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Chapter 1


Rolling Hills
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The intense September sun beamed through the window of our car, causing my left knee to turn an angry shade of red. Normally, my legs would painfully stick to the leather seats. That day, however, beads of sweat had popped out across my skin, which made it feel like a slip-and-slide when I unbuckled and retreated to the shade on the other side of the car. 

I felt tingly and a bit sick, unsure of what to expect at Prater Hall, since I knew almost nothing about it. What I did know was that we only lived about forty-five minutes from the Smoky Mountains where the school was 'nestled among breathtaking rolling hills and valleys', or at least that's what the brochure said. However, we'd been driving for almost two hours and it still looked like we were in the middle of nowhere with no school or sign of civilization in sight. I wasn't even sure if we were still in Tennessee or if we'd crossed over into North Carolina. Thankfully, it was a scenic drive.

The reason I was going to a school that I knew so little about was because I was afraid if I knew too much I wouldn't want to go... and I needed it. I needed something. Since my official first day of school was only two days away, that need was slowly giving in to fear and anxiety. Mom had done a lot of research on the school and tried several times to calm my nerves, assuring me I'd love Prater Hall. Whether she believed that or if it was simply wishful thinking, I wasn't sure, but she'd convinced me, either way.

“We're here!” Mom announced as Dad pulled off of the backwoods road we'd been on for what felt like an eternity. "Seems cheerful," she added, always being the positive one.

I looked up to see nothing but a long, paved driveway edged with brightly-colored flowers—yellow jonquils, purple tulips, and pink hyacinths. White creeping phlox covered the ground beneath them like a shag carpet.

Farther up the driveway was a wall of tall, bushy pine trees stretching from the left side of the property to the right, which hid anything that lay beyond what Mom had dubbed the 'cheerful' entrance. It was obvious that the school liked its privacy.

As Dad slowly continued through the curtain of trees, the anticipation was killing me. I rolled my window down, mainly because I felt like I might puke, letting the warm air swirl around inside the car. A pleasant smell floated on the breeze, fresh and uplifting. It almost calmed my nerves. Almost.

"Wow," dad said once we passed the trees and Prater Hall came into view.

I leaned forward, peeking between him and Mom to look out the front window at my new home for the next eight months, and gasped out loud. "It's... really big."

There were so many more adjectives going through my mind—old, spooky, creepy, haunted—but I didn't want them to think I wasn't grateful for what they were doing for me. Despite the rumors and assumptions that surrounded Prater Hall, it wasn't cheap.

"It's beautiful," Mom said. "I can't wait to see the inside."

"Yeah, over a century of history here," Dad reminded us. 

He had always loved old buildings and architecture, which was why we lived in the second-oldest town in Tennessee. When I asked why they didn’t move to Jonesborough, which is the oldest, he pointed out our back window to the lake and mountains in the distance and said it was hard to beat that view. He was right. I’d spent several hours alone in my hammock wishing I could somehow disappear into it. Then reality would set in and I’d remind myself I wouldn’t survive one night alone in the wilderness. I was too scared to take out the trash after dark.

As we neared the front entrance, the first thing that stood out was a tall marble fountain that was featured prominently in the center of a looped driveway. Birds were flying in and out of the waterfall that cascaded from the top, singing loudly as if they were greeting us. It was an odd juxtaposition to the creepiness of the school.

Oddly, there wasn’t a parking lot for visitors, so all of the parents were parking on the edge of the looped driveway, lining both sides with their cars end to end. Instead of parking like everyone else, Dad ended up going between two parked cars and pulling straight into the yard.

"You probably aren't supposed to park here," I told him once he put the car in park and turned off the ignition, and Mom agreed.

"Well, maybe they'll realize they need a proper parking lot more than that pretentious thing," he said, motioning toward the fountain.

Getting out of the car felt like I was stepping into another world. The atmosphere was noticeably different. Maybe it was just nature and the mountains that surrounded us. Maybe it wasn't.

Glancing up at the school, my eyes were drawn to the roof line, which reminded me of a medieval castle. A large square turret that was shaped like a pyramid on top towered several stories above the entrance. It was flanked by four smaller round turrets, one on each corner. Below those, two larger round turrets sat atop each corner of a small portico. The top of each one was gray and had sharp white points protruding upwards from the center. It made for a very dramatic and somewhat intimidating welcome.

An archway highlighted with light-colored stonework stood out prominently around the entrance to the portico. The same stonework framed the windows and turrets, which was a nice contrast to the brown brick, and had also been used to spell out the words written at the top of the portico—PRATER HALL.

Movement on the roof caught my eye. On the outermost corners of each peak sat two large hawks, one on each side. As I watched them, they watched me. Not only me, but everyone who was making their way into the school. Oddly, they didn't seem that out of place.

Mom was right—it was a beautiful building. The fact that it was over a hundred years old only seemed to add to its Gothic charm. Even so, it had an air about it that sent a chill down my spine, despite the heat of the afternoon sun that was beating down on us.

Grabbing one of my suitcases, Dad motioned for us to head inside. "Well, let's go see where your room is and what it looks like."

Mom smiled at him, but it was one of those stiff smiles that kept her from crying. "I'm anxious to see her room, too."

Dad put his arm around her. "You'll be okay."

"Hello," I interjected. "I'm the one being left here in this strange place with strange people."

"They're not strange," Mom said as she slipped out of Dad's grasp and wrapped her arm around me. "They're probably going to be more like you than any other students you've ever gone to school with." She squeezed me tightly, forcing my shoulder to bend at an awkwardly painful angle. "I'm hoping you like the change."

"I meant strange as in strangers, not weird." I took a deep breath. "Yeah, I hope I like the change, too." It couldn't be any worse than going to public school with the same kids who'd tormented me since fifth grade.

Walking toward the entrance was when I first noticed the other students making their way inside. You could tell who the new ones were, since they were all looking around nervously like I was. Thankfully, my parents weren't the only ones walking their kids in.

I don't know what I was expecting, but the other kids all looked normal, for the most part. There were a few who stood out, but I guess that happens everywhere. One of them was a girl who was walking confidently toward the school's entrance. Her skin was golden and her dark hair was short and spiky, but in a soft pixie-like sort of way, and she had several piercings that caught the sun when her head moved. Her clothes were light and colorful, with greens and blues floating behind her in the breeze like wings as she walked.

They would eat her alive at my school—my old school.

"So, what room am I in?" It didn't look like the kind of place I'd want to get lost in.

Mom glanced at the paper she was holding, her knuckles white. "Room five."

I looked back up at the second floor, wondering where the girls' dorm rooms might be. The school looked massive, even though it was mostly only two stories. The very center of it had the square turret that expanded upwards at least two more floors. The very top floor of it was lined with windows, so it was hard to tell if it was an actual room, like some kind of lookout, or if it was just the top of a third floor that had a high ceiling.

That's when I saw him.

A boy was looking out one of the highest windows, letting me know there was a fourth floor in the tower. He seemed to be looking at all the students coming in, even though he looked like he could be a student, himself.

The wind kicked up and a few of my fuzzy curls blew across my face. By the time I pushed them out of my eyes, he was gone.

Gone.

Within a matter of seconds, he had vanished.

I froze.

Mom stopped walking, too, since her arm was still around me. "What's wrong?"

I could feel her worry grow. That's all she seemed to do was worry about me, especially over the last few years. Especially after....

"Oh, nothing. I just thought I saw somebody." I nodded my head toward the top of the tower.

Mom followed my gaze. "I don't see anyone."

"I know. He just... vanished." I was thankful I could always be honest with her. If not for that, I would've thought I was crazy, by then. Sometimes, despite her reassurance, I still thought that.

She shivered. "All things considered, I wouldn't be surprised at the things you might see here." A forced smile spread across her face. "It's going to be a learning experience, that's for sure." Her arm grabbed me, again, pulling me against her side. "But I think you're going to like it. Don't you?"

"Yeah, I think I will," I hoped. "If not, you'll be the first person I call."

"What about me?" Dad chimed in.

I hadn't even realized he was listening. "If I can't reach her, you'll definitely be the second person I call."

He laughed. "Yeah, that's usually how it goes."

There was a slight line as we approached the portico that led inside. I hated waiting in lines. Not the waiting part—the people part.

"Cool, look at that," Dad said, motioning toward the artwork that flanked each side of the entryway.

Two large rectangles of decorative stone were embedded into the brick on each side of the archway. At first, the stones looked like scrollwork had been carved into them, but I quickly realized it was more floral. As I stared at them, tracing each curve with my eyes, I saw what looked like a claw. Following the leg upward, it was connected to a large bird. As I continued to look at the intricacy of it, I noticed another bird's head, almost hidden, with its large wings spread out behind it. Two hawks—interesting.

As we stepped forward, a woman greeted us. "Hello, I'm Mrs. Smith, the Headmistress of Prater Hall." She stuck her hand out to me first. "And your name is?"

"Amaris McGuire."

Even though I hated shaking hands, I always did, not wanting to come across as rude. Strangely, I could still feel it long after my hand slipped out of theirs. What it was, I wasn’t sure, but I never liked it.

She shook Mom's and Dad's hands before looking down at the paper she was holding, sliding her pointy, apple-red fingernail down the list of names.

"Ah, yes, you'll be in room five with Miss Davis." She leaned down and lowered her voice. "That's, by far, one of the best student dorms, overlooking the gardens and greenhouse, as well as the pasture."

Sharing a room. That's one of the things I didn’t know about because it fell into the 'knowing too much' category. Knowing I'd have a roommate, and the fact I had no clue who she was, made my stomach churn. 

What if she was obnoxious? What if she had bad energy? What if she was messy or smelled bad? What if she was just plain mean?

Mrs. Smith clasped her papers to her chest. "Miss Davis is one of our best students," she assured my parents, then looked at me. "This is her fourth year at Prater Hall, so she'll be able to show you around and fill you in on what you should expect while you're here, as well as what we expect." Her smile felt a lot more sincere than it looked, which was opposite of what I was used to. Normally, smiles are the fakest part of a person.

I simply nodded my head as Mom said, "That's wonderful," patting my back as she smiled at Dad, her worry easing a little.

"See, she won't get lonely after all," Dad told her, causing her to give him a look.

"Of course she won't get lonely," Mom agreed. "Look at all the kids who go here."

Looking around, she was right. To be a smaller private school, it was packed. Apparently, all one-hundred and twenty students—that's how many Mom said the school accepted—were arriving at the same time.

"Your room is at the top of the stairs and to the left," Mrs. Smith said, dismissing us with a sweep of her hand. "Mrs. Wellington will guide you from there."

"Well, let's go see your suite with a view," Dad exaggerated as he motioned us toward the large wooden staircase that sat in the middle of the vast entryway.

The wood floor creaked and groaned loudly under our feet, like every step we took was causing it pain. The stair railing was smooth and slightly discolored from years and years of people sliding their hands up and down it. Despite the slight tinge of age that lined the edges, the large windows on the upper landing provided most of the light that flooded the entryway. Looking around, I was starting to appreciate why Dad loved old buildings.

Once we got to the top of the stairs, Dad let out an I'm-out-of-shape breath. "You'd think they'd have a bellhop to take all this stuff to her room, considering what we paid for her to go here."

I hoped he wouldn't keep reminding me of that. It's not like I had asked to go there. Technically, it was Mom's idea.

"You're paying for the exclusivity," Mom told him, "not to mention the expertise and knowledge she'll be exposed to. This school is one of a kind." She smiled at me. "I think you're going to love it."

I believed her, which was why I had agreed to go in the first place. If Prater Hall couldn't help me... well, I didn't want to think about that.

Turning left at the top of the stairs, we were facing the entrance to the girls' dormitory.

"Hello," a petite woman with small square glasses said as a curl of her salt and pepper hair almost went into her mouth, causing her to tuck it behind her ear. "I'm Mrs. Wellington. I'm over student affairs, so feel free to come to me with any issues or questions you may have. My office is downstairs, next to the entrance, across from the main office." Her smile widened. "What room are you looking for?"

"Five," I replied.

"Oh, you're going to be rooming with Reyna. Such a lovely girl! You're going to get along great, I'm sure." She took a step back, out of the entryway, and pointed to our right. "Just follow this hallway down and to the left. Room five is the last one in the corner. Reyna just came through, so I'd say she's already there waiting to welcome you."

My nerves kicked up a few notches, which I didn't think was even possible, at that point.

"Thanks," Mom said as she led the way down the hall.

Despite the dull gray walls, the hallway was bright, with several large windows lining the right side. Looking out to the courtyard below, there were several black wrought iron tables and chairs scattered about where a few students were already lingering, talking excitedly among themselves.

Turning the corner, the hallway got darker as the light from the windows faded into shadows that made me wonder how creepy it'd look at night. The boy that I'd seen in the top tower window flashed in my mind, almost making me shiver.

"Hello!" Mom said to somebody I couldn't see, yet. "I've brought you a roommate."

I loved it when my parents embarrassed me.

"Hi!" a cheerful voice replied.

When I walked in, I realized it was the girl with the short dark hair I'd seen outside—the one I said would be eaten alive. I also realized half of the room was filled with fragrant flowers and plants. It made the other half, which I assumed was mine, rather dull and lifeless, kind of sad-looking.

"Hey," I said a little softer and less cheerful, my nerves getting the best of me. "I'm Amaris."

"Amaris," she repeated as she stood up and smiled. "That's pretty. My name is Reyna." She motioned to my right, toward the plain half of the room. "This is your side—your bed and chest of drawers—if you want to put your stuff down and settle in."

Dad quickly dropped my suitcases onto my bed. I was relieved that he didn't say anything except, "Thank you."

"I wanted to make sure I was here to introduce myself," Reyna said, "but now that you're here, I'll give you all some privacy and let you say your goodbyes."

My heart sank. I'd never been away from home for such a long time. Yes, we'd have breaks and I'd get to go home, but still. I already felt homesick and longed for the solitude of my bedroom.

"Thanks," I replied, "I appreciate that." Compared to hers, my voice sounded like I was ten, not fourteen.

She told Mom and Dad bye as she headed toward the door but stopped. "Oh, if you want to start unpacking your stuff, I'll show you around when I get back. They usually give us time for that before the orientation."

"Okay," I said with a smile, immediately feeling relaxed around her.

Once she disappeared down the hallway, Mom turned toward me. "Aw, she seems really nice."

"Yeah, I can tell she is," I agreed, not getting any bad vibes from her.

"Well, good."

Dad sat down on the edge of my bed and bounced up and down a few times. "Not too bad," he said with an approving look as he lifted the sheet to inspect the mattress.

Ignoring him, Mom turned toward me. "Listen, I know you have designated times to call, but if you need me, tell a teacher or Mrs. Smith or Mrs. Wellington, somebody, that you need to talk to me, that it's important. Don't ever feel like you can't talk to me if you need me."

"I know, Mom. I think I'll be okay, though," I admitted with as much optimism as I could muster. "I feel okay." It was odd to be able to say that and mean it.

Mom's smile beamed brighter than it had in a long time. "Oh, honey, I'm so glad." She hugged me so hard I could barely breathe. "I think this was a good decision."

Dad stood up. "I do, too. You seem, I don't know, at ease." He nodded, his smile turning serious. "It's a nice look for you." He wrapped his arms around both of us. "We're going to miss you, though."

"Yes, we're going to miss you so much," Mom said, her voice hitching. I could tell she was about to cry.

"Don't, Mom." If she cried, I knew I would, too. "I'll be home for fall break before you know it."

She finally let go of me. "I know." Her eyes fluttered hard several times, but a tear still managed to escape. "I'm just excited for you. I'm sure you'll learn a lot of things while you're here, including things you don't know or understand about yourself."

I shrugged, feeling hopeful, having no idea just how prophetic her words were. "We'll see."

They hugged me one last time before saying a final goodbye and leaving. As I watched them walk down the hall and disappear around the corner, Mom turned to wave one last time, causing Dad to peek back around and smile as he pulled her away. I thought I'd be more upset than I was. However, my nerves seemed to be calming with each minute that passed, which was a good sign.

Looking around our room, taking everything in, I realized there was no bathroom. "Great, shared bathrooms." Something else I hadn't thought about beforehand.

Thankfully, we had two windows in our room that bathed everything with light. One overlooked the side yard where there were rolling hills, just like the brochure described, covered with wildflowers and tall grass. Even though Mrs. Smith had mentioned a pasture, I was still surprised to see several horses and goats grazing next to the school in what appeared to be an open field with no fences.

The other window, which was closer to my side of the room, overlooked beautiful gardens of different colored flowers and bushes, as well as the greenhouse Mrs. Smith spoke of. I enjoyed gardening, which had always been peaceful to me, so this was a pleasant surprise.

Seeing movement on one of the paths, I noticed someone bent over, gently holding one of the flowers in their hand. After a few seconds, they turned their attention to the one next to it. I instantly knew it was Reyna. After watching her for a minute before unpacking my things, I realized she wasn't simply looking at the flowers, she was talking to them.

Normally, I would've thought of that as really odd and downright weird, but it seemed normal there. I'd already told myself to expect the unexpected, and that included someone talking to flowers.

As I started to unpack my things, I noticed Mom's worn-out Prater Hall brochure lying on my bed. It's the one she'd gotten in the mail and had brought with us, since it had the directions to the school on the back. On the front, written in calligraphy under a photo of the school, was the school's motto:

Instilling the gifted with a sense of belonging, knowledge, and confidence since 1892.

Gifted. I'd never considered myself gifted—more like broken, cursed. Maybe, if their motto had any truth to it at all, that would change.

As I continued to get settled in, nervously waiting for Reyna to show me around, maybes, possibilities, and hope continued to float around inside my mind. At that moment, it was like I could feel a shift, like things really were about to change.

Over the previous fourteen years of my life, I had grown to learn that my feelings were usually spot on.
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Chapter 2


Sad but True


[image: ]




Thirty minutes later, once I'd unpacked all my things, Reyna came floating back into the room. "I'm going to miss being here." She sighed as she dropped onto her bed. "I remember not even wanting to come here. Now, here I am, my last year, and I'm not wanting to leave."

"Why did you come here if you didn't want to?" I asked as I slid my empty suitcase under my bed.

"My parents made me. Most of my mom’s side of the family attended Prater Hall. That's how it is with a lot of students here; it's a family tradition."

"Oh."

"Has anyone else in your family attended Prater Hall?"

"Um...." I sat down on my bed and crossed my legs, thinking about how no one in my family even knew what kind of school it was. Most of them didn't even know I was a student there at all. "Not that I know of. I wasn't even sure I wanted to come here, myself," I admitted. "But, I don't know, it just felt right."

"Which is why you're here." She sat up, energized by a sudden burst of excitement. I wasn't sure why or where it came from but could feel it radiating from her. "This is the one place we can be our true selves. Learn what we're capable of and how we can turn that knew-found knowledge into something useful, something we're proud of." Her perfectly straight teeth glistened when she smiled. "You'll see. You're going to love it here." The confidence of her words filled me, making me instantly believe her even more than I'd believed my mom when she'd said the same thing.

"I think am, too."

She stood up and put her hands on her hips. "So, are you ready to see the rest of Prater Hall?"

I pulled myself up a little slower and less enthusiastic, since I'd never been one to enjoy new places or meeting new people. "As ready as I'll ever be."

"Okay, then, let's go."

She took me around the girls' dorm, first, going down the hallway that was opposite the one Mom, Dad, and I had come down. "This is one big circle with about thirty rooms on each side—this side and the guys' side, which is on the other side of the staircase." She glanced over her shoulder and grinned at me. "And guys are not allowed over here or vice versa."

I shook my head, letting her know that hadn't even crossed my mind. "That won't be an issue." I laughed, thinking about how boys had always treated me. "Yeah, not an issue at all."

"You never know. It's different here. For the most part, we're all equals."

"For the most part?"

"Well, there's always competition between the abilities," she explained as we turned the corner at the end of the hall. "Telepaths think they're better than everyone else... psychics think they know it all... you know, that sort of thing."

"Oh, yeah, I can see that," I said, like I somehow could.

"But, for the most part, we're equals—either we're all freaks or none of us are. It's all about perspective, really. However you look at it, we're all different pages of the same book." She stopped and pointed to a heavy wooden door that had Lavatory written in fancy letters across the top of it. "Anyway, here are the bathrooms." She walked in and turned to face me. "This is the only thing I loathe about this place."

Looking around, I noticed each stall was private and that the walls went all the way to the floor, which was a plus. Even so, there only seemed to be around ten, which wasn't a lot for almost sixty girls. There were also only ten sinks.

"So, how does this work when everyone has to go or get ready?"

She laughed. "Well, that's why I loathe the bathrooms." She continued to talk as she led me through another door and into the shower room. "All I can say is if you have to go don't wait. If you do, you may be waiting too long." She stopped and lifted her arms like the showers behind her were some kind of prize I had just won. "And these are our showers." She walked over and opened one of the shower doors. "At least they have actual doors, now, and not just a flimsy plastic curtain. But, again, if you need a shower, don't wait. If you do, you may not get one." Just like the toilets and sinks, there were only ten. "We try to work with each other to schedule accordingly," she said as we headed back toward the hallway, "but you always have those who think they should be one of the lucky few. There are more bathrooms downstairs but they don't have showers."

As soon as we walked back into the hallway, two girls ran past Reyna, almost knocking her down. "Hello?" she fussed, causing the girls to turn around.

"Reyna!" One of them ran back and hugged her. "I'm sorry! We didn't see you."

"Out of everyone here, you should see me the best," Reyna teased, hugging the other girl, too. "This is Amaris, my new roomie." She turned her attention to me, nodding toward the girls. "This is Megan and Cassi."

"Welcome to Prater Hall," Megan said with an authentic smile.

"Yeah," Cassi chimed in, "and if you ever need anything, just come to room twelve." She waved her hands in the air and sang, "Party room!"

Megan laughed and shook her head. "It's really not." Her eyes seemed to scan me. "And don't be nervous. There's no need to be."

"Well, except maybe at night, but you'll get used to that," Cassi added, causing Megan to nudge her.

"Don't scare her before the sun even goes down."

"What happens when the sun goes down?" I questioned, my nervousness growing.

"See, you made it worse," Megan fussed.

Cassi glanced at me and frowned. "Sorry, I just—" she shrugged "—I just wanted to prepare her. You know, it can get creepy when—"

"Anyway," Megan interrupted, "we'll let you two get back to what you were doing." She hooked her arm with Cassi's, pulling her down the hallway. "See you all later!"

I immediately turned to Reyna. "What was that all about? What happens at night?"

Reyna laughed as we headed back down the hallway and walked out of our dorm. "Nothing, really."

"Then what were they talking about?"

"It affects some of us more than others. I'll explain it to you when we get outside."

She didn't say anything else until we made our way down the stairs and through the door that led out into the courtyard, which was filled with students. Normally, I would keep my head down until I was in the clear, away from everyone, but this place wasn't normal.

"Watch this," an older boy said as he tossed three small lids into the air, which he instantly started to juggle... without touching them.

I stopped, mesmerized by what I was seeing.

Reyna stopped to see what I was looking at and then smiled at the boy. "Dylan, you're such a showoff."

He quickly smiled back. "You know you like it."

She shrugged and said, "Maybe," before turning and walking away.

Not wanting to be left there gawking at him like an idiot, I followed her.

Once we were a little ways down the path, she slowed her stride so she was walking beside me. I had just started to ask her how in the world he'd done that when she said, "Prater Hall is haunted."

"What?" Questions about the juggling boy were immediately replaced by an image of the boy in the window—the one who had vanished.

"You know, what Cassi was saying."

"Oh, yeah."

"It's no secret that it's haunted. However, it's something we're not supposed to talk about," she explained softly, her voice barely audible over the breeze and chatter of other students.

"Why?"

"Why is it haunted? Or why can't we talk about it?"

"Both," I replied as we followed the sidewalk toward one of the gardens.

"Well, it's haunted because it's like a lighthouse to spirits, or so they say. There are several people here who can talk to them, so they're like a beacon. Spirits are like moths drawn to the flames and we're the flames. And as beautiful as moths can be, too many of them can become a bit of a problem. Mrs. Smith doesn’t want us talking about them so it doesn't bring attention to them. Or so it doesn't frighten those who may have a preconceived notion about what ghosts are. I don't know, it's just something nobody talks about."

"Oh."

She laughed. "I know, it's a lot to take in on your first day."

"It's definitely a lot to take in."

Her laugh softened into a grin as she stopped next to a large crape myrtle tree. "Want to try your hand at being an earth empath?" She walked over and pressed her hand against its trunk.

"Um, I don't know. I'm not even sure if I'm a... an empath." It felt odd saying it out loud.

"Oh, you're certainly an empath. And most empaths’ abilities go beyond their primary ability, such as being an earth empath. I can also read people’s energy. It's not as strong as what I get from nature but it's grown over the years. Yours will grow, too. Want to test it?" When she patted the tree, I just stood there looking at her. "Come on."

"Okay." I walked over and put my hand next to hers, feeling more and more stupid as each second passed.

"Close your eyes, blocking out anyone you hear talking, and focus on the tree. Focus on how its roots go far into the ground, beyond what you can see. Focus on how the bark feels rough and intricate. Become one with the tree."

That last part almost made me laugh, but she was being serious, so I had to be serious, too. "Okay." I took a deep breath, trying to focus, and noticed the light smell of the white blossoms. I also noticed the buzzing of several bees over our heads.

"Relax," she said, "and focus on the tree."

"Okay," I said again, trying to ignore the buzzing as I breathed in the fragrant air. After slowly filling my lungs a couple of times, focusing on the tree like she'd told me to do, my hand started to tingle.

"Do you feel anything?" she asked.

Was I imagining the tingle that danced across the palm of my hand and down my fingers or was it actual tree energy? I wasn't sure but, either way, I felt something.

"I don't know," I admitted. "My hand is a little tingly, though."

I could hear the smile in her voice when she said, "Good."

When she didn't say anything else, I opened one eye and looked at her. She still had her eyes shut, so I shut mine back, wondering how long I needed to stand there with my hand on the tree.

"One of the first things I ever sensed from nature," she finally said, "was when my plants needed water."

My eyes shot open. "Oh, my gosh. I've felt that before." My smile matched hers. "I just thought I was crazy or imagining it."

She shook her head. "Nope, most empaths, whether they're an earth empath or not, can sense when plants are in need. When I was little, I could almost hear my mom's flowers screaming at me for water. Once they were watered, it was as refreshing to me as it was to them."

I didn't know why, but my heart started racing. "It wants water." I let my hand slip away from the tree and took a step back, where I was surrounded by several lilies. Bending down, touching the leaf of one of them, I knew I was right. 

"Yes, they're anxiously waiting for water," she said as she leaned her head back and shut her eyes, smiling at the sky. "Within the next hour, it's going to rain. They're excited."

The strangest feeling came over me. "You're right." It was like I could feel that excitement, too. "Wait, am I feeling your feelings or...?"

"See, that's the thing about being an empath. We have the potential to feel everything, since almost everything has energy. However, what you're feeling at any given moment will have to be something you learn on your own. That's why you're here; why I'm here."

She sounded like my mom but was exactly right. That's why I was there. At first, I thought it was so I could learn what was wrong with me. However, at that point, it was starting to look like I was going to learn that there wasn't anything wrong with me at all.

"Were you ever made fun of?" I asked as we made our way toward the greenhouse.

"Oh, my gosh, all the time! I've even been called a witch, of all things." She shook her head. "I mean, rumor has it my great-great-grandmother was a witch," she admitted with a smile, "but in all honesty, I think she was simply misunderstood, too."

Misunderstood. Yeah, that was a good description of my life.

When she opened the glass door to the greenhouse, she stood back, letting me go in first. "Welcome to Cressida Conservatory."

The earthy smell that engulfed me was comforting. "I know I've not seen everything here, yet,  but I have a feeling that this is going to be one of my favorite places."

"It's for sure mine. I'm the caretaker, this year," she said proudly. "Cressida Prater was one of the founders of Prater Hall and she was an earth empath, too. Her sister built the school and she built the conservatory, hence the name."

"Interesting," I admitted. "I know nothing about the history of the school."

"Oh, you will," she groaned. "Before the end of the night, you'll probably know more than you ever thought you could about a private school for para-psychological outcasts."

I couldn't help but laugh. "You know what's sad?"

"What?"

"The fact that being a para-psychological outcast sounds a lot better than being a freak."

Her laughter echoed through the greenhouse. "Yes, that is sad... sad but true."

***
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STORM CLOUDS DARKENED the skies that evening as everyone started making their way inside. That's when I noticed a man in the field with the horses.

"Who's that?" I asked Reyna as we crossed the yard, heading toward the school.

Looking around to see who I was talking about, she spotted him. "Oh, that's Takoda. He's the groundskeeper. He's also an animal whisperer and assists Mrs. O'Dell with students who are like him."

"Really? He can communicate with animals?"

She nodded like it wasn't anything unusual. "Yes, but it’s a rare gift. He's really cool. I'll introduce you when we have more time."

I tried to wrap my mind around what she'd said as we walked inside. Students were already beginning to gather in the cafeteria for the orientation. Sadly, we had to fill in the chairs row by row as we entered, which left me having to sit right in the middle of everyone, which made me feel claustrophobic.

"I'm glad they didn't seat us by grade so I could sit with you," I admitted to Reyna as we sat down facing the podium where Mrs. Smith and all of the teachers were seated.

A girl to my right leaned toward me. "They've always tried to focus more on the actual student than what year we are, so they let us mix and mingle," she said as she held her hand out to me. "I'm Paige, by the way." She shook my hand, which I thought was odd, especially when it lasted a few seconds longer than a usual handshake should. What was even odder was how she looked at me, like I was telling her something interesting.

Reyna nudged me as she smiled at Paige but spoke to me. "One thing I forgot to tell you was that you need to be careful. Paige, for instance, is very talented in psychometry, which includes reading objects, as well as people, by merely touching them," she informed me. "In five seconds, she probably knows more about you than you do."

Paige laughed. "Not more, necessarily."

"Maybe not, but you know enough," Reyna said, causing Paige to smile and nod in agreement.

"Maybe." As Paige's face softened, she glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voice. "There are telepaths here, too, so guard your thoughts."

"How am I supposed to do that?" I asked.

"You'll learn," she replied.

"Yeah, we're not only here to learn about ourselves," Reyna chimed in, "but about others, too. Sometimes, the energy of others can have more of a detrimental effect on us than our own."

"Very true," Paige agreed.

As the cafeteria continued to fill up, I sat back, quietly listening to everybody's chatter, which was intermittently interrupted by rumbles of thunder, while we waited. I'd always loved storms, however, once the sun's warmth disappeared behind the black clouds, everything took on an ominous appearance. Instead of relaxing me, this storm seemed foreboding. Then, again, maybe it wasn't the storm that I was sensing.

A loud clap of thunder rattled the cafeteria's window panes as a bright flash of lightning lit up the floor below them. Several students gasped, causing my already frazzled nerves to tingle. Whether it was the storm or something else, I didn't know. All I did know was that I wanted the orientation to be over and it hadn't even begun, yet.

I started to feel tapping on my chair. I ignored it, at first, thinking they'd eventually stop, but they didn't. 

Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap. 

Each time their foot made contact with my chair, the vibration traveled all through me, chopping at my patience. I glanced back and saw a guy's legs stretched out under my seat, his foot drumming away on one of the legs. Knowing he saw me look back, I assumed he'd quit, but he didn't. If anything, the tapping got worse.

"Oh, my gosh," I complained under my breath. "If the guy behind me doesn't stop kicking my chair I'm going to rip his leg off."

"Violent much?" Paige teased.

Reyna glanced over her shoulder. "Dekklan, knock it off."

"What am I doing?" he asked, his voice feigning innocence.

Reyna eyed his legs. "You know what you're doing."

"Well, if I'm bothering somebody, maybe they should ask me to quit."

Really? It was like being back home all over again.

Reyna glared at him for several seconds before rolling her eyes. "Ignore him. He's just testing you."

I started to ask her what he was testing me for, but Mrs. Smith stood up and cut off my words before I could get them out.

"Hello, Prater Hall!" It’s like she was talking to the actual school, not us. "To our new students, welcome." A sharp crack of thunder that continued to roll for several seconds seemed to echo her sentiment. "And to our returning students, welcome back."

After greeting us, she began talking about what a great year it was going to be. All I could focus on, however, was the rhythmic tapping on my chair.

I spun around, unable to control myself any longer. "Can you please stop?" I whispered angrily, letting my glare speak louder than my words could at that moment.

The guy Reyna had called Dekklan smiled and slowly pulled his legs out from under my chair. "Oh, my bad."

Of course, it was always the cute ones who were jerks. Why would it be any different here?

I turned back around, thankful he didn't tap on my chair anymore during the rest of our orientation. Even so, I could still feel him, like he was sitting right next to me instead of several feet away. When Mrs. Smith dismissed everyone except for the new students, I was glad the people behind me stood up, including the annoyingly cute chair tapper.

"I'll meet you back in the room," Reyna said as she got up. "They'll give us time to clean up, then we'll come back for dinner."

I forced a smile and told her, "Okay," seriously contemplating skipping dinner. I wasn't that hungry.

As she walked away, someone leaned down on the other side of me. "I'm sorry if I annoyed you. It's a bad habit, I guess you can say."

"What, annoying people or the tapping?"

He grinned. "Both." Then, he straightened up and walked away.

A girl who'd been sitting a few seats away scooted closer, making herself comfortable in the seat beside me. "Is it okay if I sit here?"

"Sure." She was already sitting there, so I had no clue why she even bothered to ask.

"Thanks, I hate sitting alone." A boy walked by and flicked her ear. "Stop it, Bradley!"

When I looked up, the boy smiled at me. "Just some brotherly love."

"He's so annoying," the girl said.

"Are you twins?"

"No, thank goodness. He's a year older than me."

"Oh, well you can tell he's your brother," I admitted. "You look a lot alike."

"Sadly," she agreed in disgust.

They both had dark, wavy hair that framed bright green eyes. Her skin was flawless with freckles dotting her nose and cheeks. I was instantly jealous.

She watched her brother walk out and randomly laughed. "Interesting."

I was almost afraid to ask. "What's interesting?"

"He likes you."

"But he doesn't even know me," I admitted.

"No, but he will."

I was just about to ask her what she meant by that when Mrs. Smith started talking, again. Her voice fell on us like a heavy blanket, instantly silencing the room.

"I'd like to take a few extra minutes to familiarize our new students with the rules, as well as a quick history lesson of Prater Hall, especially since it's been a part of my family for several generations," she added with a proud smile. "All of the information I'm about to discuss with you is inside your orientation packet, however, I like to go over it to make sure everyone understands what we expect of you, as well as make sure no one has any questions about our expectations or anything else you may not understand."

"I don't know why she’s making me sit through this," the girl next to me whispered. "I've heard it all many times before."

I ignored her, not wanting to miss anything important as Mrs. Smith went over each rule one by one. Several involved how girls and boys should and shouldn't interact, including going into an unassigned dorm or being caught together unsupervised, especially outside past sunset. Nobody was supposed to be outside at night, period. There was a strict curfew, which only reiterated what Cassi had said earlier.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Snstilling the ffu{ wdh a Jense of belonging,
MZ/L?A?‘M confedence Since /(?7277

JANAE MITC





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





