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For my friends -

 


Love hits us all, if not in this life,

then maybe the next.

Have hope.

 


 


 


 


THE RAVEN

Edgar A. Poe, 1845

 


 


Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered
weak and weary,

Over many a quaint and curious volume of
forgotten lore,

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly
there came a tapping,

As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my
chamber door.

`’Tis some visitor,’ I muttered, `tapping at
my chamber door -

Only this, and nothing more.’

 


Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak
December,

And each separate dying ember wrought its
ghost upon the floor.

Eagerly I wished the morrow; - vainly I had
sought to borrow

From my books surcease of sorrow - sorrow for
the lost Lenore -

For the rare and radiant maiden whom the
angels named Lenore -

Nameless here for evermore.

 


And the silken sad uncertain rustling of each
purple curtain

Thrilled me - filled me with fantastic
terrors never felt before;

So that now, to still the beating of my
heart, I stood repeating

`’Tis some visitor entreating entrance at my
chamber door -

Some late visitor entreating entrance at my
chamber door; -

This it is, and nothing more,’

 


Presently my soul grew stronger; hesitating
then no longer,

`Sir,’ said I, `or Madam, truly your
forgiveness I implore;

But the fact is I was napping, and so gently
you came rapping,

And so faintly you came tapping, tapping at
my chamber door,

That I scarce was sure I heard you’ - here I
opened wide the door; -

Darkness there, and nothing more.

 


Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood
there wondering, fearing,

Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever
dared to dream before

But the silence was unbroken, and the
darkness gave no token,

And the only word there spoken was the
whispered word, `Lenore!’

This I whispered, and an echo murmured back
the word, `Lenore!’

Merely this and nothing more.

 


Back into the chamber turning, all my soul
within me burning,

Soon again I heard a tapping somewhat louder
than before.

`Surely,’ said I, `surely that is something
at my window lattice;

Let me see then, what thereat is, and this
mystery explore -

Let my heart be still a moment and this
mystery explore; -

‘Tis the wind and nothing more!’

 


Open here I flung the shutter, when, with
many a flirt and flutter,

In there stepped a stately raven of the
saintly days of yore.

Not the least obeisance made he; not a minute
stopped or stayed he;

But, with mien of lord or lady, perched above
my chamber door -

Perched upon a bust of Pallas just above my
chamber door -

Perched, and sat, and nothing more.

 


Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy
into smiling,

By the grave and stern decorum of the
countenance it wore,

`Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou,’
I said, `art sure no craven.

Ghastly grim and ancient raven wandering from
the nightly shore -

Tell me what thy lordly name is on the
Night’s Plutonian shore!’

Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.’

 


Much I marvelled this ungainly fowl to hear
discourse so plainly,

Though its answer little meaning - little
relevancy bore;

For we cannot help agreeing that no living
human being

Ever yet was blessed with seeing bird above
his chamber door -

Bird or beast above the sculptured bust above
his chamber door,

With such name as `Nevermore.’

 


But the raven, sitting lonely on the placid
bust, spoke only,

That one word, as if his soul in that one
word he did outpour.

Nothing further then he uttered - not a
feather then he fluttered -

Till I scarcely more than muttered `Other
friends have flown before -

On the morrow he will leave me, as my hopes
have flown before.’

Then the bird said, `Nevermore.’

 


Startled at the stillness broken by reply so
aptly spoken,

`Doubtless,’ said I, `what it utters is its
only stock and store,

Caught from some unhappy master whom
unmerciful disaster

Followed fast and followed faster till his
songs one burden bore -

Till the dirges of his hope that melancholy
burden bore

Of “Never-nevermore.”’

 


But the raven still beguiling all my sad soul
into smiling,

Straight I wheeled a cushioned seat in front
of bird and bust and door;

Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook
myself to linking

Fancy unto fancy, thinking what this ominous
bird of yore -

What this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and
ominous bird of yore

Meant in croaking `Nevermore.’

 


This I sat engaged in guessing, but no
syllable expressing

To the fowl whose fiery eyes now burned into
my bosom’s core;

This and more I sat divining, with my head at
ease reclining

On the cushion’s velvet lining that the
lamp-light gloated o’er,

But whose velvet violet lining with the
lamp-light gloating o’er,

She shall press, ah, nevermore!

 


Then, methought, the air grew denser,
perfumed from an unseen censer

Swung by Seraphim whose foot-falls tinkled on
the tufted floor.

`Wretch,’ I cried, `thy God hath lent thee -
by these angels he has sent thee

Respite - respite and nepenthe from thy
memories of Lenore!

Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe, and
forget this lost Lenore!’

Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.’

 


`Prophet!’ said I, `thing of evil! - prophet
still, if bird or devil! -

Whether tempter sent, or whether tempest
tossed thee here ashore,

Desolate yet all undaunted, on this desert
land enchanted -

On this home by horror haunted - tell me
truly, I implore -

Is there - is there balm in Gilead? - tell me
- tell me, I implore!’

Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.’

 


`Prophet!’ said I, `thing of evil! - prophet
still, if bird or devil!

By that Heaven that bends above us - by that
God we both adore -

Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within
the distant Aidenn,

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the
angels named Lenore -

Clasp a rare and radiant maiden, whom the
angels named Lenore?’

Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.’

 


`Be that word our sign of parting, bird or
fiend!’ I shrieked upstarting -

`Get thee back into the tempest and the
Night’s Plutonian shore!

Leave no black plume as a token of that lie
thy soul hath spoken!

Leave my loneliness unbroken! - quit the bust
above my door!

Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy
form from off my door!’

Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.’

 


And the raven, never flitting, still is
sitting, still is sitting

On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my
chamber door;

And his eyes have all the seeming of a
demon’s that is dreaming,

And the lamp-light o’er him streaming throws
his shadow on the floor;

And my soul from out that shadow that lies
floating on the floor

Shall be lifted - nevermore!

 


 


 



PREFACE

 


 


The Gods once created a being far greater
than anything in existence. These beings, the highest form of human
life, were closer to the Gods than even the Angels, and their
beauty far more appealing than any earthly creation.

The Gods, upon seeing such a beautiful
creation, grew jealous. The being needed no love, longed for no
power, and hungered for no nourishment of either mind or soul.
Their flawless creation was angelically perfect, and therefore
appallingly wrong, for nothing could be more perfect than the Gods
themselves.

As the being flourished, troubled by nothing,
the Gods grew dark and vindictive. Fueled by their hatred, they
plotted, and the plan they constructed was horrid, inhumane, and
dark. They chose to split the perfect soul for eternity, fore the
Gods thought themselves ultimately endangered by their creations’
power and strength. In one swift movement, they ripped the being
apart, creating two hearts; both sharing one soul.

One half was the creator, the life and energy
of the Earth, and the mother of man. The other half was the power
and protection, a warrior of worlds. In this, they created Male and
Female.

As the Gods schemed in their eternal greed,
they chose to make their creation a game, no more than mere pawns
for their enjoyment. As punishment, they scattered the beings among
the humans of Earth, both halves separated and eternally locked in
hunger and longing for the love of their shared soul.

The female half was the holder of their life,
the emotion and beauty of the soul. In her, she protected this
delicate power, never abusing its energy, and forever giving to the
Earth and nature. Despite her possessions, she was lonely and lost
in love - weak, sad, and alone.

The male half, the powerful half, was left
lifeless and drained of the energy only the soul could give him. In
the male’s life on Earth, he searched for his strength, the female,
and the power he could ultimately gain from it. Their lethal lust
for that soul was so great, that it drove them into madness, anger,
and despair.

Upon meeting their soul mate, the male half
was found hungry and vicious, murdering his other half in his
greed, and ultimately leading to their demise. But despite their
vicious love, many survived long enough to understand their power,
and in finding each other, they unlocked the secret to their
lives.

Together, the two halves created a whole, a
life force greater and more powerful than anything on Earth. Though
eternally tormented by jealously and hunger, they were better
together than apart, the ultimate test of eternal love.





 


A NEW DAY

 




“Estella, take this.”

Heidi thrust a thick envelope toward me as
tears of sadness filled her eyes. Her hand was trembling and weak
as it floated in the air between us.

I looked at the envelope with caution.

“Oh, no!” I shook my head, my face contorted
into a sad frown. “Heidi, no, I couldn’t.” I squeezed my eyes shut,
unable and unwilling to accept the gift.

“Please, Estella.” She paused, her voice
breaking. “I just want to see you happy. I am old and tired. My
life is ending and yours is just beginning.”

Heidi walked toward me with a determined look
on her face. The envelope was still stubbornly held out in front of
her. Her eyes pierced mine, and I could see she loved me like her
own.

I grabbed the small, manila package between
my trembling fingers, treating it with delicate care. The contents
were beyond what I could ever deserve, but the needs reflected in
Heidi’s eyes ran deep, and I found myself unable to say no.

“Thank you.” I looked at the ground as a
familiar sadness pierced my heart.

Heidi leaned in and hugged me, her thin arms
squeezing the breath from my lungs.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t have been more of a
mother to you,” she whispered, her breath hot as it fell across my
ear. She sounded responsible, as though the fact of my absent
parents was her fault.

She was crying now, and I felt her tears
seeping into the shoulder of my blouse.

“Heidi, you are the closest thing to a mother
I’ve ever known. Don’t think any less of yourself.” I put my arm
around her frail shoulders as she trembled against my chest, the
guilt in me rising as I forced back my desire to stay, to save her
from her lonely life.

She pulled away, a determined look now
filling her tear-stained face. She was strong, I knew this, but she
hated to say goodbye.

“You go, make me proud,” she said bravely.
“And find your happiness.” Heidi patted both of my shoulders with
surprising strength, her nails digging into my skin.

“I promise I will come back as soon as I
can.” I tried to smile as I bent to pick up my last bag, but try as
I might, I couldn’t summon the action.

Heidi followed me to the car in her housecoat
and slippers as I threw the last bag in the back seat of the old,
rusty, green Datsun. I was finally able to afford the car after my
summer working at the Market downtown. I did everything I could to
scrape enough money together, to make my escape from the city.

Heidi’s eyes had dried and I looked at her
with nostalgic love and admiration as I climbed into the car. The
old vinyl seats yawned against my sweaty skin, and I winced at
their searing heat. I squeaked the door shut, slamming it with as
much force as I could muster before putting my hands on the plastic
wood grain steering wheel. She waved to me with hopeless vigor as I
coaxed the vehicle to life and forced it into reverse.

“I will visit soon!” I yelled out the window
as I drove off. “The college is not too far.”

Heidi took a small step forward as she waved
goodbye one last time. I would miss my foster mother, but this was
my time to make something of my sad life. The upbringing she had
given me was more than I could have hoped for, but something inside
me was driving me away, pushing me to another place.

As I drove down the crowded streets, the
shadows cast by the towering buildings of downtown Seattle always
left me somewhat disappointed. The tiny house where I had been
placed when I was ten glared at me in my rearview mirror as it
disappeared between the apartment complexes of the west side.

I took a deep breath, exhaling with a heavy
heart. I had decided the city was not for me. After years of
adoption and rejection, I couldn’t stand its cold cement and moist,
dirty air any longer. Why the city had let me down I was unsure,
but as the depression in me grew deeper over the years, it had
become a sort of cancer. There was death here, and everyone took
their happiness for granted. I would have given anything to feel a
smile, to muster out a happy laugh.

I rolled my windows up, closing out this
world as I headed north toward the Cascades. As the hills of
Seattle whizzed by, each growing less crowded with houses, I felt a
sort of liberation. The stern grip I’d had on the steering wheel
slowly eased, and soon I was casually driving with one hand. My
lonely life had never granted me the experience that was ahead of
me, the chance to be with nature as my heart had so longed.

The college brochure had promised a tranquil
and secluded experience, and that was just the thing I was hoping
my dark heart needed. College had always been a goal for me, and
despite my graduation from high school with a bachelor’s degree
that I had earned taking night courses, it still didn’t satisfy my
insatiable need to learn.

The sun shone onto the serene valleys of
northern Puget Sound, filling the basin with energy and warmth. As
I crept further north, the dense forest began to creep ever closer
to the road. Like always, I felt a strange pull from the plants
that sat there, each bowing toward the concrete as though longing
to escape to the other side. The cement was like a wall, much like
the invisible wall in my heart that was refusing to allow me
happiness. Despite the confines of the road, I still envied their
freedom. They had a life of simple happiness, and the ability to
adapt and grow. I, on the other hand, had never belonged, and
despite how hard I tried, I always stood out in a negative way. The
world hopelessly saddened me, as though somewhere in my past life,
it had let me down, my soul now darkened by my mere existence. I
felt like a mistake, and I felt like God had forgotten me, as
though he were too ashamed to grant me a fair life.

I reached into my bag as I drove, retrieving
a bottle of medication that seemed like my only lifeline. Keeping
one hand on the wheel, I popped a small pill into my mouth, as I
habitually did every day for the past twelve years. Each clouded
thought was further stifled by the power of Prozac. I allowed
myself a brief second to close my eyes as I once again opened my
windows, so that the wind could whip through my white-blonde hair.
As the sun touched my pale skin, it felt warm and soothing, like a
bath of heavenly light. Opening my eyes, I felt discouraged that
even a moment like this could not muster a smile.

Even as a baby I had never laughed, never let
out even so much as a delighted coo. Smiling was something I did
because I had to, in order to fit in. I learned what was funny from
my peers, and practiced for hours in front of the mirror, my facial
muscles stretching with pain in a way that came so naturally to
everyone else. Tears never came, either. Though I knew what I felt
was sadness, I never experienced that emotion in the true sense of
the feeling. It was as though someone had taken my heart and
stashed it away, someplace I could never find it.

I thought about all my adoptive parents and
how many times each tried to create a happy life for me, how
relentlessly they urged me into activities designed to muster a
laugh, though one never came. I was like a poisonous berry,
beautiful on the outside, damaged and sick on the inside. It was an
inevitable truth that each parent would fail, and so they sent me
back to the social workers, apologizing for their failure as
parents. After a while, I gave up hoping that I could find a place
to fit in, hoping instead that I could just be in one place for
longer than a few months. It was that fact that I moved in with
Heidi and her other foster kids, and for what I planned to be
forever – or at least until I was old enough to strike out on my
own.

I exhaled from deep within my charred soul as
I finally reached the town of Sedro-Woolly. There, the road split
and I turned onto Highway Twenty, heading east into the North
Cascades. The small town of Sedro-Woolly was far north, close to
the Canadian border and the San Juan Islands. It was just far
enough from Seattle to make me feel like I could leave the past
behind me and start anew. The town was the gateway to my future, a
new life.

As I headed into the wilderness, the trees
that edged the roadside seemed to welcome my presence, the branches
swaying in the gentle breeze. The air seemed full of magic, and I
saw the glimmer of bugs flying between thick rays of light, like
fairies in the trees. With my windows opened, the gentle clamoring
of water softly whispered in my ear as I passed spring after
spring, cascading down the granite rocks and into the roadside
reservoirs.

The mountains closed in around me like a
blanket, casting deep shadows on the road, but not the same
depressing shadows I had grown up around in the city. These shadows
revealed a whole other world beyond the dirty streets and sadness,
a world full of life. For the first time, I felt a soft warmth
flicker in my vacant soul and I gasped, the feeling ripping the
breath from my lungs.

Rounding the corner with caution, the trees
parted before me like a curtain at the opera. Sun poured into the
car, a fresh scent riding on the rays. The river that had followed
the road burst open into a large lake that was held back by a small
dam. The water sparkled clearer than I’d ever seen in Puget Sound,
and the glimmer made my eyes water. The air that blew into the car
was crisp and cool from the glacial waters, and I breathed deep,
feeling reenergized.

I gazed in awe, wondering how I’d let this
whole world hide from me for so long. As I followed the lake, I
kept glancing toward it, afraid that it would disappear as fast as
it had come, akin to a dream or a fleeting memory.

Like the meandering stream, the road wound to
the right and I crossed over the lake on a small bridge. I felt a
rush of something cold enter my body as though the water were
pulsing through me, becoming a part of my blood and filling every
vein. I allowed the feeling to control my thoughts, and I imagined
a tidal wave washing through my wounded mind, cooling each burning
gash.

Just when I thought I couldn’t have seen
anything any more stunning, the lake expanded further, revealing an
even larger dam before me. The structure was astonishing in its
sheer size and power, solid as though the Earth had made it. I took
in the complex structure and it amazed me to believe that man could
create something so magnificent. As I tore my gaze from the
structure, I saw that the college was now before me, nestled into
the hillside on the other side of the dam. I was almost there. I
was almost free.

As I turned from the main road toward the
campus, I slowed my car as it rolled onto the quaint cobblestone
roadway atop the dam itself. The gentle vibration was soothing as
the cobbles shuddered under my weight. The college had utilized
this dam as the crossing to the school, and I allowed myself to
imagine that it was a bridge to my fairy-tale castle.

To my left was the lake that I had driven
beside on my way up. As I peered over the ledge, I beheld the
plunging drop, my head experiencing a gripping vertigo. To my
right, the water churned, anxious and foamy in its attempt to
escape its confines. The lake itself was crystal blue, and rich
with minerals that added a milky consistency. Rocky peaks
surrounded the water on all sides, reaching with open arms into an
even bluer sky. The unique coloring was unbelievable and I
recognized it to be Diablo Lake, upon whose shores the college was
situated.

As I neared the other side of the bridge, I
noticed a cascading waterfall drop like a graceful veil from a far
peak and into the lake on its final decent. Its raw power humbled
me, reminding me of my infinitesimal existence on this planet. I
watched in silence as the falls misted the air around it, rainbows
flashing in its wake. The wind whipped toward me across the water
and I enjoyed the untamed beauty.

I tightened my grip on the wheel and held my
breath as I heard a gust of wind tickle the small waves of the
lake. The wind rushed toward me, unfazed by my position in its
path. As it landed on the car, the cool breeze whipped through my
long hair, making it dance. My skin prickled and I shivered from
the chill, the hairs on my arms now standing on end.

When I reached the other side of the bridge,
I released my breath, feeling refreshed and grounded as my car
rolled onto the gravel drive, the water no longer flowing below me
like a force of energy greater than I could control. I circled
Diablo Lake and just a few hundred feet farther east, the road
became even rougher. My tires struggled to find their grip so I
drove with caution up the hill toward the front of the small
cluster of buildings. I tried to stifle the anxiety and fear I now
felt toward this unfamiliar place. My mind was cautious, but also
roaring with curiosity.

An anonymous donor had created the Cascades
College a few years back. Its purpose was to provide a Masters in
Environmental Studies through hands-on experience and practice.
There were also primary classes but mainly it was a place to get
your hands dirty and experience the real world, in its truest
sense.



When I had learned about the college, I
remembered that it was the first time I’d felt my heart truly beat.
Something about its design, location, and description felt more
like home than anywhere I had ever been. I needed to be close to
the earth, close to the place where life began.

I was never the nature-loving type, yet my
choice to come here had been motivated by nature and my desire to
heal. Ever since I could remember, I possessed a strange talent for
growing plants; a green thumb, you might say. But my talent did not
simply involve using the right fertilizers and making sure to water
regularly. My talents seemed to involve something much more magical
and indescribable; something I was here to figure out.

Turning my car off with a heavy sigh, I sat
in front of the main learning center, the large ‘Welcome’ sign
looming over me. I felt something flicker in my chest as it had on
the drive up, and for a second time, it stole the breath from my
lungs. I was right to come here.

Taking in the small modern buildings, I again
wondered if perhaps I was dreaming. I had been trapped by the city
for so long, that I had never seen nature first hand. Though I
coveted the magazines on every store shelf, I now saw that pictures
could not give it justice. Nature was a sensory experience, meant
to be enjoyed in its natural environment.

A lanky red-headed man, startled by my abrupt
arrival, jumped up from a bench by the office doors and ran toward
my parked car with a smile plastered across his face. He couldn’t
have been much older than I, but his demeanor made him seem years
younger. He came bounding down the hill, tripping with inherent
clumsiness. He was quick to regain his composure with a small smile
of embarrassment. He wore a green plaid short-sleeved shirt with
hiking shorts and Columbia boots. I chuckled to myself, finding his
outfit a cliché.

The man was breathing hard as he placed both
of his hands on the window. He leaned down to my eye level, locking
his gaze on mine.

“New arrival?” he asked, in a cheerful voice
that was also winded.

I looked at him with nervous eyes as anxiety
gripped my stomach.

“Yes,” I managed to squeak.

His eyes were a light blue like mine, but
unlike mine, his were full of life and happiness.

“Great,” he exclaimed, sticking his hand
through my window for me to shake. “I’m Scott.”

I stared at his hand for a moment, allowing
my anxiety to subside. Finally, I deduced that Scott was harmless,
and I grabbed his hand between two fingers and gave it a soft
shake.

Scott yanked his hand back just as quickly as
he had thrust it forward, unfazed by my reluctance.

“Well, it sure is great to meet you. Would
you like some help with your things?”

He opened my car door, and I cringed as it
shuddered and scraped, rust flakes falling to the ground.

“Um…” I was processing the information as
quickly as I could. “Sure. That would be great.” I pulled myself
out of the seat.

“Thanks,” I added, giving him a small, tight
smile.

Scott stood there with his hands on his hips,
smiling eagerly. He was like a dog, just waiting to be thrown a
bone.

“So what’s your name?” As soon as I was out
of the way, he jumped forward, lunging into my backseat and loading
his scrawny arms with my three somewhat small bags, the makings of
my whole life.

“I, uh….” I stuttered, grabbing my throat,
willing it to stop. “My name is Estella.” My medications always
caused me to think slowly, as if I were in a cloud. It was an
unpleasant but unavoidable side-effect of the medication I needed
to make it through my days.

“Hi, Estella.” He grabbed a sheet from his
pocket, juggling his load as he struggled to bring it to his face.
He squinted. “Looks like you got your own cabin.” His eyes widened
with excitement. “Cool,” he crooned.

I nodded in agreement. I had worked a few
extra shifts at the fish counter of the local market to make that
possible. I wasn’t about to bunk up in a group dormitory again,
like I had for a good portion of my life at the orphanage.

“Well, then.” He smiled with a sweet glow as
he urged me forward. “Follow me.”

“Thanks.” I grabbed my shoulder bag from the
passenger seat and rushed to keep up.

“So, Estella…”

“Oh, you can call me Elle,” I quickly
corrected him.

He looked back at me as I followed behind
him. “Okay then, Elle…What brings you here?”

I looked at him sideways. What else would I
be here for? “For the Master’s course,” I said softly.

“Oh, really?” He looked back at me again,
this time scrutinizing my face more closely. “Aren’t you a bit
young for a Masters?”

I shrugged, watching my feet as they
struggled to stay on pace, nerves again gathering in my stomach. “I
got my undergraduate degree while I was young.”

“Really?” He sounded shocked.

“Well…” I felt embarrassed and my cheeks
began to flush. “It’s just that…it came so naturally.” I paused,
breathing hard as we passed under a large pine that left a thick
bed of needles on the ground. “It wasn’t very difficult for me. I
had a lot of time on my hands.”

The fact that I never had friends made me
resort to anything that could pass my time, and mostly that was
homework and studying. I was a first class nerd and social reject.
Even when I did try to make friends, my awkward personality
eventually put them off. I knew that at some point, Scott probably
would come to learn this as well. But for now, he seemed to accept
this.

His eyes smiled at me when he spoke. “Then I
am impressed. I’m in that program, too, but I’m not quite as young
as you. I’m twenty-one. I kept pretty much on pace with things
through high school.” He eyed me with curiosity. “I suppose we’ll
have the same classes. There aren’t many people here.”

I nodded, thinking that was how I’d wanted
it, quiet and secluded. As we rounded the path, I finally spotted a
small cabin nestled on the hill.

“So, that will be yours,” he announced. We
approached fast, climbing onto the porch with our boots echoing
beneath us. He threw down a bag so that he could open the door. I
noticed there was no lock.

“I will just set your bags here in the
corner. Does that work?”

I nodded again. “Yeah. Thanks, Scott.”

He thrust his hand toward me again, still the
same energetic spark to his face.

“Well, good to meet you, Elle.” He still
didn’t seem fazed by my standoffish behavior. “I guess I will see
you tomorrow in class?”

I shook his hand and tried to give him
another smile, though I was never able to succeed in getting it
quite right. “Yeah, I guess I will. Thanks again.”

I shut the door behind him as he bounded down
the hill with the same awkward gait as before. As I looked around
the small, square cabin, I was pleased to see there was a lot more
than I’d first imagined. I had my own bathroom with a small shower
and a tiny kitchenette with a miniature refrigerator. My bed was
full-sized, bigger than I’d ever had, and I experienced a small
feeling of satisfaction at my turn of luck.

I reached in my bag and pulled out the thick
envelope Heidi had given me. I slid it in the crack where the
fridge met the cabinet, thinking I’d save it for an emergency. I
pulled my boots off, placing my stocking feet on the wood boards of
the floor, testing the texture on my toes. I then circled the
inside perimeter of the cabin, inspecting every square inch of my
new home and opening the blinds as I went to let in the light.

After deciding everything was in order, I sat
on my bed and pulled one of my bags toward me. From inside I
grabbed a small stack of moleskin journals and placed them on the
shelf above my bed. I had began documenting my life the day I was
able to write, a craft that soothed me. The simple act of getting
my feelings down on paper was cathartic, keeping my soul open for
happiness to come in, though it never did.

Deep in the bag, nestled between my clothes,
I found the framed note from my real mother. It was the only thing
I had from her. I flicked on the bedside lamp so that I could see
it more clearly. The beautiful script and rough edges played at my
emotions, and every day I read it in anticipation:





Estella,

You are beautiful, and it pains me to leave,
but some day you will find the beauty you seek living inside your
darkest soul. You are safe now.





The poetic words puzzled and saddened me. I
had searched for her when I was younger, but found nothing about
her or where she’d gone or even if she was dead or alive. And so my
soul remained black.

Placing the frame on the wooden side table, I
reached back into my bag and pulled a small, tattered brown box
from its depths, treating it with extreme care. Opening it with
caution, I retrieved a small pot containing a tiny purple plant
that was snuggled inside. Grasping it with two hands, I set the
purple clover on the sill and touched its butterfly leaves. It
reacted to the light and stretched its petals toward the sun like
an opening umbrella. I had decided to take just one tubular with me
from my vast garden in Seattle, just one child with whom to start
my new life.

After unpacking the few clothes I had,
leaving some in the bag out of sheer laziness, I finally laid on my
bed, letting my platinum hair fan out around me. After a few
moments of restful silence, I pulled myself back up and reached
into my bag once again, grabbing a book. I leaned back into my
pillow and I began to read as the darkness of the night crept in
around the cabin. Soon, only the light from the bedside lamp shone
dimly across the room, casting eerie shadows against the walls of
the unfamiliar place.

I glanced away from the page to the windows
and realized that the hours had passed faster than I’d expected.
The blackness seemed infinite and my heart began to race anxiously
as the world of my book faded away. I lifted my head off the pillow
and sat up, sliding my legs to the floor. As I approached the
window, I was shocked to see only a few faint lights glimmer from
the campus that surrounded me. I had never experienced anything
like it in my life: profound darkness and quiet, all at once. I
leaned toward my lamp and switched it off, allowing the lights
outside to magnify.

After a moment, I walked to my door and
opened it, walking quietly onto the small deck, not wanting to
disturb nature’s slumber. I squeezed my eyes shut and tilted my
head to the sky, enjoying the tranquility of the night. When I
opened my eyes, I gasped at the tiny diamonds that littered the
sky, sparkling greater than I had ever seen and in far greater
numbers than I could imagine. I had read about the stars, seen
images and studied their matter, but never would I have expected
the sight that welcomed me now. The city lights of Seattle and the
almost constant thick shroud of clouds made star gazing
difficult.

My body and mind felt clear as I stood there
connecting with the night. A light breeze swept playfully through
my hair, gently caressing my face. I could smell pine and sage, and
a feeling I had never experienced before slipped over me:
peace.

For a moment I couldn’t help but feel I might
at last smile, but then the wind subsided and my dark soul remained
empty. As the stars twinkled ever brighter, I realized I was
getting close. There was something out here I needed to see,
something I was meant to do, but what that was, for now, would
continue to elude me.



 


 


 


FEAR

 




The sun streamed through the blinds, waking
me to the quiet of the cabin. My restless sleep had left me groggy.
I reached to the bedside table for my medication. Putting one hand
to my aching head, I felt unsettled and slightly queasy. I hadn’t
expected the dead silence of the night when I was so used to the
hubbub of the city. I knew eventually I would grow to love it, but
the transition period was going to be a little rocky.

Urging my lethargic body to sit up, I scanned
the cabin, realizing nothing had changed from the night before. I
threw a pill in my mouth in one mechanical movement and forced it
down my dry throat. Rubbing my eyes, the cloudiness began to fade
and I was finally able to haul myself out from under the covers and
place my feet on the cold wood floor. For a moment I struggled to
gain my balance, placing my hand on the bed frame.

Finally staggering to the bathroom, I grabbed
a wrinkled pile of clothes on my way. I locked myself inside and
splashed a handful of cool water on my face. Outside the small
window, the chirping of birds was deafening, but sweet, and I stood
on my toes to peer through the dusty glass. Down the hill I spotted
the cafeteria building, and my stomach rumbled at the thought of
food. I had not eaten dinner due to my extended reading and
dumbfounded amazement with the night sky, and I knew that it would
be best to at least attempt something light.

As I slid on my jeans, struggling to force my
tired legs through each pant leg, there was a sharp knock at the
front door of the cabin. Startled, I jumped in fear, my body going
rigid with dismay. I scanned the mess I had made unpacking, half
hoping I had just imagined the sound. To my chagrin, there was
another sharp knock, this time even louder and more persistent. I
quickly threw my shirt over my head, catching the hem on my ears as
I ripped it on. I then stumbled through the bathroom door, crawling
my way toward the front.

When I wrenched the door open, the sudden
burst of light blinded me. I squinted, shielding my eyes with my
hand as my gaze finally landed on my visitor. I wasn’t really
surprised to see Scott standing before me, smiling in the same
eccentric fashion he had yesterday.

“Well, hey there, Elle.” He paused as he
looked at my rumpled clothing. “I didn’t wake you, did I?”

I was still stunned from the sudden burst of
light, so I just shook my head, my lips pursed in annoyance, but
Scott’s smile did not falter.

“I was just going to go get some food before
class.” He pointed down the hill toward the other building. “Just
thought since you were new, you’d like to have a guide.” He
shrugged, suddenly embarrassed.

I swallowed hard, still too tired to attempt
an empty smile.

“Sure,” I said in a flat voice, cursing
myself for my lack of enthusiasm. “I’m starving.” Although
flattered, I was also perplexed: people usually tended to avoid me,
but not Scott.

I pulled my long hair out of my shirt as I
grabbed my bag. Giving the cabin one last scan, I pulled the door
shut behind me. Grabbing my boots from the deck, I sat on the top
step to pull them on while Scott stood on the path, whistling to
himself and looking up into the branches of a large evergreen that
shaded the path. I couldn’t quite understand him. He was so unfazed
by my awkwardness, which was something I was not used to.

I finally stood, smoothing my navy thermal
shirt over my jeans and collecting my thoughts. Taking a deep
breath, I mustered what courage I had and walked off the deck
toward Scott.

“Okay.” I paused a few feet from him and his
attention fell to me. “I’m ready.”

Scott smiled again.

“Perfect.” He beckoned me forward. “You’re
going to love the food here, I promise.” He attempted a wink, but
instead it ended up looking like a twitch. I shook my head,
suppressing my thoughts.

As we hiked down the hill, I took in my new
surroundings. There were five buildings in my view, and I noted
each carefully, eager to find my place here. The structures looked
modern and clean, built in such a way that their surroundings had
hardly been disturbed. The massive beam frames looked far stronger
than necessary and the windows were at least an inch thick. I knew
the winters here were long and harsh and the snow pack so great
that most of the trees, even now in late summer, were still bowing
from the painful weight forced onto their limbs. I guess that was
why the buildings were so solid.

Scott noticed the curious look on my face and
took it upon himself to elaborate.

“That over there is the bird and wildlife
lab.” He pointed to the far left toward the bottom of the hill.
“That will be our second class today.”

“Birds?” I asked, puzzled.

“Yeah,” he continued. “They really are an
integral part of the ecosystem here.” He looked at me with wide,
convincing eyes. “And down over there…” He pointed to the right.
“That is the greenhouse.”

My eyes widened with interest. “That’s more
like what I’m into.”

Scott watched me with an amplified look of
interest on his face. He was pleased by the fact I was playing
along and asking questions.

“And over in that cluster are the astrology
lab, the water lab, and the hatchery,” he continued.

I nodded in comprehension. Despite the fact
that I was nervous around people, I was thankful to have Scott,
even if I was uncomfortable being this conversational. I had never
managed to keep friends, or even really make them to begin with. My
personality was too depressing to be around and most people mistook
my silence for unfriendliness. I had always thought I was at least
reasonably attractive, with my crystal blue eyes and smooth
porcelain skin, but looks aren’t everything, and people still
treated me like I was a pariah.

The gravel below our feet crunched as we
approached the cafeteria. The front entrance was flanked on both
sides by two large timbers and the walls were mostly glass,
allowing the light to shine into the space. My skin glowed
milky-white in contrast to the other students and visitors filling
the hall. They had obviously spent most of their lives outdoors
whereas I was always shielded in the city shade.

We walked to the counter and I grabbed a
plate. There were droves of fresh berries and grainy breads, and
what I deduced to be tubs and tubs of granola. I cringed at the
sight. I hated granola more than anything, the needless chewing and
tasteless texture repulsed me. Settling for a soft bran muffin, I
placed it on my plate and then watched wide-eyed as Scott piled his
plate high with berries and tofu-scrambled eggs.

“I can’t get enough of this stuff.”

Scott mounded another scoop of eggs on an
already dangerously teetering stack and then grabbed some
silverware. I followed him to a table in the far corner where the
sun warmed my back as I sat.

“So what made you come here?” I asked, eyeing
him with acute curiosity as I tried my best to be social. Scott
looked at me over his glasses as he chewed on a mouth full of
blueberries.

He smiled, revealing his berry stained teeth.
“My mother is an environmental researcher.” He paused, wiping juice
from the corner of his mouth. “She’s out in the woods of Alaska
right now, but she will be back in about six months. She was always
my source of inspiration.”

I nodded as I picked at my muffin, my
appetite somewhat diminished. “That’s nice.” I was saddened at the
thought of what I had missed by not having a mother. It sounded
like Scott was close to his, and I wished, not for the first time,
that I had known my own mother, even briefly. It seemed that most
of the orphans had had at least some memory, even if it was the
memory of their parents leaving; but I had nothing.

Scott swallowed a mouthful of eggs. “So
what’s your story? What brings you here?” He was analyzing my
sadness like a Petri dish. I understood, people usually found me
interesting, at least at first. Once I told my story, though, that
was when people usually lost interest in me.

I thought for a moment, finding the right
words to say that wouldn’t cause him to turn and run.

“Well…” I flicked a sugar crystal off the
table. “I was an orphan.” I watched his face for some sort of
reaction, but one never came. So far so good. No unnecessary pity
or scorn. “And I’ve always had this thing with plants, with
nature,” I blurted.

He looked at me surprised, only a slight
trace of confusion on his face. “Like what?” He laughed. “You make
it sound forbidden, like a fairy tale.” He smiled at me
encouragingly. “Or do you mean, like a green thumb?”

I gave him a small smile, finding his
imagination refreshing.

“No, not like fairy tales.” I tore at my
napkin as I struggled to explain. “More like a mother thing. The
plants….” I paused, trying to see how I could explain without
sounding like a complete nutcase. “…they love me. They react to me
even when I don’t take care of them at all. No matter what, they
still flourish under my care, just by being near me.” I held my
breath after I said it. It had always been a strange talent of mine
and certainly not something a normal girl could do.

He looked at me and I could see he hadn’t
really gotten it. “Mother Nature then, right?” He let out a small
chuckle.

I rolled my eyes and breathed a sigh of
relief. He had gotten it, and he hadn’t run away in the
process.

He continued. “So then, you’re a tree
hugger,” he said matter-of-factly, looking at me as though it were
a typical occurrence. “We’ve got two types here: animal activists
and tree huggers.” He chewed as he pointed at me with his fork.
“And you are a tree hugger.”

I lowered my gaze, feeling somewhat hurt and
very annoyed. I was no hippy, that was for sure. I had never been
an obsessed recycler or taken to eating granola, yogurt, and tofu.
I knew that what I had was a different passion, a real passion, not
a means to fit in. Scott noticed my pained expression.

“Oh, sorry.” He looked concerned, “I didn’t
mean to offend you.” He let out a nervous laugh in his attempt to
erase his prior remark. I looked up at him.

“Don’t worry, you didn’t.” I felt bad for
him. He was trying hard to be my friend. “I don’t really have
feelings. Well, at least no feelings other than pain, so don’t feel
bad.”

Again, he gave me the same confused stare,
and I could see that he and I were going to become great friends.
He didn’t seem to understand me but accepted me nonetheless, and
that was good.

“Well, good.” A bubbly smile was again
plastered to his freckled face, his glasses smeared with blueberry
juice where he had grabbed the rim to readjust them.

He finished his whole plate while I stuffed
the muffin in my bag for later, feeling an acute loss of appetite
after the depressing conversation and having to watch him eat.
Scott grabbed our plates, throwing them with expert aim into a
nearby tub as we left the building.

“So, we’re off to the hatchery.” He looked at
me with excitement in his eyes. “That’s my favorite class,” he
whispered, as though there were anyone around to even hear or
care.

It was a sunny day, the weather of summer
giving way to fall, yet still somewhat warm. I followed him down
the hill toward the crystal blue lake, watching as he hopped ahead
of me. The hatchery building was old and water stained like an
antique boathouse, and it was the full length of the dock, about
eighty feet long. Once inside, I noticed how its shape reflected
its function. To the front was a long, segmented tank that spread
down the side of half the room, each filled with a dozen fish,
divided based on their age and relative size.

Scott ran like a child to the edge of the
tank and looked deep within.

“Hey, Elle, come see!”

I approached the tank with wary footsteps.
I’d never really cared for fish, especially live ones. Anytime I
got in any lakes or oceans, they would nibble at my feet as though
I where I giant chunk of floating Wonder bread.

I peered deep into the turquoise water, the
pearly green scales of the fish glittering like dark clouds as they
twisted their way around their bleak confines. They were beautiful
and silent, like clouds.

“Hey, look!” Scott pointed to the fish now
circling in anxious rings in front of me. “He likes you.”

I sighed, looking down at the struggling fish
as it tried with all of its might to get closer to me. I felt sorry
for the poor thing, a runt, stuck in a glass box for the rest of
its life. With reluctance, I raised my trembling hand to hover
above the water of my rippled reflection. I watched as the trout
swam toward the shadow, following the shelter my hand was creating
for it. I felt his warmth enter my palm, his rapid heartbeat
pulsing in my fingers.

Scott watched in amazement, and I noticed his
shocked expression out of the corner of my eye. Ashamed that he had
seen what I’d done, I jammed my hand back into my pocket, feeling
my pale skin blush to a dramatic red. The fish’s heartbeat left me
and I no longer felt his warmth. I had let him go.

“How did you do that?” Scott came to my side,
watching the once-anxious fish now swimming tranquilly, still as
close to me as possible. “He was like, following you.”

I shrugged. “That’s what I was saying. They
love me.” I felt like a freak and I was waiting for him to blow me
off, call me a weirdo, and never talk to me again.

“Well,” he gave me a stupid grin. “Then I
guess they do.”

I narrowed my eyes and stared at him in
disbelief. How Scott had made it this far in life amazed me. With
his unassuming demeanor and oblivious personality, he would never
survive in the city; he’d be eaten alive. As I tried to calm my
nerves, the room filled with students, each eyeing me with
curiosity and wariness. I shrank to the back and stared at the
ground. A few minutes later, a frumpy, frizzle-haired professor
entered the room and began to preach before everyone was even
settled, her lisp making her voice hard to listen to.

“The fith are our friendth,” she droned with
passionate respect, and I could tell this was going to be a long
hour.

I watched Scott as he stared in obedience
toward the front, alert in his love for marine life. Soon, my eyes
wandered to the other students. People of all ages filled the room,
each as unremarkable as the next. I felt like I had a giant,
flashing arrow pointing directly at me saying, “Which one of these
things does not belong?” But then again, when had I ever belonged?
My blonde hair was striking against the muted colors of the people
around me. At one point, I noticed the teacher could barely stop
staring at me, an almost entranced look on her face.

At the end of class, Scott turned to me with
elated eyes.

“That was amazing,” he gasped, throwing his
bag over his shoulder. His happiness radiated from him and I longed
to know how that felt.

I gazed at him as a lump grew in my throat,
but I didn’t want to ruin the moment for him.

“Yeah, sure was.” My tone was edged with
sarcasm but there was nothing I could do to help it. I hoped he
hadn’t noticed my unconvincing attitude. Luckily, he hadn’t.

“Well, Elle, time for the birds,” he said,
giving me a playful nudge. “We’ll get to plants soon though, don’t
worry.” He winked at me and grabbed my arm as he led me out the
door and back to the gravel path.

As we walked in silence to the bird and
wildlife lab, I began to doubt my presence here. Surely no one
would take me seriously. Scott wasn’t absorbing the fact that my
strange abilities weren’t just with plants, but with everything in
nature. I just favored plants because the extraordinary pull I had
for them was safe. With animals, you never knew what was going to
come at you. Bulldogs were the worst; not that they wanted to hurt
me, but the drool was gross.

Scott pulled the heavy door of the lab open
and we walked into the stark classroom. Students were socializing
in small groups, roaming from table to table. They mimicked the
same roaming movements the fish had, circling in endless waves. I
followed Scott to a station toward the back and we settled onto the
tall stools. I scrutinized his face as he sat poised on the stool
like a kid fresh from etiquette school, and I wondered why he
didn’t have more friends.

Looking around the room, I noticed that all
the windows were covered with grids and I assumed it was to prevent
the birds from flying into them. To the far left was a large
aquarium-like enclosure that stretched from the floor to the
ceiling. Inside I saw a squirrel scampering amongst the branches of
its confined habitat. There were six rows of desk stations, all big
enough to hold two to four students. The room felt sterile, like a
doctor’s office, but I liked it.

Even though the overall space was bright and
refreshing, it still did nothing to boost my sullen mood. After a
few moments of idle chatter, the students began to settle, taking
their seats in a routine manner. A door toward the front of the
room swung open, the handle slamming against the wall before
bouncing back.

A hush descended over the room, the students
sitting up straighter in their chairs, suddenly alert. I looked to
Scott for an explanation as fear and confusion began to fill my
mind. He shot me a nervous look, his hands folded neatly before
him.

“Professor Edgar is very strict,” he hissed
between clenched teeth. “You’ve got to remain as still as possible,
as alert as you can be, or…” He cut off abruptly as the sound of
heavy footfalls filled the room.

My eyes widened in alarm as a tall figure
took the stage with a large hawk poised on his strong arm. What
shocked me most was the professor’s apparent youth. I deduced that
he must not be any older than twenty, possibly even younger. His
face and eyes were like ice behind his tinted glasses, his imposing
body encased in a lab coat. I shook my head as a sudden fog filled
my mind, and I felt a flurry of anxiety grip my chest. My heart
rate quickened and I struggled to remain calm, focusing on his
face. That proved to be a mistake.

The professor’s youthful skin was radiant and
unflawed. He had a prominent chin and thick eyebrows that framed
his strong face well. The glasses he wore shielded his eyes, making
it hard to tell the exact spot at which he was looking. The pitch
black of his hair created a striking contrast with his pale skin.
For the first time, I felt I wasn’t the only one that stood
out.

My heart rate remained elevated and the
flutter in my chest became a sharp pang. I winced as I struggled to
control the pain, my head now ripping open in agony. It felt as
though something was attacking me and drawing the very life from my
bones. I found myself struggling to remain calm.

Scott noticed my trembling and he eyed me
with a worried look, hoping I wouldn’t attract any attention to us.
I shot him a tense glance. My cheeks were flushed and my breathing
was becoming erratic. I was in dire need of help. My panic attacks
were not a pretty sight.

“Class,” the professor boomed. I wasn’t sure
if he had even noticed me, but I prayed he wouldn’t. “The red hawk
is a fierce predator.”

I noticed the squirrel in the tank leap from
its branch and scurry into a small house in the far corner. I
understood its fear, as beads of sweat gathered on my forehead.

The professor suddenly froze, scanning the
class with sharp eyes. His mouth was pursed into an angry line and
his nostrils were flared. The hawk sat steady on his arm, unfazed
by his carrier’s abrupt mood change. As his eyes landed on each
student, I saw them squirm on their stools, each praying the
following words were not directed toward them.

I was stifling my heavy breaths when his eyes
met mine and halted, remaining locked on me. He took a single step
forward and then stopped. My whole body went weak. Placing my hands
on the table to keep myself upright, the world around me seemed to
slowly dissipate. I felt something inside him pulling me
closer.

His eyes were burning in their intensity,
paralyzing me with fear. I prayed that it would stop, begged for
anything to interrupt this painful and silent attack. No matter how
hard I tried, I couldn’t look away from his perfect face. It felt
like an eternity had passed as we stared at each other, but in
reality it had only been a few seconds. His brows furrowed even
deeper, the lines on his face now creasing his skin, making him
seem years older. A student bravely shifted on his stool. As it
scraped across the floor, the professor’s stare was broken, leaving
him looking bereft. I inhaled sharply and the world around me
returned in a rush of warmth. I ran a hand over my face to steady
my churning emotions.

“Elle,” Scott whispered, his voice frantic
and scared. “Are you okay?” His throat sounded dry and his voice
was cracking.

“Yeah.” I took a few heavy breaths, regaining
what composure I could and summoning my courage.

The professor staggered to his desk, swaying
a little and looking away from the curious stares to hide his
faltering expression. He appeared, like me, to be having trouble
regaining his composure. I watched with observance as he leaned one
strong arm against the mahogany desk where the hawk still sat,
steady and unfazed. After a brief moment, the professor turned back
and I noticed that his eyes were now serene, devoid of the
murderous black of before.

“Class,” he started again, wiping a sheen of
sweat from his brow, “This hawk has been injured.” He motioned one
shaking hand toward the hawk, clearing his throat.

I struggled to understand what had just
happened as everyone else focused on the professor, somewhat
confused but eager to move on. Why had we both reacted so strongly
toward each other?

“Our lesson today,” he continued, “will be in
the preservation and health of this creature.”

The professor began making his way down the
aisle, his gait easy and graceful, reminiscent of another time. In
fact, he exuded a certain elegance that could only be achieved
after a lifetime of confidence and practice, both clearly
impossible given his youthful appearance.

“He has a broken wing,” he continued, his
eyes focused on me as he spoke, full of emotions I couldn’t
name.

As he approached our table, my heart rate
quickened.

“And your name is?” He finally halted in
front of me.

I pressed my palms onto the table in an
attempt to steady myself, to remain calm. His eyes held mine
prisoner, and even behind the tinted lenses, they seemed to
glow.

I stuttered nervously. “El….” My voice was
hoarse and low. “Estella.”

I saw his eyes react to my name, flashing a
bright blue. He stood there quite still for a moment, and I noticed
the students around me staring with looks ranging from pity to
spite, all relieved to not be where I sat.

“Estella,” he repeated. A smile spread across
his face and his voice was like honey as he breathed my name.

A strange part of me still felt a pull toward
him, his almost floral scent wafting toward me and tickling my
nose. Despite the fact that he was the most intimidating person I
had ever encountered, I also felt a small amount of intrigue and
admiration.

“Can you help heal this hawk?” His eyes were
now a calmer grey as he looked at me, head tilted in
contemplation.

I looked at him, horrified. If I even so much
as touched the bird, people would immediately notice there was
something different about me. I knew that my abilities to heal were
not normal and far too obvious in a situation like this. The hawk
stirred on his arm, its gaze piercing me in a way that unsettled
me.

“I…uh…” I tried to gather my thoughts. “Wh –
what should I do?” Fear filled my eyes and I felt the hairs on the
back of my neck rise as the tension in the room filled me with
terror.

The hawk tilted his elegant head at me as
though he understood my words, mimicking his handler as his talons
twitched on the sleeve of the professor’s dark shirt. Without
warning, the bird turned its gaze from me to the professor, as the
professor also looked toward the bird. They appeared to be engaging
in a silent conversation over the matter.

I blinked once and they both turned back
toward me, causing my chest to begin stinging once again. I leaned
back on my stool in an attempt to resist the professor’s pull, to
get as far away from him as possible. The hawk jumped from his arm
to the table and the whole class gasped. I took a few calming
breaths, knowing the bird wouldn’t hurt me but my heart still
pounded hard in my chest.

The hawk hopped toward me, its poise never
faltering despite its broken wing and assured pain. I felt the
bird’s discomfort sting my chest, and I winced. As he approached, I
could almost hear his thoughts, filling my dark soul with a faint
haze.

“Grab its wing,” the professor boomed as he
looked down on me, startling me. “Feel the bone so you can share
your findings with the class,” he demanded, a crooked smile
crossing his smooth, young face.

I looked away from him as my throat grew
tight, my gaze now locked on the warm, amber eyes of the hawk.
Little by little, I released my grip on the table and raised my
trembling hand toward the injured wing. The hawk watched me with
confidence, never shying away from my advancing touch. His amber
eyes glittered like coins as he looked into mine, finding calm
there.

With extreme caution, I lowered my hand onto
its powerful wing, stroking over the ridge of his elbow and down
the length of his feathers. His warmth transferred to my hand, his
heartbeat more prominent than that of the fish. The bird opened his
beak, breathing deep as it relaxed its wing into full span. The
students toward the front of the room rose from their chairs,
anxious to get a better view. With slow movements, I again grabbed
the bird’s wing, bringing my other hand up to cradle its chest as I
felt the bone, finally finding the protrusion halfway down its
bicep. Closing my eyes in regret at the reaction my performance was
surely going to evoke, I felt the bone molding beneath my touch as
it healed with shocking speed. My stomach churned with anxiety. I
had never been confronted like this before and I was certain that
this unfortunate incident would grant me a one-way ticket back
home.

I looked to the professor with distressed
eyes, begging him not to expose me further. He nodded in approval,
his hungry stare locked on my hand as I continued to massage the
hawk’s wing, now nearly healed. I jumped when the satisfied hawk
clicked its tongue, ruffling the feathers on his back. He leapt
away from me and repositioned his wing against his smooth brown
body as though no harm had ever been inflicted.

The professor continued to stare at me, his
face a solemn mask. He stood there for a brief moment while the
hawk returned to its perch on his arm with its feathers puffed in
happiness, both eyes glinting with a playful light.

Just as quickly as he had come, the professor
spun on his heel and marched back up the aisle.

“That will be all today,” he boomed with a
dismissive tone as he exited with haste through the same door he
had entered, not another word or explanation offered.

My breathing returned to normal and the fog
in my mind cleared. It was all a blur, the way he’d looked at me,
the way the hawk had known something about me.

Scott put one hand on my back to support me.
“Are you alright?”

His words came as though from afar, a buzzing
rang in my ears, and my eyes rolled back into my head, the room
fading to dark.

 


 


 


EDGAR

 




When I woke, I noticed I was in a different
room. The ceiling was lined with timbers and the place was cool and
dim.

“Oh, there you are, miss!” A voice with a
slight British accent coaxed me awake. “You’ll be alright. Just a
bit of an anxiety attack, I am afraid.” The owner of the voice
pressed a cold, damp towel to my head as I lay on my back, my head
throbbing.

“What happened? Where am I?” I stammered, my
memories of the hawk and the professor swimming in my head like an
anxious dream.

“Oh, don’t you fret, dear,” she urged. “This
happens more than I’d like in Edgar’s lessons.” She chuckled
merrily. Her voice was high like a bell, but soft. The smell of tea
lingered in the room, the air humid.

As my vision cleared, my gaze fell on Scott,
who smiled and gave a little awkward wave from a stool in the
corner, his face etched with relief upon seeing me back in the land
of the living.

My gaze flickered to the nurse. Her chubby
face was squeezed into a helpless smile. “Scott here brought you
in. He was rather frantic at first, said you’d had quite the first
experience with Edgar.” Her sweet smile never faltered and it
somehow reminded me of cupcakes and ponies.

I sat up, pulling the towel from my head and
running my fingers through my hair. I glanced around the room,
seeing that every shelf was filled with empty bottles of all shapes
and sizes. There were no labels to indicate what they had
previously held, but her strange collection left me suspended in
curiosity.

“Oh,” I stammered. “Yeah.”

“Will you be alright then, miss?” She put a
hand on my back, rubbing it in a gentle circular motion.

I gave her a look that I hoped seemed
reassuring. “Thank you, Miss…?”

“Miss Dee.” She supplied politely.

“Thanks, Miss Dee. I’ll be fine.” I swung my
legs to the floor very gingerly, still feeling somewhat dizzy but
willing to walk it off.

Scott hurried to my side, grabbing one arm
and propping me against him. I could see the look in his eyes as I
leaned into him, and I cringed at the thought of falsely leading
him on. I knew there was a reason he was putting up with me: he
thought I was cute.

We made our way outside into the sun and
Scott turned to lead me to my cabin.

“Oh, wait!” I shook my head, coming to an
abrupt halt on the path. “Scott, we should get to class.” I looked
at him, alarmed that I’d miss any part of my first day.

Scott gave me a sympathetic look.

“You’ve been out for a while. Classes are
already over.” He looked at me sideways, questioning my ability to
walk. “I’m just going to take you to your room, maybe go get you
some food.”

I sighed, angry that I’d let myself be so
vulnerable. It was bad enough that I was the youngest in my
program, now I looked like the weakest, too. Halfway up the hill, I
strategically shrugged Scott away, letting him know he didn’t have
to hold onto me like a child.

“So…” I looked at him as I took a few
faltering steps on my own. “What’s the deal with Professor
Edgar?”

Scott laughed as he looked at me. “He’s a
creep, that’s for sure.” His eyebrows were raised and his voice
full of contempt.

I thought about how Edgar’s stare had seemed
to burn straight into my soul, and how fast my heart had raced, as
though I were in grave danger. It was strange that though my body
reacted as it had, my mind wasn’t as scared as I would have
thought. It was like he’d bewitched me into a false sense of
security, like a predator does with its prey.

“He’s been here a while, I suppose,” he
continued. “But it’s hard to tell just how long. I don’t think
people ever really notice him. He’s sort of….”

“Young?” I cut in, my voice sounding somewhat
sarcastic.

“Well, yeah. He is pretty young.” Scott
shrugged, probably doing the mental math and becoming further
perplexed. “But like I said, he’s a very odd character.”

“He can’t be any older than twenty.” I tried
to rationalize this fact, but came up empty-handed. I still
couldn’t get over his beautifully youthful face.

“I mean, I guess I’m just eighteen and here
to earn my Master’s degree, so maybe he became a professor at
eighteen, too?” I ventured.

“Well, that’s the thing. He’s been here
longer than that, and at any rate….” Scott paused as we reached the
large evergreen outside my cabin. “I wouldn’t try to dig up too
much about him. You saw what happens.” He looked at me as though he
somehow knew I wouldn’t let this go so easily.

I nodded gravely, professor Edgar’s eyes
still floating in my memory.

“So what was it like?” He dropped his gaze to
the path. “I mean, what happened? It was so weird.” He looked at me
with wide eyes, his body trembling in anticipation. “Everyone is
sort of curious.”

I crinkled my nose as I thought.

“Well….” I tried to fish through my memory
but the more I tried to remember, the more I seemed to forget
exactly what had transpired. “I guess I’m not sure.”

I wanted to keep it all under wraps, at least
until I could understand it myself. “I suppose it was an anxiety
attack, like Miss Dee said.” I paused to come up with a more
believable excuse. “I mean, it’s not like I’m the most socially
outgoing of the bunch. It doesn’t surprise me that I fainted.”

Scott shot me a bemused expression, but
thankfully seemed to buy my theory. He shrugged.

“Well,” he said, giving me an awkward pat on
the shoulder. “You go lie down. I’ll go get you some food.”

I nodded and he took off down the hill. I
turned and made my way to the porch, taking my boots off and
leaving them outside. Entering my cabin, I noticed nothing had
changed; the fact that there were no locks on the doors sort of
irked me. Exhausted, I went to my bed and snuggled under the
covers, pulling them up to my chin and hiding myself away from the
world.

My eyes were heavy and the throbbing in my
head was excruciating. I closed my eyes to the pain and before I
knew it, I was fast asleep and I immediately began to dream.

I was in Edgar’s classroom, but it was dim
and somewhat hazy. Confused by my surroundings, I looked around for
someone to talk to, but there were no students. I was alone in the
empty classroom, my brow beaded in a cold sweat.

A feeling of calm engulfed my empty heart,
and I took a few deep breaths. As I exhaled one last breath,
something pitch black caught my eye as it hopped between the stark
white counters. I jerked back, lowering my gaze to floor, my heart
hammering in my chest.

I rose from the stool and crouched to the
ground, assuming a defensive pose, though curious to see what it
was. As I made my way between the rows, carefully scanning each
aisle, my heart pounded harder as I got closer to whatever was
there. When I rounded the corner toward the front, a shrill “caw!”
caught me off guard and my eyes flew to the table at the far right
of the room; my body falling hard onto the floor, going rigid with
horror.

There, standing above me on the counter was a
large black raven, its eyes glowing brightly despite the dimness in
the room. It stared at me for a long time, its sleek body like
stone. I winced as my chest began to sting and I clutched it in
agony, no longer trying to hide the pain. The menacing black raven
spread its wings and let out another shrill “caw!” as it lunged
from the table straight toward my face. As fast as I could manage
through the pain, I struggled to shelter my eyes, trying to
scream.

Still screaming, I woke as Scott ran in the
door, dropping a plate of food to the ground and rushing to my
side.

“Elle?” His frantic breath fell across my
face, his hands shaking my shoulders, willing me to calm down.
“Elle, you’re all right.” His eyes were wide with concern as I
finally looked into them.

I was breathing as though I had just run a
marathon, sweat coating my brow and my throat painfully dry.

“Elle, it’s okay. You’re fine. I think you
were just dreaming.” He stared at me for a moment as my breathing
slowed, my blankets tangled around me from my vicious
thrashing.

“Sorry,” I muttered. “It was just a
nightmare.” The raven’s eyes were still seared in my memory,
glowing with power.

“I think you bumped your head pretty hard
when you fell from that stool.” Scott knelt to the floor to pick up
the plate and salvage what food he could before bringing it to
me.

“Here you go.” He placed it on my lap. “Sorry
about that.”

I sat up against the headboard and tried to
smile, looking at his feeble grin as he eyed me carefully.

“Do you want me to stay with you?” he asked.
His voice was full of hope and I saw the eagerness in his eyes.

Guilt washed over me, I didn’t like him like
that, not even a little. If anything, I pitied him for wanting to
be my friend and how depressing that must be for him.

“No.” I chewed on a piece of dry tofu. “I’ll
be fine. You don’t have to take care of me.”

“Are you sure?” I could see he was
disappointed. “I wouldn’t mind.” I thought about his mother and how
much he’d probably missed having her around to dote upon.
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