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As we sat around Camp Avalon’s Fire Ring in the growing darkness of the Blue Ridge Mountain dusk, a tall, slightly plump Amerindian woman held out her hands toward the eighty-five campers watching her closely.  It was as if she was cupping fistfuls of sand in her palms, careful not to spill a drop.  In a moment, I saw something odd happening, even by Avalon’s standards, where I’d grown to expect the unbelievable.

Springing from the woman’s hands, two miniature tornadoes formed, swirling and dancing with abandon and joy.  

She said, “Hello, my name is Trianna,” as the whirlwinds suddenly grew bigger and bigger, threatening to leap off her hands.  In the growing roar of the wind, she shouted, “I’ll be your new Assistant Director at Camp Avalon.”

The cyclones kept expanding until they finally broke free of her palms and danced around each other in an eerie kind of ballet.  The battering force of the twin winds started to suck me off the wooden bench as I grabbed my seat with both hands.  The main strength of the gale was centered on the campfire, whose roaring flames flickered, then died under the ferocious attack, but I could still feel their pull from where I sat.

Sammie, my best friend at camp, heck, in all the world, shouted in my ear.  “She’s wild, isn’t she?”

“A little too wild, if you ask me,” I said as I felt my grip loosening under the pounding tug of the twin vortexes.

Suddenly, as quickly as the tornadoes had appeared, they were gone.  The usual summer night sounds of crickets, birds, and animals were muted in the eerie silence that followed.  It didn’t help matters that Trianna had snuffed out our only source of light; we were all sitting in absolute darkness.

In an instant, that was taken care of.  The center logs in the Fire Ring suddenly re-ignited, sending out a glow as bright as daylight around us.  In the brilliance of the firelight, I saw Mr. Gray, our camp director, say something to Manyon abruptly, and the flames quickly lessened until they were just bright enough for us to see by.

Sammie whispered, “Manyon’s really something, isn’t he?”

I nodded as I grinned at him.  I’d gotten to know Manyon better than most of the other campers because I’d spent a lot of time in the kitchen working off punishments for things I hadn’t done.  I’d wondered why Avalon had stuck a Fire Starter in the kitchen, but after seeing Manyon’s work up close, I realized that being around all those fire extinguishers was probably the safest place for him.

As my thoughts surrounded him, Manyon caught my eye and winked before he stepped back into the shadows with the other JCs, the junior counselors who claimed, with some justification, that they were the ones who truly ran Camp Avalon.

Mr. Gray smiled gently at Trianna.  “Thank you for that wonderful demonstration, Trianna.”  We all clapped at that.  After all, it had been a pretty spectacular show of power.  

That was what had brought us all to Camp Avalon, our search for the power inherent within each of us.  It had taken me a long time to find my own Gift.  The funny thing was, now that I knew what it was, I still didn’t have the slightest idea how to go about learning how to use it.  Sammie could talk to rocks, Gina could elongate her body at will, Skip could give other people hallucinations, the list of my friends’ Gifts went on and on.  I was supposed to be some kind of lens, a magnifier, Mr. Gray had said.  Whatever that was supposed to mean.

Mr. Gray announced, “I’d like to welcome Trianna to our staff, as well as another new addition.  Crystal, would you please stand?”

A young woman in her late teens stood among the RiverRush campers, one of the four groups at Avalon.  I was in EvenSong myself, so I hadn’t had a chance to meet our newest counselor.  I figured compared to the woman she’d replaced, she’d have to be an improvement.  Crystal had jet black hair, shimmering green eyes that danced in the firelight, and a smile that looked as if it always belonged on her face.  In a light, happy voice she said, “I’m glad to be here.  Sorry I don’t have anything as spectacular to share with you,” there were several giggles from the campers, “but I don’t think you’d enjoy most of the rock conversations I overhear.”

Sammie squealed beside me.  “Did you hear that, Hannah?  I’ve got the same Gift she does.  I wonder if she’ll be teaching me now instead of Suzanne?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me a bit,” I said, more than a little jealous that Sammie had a known Gift, one well documented by our Clan, while mine was called a Sport, a new Gift Mr. Gray and I were exploring together using the Book of Knowledge, a thick leather-bound volume that contained the mass of knowledge the Gifted had gathered since the beginning of our Clan.

As Crystal took her seat, Suzanne, the counselor at EvenSong where Sammie and I lived, whispered softly, “Quiet, ladies.”

It was odd, having twenty girls in EvenSong instead of the five we’d started camp with.  The Seconds, Thirds, and Fourths, as we called them based on their years at Camp Avalon, had joined the Firsts that afternoon.  We’d been at Avalon alone for the last week, trying to uncover our Gifts before the rest of the campers arrived.  The meeting at the Fire Ring was the first chance the Firsts had to see our new cabin-mates.  I suddenly felt awkward about sharing Suzanne and the rest of Avalon with all of these strangers.

Mr. Gray smiled as he said, “To all of you older campers, welcome back to Avalon.  It’s good to have you here with us again.”

They all applauded, probably more for themselves than for Mr. Gray.  Sammie and I joined in uncertainly.  I wasn’t sure I wanted them here, and it looked like Sammie shared my feelings.

“To the Firsts, let me say that there are more changes in store for you with the addition of our full complement of campers.”  He smiled softly.  “The first one is that when you return to your cabins, many of you will find that you’ve been,” he searched for just the right word, then settled on, “relocated.”

Oh, no!  Did that mean they were going to shift us around?  Suzanne was a wonderful counselor, I didn’t want to lose her, even though Crystal seemed nice enough.

Mr. Gray must have read some of our concerned expressions.  He added, “Don’t worry, you’ll all still be in your assigned cabins.  However, some of you may find yourself evicted from your previous spots.  It’s the right of the older campers to do this.  Console yourself that it will be your right as well some day.”

Well, I didn’t figure losing my top bunk would be so bad, if that was the worst thing that happened to me after all I’d been through just getting to Avalon in the first place.

Mr. Gray held up a hand, then said softly, “We’re all going to have to get used to changes around here.”  The frown left his eyebrows as he finished, “But remember, together we can do anything!”

His last word was punctuated by his disappearance.  I didn’t care how long I stayed at Camp Avalon, I doubted I’d ever get used to people popping in and out like that.  I’d already learned the basics of levitation, I could make two feathers dance as if they were riding Trianna’s tornadoes, but I couldn’t get a handle on teleportation, and I was like a greedy sponge, soaking up every bit of information I could on how to do the cool stuff I saw around me at Avalon.

Trianna stood as Mr. Gray disappeared and said, “Fire Ring dismissed.  Lights out in thirty minutes.  Good night, everyone.”

As we walked back to EvenSong along the worn dirt path, Sammie said softly, “What do you think of all this?”

She was gesturing to the sea of campers walking around us.  We’d gone from less than twenty to over eighty in one evening.  I was having trouble getting used to it myself.  All five of the Firsts from EvenSong were bunched together, as if we were tethered at the waist.  Sarah, a tall blonde girl in our cabin whose Gift was talking to horses, said, “Come on, girls.  Remember, half of the new campers are boys, and all of them are older.  Love is in the air, I can feel it.”

Gina, another First, said, “Sarah, I’m going to personally burn every one of those romance novels you brought with you to camp if you don’t stop talking about boys.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she said.

Gina grinned.  “I won’t, but I’ll get Tillie to do it for me.”

Tillie beamed beside us.  She’d just discovered her Gift was Fire Starting, just like Manyon’s.  “Give me some time, I’ll get the hang of it.”  To date, Tillie had just been able to light a lid of gasoline, but it was more than I had managed.  My lens Gift felt more like a fluke, a freak of nature, than one of the cool Gifts my friends had.  I just hoped Mr. Gray could help me figure out exactly what it was I could do.  He’d mentioned a few possibilities, too wild to even consider.  

I’d had enough guesses; I wanted the facts.

––––––––

[image: ]


I was just about to say something to Sammie when somebody purposely knocked against me, sending me into the bushes beside the trail.  As I fell, I heard an older girl say, “Watch it, First.  Learn to get out of the way of your betters.”

“Why did you do that?” I protested as I started to get up.  

She nudged me gently, catching me off balance and sending me back to the ground.  “I’ve heard all about you, Freak.  Stay out of my way.”

I started to snap at her when a tall, nice looking guy a couple of years older than I was reached down and offered me his hand.  

“Thanks,” I said as I looked into his deep blue eyes.  His smile was so bright it almost hurt my eyes to look at it.  “My pleasure.  I’m Jared.”

The girl who had knocked me down frowned at the attention I was getting.  That made it even nicer.

“I’m Hannah,” I said softly.

His smile brightened even more.  “Believe me, I know.  Hannah, it’s nice to meet you.”

The older girl glared at me for an instant, then smiled broadly at the boy.  “You’re so sweet helping a First like that, Jared.”

He shot her a look of contempt.  “I wouldn’t have had to if you hadn’t knocked her down, Kelly.  Twice.”

She sputtered, “It was an accident.”

Jared shook his head, dismissing her in an instant.  Then he turned the full power of his smile back on me.  “Hannah, if you have any problems at Avalon, I mean any problems at all, you let me know.  Okay?”

“Okay,” I said as I finished brushing the dirt off my shorts.  “Thanks.”

He saluted me gently with two fingers, then moved on down the path ahead of us.  Kelly looked at me sharply, then hurried after him.  She called out, “Jared.  Wait.  It was an accident,” but it looked like he was ignoring her.

After they were gone, Sarah, Sammie, Gina, and Tillie surrounded me. 

“Did you see those eyes?  He’s gorgeous,” Sarah said dreamily.

Gina nodded.  “I hate to agree with you, but I’ve got to.  Wow.”

Sammie said cautiously, “I don’t like the way that girl was looking at you, Hannah.  I’d be careful, if I were you.”

Tillie laughed.  “I’d be willing to take a nose dive into the bushes myself if it meant that Jared was waiting to help me up.”

I felt my cheeks burn.  “Come on, you guys, he was just being nice.”

Sarah looked wistfully after him.  “He can be nice to me any time, any time at all.”

As we walked the rest of the way to EvenSong, I recalled Jared’s grasp when he’d reached down to help me to my feet.  Had there been a jolt between us when our fingers had touched, or was it just my imagination?  

The warm tingling inside was quickly doused when I walked into EvenSong.

Okay, I knew I was going to lose my top bunk, Mr. Gray had warned us all of that.

But did it have to be to Kelly?

Suddenly, life inside EvenSong had taken a definite turn for the worse.  
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Chapter 2
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At least my new bottom bunk was still close to Sammie.  It was probably because Kelly hadn’t wanted to lug my stuff very far, not because of any thoughtfulness on her part.  I didn’t care; I was happy to be near my best friend.

Two striking girls with ash-blonde hair sat on either side of my bunk as I started getting ready for bed.  It took me a second to realize that they were identical.

“You’re twins,” I said happily.  I’d never met twins before.  Growing up, I’d always wished I’d been one, reveling in the thought of having someone to share my life, my room, and my treehouse high above the river with, someone always there for me.

One girl looked at the other.  “Jenn, I believe we have a certified—.”

Her sister picked up the sentence without missing a beat, “—genius on our hands.”

Then they both started laughing.  “I’m Jenn,” one said as she held out her hand.  “And I’m Jann,” the other supplied as she duplicated the move.

My head felt as if it was on a swivel moving back and forth between them.

“We’re Fourths, you know,” Jenn said as I crossed my arms and shook both their hands at the same time.  At least I thought the girl speaking was Jenn.

“That makes us top dogs around here,” Jann supplied.

“Then I guess that makes us puppies,” I said with a smile.  “I’m Hannah, and this is Sammie.”

The twins looked at the two of us, then nodded in perfect unison.  “Oh, we know all about you two.  Word spreads around camp faster that lightning, especially gossip and rumors.”

Jenn frowned at her sister.  “Now why did you have to use that particular word to describe the speed of our little grapevine?”

I rubbed my chest, still tender from my confrontation with Cassie.  “It’s all right.”

Jann said, “See?  I told you she’d be nice.” 

Both girls stood in unison.  Jenn said, “Ladies, it’s time for bed.” Then Jann added, “We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

Suzanne joined us.  “Hey, you two wouldn’t be trying to take over, would you?”

Jenn and Jann smiled at her broadly.  “Why, Suzanne, whatever gave you that idea.”

“Yes, we were just trying to be helpful.  You know us, always ready to extend a hand to our fellow cabin-mates.”

Suzanne laughed. “It’s not going to be that easy to make Honor Camper.  Now shoo, you two.”

After the twins were gone, Suzanne knelt on my bed and whispered softly to Sammie and me.  “Are you two all right?  Sorry about the switch in bunks, Hannah, but it’s a camp tradition.”

“Oh, I don’t mind.”  That wasn’t exactly true.  I liked Jenn and Jann, and if one of them had taken my place, it would have been fine.  Okay, maybe not fine, but I could live with it.  Kelly getting my cherished spot was another matter altogether.

Suzanne patted my shoulder gently, pretending not to notice my disappointment.  “That’s the spirit.”

Sammie asked, “Do they always do that?  Finish each other’s sentences, I mean.”

“Oh, yes.  It drives you crazy until you get used to it.  After a while it doesn’t seem normal when everyone else speaks for themselves.”  She added in a lower voice.  “They have good hearts, you don’t have to worry about them.”  She smiled softly, then said, “Besides, as Fourths, they’ll be on their best behavior all summer.”

“What’s so special about being a Fourth?” I asked.

“All of the Fourths are rated on several things: Gift development, attitude, willingness to help others; there’s a whole slew of things.  Based on their overall rating, it determines who comes back as Staff next year.  Believe me, every Fourth in camp wants to do that.”

“If that’s the case,” I asked, “how did Manyon ever make it?”  As soon as I said that, I realized it hadn’t come out right.  “I mean, what with his kitchen duty punishments and all last year.”

Suzanne said, “Manyon’s a special case.  He’s the best Fire Starter we’ve ever had in the Clan.”  She laughed softly.  “I think Mr. Gray keeps him around so he can keep him out of trouble.  He’s not having much luck so far, but there’s always hope.”  She stood, then added, “Lights out in two minutes, ladies.  Have a good night’s sleep.”

As Sammie and I said good night to Suzanne, Kelly poked her head from the top of her bunk and said good night as well.  She glanced down at me from her new perch like a bird watching a bug, then disappeared from view.

I whispered to Sammie, “I can’t believe how crowded it is in here,” as I pointed over her head.

Sammie nodded.  “It surely is different, isn’t it?”

“That’s the mildest description of Camp Avalon I’ve heard yet.”

––––––––
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I was glad when breakfast was over the next day.  I couldn’t believe how much noise eighty-five people made eating a simple meal.  As Firsts, it was our duty to distribute the food platters, collect the dirty dishes, and clean the tables after the meal was over.

After everyone else went to their morning sessions aimed at working on their Gifts, I knocked on Mr. Gray’s door.  At least I didn’t have to go far; his office was just off the dining hall.

He called, “Come in,” and I found him sitting at his desk, frowning intently at the Book of Knowledge, open in front of him.  I’d seen it last week when he’d been testing me to find my Gift.  Now that we had uncovered that I was a lens, whatever that really meant, I figured his use of the book was over.

“Are we still working with that?” I asked as I pointed at the book.  

He closed the cover gently, with reverence.  “Absolutely.  If we’re going to develop your Gift, the Book is of the utmost importance.”  As he spoke, he laid his hands carefully on the tooled leather cover.  “The Book of Knowledge is the culmination of everything we’ve learned over the last hundred years.  Every myth, rumor, legend, and fairy tale we’ve been able to collect is recorded here.”

Trianna poked her head in the office.  “Mr. Gray, there’s somebody ...”  Her words trailed away as she spotted the Book in front of him.  Her next words were nearly whispered as she said, “Is that, is that the Book of Knowledge?”

“It is,” Mr. Gray said deeply.

“Is it true what they say, that the Book has a Gift of its own?”

Mr. Gray frowned.  “Trianna, surely you know that’s nonsense.  Certainly the Book is special; it’s a one-of-a-kind treasure.  But remember, only people can have Gifts.”

She nodded, though her eyes never left the Book.

“Now what was it you needed?” he asked gently.

“Oh, I’m sorry.  There’s someone here to see you.  I told her you were in a training session, but she didn’t seem to care.”

“Does this person have a name?” he asked.

“One you should know well, Mr. Gray.”

I looked up to see an imposing, silver-haired woman walk into the small office.  Her small eyes were so dark they looked nearly black as she frowned at the camp director.  Tall and quite regal, she was obviously a woman who wasn’t used to being kept waiting.  Trianna let out a little yelp at the woman’s sudden appearance and quickly left.  

I envied her getaway.

Mr. Gray said softly, “Why hello, Ms. Blackridge.  What brings you to Avalon?”

She snapped out, “Council business.”  She looked fiercely at me, and I tried to shrink back into my chair.  “Must we discuss this in front of children?”

I jumped out of my chair, that’s how much I wanted to get out of there.  Mr. Gray frowned, then said, “Hannah, this shouldn’t take long.  Why don’t you wait outside?”

“It might take longer than you realize, Mr. Gray,” she said with her booming voice.

Mr. Gray nodded to me, and I left.  Outside, I nearly bumped into a small, slight man with thinning blond hair and a weak mustache.  He was clutching a worn brown leather briefcase held tightly against his chest as he tried to get through the door I had just exited.

––––––––
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Honestly, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop on their conversation.  It wasn’t my fault that the little man who’d gone in last had failed to close the door properly.  I could even see a little of what was happening through the wedge of space.  Besides, Mr. Gray had told me to stay close.  In a way, I was just following orders.  The truth was, I wanted to know more about this woman sent from the group that ruled our entire Clan.

I heard her say, “The Council is displeased with the recent events here at Avalon.  There is talk that perhaps it’s time you passed the reins on to someone else.”

What!  Mr. Gray couldn’t leave Avalon; he was as much a part of it as the cabins and the mountains that surrounded us.  Avalon wouldn’t be Avalon without him.

“I admit last week was not my most shining moment.  Nevertheless, I think it’s premature to talk of my retirement.”

“Perhaps,” she said coolly.  “Perhaps not.  That is why we are here, to evaluate the current situation.”  She snapped, “Larkin, come here.”

Through the crack, I caught a glimpse of the man I’d seen earlier step up to Mr. Gray’s desk.  

Ms. Blackridge continued.  “Meet Larkin, my new assistant.  We’ll be observing the activities at Camp Avalon for the next several days, then report back to the Council with our findings.”

The slight man murmured, “Honored,” to Mr. Gray, then stepped back behind his imposing boss.

Ms. Blackridge continued, “I expect your full cooperation while we’re here.  Do we understand each other?”

“Only too well,” Mr. Gray said.

Her sharp eyes must have taken in the Book on his desk.  “Is that the Book of Knowledge, out where anyone could steal it?”

Mr. Gray’s tone lost an ounce of its previous pleasantness.  “It’s in my care; that was established long ago.  I’m personally responsible for it.”

“You are, but all of the Clan owns it.  I repeat my question, why is it out, unguarded?”

“Surely you’ve read my report to the Council.  We’ve got a new Sport among us, one with more potential than anything we’ve ever seen.”

He was talking about me!  Wow!  Did he really think I had that much power?  It didn’t feel that way to me.  All I had to show for the one time I’d used my Gift was a set of sore ribs that still twinged a little when I breathed, despite our camp nurse Melissa’s Gift of a healing touch.

Ms. Blackridge waved a hand in the air.  “I read it, of course.  However, it is readily apparent your conclusions based on a single incident you yourself didn’t observe are unwarranted.”

“You’re entitled to your opinion,” Mr. Gray said.  I could almost hear him adding in his head, ‘but you’re still wrong.’  

“While I’m here, I’ll need to see this child myself so that I can draw my own conclusions.  I trust that can be arranged.”

“She was just here.”

Ms. Blackridge turned to the door, and I ducked back before she could see me spying on them.  “That slip of girl?  Surely you’re kidding.”

“She withstood Raven Rock,” Mr. Gray said solemnly.  

Ms. Blackridge was silent for a moment, then said, “Perhaps it was a fluke.”

“It was no fluke.”  Mr. Gray was actually getting mad, defending my Gift.  I felt a warmth spread through my body.  It felt wonderful having someone take up for me, especially the director of all of Camp Avalon!

Ms. Blackridge turned to the door so quickly I nearly got caught listening in.  As she threw the door open, I was six feet away, trying to keep my heart from racing as I pretended to study a group photograph of Avalon’s campers taken sometime in the Sixties hanging on the wall. 

I kept my eyes glued to the picture as Ms. Blackridge walked past me.  I could feel her gaze boring holes in me, but I didn’t look up until she was gone.

Larkin and I made eye contact for a second.  Was that a smile in his eyes?  It was gone so fast I couldn’t be sure, and then he was hurrying after her.

Mr. Gray called my name, and I hurried back into the office.

As I retook my seat, he said matter-of-factly, “Now, where were we?”

“You were just about to let me look through the Book of Knowledge myself,” I said with a grin.

He studied me a moment, then laughed gently.  “Perhaps someday.  Let me read to you what I’ve found so far.”

As he dove back into the Book, I wondered what Ms. Blackridge’s presence at Camp Avalon meant.

Was it possible the council would really remove Mr. Gray from the director’s job?  I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a part of a camp Mr. Gray wasn’t running.  After all, he was the one who stuck by me, believing in my Gift when I didn’t believe in it myself.  I owed him for his loyalty to me, and I was determined to stand by him, no matter what.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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“There have been rumors for thousands of years that there exists the possibility of a human lens, someone who magnifies the Energy in others, and ultimately, in themselves,” Mr. Gray read from the Book of Knowledge.  “Hindus call astral light the carrier of Cosmic Life Energy, or Siva.  Theosophists believe it to be an invisible region surrounding the earth.”

I interrupted, “You mean like magnetism?”

“Something like that.  They consider it a storehouse for all the energies in the Cosmos.  Yet another basic theory is that the astral light connects the astral, or spiritual, plane with the physical plane.  In other words, someone who can focus the Energy can manifest all aspects of its power.  One most important theory holds that Astral Light, what we simply call Energy, develops latent psychic power, even in those who have displayed no real Gift before!”

My head was swimming.  I was just an average ordinary girl, not some once-mythical powerhouse.  Okay, maybe I wasn’t that normal.  After all, I could make two goose feathers fly in the wildest air dances, and I had been hit by lightning without too much of a problem, but did any of that make me a lens?  I didn’t think so.

“Mr. Gray, what does it mean to me?  You said yourself that the Book of Knowledge is full of stories no one can confirm or deny.  How does all this stuff help me?”

He nodded patiently as he touched the book lightly.  “There are enough different versions of the story of a lens that focuses the Energy around us to make me believe without a doubt it exists.  Our Gifts are proof of the sources, aren’t they?  Hannah, let me ask you something.  Why is it that some few people have Gifts, what more primitive people would call the ability to perform miracles, while most of the rest of humanity lacks that little something extra?  Is it genetic, as some of our people feel, or is it that the power of Gifts lies latent in all of us, just below the surface, waiting for a special trigger to tap into the Energy we of our Clan sometimes take for granted?”

“I don’t know,” I sighed.

Mr. Gray laughed.  “Don’t worry, Hannah, the question was rhetorical.  I personally believe that the potential for Gifts lies within us all.  We just haven’t learned how to tap into it yet.  With your help, perhaps we will.”

“I’ll try, but it seems like an awful lot of responsibility for one kid.”

He nodded gravely.  “I know it feels that way.”  He patted my shoulder gently.  “The sooner we get started, the sooner we’ll be able to find out exactly how you trigger your Gift.”

“I just hope it’s not by thunderstorm.  I’ve had enough of those to last me a lifetime.”

When Mr. Gray didn’t say anything, I felt a lump in the pit of my stomach.  “You don’t really think that’s it, do you?”

He said, “I’m hoping that the trigger will be easier once we’ve learned more.  For now, it may be that your Gift only comes to you in times of great stress and physical peril.”

“You mean I have to be in danger before I can use my Gift?  If that’s the case, I don’t want it!”

“Hannah,” Mr. Gray said sternly.  “Don’t even think that, not for a moment.  Do you ever wonder why we call our special abilities Gifts, instead of skills or powers or something more like that?  Our capacity to use our Gifts is of no real doing of our own.  They are, in every sense of the word, Gifts that set us apart from the rest of the world.”

I must have hit a sore point with him. I hadn’t seen him that upset in a while.

I took a deep breath, then said, “Okay, just tell me what I need to do.”

“That’s the spirit.  First, I think we should—.”

He was interrupted by a sharp knock on his door.  The impatient words, “come in” were barely out of his mouth before the door was flung open.

It was Ms. Blackridge, with her assistant Larkin close behind.  “Mr. Gray, we’ve been waiting nearly an hour for our tour of Avalon.”

“As you well know,” he said, keeping his voice light and even, “my responsibilities here are many.  I’d be happy to have my assistant take you on a tour of the grounds.”

“She just got here yesterday herself!  Honestly, I expected better treatment for a representative of the Council.”

Mr. Gray studied the book a moment, then sadly closed it.  “I’ll be with you in five minutes.”

She snapped, “Make it two,” as she stormed out the door.  Larkin bobbed his head twice at us, then followed obediently behind.

“I’m sorry, Hannah, but we’re going to have postpone this session to another time.”

I tried not to let my disappointment show.  Mr. Gray was under enough pressure without me adding to it.  “That’s all right.  I’ve waited this long; a little longer won’t hurt anything.”

“Thank you.  I promise, we will work on this until we come up with a trigger for your Gift.”  He added with a smile, “Hopefully it will be something that doesn’t involve lightning storms.”

Mr. Gray picked up the Book and placed it in a special metal box behind him.  I watched as he spun the dial to the lock on it.  A question suddenly popped up in my mind.  “Mr. Gray, most of the camp can teleport objects.  What good does a lock do?”

“It’s not just any lock.  It’s forged from a piece of ore mined from Raven Rock itself.  It would take more than the skill anyone in the Clan has shown so far to go through it.”  He flipped the lock smartly as it rapped on the box.  “It’s strong enough to withstand a physical assault as well.  The Book of Knowledge isn’t going anywhere.”  He added softly, “Don’t worry, Hannah, we’ll find what we need in it.”

“What should I do until lunch?”

He thought a moment, then said, “Why don’t you see if Manyon and Elizabeth need any help getting ready for the meal?  You don’t mind, do you?”

“Are you kidding?  I’d be happy to help them.”

It was true, for a great many reasons.  Helping the JCs get ready for lunch would be better than hanging out in EvenSong by myself while all of my friends were developing their own Gifts.  Plus, Manyon and Elizabeth were fun to be around.  I loved the way they bantered back and forth.

The door flung open as I put my hand on the knob.  Ms. Blackridge said, “We’re waiting,” impatiently.

Mr. Gray winked at me in such a way that Ms. Blackridge couldn’t see.  “We’re just finishing up here.”

I went to the kitchen looking for Manyon and Elizabeth.  Helping them had to be better than what Mr. Gray was going to be doing.  I didn’t envy him taking Ms. Blackridge and Larkin on a tour of Avalon.

––––––––
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I found Ruby Garnet, Camp Avalon’s chief cook, stirring a huge pot of something on the stove.  When she saw me, she smiled brightly.  “Why, if it isn’t Miss Hannah Brock.  It’s been lonely around here without you these last few days.”  She narrowed her eyes.  “Did you get yourself in trouble again, young lady?”

I’d spent most of the past week working off punishments I hadn’t deserved in her kitchen.

“No, it’s nothing like that.  Mr. Gray had to cut short our session, so he asked me to help out here.”

Ruby smiled brightly.  “In that case, I’m glad to have you.”  She shouted back in the steam room where the dishwashers were.  “Manyon?  Elizabeth?  Come on out here, you two, we’ve got company.”

They emerged from the room, both dripping with sweat from the steam of the washers.

“The prodigal returns,” Manyon said.  “What’s the matter, Hannah, couldn’t keep your nose clean for one whole day?”
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