

      Those questions still haunted me, but they came less frequently as more abnormalities kept happening to me, like the whole moving objects debacle I dealt with last week and my glowing fingers, which seemed to be getting harder to control.

      The most important question that had run through my mind recently was, What am I becoming?

      Finally, I made it to the studio and, before I entered, I checked my hands. Everything was back to normal, and I let out a sigh of relief. When I opened the door, the bell above my head jingled, announcing my arrival. Jules wasn’t up front, so I took my time, glancing around to see what new pieces had come in since I was there a few days earlier.

      My eyes landed on a skyscape painting of downtown Portland. Even though I’d lived in Oregon my whole life, the city showed me something new each time I explored it. It seemed to be never-ending and, until I lost my parents, I had been in love with my hometown.

      The first few months after they died, I didn’t venture out much, but Jules had been urging me to get out and prepare for college. Little did she know, I had no intention of continuing my education, especially with the oddities I seemed to be acquiring. My schooling had ended three months ago when I passed my GED instead of resuming my senior year after their deaths.

      “Help!” Jules called from the back.

      I ran to the storage area to find her about ready to be squished by an oversized sculpture she had no business carrying on her own.

      My fingers grasped the underside of the art piece, and Jules let out an audible sound of relief when the pressure lessened on her arms.

      “Thank you. I really thought I had it, but it’s heavier than it looks.”

      “Well, no shit. It’s made out of plaster.” I laughed.

      “Language, child,” she chastised, making me laugh even harder.

      “Right. Because you’re such an angel.”

      Focusing back on the task of moving the sculpture, we remained quiet until it was placed on its stand at the back of the art shop.

      My head cocked sideways. “What is it?” The piece looked like a faceless head with hair sticking out everywhere.

      “Uhhhh.” She grabbed a paper off the counter behind us. “It’s The Tree of Life by a local up-and-coming artist the owners found online.”

      “Alright, then.” Turning away from the unique piece, I hopped up on the counter. “What did you need my help with?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You really need a new phone. That thing is ancient. I left you a voicemail an hour ago saying you didn’t have to come in.”

      I didn’t bother checking my phone, because I knew she was probably right, but there was no way I was getting a new one. I loved my tiny dinosaur phone.

      Instead, I changed the subject. “What time are you out of here tonight? I could stay anyway, then we can grab dinner when you’re done.”

      “Not until late. It’s end-of-month processing day and I also need to do payroll to send to the owners for review.”

      I slid off the counter, so I could still face her as she took a seat behind the counter, crossing her short legs that barely reached the ground and flicking her strawberry-blonde hair back. Her ever-changing grey eyes stared me down, seeming to see into my soul.

      Depending on her mood, they would change from light grey, almost blue, to dark and stormy. She was leaning toward stormy then, and I decided to behave myself by not hassling her for working too much. Her five-foot-one frame might have been little compared to my five-foot-eight, but she was mighty in all other ways.

      “I did want to talk to you, though. So, I’m glad you stopped by anyway.” Her fingers brushed along the edge of the desk. “You didn’t sleep very well last night.”

      She made it sound like a statement, but I knew she expected me to say something more. The majority of my nights were riddled with nightmares too real for my liking. My weird blue-teal fingers and slight telekinesis weren’t the only abnormalities I experienced. The dreams had only gotten worse as my freakish abilities continued to grow.

      When I didn’t speak up, she continued, “Why don’t you go visit with them? Take a walk, get some fresh air, and see if it helps.”

      I dropped my eyes from her, unable to keep her stare. “I can’t, Jules. It hurts worse when I visit, and…” I trailed off, wanting so badly to tell her what was happening to me, but the right words failed me. “When will it stop hurting so much?”

      She didn’t answer my rhetorical question. We’d had the conversation before. Instead, she came back around the desk, and her arms wrapped around me as her calming lavender scent infused my body.

      Pulling back, her fingers grasped my shoulders. “You have a purpose. You may not know what it is yet, but you’re destined for great things, Raegan Keyes. Just give it time.”

      I nodded, wanting to offer a smile, but couldn’t. “I’m trying. I really am.”

      “I know you are.” Her hands released me as she took a step back. “And it’s okay to lose your shit as often as you need. Grief never ends when you experience a loss like yours. You only learn how to channel it better as time passes. Remember, I’m here for you whenever you need to talk. You’re not alone in this.”

      For the first few weeks, Jules had me on what felt like suicide watch. She rarely left me by myself, constantly asked how I was, offered to take me shopping, to go on vacations, and more. Anything to get my mind off the loss. Though, the best thing she did was approve my decision to test out of school early.

      Guilt crept up on me as I thought about the apartments I had been looking at online that morning. As more strange things kept happening to me, I considered avoiding Jules as much as possible and not telling her what was happening. Even though we hadn’t known each other very long, the grief we went through together brought us closer than I thought possible when she first showed up.

      “Do you want me to close the shop today?” Jules asked. “We could go on a road trip, do whatever you want. The paperwork can wait an extra day.”

      As much as I wanted to say yes, I didn’t want to get her in trouble. She might pretty much run the place, but she wasn’t the owner. “I’ll be fine. I’ll take a walk and go visit my parents like you suggested.”

      Back to the joyful Jules I was used to as of late, she patted my shoulder as if I was a young child. “That sounds like a great idea. Nature can be your best friend, and I’m sure your parents would love the visit, but only if you’re up for it. I’ll pick you up if you need me, so don’t hesitate to call.”

      Nodding, I moved in to give her a hug. “Thank you, Jules… for everything these last eight months.”

      “Even though I wasn’t around before, there was absolutely no hesitation when I got the call. I will always be there for you, Rae.”

      When we pulled apart, I tucked my hands into my pockets in case my emotions made my fingers do the damn glowing thing again, but thankfully, I seemed to be keeping everything in check. As I walked out the door, I waved goodbye once more, then headed down the street.

      Pulling earbuds from my bag, I put them in my ears before plugging into my iPod. Music was the only way I tolerated being alone. If there was silence around me, then my mind ventured to dark places I tried to avoid.

      Taking in the quiet part of the city, I was grateful that Jules worked in a shop on the outside of Portland instead of downtown where most of the tourists were. When I arrived at the end of the street, I had the option to go left and head toward the city park, which was filled with acres of trees that called to me, or I could go right. That would take me to the cemetery I had avoided for the last month as more weird things kept happening to me.

      Realizing quickly that I needed to put my big girl pants on and see my parents, I turned in their direction. The walk there took about an hour, but I didn’t mind. Since I wasn’t in school and didn’t work much outside of helping Jules in the art studio on occasion, walking had saved me from going crazy in the house. There were too many memories for me to handle some days.

      The closer I got to their resting place, the quicker my feet moved. Once the decision had been made to quit avoiding them, I became anxious to feel their spirits wrapped around me. Suddenly, I craved it like I needed my next breath.

      After entering the cemetery, I started to run and continued until their gravesites came into view. I sat down in front of the headstones and ran my fingers over the engraved words, closing my eyes.

      January 5th, 2019.

      A day I would never forget no matter how much time passed.

      “Hi, Mom and Dad.”

      I always spoke out loud to them. Even if they couldn’t respond, a part of me needed to hear the words.

      “I miss you both so much. I have to admit, I almost didn’t come today, but between Jules and my subconscious, I knew I really had no choice. I’m sorry it’s been so long.”

      The wind picked up, wrapping around me. Even though it was August, the chill bit at my skin. It was a welcome sensation, one I told myself was my parents acknowledging my presence, not just the ever-changing weather of Oregon.

      “Something new happened since the last time I was here. Not that I’m excited to tell you about it, but you’re the only ones I can talk to without fear of being thrown in a psych ward. Pretty sure Aunt Jules wouldn’t do that, but you never know.”

      Glancing down at my hands, seeing how normal they looked like now, I partially wondered if it was all in my head. That would make more sense than what I thought was true. Maybe the trauma of losing my parents made me go crazy. I could understand that more than the thought of turning into some sort of witch like I’d only seen in the movies.

      “When I get upset, teal light glows from my fingers, and I’m pretty sure I moved a pen across the table with only thought the other day. I’m scared as shit and feeling like I’m losing control of reality, and I don’t know what to do.”

      Knowing they couldn’t answer, I began chatting about happier things once I was able to get a few things off my chest. I knew I needed to steer clear of subjects that would darken my mood, and they didn’t need my negativity. Before I knew it, the sun was beginning to set, and it was time to head back home.

      Since the shooting, I tried not to stay out in the city at night, but some days it was unavoidable, and I knew I also needed to face my fears. I couldn’t avoid the dark forever.

      A half-hour later, the sun was fully set, and the moon shone behind the clouds casting a soft glow along the path I took back to the main section of town, in hopes of grabbing a bus ride home or possibly to the shop to help Jules with the paperwork. I sent her a text offering but hadn’t heard back yet.

      Adjusting my earbuds, I turned up my music since I was closer to town. I figured I was safer now that I was under the city lights and out of the trees, but I soon realized I was wrong.

      Shadows darted in front of me, but out of sight quicker than humanly possible. Without conscious thought, my hands lit up and moved in front of me defensively. Turning slowly, my eyes searched for the shadows, but instead I saw a man picking up speed, making his way toward me.

      My eyes remained on him, trying to make out his facial features, but the shadows appeared once more, distracting me. I glanced between the moving, potentially not-real figures and the stranger, trying to decide just how crazy I had officially become.

      Lowering my hands, I silenced my music to focus on my surroundings and reached for my phone when both the shadows and the man slowed down. I took two steps backward and flipped open my phone, but before I could press the speed dial, I was engulfed in darkness.

      Something pricked at my skin and coldness seeped into me, but what scared me most were the hard hands that wrapped around my arms, yanking me from the shadows as they dissipated into the night.

      This isn’t real, I chanted in my head over and over again.

      My very cynical subconscious chose that moment to remind me that moving objects with my mind and glowing hands weren’t supposed to be real, either. My subconscious could be a bitch sometimes.

      Struggling against my attacker’s hold, I recalled all of the action films I’d seen and hoped they had been good for something.

      Stomping my heel down on his foot, I spun around, and raised my knee to his groin before backing up, but it did nothing to the stranger before me. He was barely fazed by my measly attack as his onyx eyes met mine.

      “Oh, Raegan. Why do you fight me?” the man’s voice cooed.

      The accent was one I’d never heard before, and it chilled me to the bone that he knew my name.

      “It’s time to come home,” he whispered, suddenly right in front of me even though he had been at least ten feet away just a second before.

      “Leave me alone,” I shouted as I shoved my palm into his nose.

      His responding snarl wasn’t a normal human sound and caused my body to freeze in fear.

      He raised his arm up, striking my cheek with the back of his hand while the other wrapped around my arm again, more than likely leaving bruises. His face immediately blanched as he realized what he’d done. “You insolent child! Now they’re going to be upset I marked you. Whatever. They’ll get over it as long as you come with me.”

      Who the hell is “they”? I wondered as I struggled to get free of his tight grasp. His skin was a deep russet color, and his eyes were black like the shadows that were swirling around me once more.

      “Leave her alone,” another voice sneered from somewhere behind me.

      “This doesn’t concern you, Elf,” the man holding on to me spat as he turned us in the direction of the new arrival.

      The man in front of me was ridiculously tall, at least six-and-a-half feet, with the most striking honey-brown eyes I’d ever seen. The golds and browns seemed to swirl as he narrowed his gaze at us.

      “I don’t have time for games,” the newcomer announced as he brushed his dark bronze hair back behind his ear that I was pretty sure was pointier than should be normal but wasn’t positive in the darkening night.

      He snapped his fingers and, just like that, my attacker was gone along with the shadows. Before I knew it, I was alone with the man I thought had saved me, but I couldn’t be sure yet.

      We stared at each other without speaking or moving. Afraid of being zapped out of existence, I waited for him to make the first move or me to finally find my lady balls and scream like hell.

      “Hello, Raegan. I’m Enzo, and it’s time to come to Shadow Veil.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      His face softened as a grin appeared, and my mouth dropped from how not human he appeared with a chiseled jawline, bright, almost-glowing honey eyes, and thick, bronzed hair that would put Thor to shame. I had no idea if the guy was friend or foe, but at least he was easy on the eyes. If I had to be kidnapped by someone, I’d rather it be the hottie before me than the creeper with the shadows following him.

      As the adrenaline wore off, I thought I remembered my attacker calling him “Elf”. He wasn’t at all what I pictured as an elf since he was so damn tall, which made me believe I had misheard the name. I dismissed the thoughts and wondered silently why he intervened in the first place. There must have been a reason. I just needed to decide if I cared enough to find out before I ran from what I hoped was just another shitty nightmare.

      “Did you kill that man?” I asked, choosing to ignore his previous statement about taking me to some shadow place.

      He laughed. “That wasn’t a man. And no, I didn’t kill him. His body just disintegrated into millions of pieces, but if he’s strong enough, he’ll put himself back together again. Though, I really hope not.”

      Like humpty-freaking-dumpty? Yeah, because that was something normal people talked about every day. The rational part of me knew I needed to get away, but the curious part kept asking questions like an idiot.

      “Okay,” I said, drawing out the word. “Why are you here? What are you?”

      His eyes seemed to darken to umber with his excitement. “I was here on vacation, if you must know, but now I’m here to bring you to Shadow Veil Academy, like I said before. And what I am isn’t something you get to find out until you agree to come with me.” He winked. “Then, I can tell you all of my secrets.”

      Screw that. I was getting away from the inhumanly handsome man as soon as I could.

      “Thanks, but no thanks. Today isn’t good for me to run off with a complete stranger. Rain check?” I replied, backing away slowly.

      Within the blink of an eye, he stood before me just like the creeper before him had done, then placed his hand on my shoulder. “I know, and I can feel your suffering. Just hold still and I’ll make it go away.”

      Before I could move out of his grasp, tingles ran through my body and every muscle within me relaxed instantly. My mind turned to mush as I struggled to remember where I was and what I had been doing.

      “What did you do to me?” I mumbled, feeling unsteady on my feet.

      My emotions were light, and a weight I didn’t remember was lifted from me, but it wasn’t right. I wasn’t supposed to be happy. I needed the pain back. I needed to remember. But what was I supposed to remember?

      I fought the swirling sensations running through me. I didn’t want them. I wanted the agony back, or at least, I thought I did. It was something very important to me, but every time I was closer to figuring out what it was, the image slipped away.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Enzo warned. “It’s going to hurt if you keep fighting me.”

      I ignored him, closing my eyes, trying to capture the memory that ran from me.

      It was important.

      I knew it, and I was stubborn enough to reach for the anguish it promised just to remember what Enzo had taken from me.

      As I thought his name, a new memory showed up, one that wasn’t hiding from me and easy to grasp on to.

      I had seen him before.

      I opened my eyes. “I know you, but I can’t see how or why. What did you do to me? Why do I feel so calm when I know I should be furious right now?”

      His hands cradled my face. “Because I am all you have left now, and it’s important that you come with me willingly. We have to get to Shadow Veil before others come for you.”

      Shaking my head, I went back to ignoring him and gave my memory one last push before everything flooded back to me. Falling to the ground, I clutched my head as the suffering returned.

      “I warned you,” he chastised. “It doesn’t feel good, does it? I can make it go away again if you quit being so damn stubborn.”

      I scrambled to my feet, moving further away from him.

      “Don’t you dare do that again. Those are my memories and you had no right to take them away.”

      My heart raced and hands shook. The swirling within me was now familiar, frighteningly familiar, as my hands began to glow brighter than ever before.

      “Get away from me,” I snapped. “I need to calm down.”

      Surprisingly, he actually listened and backed up.

      “I can help you control it. Your power is growing too strong for you to control on your own without proper training.”

      His tone was more sympathetic that time, his face softening as the seconds ticked by.

      “Why do I feel like I know you?” I asked.

      Before he could answer, my aunt came stumbling through the tree line. “Raegan!”

      I ran to her, instantly forgetting about Enzo behind me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Why are you asking me that? You’re the one that called me, and all I could hear was struggling. I came as soon as you didn’t answer me.” Her wide eyes moved past my face as her whole body stiffened. “Get behind me.”

      When I didn’t move, she sidestepped me. “What are you doing here, Elf? You have no business with my niece.”

      That was the second time someone had called him “Elf” and I was beginning to think it was his name, but the more concerning thought was that Jules might know him and she didn’t seem to be afraid.

      “It seems I do, Fox. Your niece can’t control her powers, and I just saved her from being taken by a scavenger, so you’re welcome.”

      Fox? Elf? I was so confused.

      Jules stepped closer to me, and her fingers closed around my wrist. “I appreciate what you’ve done, but I’ll take it from here.” Her voice was tight and angry.

      “She needs to go to Shadow Veil. A shifter has no business training a hybrid not of their kind, and you should know that. You’re just lucky I’m the one who found her.”

      Yep. That was enough for me.

      “What. In. The. Actual. Hell? You two need to stop talking like I’m not here and explain what Elf, Fox, and Hybrid mean right now!” I tossed my deep auburn hair back and glared at both of them, waiting for answers that hopefully didn’t create more questions.

      “She doesn’t know what she is?” Enzo sneered at Jules. “Do you understand how dangerous that is?”

      “Yes, I do, but it wasn’t my business until eight months ago. Her parents put a binding spell on her, and I was trying to figure out how to lift it before I told her.”

      Infuriated, I snapped my fingers between them. “Did you not hear me when I said to quit talking like I wasn’t here? I’m pretty sure those words left my mouth like two seconds ago.”

      Jules turned to me. “I’m sorry, Rae. I never meant for you to find out this way, but you should have told me something was happening with you. I could have helped if I had known.”

      Thoughts raced through my head as more of the conversation started to sink in. Anger began to bubble within me and, this time, I watched in fascination instead of fear as my hands lit up. Apparently, I didn’t need to hide it from these two, and being able to embrace it was more freeing than I expected.

      “Raegan, you need to stop right now,” Jules warned. “This is not the place for this conversation.”

      “Let’s go home then, because I’m certainly not done talking.” My tone was sharp as the thought of being lied to my whole life took over.

      Who was I? Was Jules even my aunt? Who was I supposed to trust now?

      Before I could ponder those questions for too long, Enzo’s hand grasped my shoulder. “Home sounds like a great idea.”

      My body was sucked into thin air as my vision went black, but within half a second, I stood in my living room between Enzo and Jules. Nausea rose within me, causing me to run to the kitchen sink. I made it in time to dry heave over the counter before running cold water over my face.

      “You could have warned her,” Jules snapped.

      “Would it have really made a difference?” he countered, but she didn’t respond.

      When I lifted my head up, I stared at my reflection in the kitchen window, taking in my appearance as they continued to bicker.

      My normally fair skin was pasty and pale; my green eyes were brighter than I had ever seen before. Glancing down, I noticed my fingers were still tinged with color. Everything about me was starting to freak me out.

      Turning around, I spotted Enzo leaning casually against the wall, waiting for me to get myself together. Apparently, he and Jules were done arguing and were awkwardly staring at me.

      His swirling eyes seemed to see right through me, like he already knew my every secret. I didn’t like it one bit. Even though my girly parts craved for me to move closer to him, I stood my ground, staying behind the counter.

      I was done with him touching me and screwing with my psyche. Twice was two times too many.

      He tossed his bronze locks, which were an inch or two longer than my shoulder-length hair, back out of his eyes. Seeing him standing in my house, I realized I hadn’t been wrong about his height. He was taller than anyone I had ever met in person, making my five feet, eight inches seem miniscule.

      Even though he was thin, his wide shoulders provided some much-needed bulk to his lithe frame. He wasn’t overly muscled, and if he wasn’t so imposing, I’d assume him to be weak, but he held himself as if he wasn’t afraid of anyone. I guess if I could zap people out of existence, I’d have that confidence as well.

      “Raegan, come sit down and I promise to answer all of your questions.” Jules pointed toward the dining table, but I hesitated.

      As much as I wanted answers, I was now uncertain that I could trust either person in the room. I knew my mother had a sister and I had so easily accepted Jules as that sister, but Enzo had called her Fox. I had no idea who she really was.

      When I didn’t move, Enzo stepped into my view and I decided he was going to be easier to deal with than Jules. He hadn’t lied to me for eight months, and something told me he wasn’t about to start lying to me now.

      “How’s that head of yours? The wheels seem to be turning a little fast in there.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “How did you know I was in trouble tonight? Have you been following me?”

      He raised a brow. “Straight to it, huh? No pleasantries? You’re not even going to offer me a cup of tea?”

      I narrowed my eyes, saying nothing in response. I wasn’t going to play his games. He would be smart to figure that out quickly.

      He let out an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. Business only. I got it.” He paused, taking a seat at the table next to my aunt. His long, jean-clad legs edged out the other side of the table, and I couldn’t help the small grin that appeared on my face. He didn’t fit very well in our house.

      When I finally took a seat, Jules reached a hand out to me, but I moved away. “I’d like to hear what Enzo has to say first, if you don’t mind.”

      “That’s understandable,” she said with a smile that seemed forced.

      Part of me felt guilty for pushing her away, but I needed answers to what had been happening to me, and I needed to know they wouldn’t be given with a filter. Something told me the stranger across from me didn’t pull any punches.

      My gaze turned toward Enzo. “So, how did you know that creeper was attacking me?”

      “It was pure luck.” He shrugged. “I was passing through town on my way back to Shadow Veil, and I sensed a scavenger. I almost ignored him. I’m not supposed to engage in other supernatural business until I’ve finished school, but I don’t always follow the rules.” Tossing his hair back, he winked at me.

      My girly parts got a little excited again, but I stomped that fire out without hesitation. No way was I hooking up with someone not human.

      “Life’s not near as fun when you don’t push the boundaries,” he continued with a smirk. “Anyway, then I felt your power. It wasn’t controlled, and something told me it would be worth my time to check out what was happening. I let the academy know I found a stray before I stopped the attack, and they want me to bring you back now that the scavengers know you exist. Are you almost seventeen?”

      Trying to ignore the fact he called me a stray, I responded, “I’m already seventeen. I’ll be eighteen this October. Why?”

      His brow pinched together, and he turned to Jules. “Is she not in the system?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I assumed Lara and Andy did what they needed to do, but when I learned Raegan was here instead of the academy, I thought she was exempt somehow. I was estranged from Lara for many years. When I realized there was a powerful magical block on Raegan and she wasn’t showing any abilities, I assumed that was why she was never enrolled.”

      Listening to them talk was like being in a foreign country. I didn’t understand a damn word coming out of their mouths.

      “What are you people? Or more importantly, what am I?”

      “I’m an elf. Jules over there is a fox shifter. You, on the other hand, are a hybrid. I’m not sure about the ratios, but you definitely have some elf in you. I’m not sure about the other half for some reason. But I would assume your mother was a fox shifter, right? So, your other half should be shifter.”

      I had no freaking clue, but I was hoping Jules could fill in that blank.

      “Her parents were both witches. Full-blooded witches.” She wouldn’t meet my eyes, making me read between the lines and I was not at all liking what I was understanding.

      “Are you saying those weren’t my parents and you’re not my aunt?”

      “I’m sorry, Raegan. She might not have been your biological mother, but she loved you more than anything. That’s evident by everything I see in this house. Your mom and I went to the academy together. We remained in touch for a long time until she moved out here with your father.”

      She paused, seeming to consider her next words carefully.

      “I didn’t know you even existed until I learned of her death and went to the house to clean up. I don’t know how you ended up with them or why, but I do know they must have kept you a secret for a reason. The Lara I knew didn’t do anything unless she had a purpose for the greater good.”

      Holy shit. I pushed away from the table and lowered my head into my hands. I knew I wasn’t normal, but this was so far out of the realm of possibilities I had considered, I wasn’t sure how to process it all.

      “Raegan…” Jules warned. “How long have you been doing that?”

      Lifting my head, I glanced at my hands. Sure enough, they were glowing again. “A month or so. Only when my emotions are heightened.”

      “That’s the elf in you. Elves can do some badass shit. Be glad you’re part elf,” Enzo added, seeming to want to lighten the mood, but there was no making any of it better.

      “How do you know so much about us?” I asked him.

      “Elves are the original supernatural being. We created all others. One of our abilities is to be able to identify another supernatural when we encounter them. I could probably remove your binding as well, but I’d rather we did that at the academy. I like bending the rules, not breaking them entirely. Something tells me the council isn’t going to be happy you’ve been hidden away.”

      Talks of taking me somewhere had been brought up one too many times for my comfort level. I had no desire to get more immersed in whatever world included creatures who preyed on weaker beings with magic and shadows.

      “Enzo is right. I think going to the academy is going to be the best thing for you. When I thought you didn’t have any abilities, I was all for you living a normal life until I could figure things out, but time is running out. All supernaturals are supposed to attend Shadow Veil when they turn seventeen. You’re already a year behind.”

      “Let me make sure I understand what’s happening here. I’m not human, neither are the both of you. Elves, witches, and shifters are real. My parents weren’t really my parents, and Jules isn’t my aunt. Now, I’m supposed to go attend some school that I’ve never heard of just because it’s what everyone else like me does. Does that sum it up?”

      “Yep,” Enzo answered. “Now, be a good girl and pack a bag. I don’t have time to waste. I need to get back to Shadow Veil before classes start, and I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave you behind. More scavengers will be back and you’re defenseless against them until you have proper training.”

      Nope. Hard pass. No way was I going with him.

      “I think I’ll take my chances here. I appreciate you stepping in tonight, but I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t be going out alone at night anymore. I’ll be just fine.”

      He tsked at me. “Your power is growing and, without training that you can only get at the academy, you’ll only continue to attract the scavengers. More will come, and they won’t wait until you’re alone in the dark. They don’t take consequences into consideration when they’re looking for
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