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      Every supernatural being lives by one single rule: Never let a human see you as your true self. No wings. No essence. For all intents and purposes, when you're around a human, you are human.

      But I wasn't human. I was a Davina—or an angel, as some stories went, though the stories were way off—and I wasn't going to let my powers go to waste. That's why I was attending the academy. It was a Davina's best chance at making a difference in a world where our essence—our magic—was otherwise kept a secret. And come hell or high water, I would make a difference.

      The thick stone walls surrounding Harris Academy came into view, and already my heart was pounding in exhilaration. I leaned forward between my mom's and dad's seats, trying to take in the wonder of the structure. The wall was made of a beautiful white brick that looked like it belonged in a sacred temple. Bright sunlight reflected off the surface, making it look more beautiful and glorious than I remembered from the times we drove by it when I was a kid. It stretched two stories high and surrounded fifty acres, enclosing the small campus inside. The campus would be my home for the next two years. Its perimeter wall kept out prying eyes and allowed us to study as ourselves—wings, magic, and all. I’d had that freedom back home at Galen High School, but somehow, this felt different. It was my stepping stone toward bigger and better things.

      In the distance, tall buildings reached twenty stories high. All around us, the streets bustled with traffic as a thousand other eager freshman like me flooded onto campus from all over the country. Celia, Minnesota wasn’t a huge city, but it felt like it compared to Eagle Valley, the small town I grew up in. And it was amazing.

      "Nervous, Cora?" Dad asked from the driver's seat.

      "Me? Nervous?" I feigned. Of course I was nervous. But my nerves couldn't mask my excitement. I'd been waiting for this day my whole life. "You should be the ones who are nervous."

      I was grateful Mom and Dad made the trip with me. Otherwise, all eyes would be on me. With them here, I doubt anyone would even notice me.

      Dad pulled up behind a long line of cars at the front gate. I craned my neck, trying to catch a glimpse of the buildings inside. I could just barely make out the Academy Center straight in front of us past the parking lot. It was four stories high and made of red brick, with various peaks in its roof that reminded me of the Galen High mansion. Rising up from the center of the building was a pointed bell tower. It was like a beacon welcoming me to my new home.

      “I can't wait to check out campus,” I said. “I heard they just made an addition to the Activities Center and added a new rock-climbing wall. Plus, they’re working on building an obstacle course for training. Doesn’t that sound cool? Oh! And I want to see the Winged Fountain and check out the bar on the lower level of the dining center.”

      Mom turned in her seat and frowned. She wore her brown hair up, with loose tendrils framing her face. Normally, Mom was dressed in an apron and covered in flour, but today she’d worn a sleek black dress with three-quarter length sleeves and low heels, a real business-style look. “You’re only eighteen. You’re not going to a bar.”

      “I don’t have to drink. I hear they play live music and have standup comedians come in all the time. It sounds fun, doesn’t it?” I bounced a little in my seat.

      Mom smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “You know you don’t have to do this. You can always stay home and work at the restaurant.”

      I sighed. This was the third time Mom had said that today. And yes, I was counting. It wasn’t that she didn’t want me to become an emergency responder. She knew this was everything I wanted in life and more. The look in her eyes told me it was because she wasn’t ready to let me go yet.

      “I’ll come to visit,” I told her. “I promise.”

      Mom’s eyes brightened. “We don’t have any plans this weekend.”

      “Slow down, Ryn,” Dad said with a laugh. “You’re suffocating the poor girl.”

      Mom gaped at him, then looked back to me. “Am I suffocating you?”

      “A little,” I admitted, crinkling my nose.

      Mom scrunched her face up at me, but she couldn’t hold the expression for long. A moment later, she was smiling. She reached back and poked me playfully between the eyebrows. “What are mothers for?”

      I pushed her hand away, laughing. “Why can’t you be more like Grandma Gloria? Go find yourself a rich guy like Calvin and explore the world. Let me study my powers in peace.”

      Mom reached over and brushed her fingers through Dad’s dark hair. “I’d rather have a nice man over a rich guy any day.”

      Dad tilted his head toward hers and gazed into her eyes. Even after twenty years of marriage, they still looked at each other like they were on their honeymoon.

      I couldn’t help it. I started making gagging noises from the back seat.

      “Keep that up and you’re grounded,” Dad teased. The man had never grounded me a day in my life.

      The traffic started moving again. By the time we reached the front gates, I was sitting so close to the edge of my seat that I was practically leaning over the middle console between my parents.

      A campus security officer holding a tablet approached Dad’s open window. “ID, please?”

      Dad pulled out his driver’s license and the paperwork the school had given us with our passes onto campus. The guy glanced at the names, then stared at my parents in shock.

      “James and Kathryn Marek?” he asked in disbelief.

      “That’s us,” Dad said with a smile. He leaned an elbow against the open window, where a soft, pleasant breeze drifted into the car.

      The guy opened his mouth and then closed it again, like he couldn’t find the words. Then he stuck his hand out in my father’s direction. “Wow, sir. It’s a real pleasure.”

      Yep. I was a legacy. The legacy. Twenty-five years ago, my parents discovered that the Davina and the Aedes—angels and demons— were more powerful together. They were responsible for ending the age-old war between them and bringing our races to peace. It was only because of them that the academy even existed. Before I was born, Aedes and Davina tried to kill each other. Now we were allies revolutionizing the law enforcement and medical fields. Most people chalked it up to science, to medical advancements. They still had no idea angels and demons were behind it all.

      The security guard quickly scrambled back toward his papers and pressed his tablet a few times, then handed the papers back to Dad. “You’re all set to go. You’ll want to go straight ahead into the parking lot. Your daughter can pick up her information packet and student ID from the Academy Center. Just follow everyone else; you can’t miss it. Orientation starts in three hours, so you have plenty of time.”

      “Thank you, sir,” my dad said.

      “My pleasure.” The guy waved to us as Dad started inching forward. Traffic was slow, so we moved at a snail’s pace.

      “Wow, this place is packed,” I glanced toward the parking lot, which was almost full by now. Soon, people would start having to park on the streets outside campus. “Guess it’s good we got here early. You know, I think I’d still benefit from my own car. What do you guys think?”

      “No,” my parents answered in unison.

      “Come on,” I complained. “This city’s huge. What if I want to go shopping or something? Will you at least consider a moped? Hey, Dad, maybe I can borrow your motorcycle for the semester.”

      “You can take the bus. Besides, we offered to bring your bicycle,” Mom pointed out.

      I crinkled up my nose. “That rusty old thing?”

      Mom shrugged.

      “Grandma gave me some money for my birthday,” I said. “Maybe I’ll—”

      “You can’t do this! This is police brutality!” someone yelled outside the car.

      I instantly cut off and sat back in my seat to get a better look out the window. Two security guards were dragging a guy out the front gate right next to our car. He looked older than me, at least mid-twenties, with blond hair and a strong jawline. If he weren’t kicking and screaming like a little girl, I might’ve said he was cute. But there was something about him that repulsed me. There was a sense of entitlement in his perfect hair and dark blue blazer, like he thought the world should be bowing at his feet just because he’d been born.

      “No ID, no entry,” one of the guards told him sternly.

      “You can’t just refuse people entry!” he screamed.

      He kicked his legs out, struggling out of their hold. Somehow, he managed to slip his arm out of his blazer sleeve and free it. He ducked out of the guard's reach, then twisted around until his other arm broke free. He sprinted back inside the wall, but he only took a few paces before a guard jumped him from behind. The two of them went flying straight into my window with a thud.

      My heart leapt into my throat, and I jumped back, pushing across the bench seat all the way to the other side of the car. My pulse didn’t slow as the guard pressed the guy’s face up against the window, squishing it flat.

      “How would you like to add another trespassing charge to your record, Colt Walter?” the guard threatened.

      “Ooh, I’m so scared,” Colt replied flatly.

      “Yeah, yeah,” the guard said. “Daddy’s not going to bail you out every time.”

      The guard handcuffed him and pulled him away from the window. Finally, my heart rate began to slow. Then the trespasser turned his gaze inside our vehicle, and his dark brown eyes met mine. They were hooded in so much anger and resentment that it sent a chill over my skin. He couldn’t look away from me soon enough. Finally, the guard dragged him around the side of the security wall, and I felt like I could breathe again.

      “Sorry about that!” the second guard called to us.

      Mom just waved back to him like it was no problem.

      I finally sat up straight in my seat again. “What the hell was that?”

      Dad took a long breath. “My guess? A curious human.”

      “What?” I asked in disbelief. “People actually try to sneak into the school?”

      “Don’t worry,” Dad replied, not really answering my question. “The school is perfectly safe. If I know the founder Casey Harris well—and I do—she wouldn’t accept anything less than the best. The best facilities. The best security. You name it.”

      Then how’d he get in? I wanted to say, but I didn’t. Instead, I said, “What do you think would happen? If humans found out about us, I mean.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t know anything,” Mom said. “If he did, the Alliance would deal with him. There are procedures for this kind of thing.”

      “Okay, but that doesn’t answer my question.”

      Dad sighed and glanced at me in the rear-view mirror. “There’s a reason we’ve kept the Davina and the Aedes a secret for so long. When you’ve been keeping a secret for Millennia, there’s not really a good time to come out with the truth.”

      “Yeah, but people would know we help them, that we heal them and stuff. It’s not like they would shun us, right?” I bit my lower lip.

      Mom and Dad exchanged a glance, then Mom turned to look at me. “People believe what they want to believe. Sometimes, they don’t want to hear the truth.”

      “Uh, okay…” I said, feeling like my parents were downplaying the whole thing.

      I guess they had one good point. Some things were just better kept secret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Wow, this place is amazing.” I couldn’t take my eyes off it all.

      We’d already gone through the registration process, and I had my picture taken for my student ID. Now I was strolling alongside my parents on a wide sidewalk with a thick folder in my hand and my full backpack on my shoulders, trusting them to be my eyes as I looked all over campus. Mom rolled my suitcase behind her, and Dad carried a laundry basket full of odds and ends. The Academy Center was behind us, and a wide-open courtyard stood in front of us, where groups of parents and students roamed. At least half of them had shifted into their supernatural form, displaying their white or black wings for everyone to see.

      It was so strange. Back home, we were only ever allowed to have our wings out at school. I guess that was the case here, too, but the campus was so much larger than I was used to. It was like its own mini village where we didn’t have to worry about being seen. We could just be ourselves.

      Tall maples and oaks shaded the walkway, until we reached a sunny clearing. In the middle of a grassy courtyard, glowing white balls of essence the size of my fist whizzed through the air. Freshman laughed and dodged out of the way to avoid getting stunned by the magic in a game of essence dodgeball.

      Further down the walkway in the center of campus stood a large fountain.

      “Look!” I shouted, pointing. “It’s the Winged Fountain. I’ve heard so much about it.”

      The Winged Fountain was a symbol of campus, much like the bell tower at our backs. The way people back in Eagle Valley talked about it, it was like its waters contained essence itself. Aunt Allie claimed it was magical—but that was only because it was where Uncle Kyle had proposed to her.

      I quickened my pace, leaving my parents behind me, and rushed up to the fountain. The pool at the bottom was huge, at least twenty feet across. Three tiers of white marble rose up from the center. At the very top was a carving of open wings bigger than my own. I quickly dug into my pocket and pulled out a penny, which I’d brought along for this very occasion. I stood at the edge of the fountain with my eyes closed, clutching on to the penny like it was my very life force.

      What to wish for… What to wish for…

      I could wish that Kaylee was with me. My best friend from Galen High decided she had better things to do than spend the year rooming with me at the best place on the planet. Instead, she was spending the year traveling Europe on her parents’ dime. Which was cool, I guess, but it wasn’t Harris Academy.

      I wish… I wish Harris Academy is everything I dreamed it would be.

      I tossed my penny into the fountain and heard it land with a slosh. Smiling, I turned back toward my parents—and promptly smacked into two-hundred pounds of solid muscle. I looked up to find myself staring into a pair of dreamy blue eyes. The guy was my age, with tousled dark blond hair and the most gorgeous cheekbones. He smiled down at me. Oh, lord. He had dimples.

      “S-sorry,” I stammered, stepping around him.

      “My bad,” he said at the same time. His voice was so smooth.

      He tossed a coin into the fountain, but I was already headed in the other direction. I glanced back to catch another glimpse of him and saw that he was watching me. My cheeks went beet red under his gaze, and I clutched my folder tighter to my chest.

      “Who’s that?” my mom asked when I reached her.

      “Who?” I asked innocently, knowing exactly who she was talking about. “Oh, that guy? I don’t know.”

      “He’s cute,” Mom said.

      “Oh, God.” I hooked my folder under my elbow and covered my ears for show. “Don’t ever let me hear you say that again.”

      “Ew.” Mom crinkled her nose. “I meant for you.”

      Ugh. Don’t tell me she was going to start hounding me for grandchildren already.

      “I’m not here to meet guys,” I assured her, which my father looked more than happy to hear. “I’m just here to study.”

      But as my parents and I started away from the fountain toward the dorms, I couldn’t help but steal a glance back at the blond cutie. I hadn’t dated in over a year. A date or two wouldn't hurt anything, right?

      I barely noticed the eyes on my parents and the whispers as people recognized them. I couldn’t take my gaze off the architecture around campus as we walked. Everywhere I looked, I saw Harris Academy's emblem. In color, the emblem sported one black wing and one white. Where it was etched into surfaces, like the lamps lining the sidewalk, one wing popped outward and the other was carved inward.

      Campus wasn't very big. There were four co-ed dorm halls, two main class buildings—the Elemental Building and the Science Building—and the Academy Center, where most of the professor's offices were, along with the administrative departments. Close to the dorms sat the dining hall and Activities Center, which boasted three full-sized gymnasiums and an Olympic-sized pool, along with a rock-climbing wall, a gym with top-of-the-line workout equipment, and outdoor tennis courts.

      We arrived at Clark Hall, and I found my room on the second floor. The door was already propped open. Inside, a girl my age sat on one of the beds, and her parents stood beside her. She was petite, with dark brown hair that fell in waves to her shoulders. She wore a cute floral-printed dress with a belt around the middle. My roommate gave a sweet smile when she saw me standing in the doorway.

      “Hi!” I squealed in excitement. We'd already talked online to coordinate who was bringing what, but I hadn't had a chance to get to know her yet. “You must be Laura.”

      I stepped into the room and held my hand out to her.

      “Cora!” She shot to her feet and bounced over to me. Instead of taking my hand, she pulled me into a tight hug. I could smell the fresh scent of her shampoo, and I felt warm in her embrace.

      “Cora and Laura,” I heard my mom whisper to my dad. “How cute.”

      Laura drew away. “Oh my gosh. It's so great to meet you. This semester is going to rock.”

      “Damn straight,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Hi,” Mom said kindly, reaching out a hand to Laura's parents. “I'm Ryn, and this is my husband, James.”

      Laura's mom took my mom's hand, but she stared agape at my parents.

      Laura elbowed her in the side. “Jesus, Mom. They're just people.”

      She quickly composed herself. “Of course. Where are my manners? It's just such a pleasure to meet you. If it weren't for you, Sam and I never would've met. I'm Briana.”

      My dad set my laundry basket beside my bed and shook Sam's hand.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, glancing between my new roommate’s parents.

      “Oh, Laura didn't tell you?” Briana asked. “I'm an Aedes, and Sam's a Davina.”

      My eyebrows rose involuntarily. Mixed families had become more common in the last decade, but it almost never happened in my parents’ generation. Back then, there was still so much stigma. I'd never met someone my age with mixed powers.

      “That's amazing,” I said, turning to Laura.

      She breathed a sigh of relief, like she'd been holding her breath. Had she been afraid I'd judge her?

      Briana and Sam started talking to my parents, while Laura and I spoke amongst ourselves.

      “So, you can perform Aedes and Davina magic?” I asked her.

      Laura bit her lower lip. “Yes.”

      “Wow,” I said. “That must make you super powerful. Can you draw your own essence to enhance your element?”

      Laura shook her head. “Unfortunately, it doesn't work that way. I still need a partner.”

      “But you could have an Aedes or a Davina partner, right?” I asked.

      The mechanics fascinated me. Davina were more powerful than Aedes. Our essence could control the elements as well as heal, but we couldn’t do it without the Aedes. They were the only ones who could access another being’s essence and draw it out of them. They acted as a sort of battery, charging up our essence and helping us pull more from the earth so that we could perform these amazing acts. Without them, our essence was nothing more than a party trick.

      “I'm a jack of all trades,” Laura said proudly. “Except air, water, and fire.” She ticked each one off on her fingers and chuckled.

      “So your element is earth?” I asked.

      Laura began unpacking one of her suitcases into her dresser. “Yep. I do trees, grass, rocks, you name it.”

      I felt a little awkward standing around, so I pulled my sheets out of the laundry basket and started making the bed. “Sounds cool. Do you know what you'll major in?”

      Laura wrinkled her nose. “I could go the earthquake cleanup route, but I've also thought about focusing on my Aedes side so I could work anywhere.”

      I fluffed my pillow on the bed. “That sounds like a good idea. My element is fire, so I’m studying to become an emergency response technician specializing in fires and burns.”

      “So a firefighter?” Laura asked.

      “Medical firefighter, I guess,” I said as I started organizing my antiques collection on my desk. I collected anything with a story—including the Davina Blade Uncle Kyle had given me that I kept in my boot at all times. “I intend to graduate top of my class.”

      Not only that, but I intended to win the Chancellor's Award. It was an honor given to the top performing team in each program their first semester. It opened doors for advanced classes and future job opportunities. And it was mine.

      “I’m sure you'll hit the top. You sound pretty determined.” Laura finished with her clothes and turned to the large suitcase on her bed. When she opened it, I was shocked to see it was filled entirely with shoes. Heels, boots, flats, sneakers, you name it. There were shoes for every occasion.

      My eyebrows shot up. “Whoa.”

      She laughed. “First thing you need to know about me, I love shoes. What do you think of these?”

      She twisted her foot to display a pair of fashionable black flats with faux straps that crisscrossed near the toes.

      “Cute,” I said honestly.

      “Second thing you should know about me, I'm a California girl and absolutely terrified of your winters.” Laura laughed.

      “Look on the bright side. The snow's a good excuse to go shopping for a new pair of boots,” I pointed out.

      Laura beamed. “You totally get me. I think we're going to get along well.”

      “I hope so,” I said.

      An hour later, we'd finished unpacking and had gotten lunch at the dining hall with our parents, and one thing was very clear. Laura and I were already getting along great. She was smart, determined, and had graduated top of her high school class like I had. She'd make an equally good study partner as she would a friend. Kaylee would've liked her, too.

      On our way to the Academy Center from the dining hall, I caught sight of a girl with a dark pixie cut and legs that went for miles standing in the grassy courtyard. Her white wings were on display, and she was surrounded by people, both Aedes and Davina alike. They all watched in awe as she manipulated fire in her hand, twisting it into a mini tornado and then shaping her flames into the shape of a dragon. She directed her essence so it looked like the dragon was flying. It flew straight toward a guy's face but fizzled out before it hit him. He ducked, then clapped when he realized he wasn't in any danger.

      The girl doubled over in laughter, and I finally got a good look at the guy she was laughing at. He was the blond cutie from earlier, the one with the dimples. And he was laughing with the show-off.

      I couldn't explain the pang of jealousy that hit me just then. She must've been in the four-year program—and a senior. I couldn't manipulate my element like that.

      I hadn't realized I'd stopped to watch them until Laura stepped up beside me. “Um… it looks like you might have competition.”

      I scoffed. “Competition? No way. She can't be in our class.”

      Laura frowned. “I think she is. I saw her at registration.”

      My breath grew hot. The blond cutie composed himself, and he caught my eye across the grass. My stomach flipped in my abdomen. He held my gaze a few seconds longer, then turned back to the Davina girl in front of him. His eyes sparkled when he looked at her.

      “I guess you're right,” I said to Laura. “I do have some competition.”
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      I shook off the encounter in the courtyard as we entered the auditorium for orientation. I gazed around in wonder. It was even more beautiful than I’d imagined. The room was bathed in dark wooden tones and soft lighting. A high ceiling stretched up two stories, and there was a balcony with extra seating high above us. Beautiful designs were carved into the balcony banister. Matching ornate carvings outlined the large stage at the front and were brushed in golden paint. I loved it.

      Laura leaned over to me as we sat down. “Rumor has it, there’s a stone from the site of the Malum portal buried beneath stage.”

      “It’s true,” I told her, sharing in her enthusiasm. “Casey Harris said so in an interview.”

      Laura and I continued to speak in hushed whispers until the auditorium filled and the lights dimmed. The room slowly quieted until it went completely silent. The only sound came from the click of heels across the stage as a blonde woman my parents’ age came to stand behind the podium.

      Laura straightened in her chair. “Oh my God,” she hissed under her breath. “It’s her. It’s Chancellor Harris.”

      Chancellor Harris raised her arms in a welcoming gesture. “Welcome, First Years, to Harris Academy.”

      Applause filled the auditorium. Laura and I screeched beside each other in excitement.

      Chancellor Harris beamed behind the microphone until the applause died down. “At Harris Academy, we strive to prepare our students for a better tomorrow in every way possible. Our history is long rooted in the segregation of our differences. Even before the creation of man, the Divinities and Sanctities separated themselves.”

      We all knew the stories. My dad had been telling me about them since I was a kid. I didn't have to listen to follow along.

      Before humankind ever walked the earth, the earth belonged to the gods. The higher gods, the Divinities, began to have children, who became the Davina. They created a new realm, a paradise, called Vehena, which they gifted to their children. They forbade the lesser gods, the Sanctities, from producing children, because they didn't want the power of the gods diluted. But the Sanctities went behind their backs anyway and birthed a race called the Aedes.

      When the Divinities learned of their children, they took away the Aedes’ immortality and marked them with darkness. They banished them to a dark realm called Malum. But the connection between the realms was unstable, and the Aedes returned.

      To punish the Sanctities for going against their wishes, the Divinities cast another curse, one that would prevent the Aedes from interacting with their parents or the earthly realm. They could only walk the earth as ghosts.

      This sparked the Great War between the Sanctities and Divinities, and they eventually killed each other until there were no gods left. To show the Aedes they were nothing like their forefathers, the Davina brought life out of what remained of the Sanctities' ashes. This was the beginning of humans. This new race did not have the gods' powers, and like the Sanctities, they could not see, hear, or touch the Aedes.

      At this time, the Originals—the first generation of Davina—realized that the realms were tearing each other apart. They pushed the Aedes back to Malum and sealed off the realm. By the time the last sixteen Originals made it to the portal to Vehena, they found that their realm was already on the brink of collapse. And so they had to say goodbye to their home and seal the portal for good. Vehena died.

      Meanwhile, a few Aedes had managed to stay behind. As they and their children roamed a realm they could not interact with, the only way for them to grow and stay alive was to feed off the energy of humans, sucking their essence and life energy away from them in order to survive. But at the time, the Davina didn’t understand their true motives, and they were at war for thousands of years.

      Twenty-five years ago, everything changed. Malum collided with earth, forming a portal that had the potential to destroy our realm. My parents teamed up with the Aedes and found a way to seal off the portal before both realms were destroyed. When Malum fell, so did the curse keeping the Aedes from interacting with the earth. The Alliance was formed to facilitate peace among the three races—Davina, Aedes, and human.

      Davina in government helped the Aedes assimilate into society, granting them citizenship and other necessities to give them a home on earth. It was because of my parents that we discovered the Davina and the Aedes are stronger together, that the Aedes can help us unlock the powers of the gods, including earth-creating powers like fire, water, earth, and air.

      But there was one more power that wasn't discovered until months later—healing. The government—who were the only humans who knew about us—wanted to study this power and turn us into soldiers, but we refused. They knew a war would break out if they forced us—a war they wouldn’t win—so they made a compromise.

      We agreed to serve in the medical field and became doctors and emergency responders. Everyone thinks medicine has changed because of recent medical advancements, but that's not true. It's because of the Aedes and Davina. The Alliance thought it was best to keep our races a secret due to fear of mass panic on both sides. Casey Harris started the academy, and we've been learning how to heal ever since.

      No one outside our community knows the stories of the gods anymore—not the ones that actually existed, anyway. And that whole angels and demons stuff? So not us, but we were where the stories came from. I mean, humans with the wings of a giant eagle? How much more specific can you get? No, we weren't angels or demons, but we were still pretty badass.

      Chancellor Harris told a condensed version of the story, then concluded with, “And that is why here at Harris Academy, we embrace our differences. Because our differences are what make us stronger. We stand together as one.”

      “We stand together as one.” The crowd repeated the academy’s motto.

      Chancellor Harris waved to the crowd, then exited the stage. Another man came to the podium after her. He looked the same age, with black hair and a thick beard.

      “Let’s have another round of applause for my wife,” the man said.

      I inhaled a sharp breath and leaned over to Laura. “That’s her husband, Kane Harris! Did you know they were the first Davina-Aedes couple to get married?”

      Laura beamed as she clapped wildly. “I know! Did you know that he took her name because he admired her so much and thought she deserved all the recognition?”

      I sighed. “Swoon. You know he teaches advanced-level Aedes Essence? Maybe you’ll have a class with him.”

      “I hope so,” she said. “He’s a hottie.”

      I giggled. “Careful. He’s married.”

      She shrugged. “What? I can’t at least look?”

      Kane went on to give us the rundown of campus, safety regulations, and more. He warned us of protestors outside campus but assured us that we were safe and just had to steer clear of them. When he finished, we were given fifteen minutes until we had to be outside in the courtyard with the rest of our class for full campus tours and icebreaker games.

      “I guess it’s time for us to go,” Mom said in a sad tone as we stood outside the auditorium in the wide hallway.

      “I’m gonna miss you guys,” I said. At the same time, I was excited to be on my own.

      “You call us anytime,” Dad told me. He pulled me into a hug, and I squeezed him back.

      Mom looked like she was about to cry when she embraced me. “You have lots of fun. Study hard.”

      I chuckled as she drew away. “You know me. You don’t have to worry.”

      “I know,” she said. “But I’m your mom. It’s what I do.”

      “I love you guys,” I told them honestly.

      Far too soon, they were gone, and I was being ushered outside to the courtyard. Laura had said goodbye to her parents as well and stood beside me. We were told to find the group leaders with our color of lanyard that we’d gotten at registration.

      I looked to Laura. She wore a yellow lanyard, while I wore a dark purple one. “Dang it, we’re not on the same team.”

      She frowned. “I guess we’ll meet back at the Winged Fountain?”

      My shoulders fell. “Yeah, I’ll see you.”

      She hurried off to a group of yellow lanyards, while I continued to search the courtyard for my group. I passed by at least a dozen groups before I finally saw a guy a few years older than me standing on the edge of the fountain. He had dark hair and a shadow of a beard lining his jaw.

      “Purple group!” he shouted out into the crowd, with his hands cupped around his mouth. “This way to the purple group!”

      I hurried over to them, but I stopped dead when I saw Blond Cutie standing in the center of the group. He had his arms crossed and was glancing around, like he didn’t know anyone else. Good. I wouldn’t be the only one.

      “Okay, how many people do we have?” our group leader said, counting our group members. He mumbled numbers under his breath, then spoke out loud. “Fifteen. Perfect.”

      He jumped down from the edge of the fountain, then grabbed a clipboard and a hula-hoop that had been sitting at his feet. He twirled it around his arm a few times, then looped it over his shoulder.

      “Hello, purple team!” he said enthusiastically. “I’m Kumar, and I’ll be your team leader for the day.”

      A girl near the front raised her hand.

      “Yes?” Kumar said.

      “What’s the hula-hoop for?” she asked.

      He winked at her. “I’ll get to that. Any other questions?” He glanced around, but our team stayed quiet. “No questions? Great. So, we’ll be starting with some ice breakers, then moving on to our campus tour.”

      I noticed Laura’s team was already headed off toward the Science Building. It looked like her group was starting with the tour.

      “Why don’t we all take a seat in the grass?” Kumar suggested.

      We formed a circle facing each other. I was directly opposite from Blond Cutie. He caught me looking at him once, and I quickly turned my gaze away, blushing.

      “Let’s all go around and say our name, ability, and one interesting thing about ourselves,” Kumar suggested. “I’ll start. I’m Kumar Combs, and I’m a fourth-year Aedes majoring in surgical studies. An interesting thing about me is that I spent last summer studying abroad in India.”

      He looked to the girl next to him, and she dove into her introduction. My mind was racing with what I would use as my interesting fact that I barely heard what everyone else had said. When it got to Blond Cutie, though, I immediately took interest.

      “I’m, uh, Kellan Greene,” he said in that smooth voice. “I’m an Aedes majoring in emergency response.”

      My program, I thought. Maybe we’ll be teamed up.

      “An interesting thing about me…” Kellan hesitated. “My father was Ronan Greene.”

      Ronan Greene! So Kellan was a bit of a legacy himself. His father was a member of the Alliance. He’d been instrumental in helping the Alliance understand the Davina’s healing powers and how the Aedes could help refine them.

      Introductions continued around the circle before I could really process what Kellan had just said. Eventually, it reached me.

      “I’m Cora Marek,” I said with a smile. “I’m a Davina majoring in emergency response with an emphasis on firefighting. An interesting fact about me is that my parents are Ryn and James Marek.”

      Gasps traveled around the group. Kumar leaned forward in interest. “You’re kidding. Your parents closed the portal to Malum!”

      I beamed. “I know.”

      “Your parents broke the Aedes’ curse!” a girl across from me exclaimed.

      “Yep. Davina power, right?” I chuckled and threw a fist up into the air.

      All eyes were on me, and everyone looked amazed—everyone except Kellan. When I stole a glance at him, the look in his eyes was cold. What the hell? He could brag about his legacy status, but I couldn’t? It felt like a stab to the gut, and I didn’t even know the guy yet.

      I barely heard the last few introductions. I was still stealing glances at Kellan, trying to figure this guy out.

      “Okay,” Kumar said, standing. “Let’s move on to a little team-building exercise.”

      He set his clipboard in the grass and held his hula-hoop out in front of him. He kept it at chest level and parallel to the ground. “We call this the Floating Hoop. You’ll stand in a circle and each place an index finger straight out. The hoop will rest on top of all your fingers. The object is for your team to lower the hoop to the ground without anyone losing contact with it. You lose contact, and your team has to start over again. Only your index finger can touch the hoop, and you must keep your finger straight. No ‘hooking’ allowed.”

      Kumar demonstrated by wrapping a finger around the hoop. “Easy enough, right?”

      I smirked. This was going to be simple.

      We formed a close circle, so tight that I had to turn my shoulders to squeeze in.

      “Fingers out,” Kumar instructed. He placed the hula-hoop in the center of our circle. “And go!”

      Before I could even think about lowering the hoop to the ground, it started to rise, like someone was pulling on it with a string. I lifted my finger to keep contact with it, but it just kept going up and up and up…

      “What the hell?” the girl beside me asked in disbelief, the same time two people from the other side of the circle remarked on the strange phenomenon.

      “Who’s doing that?” I demanded.

      The hoop reached so high that I had to stand on my toes to try to keep contact. It floated up until I couldn’t touch it anymore. Several of us lost contact at once.

      Kumar stepped in and took the hoop. “Looks like a few of you lost contact. You’ll have to start over.”

      He held it at chest level again, and we all stuck our fingers out to touch the bottom of it.

      “And go,” Kumar said as he stepped back.

      Again, the hoop began to rise, and I had to raise my finger to avoid losing contact.

      “Someone’s using their air power to make it float,” I accused. “It’s not funny.”

      Kumar chuckled. “I assure you, no one’s using their air power. You must all work together.”

      I gritted my teeth. Was this some sort of joke?

      Several people started talking at once, all trying to throw theories around for what might work.

      “Everyone just stay still,” the guy on my right said when we resituated the hoop back at our chests again.

      We all tried not to move, but the hoop started floating again.

      “Who’s doing that?” I asked, but so many people were talking that I didn’t think anyone heard me.

      Then Kellan’s voice came across the circle. “Blaming each other isn’t going to help.”

      I caught his eye, and I knew the statement was directed at me.

      “This exercise is about teamwork,” Kellan said confidently. When he spoke, the whole team listened. “We need to trust each other if this is going to work.”

      We started over again, but no matter what kind of pep talk Kellan gave the team, we couldn’t manage to work together. When people tried to keep their fingers steady, others pushed up on the hoop to keep contact, and we had to start all over again. It was clear from the onset: Nobody trusted each other to get this task done.

      “Guys, we have to move together,” I said above the other chatter. I was getting more frustrated with each passing second. No one was listening to each other. I didn’t even think they were listening to me.

      “Let’s forget about keeping contact with the hoop for a second,” Kellan said. Of course, the group quieted to listen to him. “If we fail, we can start over. Let’s start with keeping our fingers steady. Don’t worry about the hoop moving. Consider it a sacrifice for the team.”

      Everyone stilled as we set the hoop back in place. I tried not to move, and it was starting to work. The hoop wasn’t floating.

      “Okay, good,” Kellan said. “Now everyone start to lower together. Ready?”

      I could feel the hoop start to rise off my finger. Panicked, I followed it with my finger, and it started to rise again.

      Kellan caught the look on my face, and his eyebrows knitted together. It was like he thought I was the problem. He held my gaze for a second longer. Whatever fluttering feeling I’d felt before when I’d caught his eye was gone. My guts started to feel heavy in my stomach.

      I glanced around just to break his gaze and noticed all the other teams that had started on the courtyard were gone. They must’ve already finished their challenge.

      We started over… again. And just like all the times before, the hoop began to rise.

      “Everyone needs to stop lifting the hoop,” I said.

      Kellan was quick to shoot back at me. “I just watched you lift the hoop. Maybe focus a little more on yourself and a little less on what everyone else is doing.”

      The whole group went silent as Kellan and I held each other’s gazes. I was starting to realize he was a serious jackass.

      “Okay,” Kumar said quickly, pulling our attention away from each other. “It looks like it’s time to start our tour.”

      Our group stepped back, and Kumar took the hoop. “This is something you might want to try another time. If there’s one thing you need to learn while here at Harris Academy, it’s how to work well with others.”

      Kumar’s eyes darted between Kellan and me.

      “Let’s get going.” Kumar started leading us toward the Science Building.

      I crossed my arms and followed behind, feeling absolutely let down that we hadn’t completed the challenge.

      “That was way harder than I thought,” the girl beside me said.

      “It was impossible,” I muttered back.

      An hour passed before we finished our tour. When I returned to the courtyard, I found Laura sitting on the edge of the Winged Fountain.

      “How’d your tour go?” she asked as she stood and fell into step beside me.

      “The tour was amazing. I love campus. But the team-building exercise… Not so much,” I admitted.

      “Oh, really? I thought it was fun,” she said.

      I frowned. “My team failed. I got that cute guy’s name, though. Kellan Greene. But now…” I scrunched up my nose.

      “What?” she prodded.

      “I don’t know, he seemed kind of arrogant,” I told her. “And rude.”

      Laura shrugged. “There are plenty of other guys. Oh, by the way, that girl from earlier—the one with the pixie cut—she was in my group. Turns out she is a freshman. Her name’s Celina Dyer. She’s actually kind of cool.”

      “Oh,” I said dryly, remembering the display she’d put on earlier.

      “You can meet her later,” Laura said enthusiastically as we entered our dorm hall. “She lives in our dorm.”

      We were passing by the rec room when I heard my name. I grabbed Laura’s elbow and stopped dead in the hall. We paused to listen.

      “You met Cora Marek?” a girl said. “She’s supposed to be really good, right? Like her parents.”

      A guy scoffed. I peeked around the corner to see Celina twisting a piece of chalk around the end of a pool cue. She was talking to Kellan, who was arranging the balls on the table.

      “I haven’t seen her essence yet,” he said, “but…”

      “But what?” Celina pressed.

      Kellan shrugged. “After our team-building exercise earlier, I’m not sure she has what it takes for the academy.”

      My fists clenched at my sides. Who did this guy think he was? He didn’t even know me!

      “If she’s anything like that in class,” he said, “she’s not going to pass.”

      What a prick! I’d graduated top of my class at Galen High. I was a damn good Davina.

      Gonna give me shit, Kellan Greene? Fine. Two can play at that game.
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      Classes started two days later, on Monday. Laura and I woke early for our Art of Healing I class. Her heels clicked against the tile as we headed down the hall of the Essence Building and to our lecture hall. We both had our wings on full display. Mine were all white, with hints of blue and purple that shone in the light at different angles.

      Laura’s were much cooler. Her feathers were white at the top of her wings, but the further down they went, the more they gradually turned black, creating a seamless gradient. The white feathers at the top shone sky blue in the light, and the black ones at the bottom shimmered a midnight blue. It was gorgeous.

      “This is weird,” Laura said, clutching her messenger bag to her chest as we walked down the hall. A few people took notice to her unusual wings, but most didn’t seem to care.

      “What’s weird?” I asked curiously.

      “Having my wings out,” she admitted. “I don’t usually do this. People stare.”

      I glanced up and down the hall to the passing students, who also had their wings out. There was an even mix of students with black wings and white wings, but no one had both like Laura. I loved that hers made her unique.

      “No one’s staring,” I assured her. “Remember what Chancellor Harris said at orientation? Here at Harris Academy, we embrace our differences. Own it, girl.”

      Laura offered a shy smile. “You’re right. I shouldn’t worry.”

      “Your shoes are cute, by the way,” I told her, glancing down at the four-inch blue heels.

      “I know, right?” She stopped outside the classroom door and twisted her ankle at various angles to show them off.

      “They match your dress perfectly,” I said.

      “Thank you,” she replied in a chipper tone.

      She curtsied for show, then we entered the room. The lecture hall was set up like a movie theater, with endless rows of chairs that descended into the room. Long tables stretched out along each row, and there was a large desk and projector screen at the front of the room.

      The class was already buzzing with conversation as other freshman filed into the room. I noticed Kellan and Celina at the front, chatting with each other. Kellan’s dark wings shimmered green, while Celina’s White wings had a red tint to them.

      Laura and I claimed seats in the middle of the room. Since the academy was built for supernaturals, we didn’t have to put our wings away. There was enough room on either side of us to spread our wings out without disturbing the students seated behind us. I pulled out my laptop to take notes on.

      There were four words displayed on the projector at the front of the room: body, life force, consciousness, and essence. They were the four energies that make up a person—basic information all supernaturals knew from a young age. Your body was your physical self, and your life energy was the energy that kept you alive. Consciousness referred to the energy of your thought processes.

      And then there was essence—your soul energy that was stored inside the earth. Everyone had it. It was just that Aedes and Davina could access it physically when humans couldn’t. But we could only access so much at a time. Because of Aedes’ unique ability to borrow essence from another being, they could help Davina access more—and in exchange, they got physically stronger and healthier, too. It was easier for them to borrow essence from another being than to pull it from the earth. Which meant we needed each other.

      All four energies were interconnected to create balance within an individual. When life force is severed, essence energy returns to the earth to be used by later generations. It was the only thing that survived after death.

      I typed the words into my computer, even though I knew them by heart.

      Moments later, our professor strolled into the classroom from a door at the front. She seemed young but was probably in her forties, with tight brown curls and a friendly smile. She wore an olive-green turtleneck that had slits in the back for her white wings.

      She adjusted the microphone clipped to her shirt, then looked out at all hundred of our faces. “Hello, and welcome to the Art of Healing I. I’m Professor Kovski. I’ll be co-teaching this class with Professor Sanders, whom you’ll meet during your lab hours. Shall we get started?”

      Professor Kovski clicked a button, and the screen zoomed in on the word essence, where her notes were outlined on the screen. “We all know the basics behind essence energy. Alone, you are virtually powerless, apart from stunning your classmates in a game of essence dodgeball.” She chuckled. “But when the Aedes and Davina team up, we are capable of so much more.”

      She paced at the front of the room. “You’ve all experienced this in high school. An Aedes member draws essence from their Davina partner to open their essence channel wider. These effects last up to three days if the team forges a strong bond, but they wane when the team is separated. We all know that any Davina and Aedes team is capable of manipulating the elements.”

      She clicked another button, and the screen switched to a slide highlighting the power of healing. I hurried to copy down her notes.

      Professor Kovski continued. “The concept is the same with healing, but you can’t do it with just anyone. Healing power is so advanced that it takes specific teams to heal. The connection between a healing team must be so strong that it creates the strongest channel to essence energy. With a strong enough connection, you can even perform channeling, a very advanced healing technique.”

      I barely wrote down the word channeling before she continued.

      “Because it takes a special connection to perform healing magic, we will be testing you to see who you will work best with,” Professor Kovski explained. “These pairing tests will begin next week, after we've covered healing theory.”

      Whispers started to spread around the room. I heard one girl a few chairs down from me whisper to her friend that this was going to be easy and they were going to be paired up for sure. Another guy got a horrified look on his face and glanced around the room, like he feared he was never going to be paired up.

      “Do you want to be paired with an Aedes or Davina?” I asked Laura in a low whisper.

      She shrugged. “Whoever I work best with, I guess. I don't care which type of magic I'm doing as long as my team is healing.”

      I smiled. “I hope we're paired up.”

      Our professor waited for the room to quiet, then said, “Now, don't worry if you aren't teamed up right away. It sometimes takes weeks for assignments to fill. That said, let’s get started on healing theory.”

      She changed the slide, and a diagram showing the flow of essence from one being to another came up on screen. “When healing, essence flows in two directions. The first is from the earth, through the Davina, and to the Aedes partner. This expands the channel so that the Davina member can access enough energy to direct the flow of essence into the injured party.”

      I scrambled to write down every word she said, but she spoke so fast that I couldn’t get it all down. It became clear very quickly that I was going to have to pick and choose which points to take notes on.

      Professor Kovski continued. “When healing, a Davina will have to visualize their essence differently than when they perform elemental magic. Elemental magic is forged on strong emotions, while healing magic requires a sense of calmness and trust between you and your partner.”

      She continued the lecture, covering techniques behind accessing your healing power. An hour passed before the lecture finished. Laura and I followed the rest of the class out of the room.

      “What class do you have next?” she asked.

      “I have an hour until Introduction to Firefighting,” I told her.

      She frowned. “I have Aedes Essence in an hour. Do you want to grab some breakfast before then?”

      “Sure,” I said, and we started toward the dining hall. “That lecture was pretty cool. I had no idea healing was so involved. I thought it was just like elemental magic, but with a special partner.”

      “Are you nervous?” she asked. “About the tests next week and getting your partner assignment?”

      “No,” I told her honestly. “I’m sure whoever they find for me will be a great fit.”

      Laura bit her lower lip. “I’ve heard that some people never get paired up. Like, they just don’t have it in them to heal or something.”

      My stomach sank. “Don’t tell me that.”

      She chuckled. “Why not?”

      “Because now I’m worried,” I admitted.

      I’d find someone to heal with… wouldn’t I?
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      The following week of testing arrived, and I was more excited than ever. Laura and I sat beside each other in our Art of Healing lab. This classroom was different than the lecture hall and had fewer students. Each table sat two people. I noticed Celina and Kellan in the back beside each other. I already knew that if they ended up together, they’d be top contenders for the best team.

      Professor Kovski and Professor Sanders entered the room wearing lab coats. Professor Sanders was an older guy of at least sixty, with black wings and salt and pepper hair. He pushed a cart into the room, which had surgical trays on top.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered to Laura. “Are those rats on that cart?”

      She craned her neck to get a better look. “I suppose we need something to practice healing on.”

      “Welcome!” Professor Kovski said from the front of the room. “Who’s excited to start healing?”

      Most of us responded with enthusiastic cheers. I couldn’t believe I might actually heal something today.

      “Professor Sanders is going to go around the room and hand out your rats,” Kovski explained. “They are each under anesthesia. Please don’t touch them until you’re instructed to. Now, these rats have just come from the physiology department, where upper-class students have just performed spays on them. The incision sites have been stitched up, but it will be your job to heal the wound. Keep in mind that we are only performing a surface-level healing. You are not ready to try healing internal wounds yet. We will be rotating partners, so don’t worry if you don’t get it right away. Also be aware that just because you complete the task does not mean you’ll be paired up with that person. Assignments won’t start until at least the end of the week, so just relax and do your best.”

      After we received our rats, our professors stood in front of the room to demonstrate healing their own rat. They had a camera set up above their workstation, which projected onto a large screen.

      Professor Sanders placed a hand on Professor Kovski’s shoulder to draw her essence into himself. We couldn’t see it happening, but it was obvious by the way Sanders’s skin seemed to brighten with color and his eyes looked less tired.

      Kovski explained everything as they performed the procedure. “Since the animal is so small, I will place only two fingers over the wound. As I feel my essence channel widen, I will direct my powers into the wound. Now, focus only on the incision site. If you try to heal the rat as a whole, you may overwhelm its body and unbalance its four energies. This can cause it to go into cardiac arrest.”

      We’d learned all about it during her lectures earlier that week, so all of this was just a reminder.

      The ends of Professor Kovski’s fingers glowed a bright white. When she drew her fingers away, the incision site was completely healed. The class broke out into a round of applause.

      Kovski turned toward the class. “You may begin.”

      My heart pounded nervously as I stood over the rat. I reached a finger outward, but pulled back at the last second.

      “What’s wrong?” Laura asked.

      I shrugged, but inside, I was screaming. I had to make this work. “I don’t know the best angle to place my fingers.”

      Professor Sanders heard me and walked over to our table. “Don’t worry so much,” he encouraged. “Focus on your essence, and the rest will come naturally.”

      I nodded. “Okay, I think I’m ready to give it a shot.”

      Laura reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder. Tingles spread through my body as I felt her pulling my essence into herself. My magic became more and more intense the more she drew from me and the wider my channel opened.

      I placed two fingers to the incision site and guided my essence down my arm and to the tips of my fingers. I expected my hand to glow like Professor Kovski’s had, but nothing happened. My essence stopped at the ends of my fingers, like there was a wall blocking me from sending it toward the rat.

      I pushed against that wall, guiding more and more essence toward it. My essence broke through in a single burst, and flames at least six inches long shot out of my fingers. I gasped and drew back instantly to avoid burning the rat, but I’d already singed some of its hair off. Several other people turned to look at me, but I was relieved to see they all looked like they were struggling as well.

      “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered, looking over to Professor Sanders.

      “It’s okay,” he said gently. “This isn’t the first time it’s happened, and it won’t be the last. Just relax and try again.”

      “You’ve got this,” Laura said encouragingly.

      “Okay,” I replied with a sigh.

      I placed my hands on the rat again. This time when I hit that wall, I tried not to push too much essence all at once. Instead, I waited for it to flow on its own, but it never did.

      “We did it!” Celina exclaimed from the back of the room.

      Kellan and her exchanged a high-five. I couldn’t help the scowl that crossed my face. How’d she manage it on her first try?

      Several people stopped to watch as Professor Kovski and Professor Sanders went over to inspect their work. Kovski placed a hand over the rat’s abdomen and closed her eyes. Her entire hand glowed a soft white, but not as much as when she’d been healing the rat earlier. It looked as if she was using her power to inspect its body for internal injuries, rather than healing it.

      Kovski sighed
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