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I put my heart and soul into my work, and lost half my mind in the process.

—Vincent van Gogh





The skull stared straight at me, with only shadows where its eyes should be. Sharp planes of white bone surrounded those voids. A hairline fracture traced down each of its cheeks. The pale surface glowed against the darkness of the room, white against black, luminescent.

Its jaw popped open with a snap and startled me so I fell backwards out of my chair, landing with a crash amongst the tall drawing desks. I tried not to be embarrassed. Only the skeleton saw me.

I lay there in the shadows, the chair on top of me with my limbs caught every which way.

The door flew open, and the florescent overhead lights turned on. I squinted against the sudden brilliance.

A male voice asked, “Is someone in here?”

So much for only the skeleton seeing.

“No,” I moaned.

My view was distorted from lying on the ground, but a boy I’d never seen before appeared and lifted the chair off me.

“Are you hurt?” His accent was musical—English maybe?

“Just leave me here to wallow in my humiliation,” I said.

He helped me to my feet. “I make it a rule to never let anyone wallow alone.” Yes, definitely English.

I glanced at the skeleton hanging on the hook, illuminated by two pull-down lights. Its open mouth gave the impression of cackling laughter. It’s not that funny, George.

“I’ll remember that next time.” Now that I was upright, I was able to get a good look at him. He was tall, way taller than my five-seven, with deep golden-brown skin and unruly black, curly hair. His pale blue-gray eyes variegated to gold near the center.

I judged from the outline of his arm through his shirt that he was definitely used to lifting heavy stuff.

Which I noticed from a purely artistic point of view, of course.

His black Converse All-Stars had multiple tears, but not as many as his jeans.

Cindy had mentioned some hot new guy in ripped Levi’s. She wasn’t kidding.

He picked up my two-by three-foot drawing clipboard, the skull smudged where it had slid against my sleeve when I fell. I glanced at my other bone drawings: human hands, leg bones, and that haunting skull.

“Did you draw these?” he asked.

I nodded. Not only did this guy walk in with me trapped under a chair, but he had to find me drawing a skeleton. Smooth.

He picked up a drawing of the bones in the hand, each one labeled. “They’re amazing. Creepy, but amazing.”

I put a piece of charcoal into its place in my box. “You have to know what is going on under the surface of the skin to get the right structure. And don’t listen to him, George.” I winked at the skeleton. “You’re not that creepy.”

“You named the skeleton George?”

I leaned in, dead serious, and whispered, “I thought about naming him Harry, but I didn’t want to make him feel bad for, you know . . . not having any hair.”

The boy matched my serious tone. “The last thing you want to do is make a skeleton feel bad. There’s nothing worse than a skeleton with low self-esteem.” He glanced through the rest of my drawings and stopped on the last, George with a cigarette dangling from his teeth. “Nice.” A smile played on the boy’s lips.

“It’s a little homage to Vincent van Gogh,” I said. “He’s my favorite artist.”

We stood in silence for a long moment, when the door opened, cracking through the quiet, and voices drifted in from the hall outside.

The boy jumped and laid down the drawing. “Oh, Professor Elliot asked me to grab a chair for a model?” He made the statement sound like a question.

I pointed at a metal side-door. “They’re stored in there. A word to the wise? Don’t pick the giant one that’s shaped like a hand. Professor Elliot hates that one.”

“Good to know.” The guy disappeared behind the door.

Josh walked in. Ugh. I tried to ignore him.

“Just the girl I wanted to see,” Josh said.

I hurried to pack up my stuff.

“Did you change your mind about Friday?” Josh asked.

“I am here to paint, Josh, not to hang out.”

“Come on, just make an exception, just this once.” Josh grabbed my hand, and he leaned in way too close.

I jerked my hand back and swiveled so the chair back was between us. “Lots of girls are more than willing to go out with you. But I said no, and I meant no.” I was here to paint, not get distracted by guys, and Josh seriously set off my jerk radar.

“I didn’t think you really meant it,” Josh said. “Come on, I could take you to a nice restaurant, nicer than anything you have in Montana, and my parents are out of town. I can show you the view of New York from my apartment.”

“Josh, I’m not interested in the ‘view’ from your apartment. Stop asking me.” I was done being polite to him.

“But—” Josh began.

Behind me a chair thudded to the ground. “I think she wants to be left alone,” said the new boy, the playful tone from before was gone. He folded his arms across his chest. His height and build would intimidate most people.

“I don’t think I asked you,” Josh said, but he took a step back.

“Yes, but you did ask me, and I said no.” I didn’t know if I should be annoyed or glad the boy felt the need to defend me, but Josh wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“I suggest you walk away,” the boy said. His tone made it clear it was not a suggestion.

Josh looked from the boy and back at me. “We’ll chat later,” he said, and I wasn’t sure if he was talking to the boy or me. He didn’t look back before slamming the door behind him.

“He’s delightful,” the boy said.

“Jerks are best left ignored.” I shook my head and finished packing up my stuff. I expected him to leave, but he didn’t.

“So, you don’t date?” the boy asked.

I threw my backpack on. “Nope.”

He picked up the chair. “Can I ask why?”

Usually I just gave a ridiculous, made-up reason, like I had snakes for feet or was actually a ghost, but this boy felt different, and the truth spilled out. “I won a scholarship to come here for the summer through a competition from the Museum of Modern Art. They pay for my tuition here at Turner Academy, and I’m not going to waste a minute of it before I go back home for the school year.” I’d wanted to come to this school for years, but it was outrageously expensive.

“So, you’re going to spend every moment of the summer working on art, right?”

“Yep.” His accent—or something else—drew me to him.

Another smile toyed on his lips. “So, would you go out with . . .” he tapped his lip in thought.

Blah, this guy wasn’t going to ask me out after hearing my conversation with Josh, was he? Unlike Josh, I wasn’t sure I’d absolutely turn him down.

“A paintbrush?”

I burst out laughing. “I might consider going out with a paintbrush.”

“I’m Liam, by the way.” He held out his hand to shake.

“I’m Aya.”

He flinched back, so his finger barely brushed mine before he was gone. “Aya?”

I frowned. “Yeah?”

But then he seemed to catch himself. “Uh, oh . . . I mean, I’ve just never heard that name before.”

Weird. I stepped around the row of desks to put George away. I glanced at the clock. “I’m going to be late. It was nice to meet you, Liam,” I said. “See you around.”

“You too, Aya.”

When I glanced back from the doorway, he was still holding the chair, staring after me.

I headed to Professor Davina’s classroom. I wasn’t technically enrolled in her class, but I snuck in every Monday and Wednesday during my free period. Since this was summer art school, the classes were set up more like college than high school, with three-hour blocks for studio work. Professor Davina always had the most amazing models for her head drawing class, and she never said anything when I came in and made myself at home.

Today we used a piece of middle-toned gray paper, with white charcoal to put in the highlights and black to put in the shading. It was a different way to look at light and shadow when we didn’t have a blank white surface to begin with. Class passed too fast, like it always did, and soon it was time for lunch.

“Are you coming to lunch, Aya?” Cindy asked.

“Sure.” I packed up my supplies and undid the old button-down shirt I always wore over my clothes so they wouldn’t get ruined while I worked. Oil paint and charcoal were death on fabric.

Over my white T-shirt, I looped the gauzy, green infinity scarf around my neck. My mom had bought it for me because it was the exact color of my eyes, and she gave it to me the day I left Montana to come to New York. It was light enough for me to wear every day, despite the summer heat. My usual out-of-control red curls were braided into a loose crown today, and I jabbed a paintbrush in for safekeeping.

“I told the new guy he could come to lunch with us,” Cindy said. “He should be in 3D.”

I tried to act nonchalant. “New guy?” I didn’t want to seem too interested.

“Yeah . . . wait, you haven’t seen him?” Cindy rolled her eyes. “Aya, you need to get your head out of the paint tube and look around sometimes.”

“My head is exactly where I like it,” I said with a smile. “Why is he just starting now?”

“He was traveling in Europe or something.”

Oh, he had to be one of those guys. I loved going to school here, but sometimes the other students at this school had distorted views of reality. They thought it was perfectly normal to blow forty bucks on lunch when that was how much I had to spend for the whole week.

“He works with metal,” Cindy continued, “and he is so hot.”

I saw that much.

We dropped our stuff at our lockers. I loved how everything at this school was designed for artists. Even the lockers were in a separate room, not lining the halls, and could actually fit my huge clipboard, no problem. I grabbed my messenger bag with my sketchbook, and we made our way down to Three-D.

And there he was. For a few moments, I couldn’t look away from his warm smile. Had it really only been a few hours since I met him?

“You ready to go to lunch, Liam?” Cindy asked.

“Sure, let me put some stuff away.”

I was here to paint, not anything else. Focus, Aya.

Ryan—a guy from my watercolor class—introduced Liam to our huge group. I tried not to notice how Liam’s gaze lingered on me. I just nodded once in response and dug my sketchbook out of my bag. I was here to focus on my art.

The sky outside was gray and threatened rain, covering the world in a soft light. Leaving the school was always an assault, with the New York traffic and pungent smells after the calm and quiet inside. Yet, I didn’t mind creating art from the chaos. Both calm and chaos brought life.

A few moments later, Liam was at my side. “So, what do you study, Aya?”

“Oil painting.”

A few other girls hovered close by for a chance to talk to him, looking remarkably like piranhas, but he didn’t seem to notice them.

“I have oil painting this afternoon,” Liam said.

“You’re probably in my class.” I shouldn’t have been excited about that, but I couldn’t help it.

“You might have to help me out.” He pulled a face. “I’ve never painted before.”

“What? You’re at art school, and you’ve never painted before?”

“Hey, I work with metal. I barely even sketch out my designs.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “If you put your easel next to mine, I can use a spoon to flick paint onto your canvas whenever the professor isn’t looking.” I shut one eye and pretended to shoot paint at him.

He laughed. “It would probably be an improvement over anything I do.”

“I doubt that.” I kicked a pebble off the sidewalk.

“No, really.”

“You might want to find some goggles, so I don’t hit you in the eye,” I said.

“Or I could wear one of those huge, black garbage bags over my head.”

I tapped a finger to my lip. “How would you see? You’d have to poke two eyeholes in the bag and wear goggles over the top. It would make an awesome impression for your first day.”

“Are we talking swimming goggles or chemistry goggles here?”

“I can’t be held responsible for any injuries caused by flying paint. It can sometimes have a mind of its own, so I think we should stick to chem goggles.”

“So, humiliation, raccoon eyes, and having to be stuck in a sweaty, hopefully not used and disgusting, garbage bag is the price for your help?”

“Spoon-flicked paint? Yep.”

He squinted at me as he tried not to smile. “Worth it.”

“You’re very confident in your painting abilities, I see.”

“If by confident you mean terrified I’ll make a fool of myself, then yes, I’m very confident.”

Wow, cute and funny. I was smiling—Liam had made me smile. This boy was already too dangerous.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself.” I bumped my shoulder against his. “Everyone has to start somewhere.” Before I could stop myself, I asked, “So tell me about your accent.”

“People always want to know about that. Well, I grew up in the U.K., in London. We moved here to New York a few years ago.”

“Do you miss home?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I mostly miss my grandparents in Ireland.”

“Do you get to see them often?”

“Not really. My father likes us to stick to ourselves, and he is always busy with his business, so we don’t travel back very often.”

“That’s too bad.” The urban scene stole my attention, and I grabbed the sketchbook out of my bag. My friends were used to my one-minute street sketching by now, and they usually kept walking. The sidewalk in front of me had a fantastic tree reflected in the building right next to it. It would have been a good time for the other girls to pounce on Liam, but he stopped to watch.

“Oh, you don’t have to wait for me.” I waved him along. Yes, go away!

He looked from my sketchbook to the scene and back again. I tried not to let the attention make me nervous.

Two other girls stopped too, but it was awkward to wait all in a group so they turned and were swept into the river of pedestrians. The flood of humans flowed around Liam and me, like we were the only real people in a world where time and lives disappeared into a hazy, fast-forward motion.

“Why did you decide to sketch that?” he asked.

I kept drawing. “The windows on the building make such perfect perspective lines, and it is an interesting juxtaposition: the totally organic shape and nature of the tree next to the all glass and metal of the high-rise. The tree is so much smaller and humbler, but something about the building knows no matter how much taller, it will never be alive, never live and grow and die. So, it can only reflect the image of the tree and hope.” There was suddenly heat in my cheeks. Had I said all that out loud? What was this boy doing to me?

“Hope what?” Liam asked.

I shrugged. “Uh, I don’t know. Whatever buildings hope for.” I couldn’t help but make each of my drawings or sketches or paintings tell a story. They were a part of who I was.

“Did all that just come out of your brain?” Liam asked. “Awesome.”

I laughed. Our friends were a block ahead now. I finished up the sketch and went to put the book back in my bag.

“Do you mind if I look at the rest of your drawings?”

I handed it to him. “This is the book I carry around with me, so it’s mostly street sketching.”

He flipped through the pages: an old man working a newspaper stand, a girl busking with a violin, the lady who’d sat across from me in a coffee shop, and travelers getting on and off the subway flicked by on those pages.

“These are amazing, I can’t believe you drew them.”

“Thanks.”

“Your spoon-flicked paint will definitely be better than anything I can do, and the professor will probably be able to tell it’s too good to be my work.” His fingers brushed mine as he handed me back my sketchbook.

My breath caught in my chest. I needed to get away from this guy. I shoved my book back into my bag and looked for a way to slip away. “Oh, man, I just realized I forgot my wallet back at school.” I stepped back, putting distance between us.

“I could lend you some money,” Liam said. “Or come with you?”

“No,” I said. “I’m fine. I’ll just grab something out of the vending machine. See you!” I didn’t wait for a response before I disappeared into the New York crowd.

As I headed back, the clouds grew darker and threw shadows over the buildings and sidewalks, as if someone had painted over the world—even the bright yellow taxis and colorful shop displays—with a dull, steely gray. I usually thought about how I could paint the scenes in front of me, what I could use as a focal point or pop of color, but my mind kept wandering to Liam’s smile.

Stupid boys with cute accents, pulling my focus away from what mattered.

A throng of people queued up to cross the street at the light. Something brushed my leg, and I glanced down. A girl, no more than four years old with dark hair and a red coat, was swinging her doll back and forth. She smiled up at me and held her doll for me to see.

“Kristin doesn’t like the rain,” she said. “She hates wet hair.”

“So do I.” I smiled. “Hopefully, it won’t rain.”

“Mommy has an umbrella if it does.”

A drop hit my arm and then my face. “Uh, oh,” I said, still smiling at her.

“Mommy!” An umbrella appeared over her head.

The clouds opened and a million fat drops of cold water hit, saturating every surface. Umbrellas opened and people scattered for shelter under awnings and into doorways. The traffic light changed and the little girl’s mom tugged on her hand to cross the street. They were lost in a jostle of hurried steps and pounding rain.

I walked at the end of the group, and a flash of red ran past me going back the way I’d come.

“Sophie! What are you doing? Come back!” the little girl’s mother cried, fighting the crowd to where her daughter ran.

“But I dropped Kristin,” Sophie said, “and she’s getting wet!

I turned to see where the doll lay and gasped.

A cherry-red sports car sped forward. The girl was oblivious to everything but her doll and the rain. The car had to stop, right? There was a red light.

But the driver wasn’t paying attention and was having an animated conversation on his phone, neither hand on the wheel, the rain sliding in sheets over his car.

Sophie was so small.

I didn’t think.

I sprinted back to where she bent to pick up her doll, away from the anguished cries of the mother separated from her daughter by the crowds. Maybe the driver would see me and stop.

The car did not slow.

Anger surged through me, hot and powerful. Who was this man whose call was more important than a life?

I grabbed Sophie, but it was too late. I put out my hand, as if I could stop the thousand pounds of metal hurtling toward me.

I braced for the inevitable: pain, blood, death.
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There is peace even in a storm.

—Vincent van Gogh





But the car screeched to a halt under my fingers, the metal stopping dead, and the hood crumpling in tiny waves. The metallic shriek drowned out every other sound for those few seconds. The back of the car popped up from the impact, and for a horrible moment I thought it would flip over and land on top of us, but it slammed back down with a crash.

How was I alive?

Had he stopped in time? No, or the car wouldn’t be damaged. It should have sliced through me. I stared down at my hand, still on the shiny red paint of the hood.

But it wasn’t red anymore.

Where my hand touched, a colorless circle spread outward, growing like bleach eating through fabric. I gasped as tiny lines of red pigment, the same color as the car, flowed up my fingers.

I jerked my hand away. The last of the red pooled on my palm, then faded away . . . into my skin.

The panicked mother snatched up her daughter, and they disappeared into the rain.

I stumbled back a few steps, and a headache—oh, the worst headache I’d ever had, pulsed as though it would crack my skull in two. Dizzy—what was I doing?

The man climbed out of the car and yelled, but I couldn’t hear.

The yellow, blue, and green in my vision faded away and was replaced by red.

The color of the car and the little girl’s coat. Only shades of red surrounded me.

The guy grabbed my arm, and my anger flared again. I jerked away. He flew back several feet and slammed into the hood of his car, as if I’d struck him.

What the hell was going on?

My red-saturated vision made discerning objects almost impossible. I ran. Shouts erupted behind me, but I didn’t look back. The usually crowded streets were eerily empty, the people having sought shelter from the rain. The sound of my harsh breathing reverberated and intensified until I couldn’t hear anything but my own gasps and the erratic beat of my heart.

Art school penetrated the haze. I was headed there when all this happened. My heart beat against my temples as I ran. Hallucinating, I am hallucinating. But my red-saturated vision and splitting headache brought reality into sharp focus. There had to be a logical explanation, but I couldn’t think.

I reached Turner Academy and fished from my bag the ID card that opened the front doors. Class—life oil painting after lunch—that’s where I was supposed to go.

Somehow, with my brain pulsing and the red in my vision, I got the supplies out of my locker, but then sat on the ground a few minutes, wet and shivering, trying to get my breathing under control. I should be terrified, but instead, just beneath the red haze, the constant bubble of anger simmered at the man who almost killed the tiny girl—and me.

I should be dead.

I didn’t know how long I sat there, but after the calm a little of the scarlet in my vision cleared, and by the time I arrived at class and set up my easel I could see better. My clothes made puddles wherever I stood, and the dizziness made me trip on a desk and almost sent me sprawling.

On the platform in the center of the room, Professor Oliphant situated the nude model on the lounge chair. She adjusted two pull-down lights to shine at forty-five-degree angles and created the perfect balance of light and shadow.

“The last three weeks we have been drawing the nude figure.” She draped a bright crimson satin robe over the model’s shoulders. “Today, the model will be partially clothed, but I want you to draw the underlying form before you do anything with the fabric.”

I couldn’t look away from the rich color. For a moment that stunning crimson was the only thing in the world, reaching out to me, calling me forward. My hand drifted toward it before I realized what I was doing and stepped back.

“Aya?” Liam said from behind me, and I turned. “Oh, no! Did you get caught in the storm?” His smile lit up his face, and he came to set up his easel next to mine.

The anger in me shifted, to something else.

An image of me and Liam kissing and entwined filled my mind and my senses, and I staggered back, afraid of what I would do. He was hot, but we’d just met.

I grasped at a tall prop column to the side of me, so I wouldn’t fall over. Atop the column a glass vase stood three feet tall, tinted with stunning shades of deep ruby, coral pink, and cherry red all snaking up the sides. We’d painted it to explore color mixing, and now my fingers brushed against it.

The vase exploded, the shattering glass ringing throughout the room. Tiny fragments of glass flew through the air. Students shrieked at the deafening sound and ducked behind their easels.

I couldn’t move.

The glass slivers should have fallen to the ground, but they instead flew straight at me. They clung to my arms and face and wormed through tiny holes in the weave of my clothes without stabbing or hurting me. But I could feel them there, the color against my skin. I wanted to wipe the glass away, but I was scared of pushing it into my body.

The color left the glass and seeped into my skin, leaving tiny red dots that faded and disappeared into my palms and arms. After the color was gone, perfectly clear pieces of glass fell to the ground, no longer crimson and maroon, like delicate falling snow.

“Is everyone okay?” said Professor Oliphant’s shaky voice from where she had dodged behind a student’s painting. “The vase must have fallen off the shelf.”

They hadn’t seen.

“That scared me to death!” the girl to my right said.

“I think we’re all fine, Professor Oliphant,” someone across the room said.

The foreign color spread through my veins and blood. The world turned solid red, pushing away the other colors that had filtered back into my vision.

Everything, from the pale rose light hanging from the ceiling to the burgundy shadows cast from the model onto the floor, was red. Panic hit. I tried to take slow calming breaths, like I had before. It didn’t work.

“I don’t . . . feel well, Professor Oliphant.” I bolted for the door.

Professor Oliphant said, “Aya, are—” but I was already outside.

I stumbled and hit my head hard on the wall.

“Hey, are you okay?” Liam followed me out the door. “Aya?”

The sight of his pale cerise face and velvety maroon hair stung my eyes.

“No . . .” I managed to say. “My head is killing me.” I tried to push off the wall. My vision spun and threw me off balance. I crashed into Liam.

“Why don’t I help you home?”

“No, I can’t leave. It would waste an entire day. I’m fine.”

“Are you sure?” Liam said.

I didn’t look at him, and just remembering the image of me fantasy-kissing him was enough to push me in the other direction. Dragging one foot in front of the other, I made it to the end of the hall. Just one peek down the stairs made me feel as though I was falling.

“Yeah, you’re right.” I took the first stair and swayed dangerously. “I should go home.”

“Here, you can lean on me,” Liam said.

“Thanks.”

Liam put his arm around me.

I tried to ignore his body so close to mine. I leaned against his side down the stairs and through the huge set of double doors that led outside.

The light outside tore at my eyes. Red saturated everything, but the colors didn’t blend and left solid lines between light and shadow. It was painful and disorienting, but something about this monochromatic world was vaguely familiar.

Liam hailed a cab and opened the door. I crawled into the back seat with him right behind me. The rain was gone and had left the smell of wet pavement and city decay in its wake.

“Where to?” the driver asked.

I gave him my Aunt Jessie’s address and leaned my head against the seat.

“Are you all right?” Liam asked again.

“Migraine,” I murmured.

“You get those a lot?”

“No.”

I could taste my relief as the cab pulled up next to my Aunt’s apartment building.

Liam jumped out and pulled me to my feet. I think he paid the cab driver as I staggered to the front door.

“Aya, wait.” Liam jogged up to me.

My hands shook so badly, I couldn’t put the key in the lock. Liam took it from me and turned the doorknob. The red door in front of me pulsed. He put his arm around my waist to help me, and by then I was too weak and high-strung to worry about it.

I usually took the stairs, but today we slumped into the elevator, and I mashed the button to the fifth floor. Liam used my key to open the apartment. I made it to my bed, and I lay there, not able to move. Liam pulled off my shoes and drew the blanket over me.

He turned to go.

“Liam?” I asked.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Aya. Any time.”
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  *



“Aya,” Aunt Jessie knocked on my door, and I fought to regain consciousness. “School called and said you went home sick. What happened?”

I sat up, my head still swimming, but not as bad as before.

“Just a headache,” I said.

I peered through one squinted eye and sighed in relief. The world was no longer red, well, not all the way red, in my darkened room. A rose haze still clung to everything, but mostly it was back to normal.

“What time is it?” I asked as my aunt poked her head in.

“Eight-thirty. What time did you come home?”

“Oh, man! That means I slept six hours and missed the rest of my class.”

“Wow, funny to hear a teenager say that.”

“It’s not like actual school.” I rubbed my eyes. “I want to be there.”

“All the stress of school and coming to the city probably caught up with you. I brought dinner home from the restaurant. You want some?”

“I always want your cooking. I’ll be there in a few.”

I lay back down in bed wishing the last of the headache would slip away. What an insane day. I’d heard of people who had such intense migraines they became delusional. That had to be what happened. There could be no other explanation, because if a car had plowed into me, I would be dead—very dead.

I turned on my dim lamp. On the stack of my art books next to my bed were my keys and a white sheet of paper.

Feel better—Liam.

His phone number was listed under his name. Despite my initial intention of staying away from him and how ridiculous I’d no doubt looked when he—had he tucked me in?—the note made me smile, and I picked it up.

And froze.

Underneath was a book of paintings from my favorite artist—Vincent van Gogh. Staring back at me was a world of blue olive trees. My red vision was so familiar because I’d seen it before, here in Van Gogh scenes of yellow and blue with no blending between light and shadow. A harsh, solid brushstroke separated every color with an unerring boldness. I ran my finger over the flat image, imagining what his paintings looked like in real life and yearning to paint with the thick colors Van Gogh was famous for.

Maybe I needed to stay away from art books tonight

My door opened again.

“I thought you might like some cocoa,” Aunt Jessie said, but the cup halted a few feet away from my outstretched hand. “What is THAT?”

“What is what?” What was she looking at?

Aunt Jessie grabbed my arm in a tight grip, spilling some of the hot chocolate.

“Ouch!” I said yanking it back.

“Your skin! Did you get a tattoo?”

“What?!”

There, on my skin, the color red swirled in thin ribbons as if painted there with watercolors. It twisted in overlapping curls. Some of the edges were harsh lines, as abrupt as a high-rise next to the sky. Others trickled and faded gradually into my skin, as if reluctant to disappear.

My mouth fell open. “Is that real?”

“Answer me! Did you get a tattoo?”

I’d never heard her yell before. “Of course not! My mom would kill me.” I jumped out of bed and looked in the mirror. Both my arms were covered, and I jerked up my shirt.

“What happened at school today?” Jessie’s quiet voice was way worse than her yelling.

Crimson patterns swirled and covered my torso like delicate ribbons stirred by a breeze.

“What is going on?” My voice cracked as panic hit. No, this wasn’t happening.

“What happened at school?”

“I—I had a migraine,” I stammered. Wasn’t it all a hallucination? “It was so bad, I imagined a whole bunch of stuff that didn’t happen.”

“What stuff?” Her face was expressionless, but something hitched in her voice.

“You’ll think I’m crazy.”

“No, tell me.”

I did—everything from the car and the vase, to color seeping into me, to the world turning red. “Why . . . why can I feel red inside my body?” I couldn’t breathe. “Is this real? But you can see it there . . . . What is wrong with me?”

“I don’t know.”

The color along my skin continued to dance slowly, moving and growing.

“Did anything else happen?” Aunt Jessie asked.

“That’s it, but I swear it’s just a migraine or something.”

“I wish it were.” She brushed my cheek with her fingers and frowned. “I hope I have an explanation. Why don’t you go get dinner, and I’ll be right back?”

I sat on a barstool at the kitchen counter and poked at the salmon and risotto in the take-out box instead of eating it.

She was back in ten minutes with a large envelope that she put on the granite counter in front of me.

“What’s this?” I asked. The sealed envelope was pale blue and thick, with a hard lump in the center. The word Aya was printed on it in neat, handwritten ink. Not my full name that teachers and acquaintances used but the name that meant whoever wrote this knew me.

“Days before he died your father brought that to me. He told me when the strangeness happened to you, I should give you that.”
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What is done in love is done well.

—Vincent van Gogh





“Why didn’t you give it to me before?” I didn’t remember my dad. He was some high-powered corporate lawyer who’d died in a plane crash over the Atlantic when I was three. Soon after, my mom gave his substantial life insurance money to charity, and we moved to Montana where she became a high school music teacher. When I complained about not having money, my mom just said it was money that killed my dad.

Aunt Jessie’s hands and voice shook. “He gave explicit instructions that I should not give it to you or your mother unless something strange happened. He made me promise.” She was the owner and top chef at one of those wildly expensive five-star restaurants downtown and was never frazzled or stressed. “I’ll never forget how he looked that day—frantic—raving. I promised I would. And it was the last time I ever saw him.”

He gave this to Jessie thirteen years ago. How could he have known what would happen?

“I don’t know what it says and most of me doesn’t want to know,” Jessie said. “I loved your father more than anyone else in this world. I was devastated when he died but . . .”

“But what?”

She was silent for a long moment. “There was something about him, something I never really understood. He was a great lawyer but sometimes I wondered if he . . .” She shook her head. “He could convince anyone of anything just by the way he spoke. He always knew the right words to say. It was fantastic and terrifying to see.”

“I don’t understand.” The envelope seemed to get heavier in my palm.

“I don’t either. But he loved you, and he left that for you. I think he is the only one who can tell you what you need to know.”

I sliced open the top of the envelope with my butter knife. A sheet of folded paper and something in a royal-blue velvet pouch slid onto the table, along with a card addressed to Jessie. Jessie picked up her card, while I unfolded the letter.

 

Dear Aya,

If Jessie has given you this letter, what I fear has happened, and my heart breaks that I am not there to see you so I can explain everything. You and your mother are my greatest joy. You have pulled me out of a half-life and made me human again. But now I know the high price I will pay for my humanity. I don’t have much time.

But I am not there, so I will just come out and say it.

In this world there are people who can do more than everyone else. In history people called it magic, but it’s more than that. There are people out there with amazing abilities, like healing or building or writing or controlling the weather. Sometimes they’re just really good. At other times it means they’re more—if they’re pushed or taught they can do more.

We are called Aolians.

I am a Speaker which means people have a hard time resisting what I say. In my heart, I wonder what it is you will be.

Figuring out your power can be painful and dangerous, but in the end you will be able to do wonderful things. I’m sorry I’m not there to help you through this process, but there is someone who can help you on your Aolian journey. I left a card with Jessie with the name of a school you should attend. It is where I went when I found I was an Aolian. I know this is confusing, but if you are anything like your mother, you’ll be stronger than anything you come up against.

Don’t forget I love you.

~Dad

P.S. I have left for you my Dechrua, the cuff that marks the beginning for all Aolians. I hope it will remind you that you are not alone.

 

I stared at the words for a long moment, re-reading the lines but not understanding. My hands shook, and it was hard to read the letters. I should have been jumping up and down screaming at what I’d just read, but I couldn’t move or think or feel.

My father’s death had left an immeasurable hole in my family. So many times I’d longed to know what it would have been like to have him there, to have both my parents to do something as simple as cook breakfast on a Saturday morning or come to my gymnastics meets. My mom often said he would have been proud of me, but those words only made me feel the loss of what should’ve been.

The anger that hovered beneath the surface of my mind and skin flared. No wonder my mom fell for him. He was handsome with some crazy Aolian power that would make her believe anything he said.

I fumbled with the string on the pouch, and drew out a thick, metal bracelet that was cold in my hand. The silver was tarnished, and along the top four symbols were etched into the surface: a round serpent with a forked tongue, a hand outstretched, a tree within a circle, and a dragon.

He’s said it was a Dechrua. A part of me wanted to fling it in the garbage, but I snapped the hinge closed over my wrist. It hung loose and would fall off if I walked too fast, so I pushed it up tight on my forearm.

My aunt stared at the card in front of her. I’d never noticed how much she resembled the pictures I’d seen of my dad. They both had beautiful, russet-colored skin and dark brown hair, although my dad’s had been curly and Aunt Jessie’s was straight. They also had angular and striking faces. I was disappointed I’d inherited my mom’s pale skin that burned in a few minutes of strong sun instead of my dad’s.

“What does the card say?” I asked.

She handed it to me.

“Aya must go to Scarborough Mansion.” Then it gave an address and phone number. “That’s it?”

“That’s it. I think I’ll go call this place.” Aunt Jessie stepped into her bedroom. Snatches of her voice filtered in, but I couldn’t understand what she said.

I stared at the papers in my hands. Aolians? What did any of it mean? If my dad thought this was any sort of explanation he was definitely crazy. There are people who can do things others can’t.

No, it couldn’t be true; people couldn’t heal others or control the weather. This wasn’t some book or movie or ancient religion—this was real life. If I hadn’t experienced what I did today, I’d never have believed it. The red now swirling on my skin didn’t lie. I still didn’t want to believe, but a part of me was happy to have this tiny connection to the man I didn’t remember.

Jessie put her arm around my shoulders, making me jump.

“I talked to Leslie, the lady who runs the school. She’s been expecting you.”

“Expecting me? Why?”

She shrugged. “They knew your dad. They’ll have a room ready for you tomorrow.”

“But what about art school and my scholarship?”

“Aya, this is important,” Jessie said. “I’ll tell art school you’re sick. This place is up in Connecticut, and it’s only an hour-and-a-half-long train ride. I told Leslie about your scholarship, and she says that you can work something out. I want you to stay for a few days and see what it’s like. Then we can decide what to do next.”

“If it comes down to me learning how to paint and learning how to make things explode, I’ll take painting. I just want to stay here.”

“I know I’m not your mom, but this is the best thing for you to do right now.”

Jessie couldn’t tell me what to do. The angry red simmering under my skin rushed to the surface.

“I’m not going!” But the instant I said the words, a crimson mug on the counter several feet away from me exploded, throwing splinters of porcelain that hit both Jessie and me. We stared at the mess for a long moment. Maybe Jessie hadn’t really believed, either, until now.

I swallowed hard. The red on my arms swirled, and I covered it with my hands.

“Okay,” I said. “But only for a few days.”

She nodded. “Finish eating and get some sleep.”
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“Good morning!” Aunt Jessie said in a cheery voice as she jerked my curtains open, all hint of yesterday’s clouds far away. “Time to get up. Pack an overnight bag. Our train leaves in an hour.”

I pulled the covers over my eyes. “What time is it?” The headache was mostly gone, but the sharp light still stung.

“Eight o’clock.”

“You’d think after sleeping eighteen hours I’d feel better. Please tell me I just had a migraine or something and everything that happened yesterday isn’t real.”

She yanked off my sheet. “I wish I could. Get dressed. Wear long sleeves to cover this.” She held up and dropped my dead-fish arm before she left, shutting the door behind her.

I extricated myself from the bed with difficulty. Who knew my muscles could be so sore? I took off my pants and shirt and stared at the mirror. The swirling ribbons covered my entire body from the neck down. If it hadn’t been so terrifying, it might be beautiful. But it distorted my form, making my own body alien.

For a moment I stared at the Dechrua cuff still on my arm and decided to leave it.

I pulled on a long-sleeved T-shirt and a pair of jeans before stuffing some clothes in my school backpack. In the front pouch I put my wallet—not that I had much money—the tablet Jessie had lent me, and my phone. I wasn’t going to be gone long, but I couldn’t resist grabbing the Van Gogh book, a sketchbook, a set of pastels, drawing pencils, and a set of watercolors. Maybe I needed an intervention.

“Aunt Jess?” I called when she wasn’t in the living room.

“In here,” she yelled from her bedroom. “Are you ready?”

“Yep.”

“By the way, this is for you.” Aunt Jessie handed me a debit card with my name printed on the front. It had a Post-it note attached to the back with a massive dollar amount written on it.

I stared at it open mouthed. “Uh, what’s this?”

“Your father left me this also, to give to you at the same time as the letter. Take it.”

It felt like I held a snake before I put the card in my wallet. Just a month ago I’d gaped at the total on the cash register at the art supply store when mom and I bought all the brushes and paint I needed for school. Mom had paid with a brave smile, but I knew the sacrifice she had to make.

Somehow it made me despise my dad. He was the one who did this to me, and then he died and left me to deal with it alone. Stupid Aolian crap. I just wanted to paint. Why couldn’t I just paint?
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The June air already sizzled as we strode to the closest subway station.

“We’re taking the train from Grand Central,” Aunt Jessie said. “It shouldn’t—” Her phone rang. “What’s up, Alison? He did what?”

I couldn’t hear what Alison said.

“I always knew he would get snatched away . . . . No, I can’t come in right now. I’m taking my niece to Connecticut . . . . Call any of the others. I’ll be there as soon as I get back.”

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Tim, our top day chef, quit with no notice this morning to go work for that reality-show Chef Chandry.” She took her annoyance out on her phone as she shoved it into her bag. “There’s no one to cover his prep and shift this afternoon.”

“You don’t have to go all the way to Connecticut with me.”

“Why not?” she said. “It’ll be fun.”

“Your clenched teeth say otherwise, and no it won’t. Take an hour-and-a-half train ride only to turn around and come right back? Really, I’ll be fine. At home I drive that far all the time, and it’s way easier to get lost driving than on a train.”

Jessie wrinkled her nose.

I waved away her concern. “Really, it’s not a big deal.”

“I guess so,” she said.

We skipped down the dingy cement stairs to the subway station.

“Call me the minute you get there,” Jessie said.

“I’ll be fine.”

“You’re right. I’m being silly.” She gave me a crushing hug. “You flew on a plane here by yourself. I just don’t get to see you very often and still think of you as a little girl sometimes.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Okay, see you soon, then.” Jessie gave me another hug. “When you get to Grand Central, just buy a ticket to Scarborough. Leslie, the lady who runs the school, said she would be there to pick you up.”

“You’ll call my art school and tell them I’m sick or something?”

“I’ll take care of it.”
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I loved Grand Central, with its massive windows, arched ceiling, and bustling people. So much human noise filled the cavernous space, with a million people going a million places. I loved the classic stone architecture next to cell-phone clutching travelers. This stunning building was like a spider, with its many legs connecting to tracks all across the country. We just didn’t have places like this in Montana. It took my breath away.

I drew out my sketchbook. The last time I’d drawn here, I made the people invisible and concentrated on the structure. This time I tried to capture the movement and life of this place forever in a state of flux.

I texted Liam while I stood in the ticket line, to tell him thanks, and so he would have my number. On my way to the platform, I bought a bag of pretzels from a food cart and picked the salt off each one before eating them.

I headed for the out-of-town commuter trains, thinking about all that had happened yesterday, when something hard slammed into me, pinning me against the wall.

“Well, hello there,” a man said in my ear as he pressed my cheek against the cold stone.
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Just as many others have done & are doing. I no longer stand helpless before nature as I used to.

—Vincent van Gogh





“Let go of me!” I thrashed against his grip, but my wriggling couldn’t break his hold. His fingers wrapped around my neck, freezing me in place. I never realized how small I was until I tried to struggle against this huge man where the top of my head only came to his shoulder.

“Mike,” said a cool female voice, “there is no need for that. Let the poor girl go.”

Mike released me, and I recoiled from him, but I was still penned-in between them and the wall.

The woman was tall, probably in her late thirties, with pale skin, and blond hair pulled up into a perfect French twist. She wore an immaculate gray pantsuit with teetering high heels. Around one of her wrists was a thick, black-metal cuff with three symbols I couldn’t make out etched in silver.

Aolians.

“There’s no need to employ your usual tactics,” the woman said to Mike.

I jerked away from him, rubbing my wrist. He didn’t try to follow.

Behind the woman stood two other men, their backs to us, looking at each person who passed. “Trent, can you handle all these people?” the woman said to one of them, and he nodded.

What the hell did these people want? No one seemed to notice any of our group. Running was my only option. Maybe I could sprint through the ones with their backs turned.

“You’ll have to forgive him, Ayami,” the woman said. “He’s used to using force to get what he wants, but I’m sure it’s not necessary.”

“How do you know my name?”

“Ayami Lore, we knew your father, and we have been looking out for you for a long time.”

“You knew my dad?”

“Of course.” Her expression smoothed, and her mouth twisted into what could have been a smile but didn’t quite make it. “Your father and I were very close.” Her voice was glassy smooth but brittle, with an undercurrent of hostility. She patted her already perfect hair. “I didn’t introduce myself, I’m Dune.” She held out her hand to shake.

I didn’t take it.

“What do you want?” I asked, but the flippancy I was going for was marred when my voice cracked.

Her smile widened sardonically as she withdrew her hand. “Well, let’s just cut to the chase shall we? I’m sure with a human as a mother, you don’t know much about our Aolian world, but . . .” she straightened an invisible wrinkle in her sleeve, “I’m sure you’re now headed to the mansion.”

I said nothing, but two halves of me warred. I didn’t know anything about Aolians and she could tell me. The other half of me repeatedly screamed Run! Mike closed in a few inches to my side as if he had heard my thoughts.

Dune studied my face before continuing. “I want you to join me,” she said. “I run an organization of Aolians, and your Talent would be particularly welcome.”

“Why?”

“Your Talent is . . . special. I’m trying to make the world a different place, a better place where Aolians can flourish. With your Talent, I can achieve that goal. I was such good friends with your father, I’m sure he would want me to help you discover everything your Talent can do.” She smiled but her eyes were flinty.

I never knew my father, but he’d told Jessie I should go to Scarborough Mansion, and this lady was freaking giving me the creeps. Whatever the mansion was, it had to be better than hanging around with her.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.” I took two steps forward, but Mike caught my arm. I tried to yank it away, but I couldn’t

“Hurry up,” Trent said. “All these people are making me nervous.”

“I’m sorry,” Dune said to me with narrowed eyes. Her demeanor changed instantly. “I can’t let Leslie or anyone else have a Colorist.”

Mike pushed me toward the front doors.

I screamed, the sound should have echoed through the glass and metal domed roof and pierced even the rumble of the hundreds of people, but no one looked up.

“No one can see or hear you,” Dune said.

And no one did. Even a police officer I could see out of the corner of my eye didn’t stop. What the hell was going on?

Anger swelled in my mind, past the fear, and consumed every thought. I closed my eyes and instead of pushing the anger away as I had before, I let it build and expand. But I didn’t know what to do next. When I opened my eyes, red saturated the world.

What had I done to make the vase explode? I reached out with my senses, trying to find something I could use.

“Be sure to cover us until we get into the cars,” Dune said to Trent.

I don’t know exactly how it happened, but the red in the room reached out, like a friend in the darkness. A rich, raw power waiting for me to claim it.

Save me, I told the red.

The massive, red metal garbage cans around the room exploded with a deafening crack that sent people screaming and running.

For a split second a red hazy cloud rose into the air, undulating and powerful. I’d never seen anything as beautiful as that pure color. It could have been my anger in visual form, swirling and lovely. Could it really be me who could control such power?

I focused on Dune and Mike and the other two men.

Come, I said.

The red, bound to metal shards, sped toward my captors with a high-pitched whistle. But then I realized what those tiny pieces of metal would do to human flesh. I had to stop it!

But once I called the color, I lost control.

What had I done?

The anger turned to horror, and I screamed, trying to warn them.

Dune realized what was happening, and instead of saving the others, she stepped between the wall and Mike, and pulled him against her, just as the shrapnel lodged in his skin.

The surprise and pain showed on Mike’s face for a brief moment before he fell to the floor, choking and writhing in pain.

I hit the ground hard on my knees, gasping for breath, as the full impact of what I’d done struck me. Three men lay in front of me. Pools of blood oozed out of their clothes, and I felt the red, dark and rich. My stomach clenched, and I tried not to be sick. I could barely stand—my body was so weak. Screams and panicked footsteps echoed. Chaos overthrew all logical thought in this place, as people ran from the explosions.

Dune didn’t spare a glance at her men on the floor. She was covered in blood, and I didn’t know if it was hers or Mike’s.

She stared at me with a look of fury and hate before she lunged at me. I leapt away from her and slipped on blood, but I caught myself before I fell. Dune tripped over one of her companions.

I didn’t know what else to do. So I ran.

Dune’s voice echoed through all the screaming and hit me like a gale.

“I will own you!”
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And then, when dusk fell, imagine the silence, the peace!

—Vincent van Gogh





I ran for the train bound for Scarborough. Screams followed me down the hall before disappearing in the distance. I jumped on the train just as the doors were closing. My clothes were splattered with blood. My skin had absorbed all the other red that had touched me, and the last thing I wanted was the blood of those men inside me.

I ducked into the bathroom before anyone noticed.

I splashed water on my face and pinkish-orange dripped back down into the sink. Even when it was gone, I scratched at my skin with my fingernails, trying to make sure none had settled into my pores. I jerked my blood-spattered clothes off and stuffed them in the garbage. The thought of any part of them touching me was too much.

And the red was there on my skin, the lines thicker, more defined and distinct. With the tip of my finger, I traced the rippling pattern. The red swarmed toward where I touched, like it longed to be used. The power of the color called out to me—screamed for me to use it somehow. I pulled on a different shirt and jeans, willing the marks to disappear.

What the hell had just happened? Why would they attack me? Tears leaked out my eyes, and I tried not to sob openly. And what had I done?

Did I kill them? Were they dead because of me?

The red! The anger overpowered, screamed out for action, and it felt so good. The strength and command were irresistible, but I’d done something awful, terrible.

I found a seat by the door. I was exhausted both mentally and physically. The rocking train tried to lull my weary body to sleep, but every movement of the people around me sent me into a panic. What if there were more of them? Or worse, what if there were more of me?

The image of blood pooling around the bodies of those men remained in front of my eyes whether I closed them or not. Could a person survive thousands of tiny metal slivers slamming into them? Had I killed three men? They were obviously going to hurt me, but I hadn’t wanted to kill them. That would be insane.

I thought of my mom, so kind and gentle, so opposite of what I’d experienced today, opposite of what I’d been today. Did she know anything about my dad? Right now she was probably getting her lessons ready for the classes in the fall. She’d once been one of the top cellists in the country, and first chair in the New York Philharmonic. She met my dad at a high society function, and they fell madly in love with each other, or so she’d said. I wasn’t quite sure of that now. Had he manipulated her into loving him?

“Next stop, Scarborough Landing,” crackled the voice over the intercom.

What would I find there? Hopefully no one trying to kill me. The people who had trained my dad would be there. Trained him to do what? Manipulate people into doing or believing whatever he wanted?

I grabbed my bag and headed to the exit. No one glanced up as the door opened and I stepped off.

The train disappeared down the track. The station was empty, with a decayed feel, like a human hadn’t worked here for years. One automated ticket machine and a bench sat next to the decrepit building. Trees surrounded the wooden-planked platform and the other side of the tracks.

My phone rang, and I dug it out of my backpack.

“Hi, Mom.” I tried to sound cheerful, even as tears threatened to spill over.

“Hi, love! How is school going?”

Hearing her voice made me feel better, even if she didn’t know about this world of Aolians. She wouldn’t be able to help me, but it was nice to have someone who didn’t know.

“School? It’s okay.” I kicked at the wooden planks of the train platform.

“Did you start your new painting yet?” She sounded so excited.

School was so far away.

“Yeah.”

“You seem distracted,” Mom said.

“Sorry, I’m just tired today,” I said—or I was just attacked by some crazy group of Aolians.

“You haven’t been staying up late have you?”

“No.”

“Hmm, well I miss you. The house just seems so empty without you here.”

“I’ve only been gone three weeks.”

“Still . . .”

“Mom? Can you tell me about Dad?” I hadn’t asked about him in a long time. I had all the time when I was young, but Mom missed him so much, I hated to bring him up. Not because she didn’t like to talk about him, but because she always felt so sad I didn’t remember him.

She paused. “What did you want to know?”

All the stuff she couldn’t tell me. How did he discover he was an Aolian? What was it like having the power to convince someone of anything? Had he ever hurt anyone?

“I don’t know. I was just wondering about him, and don’t give me that ‘he would be so proud of me and he loved me’ thing. What was he really like?” The phone shook in my hand, and I stared into the empty forest around the platform. To give my hands something to do, I put my backpack on the ground and pulled out my sketchbook. I let my hands and eyes work on a drawing while I focused on what my mother was saying.

“When you put it that way . . .” She was silent for a long moment. “How do you condense someone down, someone with a life and love and experiences and passion and fear into a full book, let alone a phone conversation? And we were only married six years. I know that seems like a long time to you, but it isn’t nearly enough time to get to know everything there is to know about someone.”

She was more right than she knew.

“But if I did have to say what he was like, well I do know he adored me, although I could never figure out why. And he had such a way with people! Even his friends saw him as the lawyer he was professionally, but they never got to see the side of him that would laugh until he cried or the one that didn’t actually like high-fashion parties and traffic. But I saw that side, when perhaps no one else did. His sides were so different—I often had a hard time reconciling the two. Maybe all of us have sides we don’t show anyone else.”

“Yeah,” I said. Maybe Aolians had two sides trying to rip them in two.

“Of course. When you come home we can talk more.”

“Okay.” So why had he left the letter with Jessie instead of my mom. He couldn’t have known we’d move to Montana, and it made more sense to give it to mom. “Mom, did dad leave anything for me? A letter or anything?”

“No, sweetie. He never could have known that he wouldn’t be there to see you grow up.”

“I know.” Jessie said he was frantic when he gave her the letter. He couldn’t have known, but why else would he have left the bracelet and opened the bank account?

“And, Aya? He loved you and would have been proud of you. And so am I.”

Would she say that if she’d seen what I did today?

“I have to run,” I said.

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

As soon as I hung up, the feeling of calm filtered away. Did I really belong in a place with other students I could hurt?

The wind rustled the leaves in the surrounding trees. Anger replaced exhaustion as I tried to see into the forest. Were there more Aolians out there, somehow able to mask their actions from others, able to stuff me into a car and drive away without anyone seeing? I’d been an Aolian all of twenty-four hours, and I’d already attacked and mangled several people and damaged who knew how many others. The anger bloomed inside me, like a blood-red rose, beautiful but with vicious thorns. Movement ran along my skin. I lifted my sleeve and the red grew and pulsed. It changed my emotions, forcing the anger to spread. My vision turned red, and I panted as I tried to take control of my body once more. But the red’s power ate at me, leached into my muscles and bones.

But with this power, I’d saved that little girl . . . and myself. But that positive glimmer did nothing to staunch the growing anger.

“Stop!” I screamed. But the fear of myself added to the other overwhelming emotions already broiling inside me.

A tree, twice as tall as me, grew on the other side of the tracks. I focused all my anger and pushed the red away from me, into the bark of the tree. This time it was different than in Grand Central. There, I’d used the red in the room, called and forced it to obey. Here, there was no red to call.

The force lifted my feet lifted off the ground and I flew backward. The back of my head slammed against the station behind me, and I gasped for breath. My pencil and sketchbook dropped out of my hands. But my emotions were sweet relief. The anger returned to a normal, manageable amount.

I had to stop losing control. Just the memory of getting attacked set me off. I didn’t even bother getting up, but lay on the hard wooden planks of the platform. What was happening to me?

Unfamiliar voices roused me from sleep.

“Grab her backpack,” a woman said. “We might have to carry her to the car. After their first few Releases, they can sleep for days. Ayami?” Someone shook my shoulder. Her voice was kind and soothing. “My name is Leslie. Your aunt called me, honey. I’m here to take you to my house.”

I sat up, groggy. “Scarborough Mansion?” I asked.

“That’s the place. Are you strong enough to stand or should I have Scott carry you to the car?”

“There’s no way anyone’s carrying me.” I slowly pushed onto my knees on the wooden platform, each movement sending a blazing pain into my head. Leslie held out her hand, and I used it to get to my feet. “Why does my whole body hurt?”

“Pain is the body’s reaction to many situations,” Leslie said. “And you’ve been through a lot, I think. The car’s just over there.” She motioned to the parking lot, but I couldn’t look away from the platform.

The blast had thrown me from the platform edge to twenty feet away, and the tree looked as though someone had shot it up with a red machine gun. The leaves were shredded, and the trunk was covered with red, like it’d been tagged with spray paint. At least it wasn’t a person.

“I want my backpack,” I said to the man. My sketchbook had landed a few feet away, and I picked it up.

“Oh, Scott can carry that for you,” Leslie said.

“I can carry it, thanks,” I said with my hand out, and Scott passed it to me.

They walked at my slow pace down a peeling wooden set of stairs to the small gravel parking lot. Weeds grew along the building. We climbed into the waiting black four-door sedan.

“The house is a fifteen-minute drive from here,” Leslie said in that same soothing voice.

I leaned on my backpack against the door, unable to keep my eyelids open. My dad said these people would teach me how to use my power. The last thing I wanted to do was lose control again. I had to know how to repress it. The horror of the past days crashed down on my consciousness, dragging me into sleep.

How was I going to survive?
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What has changed is that my life then was less difficult—less gloomy.

—Vincent van Gogh





Pain pounded against my skull when I woke. I didn’t know it was possible to be this sore. I lifted my arm above my head, testing my movement through the pain. This had to be what felt like to get hit by a train, without the pesky problem of shattered bones. Although, with how I was feeling I couldn’t be sure something valuable inside me wasn’t broken.

Unconsciousness was a respite. I wanted to climb inside sleep and have it cover me in a thick layer of fantasy.

But thirst made me feel as though I’d swallowed cotton. I flipped back the covers, and put my sore feet on the polished wooden floor.

Morning sun tried to fight its way through ruffled curtains. Gaudy images of carved fruit and leaves covered the sleigh bed where I’d slept. The rose-colored silk damask bedspread and deep carnelian-painted walls almost sent me into a panic. Too much red. No amount of light could brighten this room’s dark molding.

I wore the same clothes I’d changed into on the train. My backpack sat next to the bed, and I reached in to find my phone.

Dead, of course. How long had I been asleep? On a table in a corner, a small faced clock chimed ten.

I needed to find Leslie. I grabbed my bag and stepped out into the hallway. Had I gotten transported back to the 1890s? Wood-paneled wainscoting lined the walls to my waist. Above, delicate blue birds flew between long ropes of ivy on silk-textured wallpaper. Every few feet antique family portraits or soft landscape paintings hung on the wall in ornate frames of gold or mahogany. Pale light showed through the red and yellow glass mosaics and clear, dripping crystals that made up the wall sconces.

Leslie appeared at the hall entrance. “Ayami, I was coming to see if you’d finally woken up. How are you feeling?”

“Like someone dropped me out of a plane without a parachute,” I said.

“Ha! I know how you feel,” Leslie said. “Everyone’s first Release is an overwhelming and exhausting experience. I’m sure you’re hungry. Let’s go see if our cook has anything left over from breakfast, shall we?”

Leslie had to be in her mid-forties, with olive skin, and golden highlights in her shoulder-length hair. Her clothes were mix of practicality and elegance.

“What is this place?” I asked as we descended a wooden staircase carved with geometric patterns.

“This is Scarborough Mansion. It was my great, great grandfather’s house, built in the late 1800s with railroad money. According to everyone around it’s a bed and breakfast, but it really houses teens like you who’ve recently found they’re Aolians. It’s been beautifully restored, hasn’t it?”

“Yes.” I reached out and let my fingers drag along the smooth wood paneling. “My father came here?”

“As a matter of fact, he did. He was a little younger than me, but I still knew him. A sweet talker, I was sorry to hear about his accident.”

“I don’t remember him,” I said.

We entered a massive and modern kitchen with a walk-in refrigerator and stainless-steel appliances that didn’t match the rest of the house.

“Hi, Pat.” Leslie addressed a thin woman with graying hair who stirred some kind of batter in an industrial mixer. “This is Ayami. Do you have anything left over from breakfast? She’s been sleeping a full day.”

“I think I’ve been awake six hours in the last two days.”

“You must be starving then,” Pat said. “I’ll warm up some breakfast leftovers.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Oh no! I was supposed to call my aunt as soon as I arrived.”

“Your aunt called while you were asleep when she couldn’t reach your phone, so she knows you’re fine,” Leslie said.

We sat in the center of the kitchen at the long table that seemed to be used mostly for prep while Pat bustled around, fixing me a plate.

“I have a terrible headache,” I said. “Do you have any pain killer?”

“There’s some aspirin,” Leslie said. “But it won’t help you. Release headaches have to heal on their own; painkillers don’t help.”

“Great,” I mumbled, rubbing my temples. “So are there a few . . . kids like me here?”

“Sure, I get about a hundred to a hundred twenty-five teens during the summer. There are a hundred here now. I have eight more scheduled to arrive tomorrow, and a few more usually show up at random.”

I nodded. “Do they go back home during the school year?”

“Some do, some don’t.”

I crossed my arms on the table, resisting the urge to scratch at the red in my skin. “Do their parents know what they can do?”

“Most of our students have Aolian family members, and the ones who don’t . . . well, that really depends on the students and their parents.” She shrugged. “Every relationship is different.”

“My dad left a letter with my aunt for me, but it was pretty confusing.”

The cook placed a strawberry-topped waffle and eggs on the table in front of me, along with a tall glass of orange juice. I thanked her.

Leslie smiled. “Eat up. You’ll need your strength. Hopefully coming here will make it less confusing.”

“Does everyone make things explode like I do?” I asked.

“No, but just because you’ve only made things explode so far, doesn’t mean that’s your Talent.”

“I guess I don’t understand what my Talent is. My dad’s letter said people had a hard time resisting his words, or something.”

Leslie grabbed an apple out of the wooden bowl on the table and fiddled with the stem. “Your father was a Speaker. His Talent was more internal, with words and feelings, and, yes, he could pretty much convince anyone of anything. But you are something else entirely.”

“So each of the Talents has a specific name?” I asked.

Leslie nodded.

Dune had called me something, but I didn’t know if it was right. “What . . .What am I?” Wow, asking if I was an alien would’ve been easier.

“From what you’ve seen, what do you think?”

Red called to me and seeped into my body. Even as a small child, I’d slept with crayons instead of teddy bears. And what had Dune called me?

“Color,” I said.

Leslie nodded. “A Colorist.”

I ate my waffle in silence while Leslie spun the apple on the lacquered-wood tabletop.

“Is there any way I can turn it off?” I asked.

Leslie looked as though she were choosing her words carefully. “I’m sorry, there isn’t. I know it’s overwhelming. But soon you’ll learn to control your Talent, and it’ll get easier.”

“Is there anyone else who controls color here? I really need to talk to them.”

“We’ve never had a Colorist here. They’re extremely rare, even by Aolian standards. The last known Colorist lived over a hundred years ago.” She stared at the table, avoiding my gaze.

I gaped. A hundred years?

“This afternoon at two o’clock is an Intro to Aolians class that we recommend for all new Aolians,” Leslie said, “especially if they don’t have Aolian family members. We talk about the history and nature of Aolians and Talents. It is in the Catalily, the brick building out front and to the right. Also, tomorrow night is the Dechrua-induction ceremony. If your father were alive, no doubt he would have made a big deal out of it. When Aolians come into their Talent, they are introduced to a few members of the Aolian Council in a big ceremony. Is there anyone you’d like to invite?”

I fingered the Dechrua bracelet beneath my sleeve, feeling each of the symbols in relief on its surface.

“No, I don’t think so,” I said. Even if my mom could get a flight, I didn’t think she knew anything about Aolians, and Aunt Jessie didn’t act like she wanted to know.

“Even so, I understand some of the girls are going shopping tomorrow morning to prepare for it, if you want to join them.”

“Okay.” It might be nice to make some friends.

“Now, do you have any other questions? With the Dechrua ceremony tomorrow, I have some things I need to attend to this morning.”

Of course I had a million questions, specifics about my abilities and what other Talents could do, but I figured I’d get those answers in class. “Is there another room I can sleep in? Those red walls are too much for me.”

“Sure, we can find something else. I’ll send Samantha in to show you to a different room. I’m sure you’d like a shower.”
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“You must be Ayami,” Samantha said as I finished the last of my breakfast. She was middle aged with short brown hair and rosy skin, and she wore a blue button-up shirt that looked like a uniform without being too obvious. “Let me show you to a new space, and you can get cleaned up.”

I followed her back to the polished stairs and up to the second floor. Off to my right was the room I had woken in. Inside, the red walls seemed to pulse, and I was glad I wasn’t staying there again. Laughter echoed from one of the closed doors as we passed by.

“That’s Kendra’s room,” Samantha said with a jerk of her head toward the sound. “Everyone adores that girl.”

Next to each room was a mini whiteboard with the name of the student staying there written on it. Kendra’s was surrounded with pink stars.

Further down the hall, behind a plain wood door rose another set of stairs, smaller and less elaborate than the ones below, leading to the third level. Unlike the second floor with its oppressive, dark paneling and rich curtains, the third had bright yellow walls the color of aspen leaves in the fall.

“The Rose Room was the last available on the second floor,” Samantha said. “We’ll have to move you up here.” She led me down the narrow hallway, with doors lining each wall. “The dorm outbuilding is completely full. These were the servants’ quarters, back when this house was built. They’re much smaller and more simply furnished, but I think they feel more like home instead of a museum like the tombs downstairs.”

Tombs? Creepy.

She threw open a door. Light streamed through the huge window on the far wall and reflected along the pale green paneling. The plain wooden desk, chest of drawers, and bed fit perfectly. Above the window the ceiling slanted up where the roof met this attic. The space was small compared to the rooms downstairs, but Samantha was right.

“This is perfect.” I threw my bag onto the bed.

“Several servants would have stayed in these quarters at one time,” Samantha said, glancing around at the furniture as if to make sure everything was in order. She gave a little nod. “Let me show you the powder room.”

Who still said powder room?

The bathroom’s black-and-white octagon floor tile looked original to the house and slid next to white walls, sheer curtains at the window, and a claw-foot tub. Across the hall another bathroom was a mirror image of this one, but the tile was emerald green and white.

Samantha opened a cupboard near the tub and pulled out some white towels, a few travel bottles of hair stuff, and a comb. “We often have people show up randomly, so there are always plenty of toiletries around if you need them. You can pick up anything else you need while you’re shopping tomorrow. They’re leaving after breakfast.”

“Sure, that sounds great.”

“Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Samantha closed the door behind her.
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I peeled off my shirt and gasped. The red still flitted on the surface of my skin, but was lighter. Instead of being thick as ropes, there were only ribbons, curling and delicate.

I’d been so busy dealing with my exhaustion and hunger, I hadn’t realized the color inside me had dwindled. Anger no longer filled my every movement or burned beneath the surface like a wild animal waiting to take control. Did that mean I could not only control red, but also use what was stored inside my body? Maybe I could get rid of it all.

But it was still there, just diminished, tingling beneath my skin.

I waited for the water to get really hot before I climbed into the shower. A fine mist filled the room and clung to the windows and mirror. I hadn’t brushed my hair for a few days, so it took a while to work a comb and conditioner through the mass of auburn curls reaching down to the small of my back. The heat loosened my sore muscles and numbed my aching head. I scrubbed my body with a soapy washcloth, hoping the remaining crimson would disappear down the drain with the scalding water. My skin turned bright pink, but no amount of rubbing could erase the swirls of color churning there.

The red was like braids of ink, swirling and floating through water. The color seemed so benign, fragile even, as insubstantial as smoke. Already I had used it to save and destroy. It was so much easier to destroy.

But that was the last thing I wanted to do. I was an artist. I created. I took something empty, like paper or canvas, and gave it life. I didn’t tear things apart and hurt people.

I turned off the water and wrapped in a towel. The normal routine of getting ready was comfortable, and I tried to forget the anger and hatred. In the cupboard I found a travel-size can of mousse and worked it through my curls before brushing my teeth.

Back in my room I plugged my phone into the wall to charge. When it powered up, I sifted through my texts.

I had one from Liam.

Hey, I hope you’re feeling better.

He sent it yesterday evening, when I was passed out.

Hey! I wrote. I’m still not feeling great. Thanks for checking up on me. And thanks again for taking me home. I was pretty out of it.

Twelve voicemails popped up from Aunt Jessie. Oh, boy. I was about to call her when the phone rang.

I pushed the button. “Hi, Jess.”

“Aya?” demanded Aunt Jessie. “Why haven’t you called me back?”

“Sorry! I just woke up.”

“I was so worried even after I talked to Leslie,” Aunt Jessie said with an edge to her voice. “I saw what happened at Grand Central on the news, and just hoped you were gone by then. I never should’ve let you go alone. I’m so sorry. Those crazy terrorists!”

“Terrorists?” My voice was almost a screech. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t know! Grand Central was bombed.”

I couldn’t say anything. My heart thudded like I just sprinted a mile, and I rubbed my hand over my eyes. It was me. I was a terrorist. What happened after I ran? How many people had I hurt besides Dune and her men? I was too scared to ask.

“Aya,” Aunt Jessie said, “are you still there?”

“Yeah, I’m still here.”

“I’m just so glad you’re all right.”

“I’m fine.”

“Tell me about Scarborough Mansion,” Aunt Jessie said.

“It’s good,” I said, trying to keep my voice smooth. “But I actually have a class in a few minutes. I’ll tell you all about it later.”

“I want you to call me tomorrow to let me know how everything is going.”

“Okay.”

My hand shook, and I had a hard time pushing the end button on my phone. I’d been attacked at Grand Central, so I acted on instinct. I’d used the red in the room and retaliated. And now, when I was in a place where I was safe, were people safe with me? I couldn’t control the red. Instead it controlled me. But then again . . . it had saved me.

What was I going to tell Mom? All teens were supposed to lie to their parents, but I never could. I always thought we were in this thing together. I was the only person she had left. But somehow I didn’t think my explanation would go over well if I said, “You never knew, but Dad had special powers where he could make anyone do anything. Not only that, but he passed a different, crazy power on to me, and now I can make the color red explode and seep into my body, but it makes me lose control.”

I’d planned on staying here only a few days, but maybe that wasn’t enough. Leslie said other teens stayed here for the summer and during the school year. My art scholarship ran out at the end of the summer, so I couldn’t stay here after that.

I let out a deep breath. So much had happened, I wouldn’t be able to process it for a month. I checked my phone. It was time to go, but I stalled—the prospect of meeting some of the others from this place was daunting. Instead I drew the book with Van Gogh’s self-portrait on the cover out of my backpack. I had never noticed it before, but his melancholy eyes seemed to follow me no matter what angle I held it. For a fleeting moment, I longed to be with him, painting lilies and peasants in a field.

I laid the book on the desk and trudged downstairs.
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Painting comes easier to me than I imagined, and perhaps the right course would be to put all my effort into it, toiling away at a brush before anything else.

—Vincent van Gogh





The classroom wasn’t set up with all the chairs in neat rows facing the front. Instead there were about two-dozen seats with pop-up desks on their sides arranged in a horseshoe shape with a table and whiteboard at the front. I took a seat facing the door. Fifteen or so other kids filtered in. We all seemed about the same age.

Leslie came in promptly at two o’clock, carrying a huge stack of books and with a guy following close behind her. She sent around a black marker and a stack of Hello My Name Is stickers before taking a seat. I wanted to write something ridiculous like Wonder Woman or Gandalf, but I decided I should at least try to stay on Leslie’s good side.

“Hey, suckas!” the guy said as he placed a folder with a gold seal in front of each of us. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties, with jeans, a short beard, and a T-shirt that said, Einstein was an idiot, on the front. “Welcome to Scarborough Mansion, nickname Scar Mansion. I’m supposed to give you all the usual welcome talk so . . . I’m Danny blah, blah, blah, and we’re so happy, blah, blah, blah.”

“Danny . . .” Leslie said in a warning voice, and she stood up. “Everyone this is Danny. I wanted to let him do our introduction because some of you will be working with him to control your Talents.”

He waved her down, and I had the feeling he was the only one Leslie would let do that.

“Yes, I will be working with some of you,” Danny said. “Now, this folder should tell you everything you need to know about living at Scar Mansion, so we can skip to the fun parts. Read what’s in your folder about the boring stuff like meals and workshop times. Any questions so far?” Two hands went up. “No? Good. Let’s move on.”

“But, sir . . .” said one of the others.

“Read the paperwork, and then if you have a question, ask, but don’t expect me to spoon feed you. I want to talk about Talents.”

Leslie seemed like she was trying to relay some message to him without talking. Probably something like, Stop being a jerk.

It didn’t work.

“So moving on,” Danny said. “Each of you is here because you have discovered you’re an Aolian, A.K.A. Talent. Both of those are just fancy names for someone who can do special things ‘normal’ people can’t do, although normal is definitely relative.” He sauntered back and forth in the center of the horseshoe while he spoke, his hands clasped behind his back. “You’re lucky, or unlucky. A specific genetic and circumstantial combination of events led to someone, like you, realizing they’re an Aolian. Our research shows less than a tenth of a percent of the population have the genetic predisposition. But that alone doesn’t guarantee you’ll become an Aolian. That only occurs when you find the occupation or skill you’re meant to do—that you were destined to be. It’s a wonderful gift. Some people wander their whole lives not knowing what they should be or do, so they do nothing and become nothing. But you’ve found what you’re meant to be, and you’ve found it while you’re still young enough for the genetics to change you from someone who has the ability to become an Aolian into someone who is an Aolian.”

“You have to be young to be an Aolian?” a guy labeled Preston asked.

“No,” Danny said. “You have to be young to become an Aolian. After a certain age people are too stuck in their ways and ideas, and they can no longer become Aolian.”

“Why?” I asked.

“We’re not sure,” Danny said. “Aolians manipulate the world around them in some way. After a certain point, we think people reject these occurrences. Most Aolians call the use of their abilities a Release. The first few Releases are exhausting, but practice your Talent and you’ll get stronger. The Releases won’t use any less energy, but you’ll be strong enough to work without tiring.”

“It just seems like magic to me,” said a girl whose nametag read Jana. I agreed with her.

“It might seem that way. Historical folklore is saturated with Talent abilities that could’ve been seen as magic,” Danny said. “Even our name Aolian, comes from the Greek god of wind. As far as we can tell, Aolian did exist, but he was just a man with a Talent. Many worshiped him, and others like him, as gods. But it’s really much more grounded than that. Talents seem to intuitively manipulate the outside world or the people around them in ways that we’re only starting to understand on a scientific and molecular level. Each Talent is so different and affects the environment in distinct ways—we have to study each one individually.”

“Like lab rats,” I said.

Danny chuckled.

Leslie stood. “Well, thank you Danny. Your introduction gets more . . . colorful every time I hear it.”

He shrugged and left the class without a word. Leslie shook her head ever so slightly as she watched him leave.

She turned back to us. “Hi, everyone.” She handed a thick textbook entitled Aolians and Another World to each of us. “This book contains some information that you will all find useful while learning to deal with being an Aolian. Guard this carefully, and when you leave the mansion, please return it.”

I flipped open to the table of contents.

Sections:

1—What makes an Aolian?

2—Why we stay hidden from the rest of the world

3—Classifications of Talents

Lifian

Corticum

4—Subcategories

Intrapersonal

Extra-Hominum

Sapient

Animantic

Terraformer

Elemental

5—The Aolian Council

“Danny gave an overview of chapter one,” Leslie said. “Take a minute to glance over the rest. I’ve found over the years that no matter where I try to begin, everyone is reading chapter three.” She flipped open a well-worn copy of the book. “So, let’s go ahead and start there, and then we can move on.”

Leslie put an exact replica of the table in our book on the screen at the front of the classroom. “Aolians are divided into two separate classifications. The first is Talents who can influence anything alive: animals, humans, and insects. They are called Lifians. The second classification is called Corticum, or those who can influence nonliving things. I know the vocabulary can be tricky at first, but you’ll get it soon enough. I have an easy way to remember which word is which. The first, Lifian, is an ancient word for life, so that is easier. Corticum is a little trickier. It is an ancient word for heart. In those times, people didn’t understand what was going on in the Aolian process, so they called anyone who could manipulate a nonliving object or item as giving it a heart to animate it.”

It was a weird idea to think of giving the color red a heart to make it alive. Maybe the description worked better with some of the other Talents. Did the red travel with my blood and circulate through my heart? Or did it reside somewhere else?

“Each of those classifications is broken down into separate subcategories,” Leslie went on. “Lifian has four subcategories: Intrapersonal, Extra-Hominum, Sapient, and Animantic.”

Each new word she said flashed up onto the screen.

“Sapient is the easiest to define and the most difficult to detect. It is when someone’s intelligence and/or skill levels reach Aolian proportions. Basically, they are super smart in a field of study like math, physics, engineering, computer programming or other areas.”

Was there a Sarcastic Sapient? Because I could totally do that.

“Intrapersonal Talents can only influence themselves,” Leslie said. “Let’s take invisibility because it is easy for us to understand. If someone is strictly Intrapersonal, they can turn only themselves invisible. Extra-Hominum can affect those around them but not themselves. This would mean a person could turn someone else invisible. But often Talents don’t fit into exact subcategories. Two people might have the same talent, but it will manifest in different ways. The next category is Animantic. Animantics are Talents who can alter the behavior in animals.”

“What? There are Talents who can control animals?” I said. “That’s totally cool.”

Leslie nodded. “Yes, so sticking with our theme of invisibility, this would mean a Talent could turn an animal invisible. But that’s not usually a thing. Most of the time, an Aolian can either communicate with and/or control animals.”

“The next classification is simpler. It deals with the Talents who can manipulate nonliving objects or materials. Elementals work with earth-element processes that are above ground, such as weather or music or chemistry. Terraformers work with anything below ground, including metals or earthquakes. Page twenty-four lists all the known Talents.”

I read down through the list. No wonder so many of earth’s ancient cultures believed in magic and gods. There was some crazy stuff on this page, not just Aolians who could control animals, but some who control water or plants or could heal or cook. Cooking was a Talent?

“The list consists of over seventy Talents that can be divided further into one hundred thirty-six. Research shows that a tiny percent of humans have the ability to become Aolians. That’s still seven hundred thousand possible people. We estimate only about half of those people with the potential to become Aolian actually do.”

“Three hundred fifty thousand Aolians?” a boy named Jason said from across the room. “That seems like a lot to me.”

“Yes, that number does seem huge, doesn’t it?” Leslie said. “But then you have to remember they are spread among seven billion people around the world. We never really know if our numbers are even close to right, because some Aolians hide their Talents. If each country had an equal population, it would mean each country in the world would only have roughly eighteen hundred Talents. That doesn’t seem like as many, does it? Statistically, the ratio of Aolians to humans is consistent across the populations. Are there any questions?”

“What are these symbols off to the side?” Jason asked.

“Each Classification and Talent has its own symbol, mostly from ancient cultures,” Leslie said. “We will see more about this at the Dechrua ceremony tomorrow.”

“My Talent isn’t on this list,” I said.

“We’ll have to update our book, won’t we?” Leslie smiled at me, but there was something tight about the expression. “Your Talent is so rare, we weren’t sure it existed. With how fragmented history tends to be, there may even be Talents that we don’t even know existed that will never be again.”

Yup, I was a freak among freaks.

I would’ve rather had information, something I could read over and know what I was capable of, than to have a Talent no one else’d had in a hundred years.

Leslie glanced at the clock. “A few more things about the classifications before its time to go. The more sub-classifications a Talent includes, the more valuable and rare they become. So in sticking with Invisibility, some Talents can only turn themselves invisible. Others can turn objects invisible. Some can turn someone else invisible. Being able to do one of these is amazing, but being able to do two or three is truly phenomenal. Aolians almost never cross the boundary between Lifian and Corticum: the living and the nonliving. The two are too different. I’m sure you guys have questions, but the best thing to do is take the textbook and read it. Aya, we’ll just have to wait and see what happens with your Talent.”

“What is your Talent?” a girl with the nametag Claire asked.

“I’m a Colorist,” I said.

The others stared blankly back at me, and Claire finally said, “Oh.”

I’m sure it sounded like a kid playing with crayons. I only wished it were.

“After you’ve read through the materials if you have any questions, come talk to me. We’ll meet back here again next Monday at nine.”
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Shrieks of laughter greeted me as I descended the stairs the next morning to go to the mall. Three girls waited for me.

“Hi, you must be Ayami,” one of the girls said, breaking away from the group.

“Yes,” I said. “I usually go by Aya.”

“Aya. That’s an unusual name. I’m Kendra. Welcome to the Academy for Freaks.”

Kendra was a little shorter and quite a bit curvier than me, with smooth mahogany skin, a bright smile, and her hair spiraling in every direction. Her tight, black jeans, white T-shirt, and red heels screamed a level a fashion to which I’d never be able to aspire.

“Thanks?” I said.

“I just call it like it is,” Kendra said with a smile. “This is Cate and Daria.”

Both the other girls smiled, although I wasn’t sure if they were actually friendly. Cate’s expression looked like she’d eaten some kind of hairy insect.

“You’re beautiful,” Kendra said. “I like your hair.”

I choked in surprise. Was she serious? “Thanks?” I said again.

“I make it a point to never think a compliment without saying it out loud,” Kendra said offhandedly.

Who is this girl?

“Let’s go,” Daria said opening the big French doors to the outside.

“Shotgun!” Cate yelled.

We climbed into a small white car with Kendra in the driver’s seat.

“So, where are you from?” Kendra asked me.

“Montana,” I said.

“Montana!” Cate shrieked. “But you seem so normal. Do you ride a horse to school?”

I laughed for a few moments until I realized she was serious. Did they all think that?

“I used to,” I said trying to compose my expression, “but I found if I lasso an eagle to my moose I can get there even faster.”

Cate stared at me like I’d sprouted wings.

Kendra laughed. “She lives in Montana, not the eighteen hundreds.”

“Well, how was I supposed to know?” Cate grumbled, turning her back on me.

The twenty-minute ride to the mall seemed like an hour as I listened to the girls chat about people I knew nothing about, presumably at the “Academy for Freaks.” Instead, I couldn’t stop thinking about Grand Central and Dune. Why did she want me? So my Talent was rare, but there was a ton of other stuff on that list that would be more valuable than a painter who could move color.

“Aya, did you hear me?” Cate asked.

I started. “No, I’m sorry, did you say something?”

“I said, Andy and I totally have been texting for months.”

“Okay?” I wondered why on earth this had anything to do with me.

“Cate’s just hinting Andy is hers, so hands off,” Daria said.

Apparently the girls at the Academy for Freaks were exactly like regular high school girls, only scarier, because they had hidden and terrifying abilities.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

“Well, we can always hope Andy keeps it in mind, too,” Kendra said in a mischievous tone.

“Oh, he will,” Cate said tossing her shoulder-length honey-colored hair and glaring at me.

“Really, dating anyone here is about the last thing on my mind,” I said. Except for maybe Liam, but no one needed to know about him. Already the drama was hurting my head. The red beneath my skin tingled. I let out a sigh of relief when we pulled into the mall parking lot.

I wanted to ask them about their Talents, but I just couldn’t do it. What if they asked me about mine? I had no idea what I would say to them.

The mall was small, matching the size of Scarborough, but it still had plenty of stores to look through.

“You do realize it’s summer outside don’t you?” Cate asked as I picked up pretty much the only long-sleeved shirt I’d seen.

My face burned under her scrutiny. “I like long sleeves, even in summertime,” I lied, but she still stared at me. “My skin burns even in the shade, so it’s a small price to pay.” At least that was true. I don’t know why I didn’t just say the real reason. Kendra, Cate, and Daria were Aolians also, but I didn’t want them to know about my skin. I found my size and bought every color they had of the long sleeve T-shirts and threw in some jeans. Forget comfortable shorts, I’d just overheat for the rest of the summer.

“So, what are you wearing to the ceremony tonight?” Kendra asked me.

I glanced down at the clothes I had on. “You mean something besides this?”

Kendra looked scandalized. “You can’t wear that! Didn’t anyone tell you this is a big deal?” She turned to the other girls. “What are you all wearing?”

“My mom and I looked for three months before we found the perfect dress,” Cate said.

“We bought my outfit in New York a few weeks ago,” Daria said.

I peeked in my shopping bags, trying to see if there was anything Kendra would think was good enough.

“Let me see.” She took my bag and sifted through my purchases, wrinkling her nose at what she saw. “Why didn’t you buy anything cute?”

I laughed at that. Because I am more concerned with covering the red than anything else. Kendra was so genuine, I couldn’t help but like her.

“What do you think I should wear?” I asked.

“Yay!” Kendra said with little girl delight. “I thought you’d never ask!”

In a few minutes she had me inside a store with no fewer than five outfits picked out for me to try on, but she abandoned them all when she found the dress.

“This is perfect,” she said. “The deep emerald will be lovely with your dark-red hair and green eyes.”

She was right. It even had long sleeves but was very short. I bought some black leggings to cover the red on my legs, and some black heels just because I could. After all, they said tonight was a big deal.

“I think we’re all set!” Kendra said, as if it were her duty to make everyone as fashionable as she was.

We passed a bookstore, and in the window I noticed a cover bearing Van Gogh’s self-portrait in the window—a different book than the one I had already.

“I’m gonna check something out real quick,” I said to the others as they walked toward an accessories shop. Kendra waved in acknowledgment.

The familiar art section greeted me, with books on various artists and time periods. Amongst Rembrandt, Da Vinci, and Monet, I found him, Van Gogh. The first book I picked up displayed the self-portrait Van Gogh did after he cut off his own ear. The bandage was wrapped around his head, giving the hint of something missing, but sparing the viewer the gory sight. Was it me or did Van Gogh paint the whites of his eyes red on purpose? Did he know how it felt to lose control?

Beside the biographies was a thick paperback, with the self-portrait of Van Gogh in a swirling blue suit with a matching background staring out: The Letters of Vincent van Gogh. I flipped it open to a random page and read the first paragraph that caught my eye.

“Well, even in these depths of misery I felt my energy revive & said to myself, I shall get over it somehow, I shall set to work again with my pencil, which I had cast aside in my deep dejection, & I shall draw again, & ever since I have had the feeling that everything has changed for me, & now I am in my stride & my pencil has become slightly more willing & seems to be getting more so by the day. My over-long & over-intense misery had discouraged me so much that I was unable to do anything.”

I bought both books on the spot: the biography with the self-portrait on the front and the compilation of the letters he wrote.

We stopped to get smoothies, and Cate and Daria flirted with the guy working there. I sat on a bench in the middle of the walkway facing a jewelry shop and a department store. Kendra came to sit by me.

“Just ignore Cate,” Kendra said. “She has low self-esteem and feels the need to make fun of others to make herself feel better.”

“Wow, that’s honest,” I said.

“Like I said, I call it like it is,” Kendra said.

“So what’s—” I started to ask, but the whole wall of televisions in the department store caught my eye. Every screen was tuned to one of those twenty-four-hour news stations. Black-and-white security footage showed a wide angle of Grand Central station.

I knew what was going to happen, but I couldn’t look away. The glass wall obscured the sound, but the newscaster’s words scrolled along the bottom of the screen for the hearing impaired.

“If you are just joining us, we are live outside Grand Central Station in New York City, and have received a statement from the FBI and the Department of Home Land Security,” the caption read. “It states, ‘On Thursday, there was an attack on Grand Central Station in New York City. Bombs were placed in several areas in the main terminal, and security footage shows each bomb ignited at precisely the same moment.’”

“Are you okay?” Kendra asked.

The words crawled across the screen, and I didn’t answer her, in case I missed anything. I could barely make out my own image, blurry and small on the far wall of Grand Central. It didn’t look like I was being attacked. The same thirty seconds of security footage ran constantly in a small box off to the right of the reporter. Over and over, I watched the explosion I created and the panic that ensued after.

“No one was killed. Three were severely injured by shrapnel from the explosion and are in critical condition. Twenty more were injured as they attempted to flee the scene.

“Three radical terrorist groups have stepped forward, claiming a hand in this bombing. The Department of Homeland Security is working closely with the FBI and the NYPD to find the responsible parties and bring them to justice for the American people.’ Again this is the statement from the Department of Homeland Security. CWO News reached out for additional information, but the Department of Homeland Security stated they couldn’t comment on an ongoing investigation. Live from Grand Central here in New York City, I’m Sarah Miller. Back to you, Ashley.”

Ashley appeared inside the studio. “Thank you, Sarah.” The footage continued to play again and again in the box. “After the break, we have terrorism expert Neil Trantor here to talk about the implications of this attack.”

A commercial for cold cereal in a bright red box blinked on the screen.

“Aya,” Kendra said, “what’s wrong? Was that Grand Central on the TV . . . ?” Her voice faded away.

I couldn’t speak. So many emotions boiled inside me. Relief first. I hadn’t killed anyone. Then disgust, hatred for Dune, and the most vivid of them all: anger. Would I hurt someone—someone who wasn’t attacking me—if I lost control again? What if I’d killed those men? Only a few days ago, all I wanted to do was be an artist. I turned my face down so I didn’t have to look into Kendra’s eyes, but I let out a gasp when I saw my hands.

I hadn’t even noticed we’d sat on a red bench. Surrounding my hand in a foot-wide diameter, the plastic surface was bleached bone white. I jerked my hand up and the red disappeared into my skin before spreading throughout my body.

Instantly, my emotions exploded, flaring like an out-of-control forest fire. I couldn’t breathe as red permeated my vision. I fell to my hands and knees, trying to get away from it.

As soon as my skin hit the checkered floor, tiny tendrils of red made their way from the tile toward me. I couldn’t stop them.

Kendra jerked me to my feet, and the red stopped chasing me.

“Come on,” Kendra whispered, dragging me along by the arm. “I don’t know what’s happening, but you need to calm down.”

Everything was red, the storefronts, the lights, the walls, everything.

“So much red,” I said. “Why does the world have so much red?”

“Come on!” Kendra jerked me down a hallway that doubled as a maintenance/emergency exit and pushed me against the wall. “Look at me.”

I couldn’t. Her ruby-colored face terrified me.

“Look at me!” she screamed.

The red pulsed beneath my skin, aching to overpower any obstacle. “I can’t control . . .”

“Calm down,” she said. “You can control it. It doesn’t control you. Push it down, create a place deep inside you where it can live.”

“I can’t. It’s too powerful.”

“You can!” Kendra said. “You must.”

It was too much. Too much power to hold inside my frail mix of bones and blood. I was weak compared to it. I had to escape. No, I had to set the power free.

“Wait!” Kendra shouted.
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Hold on to what you have, Theo, my boy, brother whom I love.

—Vincent van Gogh





Kendra grabbed my hand, and as her fingers touched my skin, a ripple of excruciating pain ripped through me. I gasped as my knees buckled and I hit the ground. Crippling agony swallowed me whole.

The pain was so severe, my vision popped with white flashbulbs. Kendra released my hand. The pain halted, but it left me panting. The world was still red, but for the moment the anger was paralyzed. I rolled onto my back. Kendra stood over me, looking horrified.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know what to do.”

“H—how did you do that?” My voice shook.

Kendra put her hand out to help me to my feet. I took it reluctantly, but it didn’t cause pain again.

“We’re all Talented, you know,” Kendra said quietly. “Are you okay?”

I stared at her in horror and awe. “I could’ve killed you!”

“I know. I saw it in your eyes. Let’s get going. The others will wonder where we’ve gone.”

We found the nearest exit and hit the heat of the parking lot outside. A headache even worse than the one I had at the train station blazed inside my skull, like my brain would disintegrate and ooze out my ears. Even though my moment of panic had passed, the red under my skin screamed to get out. When would I lose control again?

We arrived at the car at the same time as Cate and Daria.

“Where’d you guys go?” Cate said. “That smoothie guy was so hot. He asked for my number.”

“We were bored of watching you flirt,” Kendra said. “Aren’t you with Andy now?”

“Nothing’s official.” Cate pouted, obviously wanting us to ask her about what the smoothie guy said, but I sure wasn’t in the mood to humor her. Kendra didn’t ask either.

I thought maybe Kendra would mention what happened, but she didn’t say a word. I was grateful.

The ride back was silent, except for the occasional annoyed sigh from Cate.

Which made it awkward when I asked out of the blue, “So, what are your Talents?” The silence deepened for several long moments. “Or you don’t have to tell me?”

Cate turned to me and waggled her eyebrows. “I don’t mind you knowing, but I like to surprise people the first time they see it.”

“Oh, okay,” I said.

Kendra didn’t say anything, but I already knew what her Talent was, kind of.

“Thanks, guys.” I hopped out of the car when we returned back to Scar Mansion. I couldn’t wait to get back to the seclusion of my room.

“Hey,” Kendra said jogging up beside me on the brick path to the front door. “How about I meet you at your room, and we can go down to Dechrua together?”

“That sounds great,” I said. “Thanks . . . for everything.”
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I lay on my bed, staring at my new books about Van Gogh. Van Gogh’s earless self-portrait peered at me from the cover, and I imagined myself without an ear. Man, I was being creepy. Van Gogh’s self-portraits seemed so strong, but the words of his biography revealed how fragile he’d really been. He was virtually unknown during his lifetime, and his constant state of poverty took its toll on his health and familial relationships so that he had to be institutionalized.

It was hard to concentrate with my head pounding as if it were trying to force the red out of my skull. Never in my life had I been so powerless. Was this what it was like to go mad, to have no control over what you feel and do? Did Van Gogh feel something like this?

I turned each page, studying the work Van Gogh created. I put myself in each painting or drawing. I imagined myself how Van Gogh would paint me, never softening a line or dimming down my faults. I sat next to him in his self-portraits, I perched on the edge of his bed in his room at the institution. I leaned over his shoulder as he painted the sunflowers or night scenes. My real world mixed with his paint in stunning snakes of thick color, harsh but painfully lovely, and those swirls of pigment somehow seemed more real than anything I’d seen with my eyes.

 

A pounding on the door forced me out of unconsciousness.

“Aya! Are you ready?”

My head ached and my eyes itched as though they been super-glued shut for days. I fumbled for the door handle.

Kendra stepped in, dressed sharply as a runway model, with a red pencil skirt and glittering black top. Her spiraling curls and makeup were impeccable.

“What are you doing?” she said exasperated. “Don’t you know what time it is? You’re not ready?”

“Sorry! I fell asleep.”

“You have exactly fifteen minutes to be downstairs.”

I rubbed my eyes, trying to wake up, and then rummaged in my bag to find my new dress.

After a moment of silence, Kendra said, “Hey, I’m sorry about what I did today. I didn’t know what else to do.”

I rubbed my arm where her touch had burned. “I’m glad you did. I could’ve really hurt you . . . .”

“I haven’t felt it, but those who experience my Release say it’s excruciating.”

“Yeah, remind me not to make you angry.” I tore the tags off my new dress. “But thanks for being there for me today.”

“By the way, there is a dance-slash-party after the ceremony, you know, after all the parents leave.”

“Party? I’m not so sure about that.”

“Come on! It’ll be fun.”

“I really don’t think I should.”

Kendra frowned. “I know finding out you’re an Aolian is a lot to take in, but that doesn’t mean that you have to do it by yourself. One of the reasons we come here is to be with others. Believe me, it’s nice not feel so alone.”

“I took on so much red today.” I said. “What if I lose control, and hurt someone?”

“You’re with a bunch of Aolians,” Kendra said. “Chances are you’ll get hurt by someone else. But you can’t hide in this room forever.”

“I thought it was a good plan,” I mumbled.

“Well, it’s not. There’ll be cute gu—ys. Come on! Don’t make me beg, because kneeling down would totally rip my outfit. But I will.” She clasped her hands and dramatically pretended to find a way to kneel in her tight skirt.

“No begging! I can’t handle begging.” I laughed. Maybe going to a party would take my mind off things. “Okay, I’ll come.” I began touching up my makeup. “You seem to know a lot about Aolians.”

“My mom and grandma are Aolians, so I grew up expecting it.”

“Must be nice, not waking up one day to have the world completely different.”

“I’m often jealous of non-Aolians who don’t know about our world.” Kendra sat on the edge of my bed and folded her legs up beneath her. “So . . . did you do that at Grand Central?”

My throat constricted. “Was it that obvious?”

Kendra shrugged. “What happened?”

“I was just on my way here . . . .” I told her the whole story about getting attacked. “I don’t understand, though. No one saw me. Like a cop just walked past,” I said. “Hair up or down?”

“Down. Maybe they didn’t see you. Those people probably had a Silencer with them.”

“A Silencer?”

“It’s a Talent. There are many different kinds. They deaden the senses—sight, sound, touch, taste, and hearing. Some can silence only one sense and others can mask more than one. Some can project on a group of people, some can’t.”

“It really freaked me out.”

“Get used to it. I’ve been around Aolians my whole life, and they still freak me out. Are you going to get dressed or what? We’re in a time crunch here.”

I was ready, but my dress sat next to Kendra on the bed. Why was I so worried about people seeing my skin? Kendra already knew more than anyone else about what’d happened.

I caught up the cuff of my sleeve and pulled it up to my elbow.

Kendra gasped. “What’s that?” She reached to touch the red lines, now thick and dark, swirling along my skin. I jerked my arm back, unable to let her touch me.

Realization dawned on her face. “That bench today? That’s what happened?”

I nodded. “I can feel it, there, underneath my skin.” I couldn’t believe I showed her, but she didn’t seem to be scared or repulsed.

Even as we watched, the color changed and moved, like slow waves on a beach. “I’ve never seen anything like it, and I’ve met a lot of Aolians,” Kendra said. “Why don’t you want anyone to see? It looks so cool.”

I pulled my sleeve back down over the red. “I just don’t.” I took off my shirt and slid the emerald-green dress over my head. Kendra zipped it up, and I stared in the mirror that hung on the inside of one of the closet doors.

The dress was perfect with long sleeves and a high collar. The tight bodice flared gently at the waist into the skirt. It was simple and elegant and I loved it.

I slipped on my leggings and heels. “I don’t think I could pull anything like that off,” I said waving to her pencil skirt and sequined top. “I don’t know how you do.”

“You mean because I’m fat?” Kendra said.

I gawked at her. “Of course not!”

“It really doesn’t bother me, you know. If people don’t want to be my friend because I weigh more than them, that’s their problem.”

I stared at her, impressed with her candor. “That’s not what I meant at all,” I said. “I just don’t think I have ever worn anything that sparkly in my whole life.”

“You’re crazy.”

I laughed. “If you say so. Let’s go.”
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“How did I not know this was back here?” I said as we entered a beautiful courtyard through a set of double French doors. A pool shimmered blue and reflected the azure sky. Ivy dripped from stone archways and stretched across the cobblestone walks. In the distance, dense trees obscured what lay beyond.

“Next time, you should check out the brochure before you make a summer-long reservation,” Kendra said.

“I’ll try to remember that.”

Beyond the pool was a wide open, grassy knoll with three hundred or so chairs set up in front of a temporary stage. Perfectly trimmed lawns pushed against flowerbeds that were wild and manicured at the same time. Adults and students alike chatted and greeted each other like old friends, hugging and finding seats. Scott, the guy who had picked me up from the train station, stood at the entrance, checking names off a clipboard and looking grumpy.

Scott squinted at me and made another check on the list. I slid past him but he stopped me.

“How has your first day been?” he asked. His gaze continued to dart around to all the entering guests and students.

I shrugged. “Fine.”

He nodded and finally looked at my face. “Just be careful, okay?” He seemed like he meant it.

“I will,” I said.

“There are my parents! Come on.” Kendra pulled me over to a group near the stage. “Aya, this is my grandmother, my mom, and my dad.” She hugged a tiny woman with wrinkles covering her face, and I could instantly see where Kendra got her fashion sense. All four of them were impeccably dressed, but her grandmother outshined them all in a pink, sleeveless dress that looked lovely against her dark skin.

“It’s nice to meet you, Aya,” Kendra’s mother said, hugging her daughter. “It’s time you girls went and sat down.”

“We sit in the front,” Kendra said, and we found seats with our names on them, along with a program. Unfortunately, we weren’t together, and I didn’t know the students on either side of me. Kendra turned and winked at me as Leslie rose and approached the microphone, and I grinned back at her.

“Welcome, everyone,” Leslie said, and the talking crowd quieted. Behind her on a giant screen, a massive dragon blew fire, and I recognized it from our textbook as the symbol of all Aolians. “Tonight we celebrate Dechrua. For new Aolians, it marks a beginning. For some it’s another step in their journey. And for others who are done with this place, it is a move to their own new beginnings. This ceremony has been held every year for the last sixty years. Dechrua takes place in many countries across the world in an attempt to include and accept all Aolians and provide a safe place for them to learn about their powers, history, and duty. Tonight, we are fortunate enough to have with us ten members of the Aolian Council.”

“Ten?” the girl behind me murmured. “I’ve never seen so many of the council at a Dechrua.”

“Max Muller from Germany,” Leslie said. A fit man in his forties, in a gray suit stood and bowed. “Riya Bal from India.” A beautiful woman in a stunning red sari inclined her head.

Leslie introduced all ten, from all over the world, from Africa to the Philippines. Seeing them up there, some in suits and others in native dress, I realized how big this was. Aolians weren’t just in New York City or Connecticut; they were everywhere. Leslie introduced the last Council Member as Peter Nkrumah from Ghana, the keynote speaker.

He stood and approached the microphone in pressed white linen pants and an orange tunic that reached his knees. Elaborate embroidery was sewn down the center of his shirt in geometric patterns.

“Thank you,” he said to Leslie, in a deep, melodious voice. His accent was soothing and musical and powerful. “Tonight it falls to me to welcome the newest Aolians in our Dechrua ceremony. With Dechrua, we celebrate the union of Aolians across the globe. For thousands of years, Aolians contended not only with the humans who feared us, but we fought also against ourselves. So much Aolian blood was spilt in squabbles with each other. We were not unified. It wasn’t until Aolians almost destroyed the planet, humans and Aolians alike, in the last world war that we realized we needed peace just as much as the humans did.”

Aolians added to World War II? From what I’d seen of myself, humans had every right to fear us. Why did he talk about them as if we weren’t a part of them? Weren’t we still technically human?

“So the council was created,” he continued, “a brilliant meshing of hundreds of languages, cultures, and abilities. This peace has allowed Aolians to flourish within our own communities. Our abilities have gotten stronger with our mentoring program. Today is Dechrua, the beginning. For the new Aolians it symbolizes entering this world, this community, and this life. For those who still work toward mastering their abilities, it is still the beginning. Each day, we start again, and choose what we will do, what we will be. That choosing determines our destiny.”

He stopped then, and his gazed flickered over those of us in the front row. “We created the council and structured institutions, like this one, where Aolians can learn to control their Talents. Aolians are now a worldwide organization.”

He gave Leslie a nod over his shoulder, and Leslie flipped a white cloth off the table.

“Aolians have long since had symbols attached to their powers. Often people worshiped us as gods or killed us as devils. These symbols have filtered through cultures and been framed with new meanings. But we remember. Certain Talents have thrived in specific cultures and geographic locations. We have taken these symbols from across the world, from their countries of origin and created a global education system, using our own history as a base.”

“We speak many languages, have diverse cultures and backgrounds, but we are all united as Aolians. Every new Aolian receives this,” he reached down and removed a glistening metal band from the table, “when they come into their powers. As they master the many facets of their Talent, symbols are etched into this cuff. Tonight the new Aolians will become a part of the united whole.”
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I don’t invent the whole of painting; on the contrary, I find it ready-made—but to be untangled—in the real world.

—Vincent van Gogh





The audience erupted into cheers. Councilor Nkrumah flashed a brilliant smile and said, “Let us begin!”

The crowd cheered again and Councilor Nkrumah took his seat.

“Now to bestow the cuffs,” Leslie said into the microphone, “Silvina Luna from Argentina. Initiates, please stand.”

The boy and girl on either side of me stood, and I woodenly joined them.

A short woman with dark skin and bright blue eyes stepped forward and read the first name. “Rachel Kipling, Animantic.” The screen behind the woman changed from the image of a dragon to that of a lion. The pixie-like girl with a pale face moved forward and held out her arm. The councilwoman snapped on a silver cuff bracelet.

“Jeremy South, Medici.” A tall boy with olive skin crossed the stage. The screen behind him flickered and the symbol switched to the outline of a hand with a swirl turning into its depths.

“Crystal Schofield, Rokas.” The symbol switched to a volcano erupting.

I was almost at the end of the line, and we turned so I could no longer see the people or the symbols.

There were fifteen of us, new to this world. I stumbled as I took one of the stairs up to the platform. The lights here were too bright and obscured the audience.

“Ayami Lore, Colorist,” Leslie said. The faces of all the council members swiveled toward me. I took several shaky steps forward toward Leslie, whose smile was the only thing that kept me moving. I raised my right arm, and Leslie snapped on the thick, metal cuff over the tight sleeve of my dress. I looked at the screen behind us to see what my symbol was.

The thick line of the circle was divided like a color wheel, within the circle was the hexagon, and within the hexagon was a triangle, and the triangle was further divided into three. The triangle contained red, yellow and blue and pointed to the corresponding colors on the color wheel. The negative space left by the triangle within the hexagon were the tertiary colors: orange, purple, and green. A colorless version was etched into the center of my cuff.

I crossed to the other side of the stage, passing the council members. Each bowed their head toward me in a way I didn’t remember them doing to the ones who came before. Perhaps they knew my father. I stepped out of the light, and my legs shook so badly walking down the stairs, I had to grab hold of the railing to keep from falling. Maybe heels weren’t the best idea. I found my seat, and Kendra gave me another wink.

I stared down at the silver on my wrist. This one didn’t slide around like my father’s but was comfortably tight. Liam worked with metal; maybe he could adjust my father’s to fit me.

After we had all received our bracelets, Leslie returned to the podium. “As Aolians progress in the study of their Talents, additional symbols are added to their cuffs. The first symbol is the one representing their Talent. The next two are the classification and sub-classification. Only when their mentor feels they have progressed to utilize all the abilities within their Talent are students awarded the Aolian symbol of the dragon. The awarding of the dragon is rare and has only been achieved at this school ten times.”

I touched the cuff under my sleeve, the object symbolizing my father’s beginning long ago. The raised symbol of the dragon grazed my fingers.

“We will continue the awards for those Aolians who have progressed in their studies.” Leslie said. Behind me a line of students stood and walked up the stairs of the stage. “Cate Womack, Intrapersonal.” The screen flashed with a circle with a spiral in the middle. “Jeffrey Campbell, Terraformer.” The screen changed to a mountain.

So many Talents. So many symbols, I couldn’t remember them all. Some I recognized from mythology and from looking over the textbook, some I didn’t. Before I knew it, Leslie was closing the ceremony and parents were hugging their students and leaving.

I stood alone.

Dechrua was over. Did that mean my beginning as an Aolian was over also?

Across the lawn, Kendra laughed as she said goodbye to her family. Lots of other students stopped to talk with her, and she had a smile for everyone. I never knew it was possible to feel so alone while still surrounded by so many.

The new Van Gogh books in my room called my name, and I headed for the patio.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Kendra appeared out of nowhere and grabbed my arm.

“Uh, I think I just saw an alien ship crash-land in the forest over there?” Then I changed to a robot voice. “I have been summoned. Must return to Master Zorginfritz. Must bring chocolate.”

“Zorginfritz can wait. We have a party to go to. Aliens like chocolate?” Kendra asked as she pulled me back toward the stage. The chairs had already been replaced by a dance-floor. Rock music pulsed from speakers set all around a grass clearing, and the beat still managed to seem refined against this backdrop.

Still in a robot voice, I answered, “Why do you think I was sent to this planet? The knowledge of chocolate is the most sought-after secret in the whole universe.”

“Good to know. Maybe I should start carrying it with me at all times in case I get abducted. Come on, it’s time you made some new friends.”

Kendra introduced me to a group of Aolians standing together. There weren’t many, but I still forgot all their names as soon as she said them. Cate stood close to a guy I assumed was Andy, and I saw why she was so possessive. He was tall, with light hair, tan skin, and a chiseled jaw. He had on a red T-shirt, khaki shorts, and a pair of hiking sandals. He was pretty much the only person dressed casually. I waved at Cate and wondered why she rushed over to talk to me.

“See, I told you,” Cate said. “Isn’t he so hot?”

Of course—she wanted to brag. “Yeah, he is,” I said.

“Did I tell you? He’s a Brute.” She threw me a meaningful look.

“Should I know what that means?” I asked.

“Yeah!” She was positively giddy. “It means he’s a super athlete. He has the strength, endurance, and agility of ten regular men.” She stared at him misty eyed.

“Really?” I said. “He doesn’t look different from most guys.”

“Well of course not. None of us appear different on the outside, do we?”

“No one does?” My skin told the entire world what I could do.

“Nope,” Cate said.

I studied Andy, trying to see anything that would give me a clue to what he could do, but there was nothing. He glanced up and smiled at me. I turned away, hoping Cate hadn’t seen. What was her Talent? She was right, though. I couldn’t spot anything in the fifteen teens around me that would suggest they were Aolians, let alone what their Talents were.

Kendra moved with a few others on the dance-floor, seeming perfectly at ease in her skin. How did she do it? I did my best. I smiled and laughed and chatted with those around me, trying not to show how out of place I was.

The crowd with Kendra on stage grew, and she motioned for me to join her. It was fun to lose myself in the music, but it wasn’t long until my long sleeves stuck to my arms with heat and sweat. I left the stage, found some lemonade and cookies, and headed to an empty table.

“Hi, I don’t think we’ve been introduced,” said a voice.

I turned and found Andy settling himself into the seat next to me.

“I’m Aya,” I said.

“Andy. You just got here, right? Welcome to the Academy for Freaks.”

I smiled. “Thanks.”

“So what’s your Talent?” he asked.

“They say I’m a Colorist,” I said.

“I’ve never met a Colorist. What do you do?”

I shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure. So far I’ve just made things explode.”

“Mysterious, I like that,” Andy said, his voice smooth.

My face felt hot. “Cate told me you’re super strong or something.”

“It does come in handy.” Yeah, the outline of his bicep was visible through his shirt. “So where’re you from?”

“Montana.”

“Hmmm, you do kind of have a wild animal look to you,” he said.

“Yeah, if you live there long enough you start to grow fur,” I said and he laughed. “Where are you from?”

“Arizona.”

“That’s cool. Have you been to the Grand Canyon?”

“Yeah, it’s amazing. My friend’s family runs a rafting company, and I go help at the end of the summer.”

“That sounds awesome,” I said. “I’ve never been.”

“You should totally come visit and I can take you.” He brushed his fingers through his hair. “What do you do in Montana? For fun, I mean.”

“All sorts of things,” I said. “Paint, rock climb, read . . .”

Cate stared daggers at me from where she stood with Daria. Andy followed my gaze.

“Hey, did you want to go somewhere to talk?” he asked.

“Actually Cate told me to stay away from you, and seeing how I’m new at this Academy for Freaks, I’m gonna refrain from getting on anyone’s bad side.”

“Cate? Why would she tell you to stay away from me?” He frowned. “Wait, she doesn’t think that we’re like a thing, does she?”

I squinted at him. “You’re not?”

“No, not at all.”

“Maybe you should tell her that,” I said. He glanced up at Cate again. She turned her back on us.

“It really isn’t like that, between her and me. We haven’t even been on a date or anything.” He was silent for a moment. “Oh, did you know there’s an awesome, uh, I don’t know what you call it, where they put all the tiles together to make a picture?”

“A mosaic,” I said.

“Yeah, a mosaic on this old wall on the edge of the mansion property. You wanna see?”

I glanced at Cate’s back. She had said there was nothing official between her and Andy.

“I’d love to,” I said.

His face lit up. “It’s back here.” He stood and led me through an archway to a back garden. The darkness surrounded us as we left the lights of the party. “There’s a ton of cool stuff around the mansion,” Andy said. “I haven’t found them yet, but I hear there are at least two secret passages.”

“Any old mansion that doesn’t have secret passages isn’t worth anything,” I said. We stumbled through a clump of thick trees. I could barely make out a hint of the path in the darkness.

“Totally, what’s the point of being rich enough to build a huge house if there aren’t going to be any secret passageways?” Andy said. We emerged from the trees and the moon lit the grassy meadow littered with flowers and the great stone wall in front of us.

“Ta da,” Andy said, spreading his arms like he was showing a prize on a game show. Tiles glittered along the mosaic of a mermaid set into the wall, surrounded by stone and moss. The mermaid smiled down at us.

“Wow, it’s beautiful.” I slid my finger over the blues and greens of the rushing water around the mermaid’s purple tail. A placard in the bottom left corner held the date 1898. I turned back to Andy. “This is such a cool piece. Can you imagine having to make this design? To fit everything together perfectly before putting it on the wall.”

“No, I can’t imagine, especially since I don’t do anything artsy. Wow, I never noticed that!” He grabbed my hand to show me something but froze the moment he touched me. The red inside my blood swarmed to where his skin touched mine.

“What the—” he said. I put my arm around his neck, smashing his body against mine. Everywhere he touched me, the red screamed out.

I tried to ask him what was happening, but suddenly I was kissing him and he was kissing me back. But it was wrong.

“Aya, what’s going on?” he asked, his mouth still on mine. He tried to jerk back, a look of terror on his face. I could see the fight between his mind and his body when he touched me. He kissed me urgently. And I wanted him to. But I didn’t even know him. I shoved him away, but Cate wasn’t kidding about his strength. He didn’t even step back. His hand wrapped around the back of my neck and slipped the back zipper open, his skin against mine. It felt amazing.

Red clouded my vision just as it had with the anger, but this wasn’t anger. The red. Red. The color of anger, of fear, and . . . of desire, of passion. This wasn’t real, but it was real at the same time. My back was against the wall, and he was pressed up against me. I bit down hard on his lip. Did he even feel it?

“Andy, you have to let go of me,” I said. But I didn’t want him to. His arms were like a vice around me. Most of me was fine with that.

“I’m trying,” he said through gritted teeth. “What the hell is going on?” My hand slid along his abs and to his back, and he was kissing me and I was kissing him.

Red swirled in my blood and there was more red, outside my body. I could feel the blood, pumping through Andy’s veins.

I was losing control.

His hand slid down my back, leaving a trail of fire. I’d never let anyone touch me like this. It was exhilarating.

For a split second, I thought of Liam, smiling at me on the streets of New York. I wondered what it would feel like to be touched by him.

What was I doing? This had to stop before we both did something we’d regret. I put my hands on his chest, and pushed as hard as I could. Not with my strength as I had before, but with my power, my Talent.

Andy flew backward through the air and landed in a crumpled heap some fifteen feet away.
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So if you know that it’s dangerous at times to have paints near you, why not set them aside for a while by making drawings? Like the other times, this crisis may be followed by another, although much less violent. I think that at such moments you’ll do better not to want to work with colour.

—Theo van Gogh writing to his brother Vincent





I slammed against the wall behind me. Pain shot through my head, and I fell on my face against the dark, mossy earth. I scrambled to my feet and to Andy’s side, but I didn’t touch him.

“What the hell just happened?” Cate screamed from the clearing entrance. She rushed to kneel by Andy. A small group of students stood in the clearing. “What did you do?” she yelled at me.

Andy lay on the ground. A moan escaped his lips.

What had I done? I couldn’t stop shaking. Kendra came through to the clearing, and rushed to where Andy lay on the ground, the skin on his face already forming purple bruises visible in the moonlight.

“Aya? Are you all right?” Kendra said.

“Get someone!” I screamed. A boy ran back towards the mansion. I kneeled next to Andy but didn’t know what to do. This was all my fault.

“Get away from him!” Cate yelled.

Scott appeared and ran to where Andy lay.

“What happen?” he asked as he did a basic assessment. “Andy can you hear me?”

Andy moaned something incoherent.

“Ask her!” Cate pointed at me.

Scott turned. “What happened?”

“I . . . I don’t know. I lost control.”

“Let’s get him to the hospital,” Scott said. “Corbin, help me carry him.” A boy grabbed Andy’s legs and Scott grabbed his arms.

I followed behind them as they carried Andy to the car and laid him in the back seat. Corbin sat in the passenger seat with Scott driving. The angry red taillights burned through my gaze as they disappeared down the dark road.

I ran. My head pounded and I tripped over the uneven ground. My heels stuck in the ground, but I didn’t stop until I was back inside my room, the door locked behind me.

I couldn’t breathe as I slid to the floor trying to comprehend what just happened. I sobbed and crawled to my bed, fully clothed, wanting to disintegrate like vapor into the air.

How did I lose control so easily?

Red hovered beneath my skin—deeper, darker, and more sinister than it ever had before. I lifted my sleeve, and the red boiled, alive and churning. Voices echoed from downstairs.

Footsteps tripped up the stairs and paused outside my door. There was a quiet knock. “Aya? It’s me Kendra.”

“I . . . I just want to be alone right now.”

“Okay, but I’m downstairs if you need me.”

I opened the door a few inches. “Thank you.”

She smiled at me before she went back downstairs.

Eventually, the sounds inside the mansion quieted to an eerie silence.

I couldn’t sleep. I would never sleep tonight.

Instead I edged to where my box of pastels and charcoals lay with the lid flipped open on the desk by the window. Four rows of color stared back at me, everything from subtle lights to the extreme darks.

My open sketchbook sat beside the charcoal, a blank page exposed. I reached for a pastel, but I couldn’t face the saturated colors. Not just the red, but also all the color taunted me from within the case. I tore a piece of paper from my sketchbook and covered the color with the perfect calm of pure white, before picking up a piece of jet-black charcoal. I drew like I always had when I was angry or upset, but this time I only used shades of gray.

Scene after scene materialized on the paper: hiking in the mountains with my mom, attending a Shakespeare play in the park with Katrina, eating ice cream with my Aunt in Central Park, and Liam smiling at me. After completing each sketch, I tore out the page and laid it on the bed. When that was full, I filled the floor. I didn’t notice when the sun came up, but the morning light slanted through my windows. I kept going. The irresistible compulsion to draw, to create, to change blank white paper to something else took over. I wasn’t used to rejecting color. In the past color had always been a comfort, a haven, but now it was a pit of unknowns and deadly surprises. Gray was safe.

A tiny knock sounded on the door behind me, and I jerked. As I turned, a single sheet of pink paper slid under the door. I had to jump between sketches on spots of bare wood floor to pick it up.

An advisory appointment with Leslie is set for Ayami Lore at 10:00 am in the Octagon Room.

That was in just a few minutes.

I was in for it now. They’d probably kick me out. What damage had I done to Andy?

I turned back to the drawing I’d been working on, but this scene wasn’t from my past.

I stared at Van Gogh’s Starry Night, rendered in shades of gray. Why had I drawn it? I glanced at the other drawings at my feet. In addition to other scenes, I’d drawn Starry Night no fewer than eight times. Each was slightly different, but still recognizable as Van Gogh’s most beloved painting.

I felt better. Drawing made me feel better. It filled me up with the composure I’d lacked yesterday. The red on my arms calmed. Instead of whirling out-of-control, it only swayed like wheat in a field. I longed to return to art school. If I could control myself, perhaps I could go back, but the recollection of Andy flying backward and hitting the ground doused my hope.

I found Leslie’s octagon-shaped office off to the right of the entryway.

“Hi, Ayami.” Leslie smiled as she got up from her desk and motioned to the chair in front of her. “Take a seat. You didn’t show up to breakfast to get the announcements, so I had someone deliver your advisory appointment.”

I perched on the edge of the chair.

“Is Andy all right?” I asked, almost not wanting to know the answer. He’d been a really nice guy, and I’d lost control.

“Oh yes, Andy. I forgot you probably hadn’t heard how he is. I’m not sure what condition he would be in if he didn’t have his . . . particular Talent. His X-ray from the E.R. showed several broken ribs and a broken collarbone, but he won’t have any permanent damage.”

“Can I visit him or something?”

“Sure, he should be back by the end of the week. You can see him then.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt him.”

“We really need to work on your control. I was thinking about what you’d like to study or practice while you’re here.” She flipped open a file in front of her.

“What?” I choked. “You mean I get to stay?”

Leslie sat down again at her desk, lying the file in front of her. “Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t you?”

“I just thought with what I did to Andy last night, I wouldn’t be able to.”

“Oh, Andy and I spoke this morning. He explained that everything was an accident, and if someone were to blame, it was him. This isn’t the first or last time someone got hurt here.”

But it wasn’t his fault; it was the red. I’d seen the terror on his face.

“He’ll really be okay?” I asked.

“Of course.”

What had he told her?

“All right, as I was saying, we need to decide what you want to work on while you’re here. I think you should start doing daily yoga and meditation. There is a class in our gym every day at six a. m., four thirty p. m., and seven p. m.”

“My mom and I used to do yoga.” I was still reeling from not getting kicked out.

“We don’t have anyone who has worked with a Colorist before, so I am afraid we’ll just have to practice and experiment as we go. You’ll be working with Danny. You remember him, the guy who did the introduction in our class?”

“How could I forget?”

Leslie grimaced. “Yeah, he’s a bit rough around the edges, but he’s brilliant and has a knack for getting Aolians to learn their Talents.”

“I need all the help I can get,” I said.

Leslie held up her hand, and a tiny flame burned in her palm for just a moment, until she shook it away. “Most of us do,” she said with a kind smile. “Is there anything else you would like to do while you’re here?”

“I want to go back to my art school.” My voice was so quiet, I was surprised she heard me.

“Your art school?” Leslie said the words slowly, as though she didn’t quite understand what I was saying. “After what happened last night, I don’t think that’s a good idea. The people at your art school are just that: people. They don’t have Andy’s supernatural strength to combat your . . . power.”

“But I feel so much better when I draw,” I said. “I think learning more about art will help me control my Talent.” I didn’t realize until I said the words that I believed them.

Leslie frowned at me for a long moment. “I’m not sure going back is such a good idea, but we’ll give you a week-long grace period here and if there are no more incidents, we can think about you going back. But, Aya, I really think that learning how to use your Talent is the most important thing you can do right now.”

“I can do both,” I said. “One week. That sounds good.” I repressed a sigh of relief and then couldn’t figure out why I cared. I could leave this place any time I wanted.

“Is there anything else you want to do while you’re here?” Leslie asked.

I’d been so fixated on going back to art school, I hadn’t thought about much else. “No, I don’t think so.”

“We should get you moving color as soon as possible.”

“What? Like, on purpose?”

“Of course! Your appointment with Danny is tomorrow at ten.” My stomach was suddenly full of Pop Rocks. “Let me know if you can think of anything.” She glanced down at the papers in the folder on her desk.

“Thank you.” I stood before heading for the door.

“Oh, and try to come to meals and make friends here. Being a Talent can be lonely.”

I nodded before escaping into the richly decorated hallway.
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I’d missed breakfast, so I sneaked into the kitchen, grabbed a carton of milk and a pastry, before heading back up to my room.

I dodged past the drawings on the floor to get to my bed and stacked up some pages so I had a place to sit. With my legs folded up beneath me, I leaned against the wall to eat my breakfast. What the hell had happened with Andy last night? This color thing was making me stupid. I no longer had control over any part of me. I’d broken Andy’s bones. Why did thinking of Liam make me want to stop? I barely knew the guy. At least I wasn’t thrown out. Leslie wanted me to practice moving color. It made sense, but that didn’t make it any less terrifying.

I used a box of tacks I bought from the mall to hang all my drawings on the same wall my bed was pushed against. They covered every inch. Although all the images were an unrelated mess of confusion, they didn’t seem out of place when put together at straight, ninety-degree angles.

I stalled, not wanting to intentionally move color just yet. My phone rang. Yes! I could put it off a little longer. I picked up the phone, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw who it was.

“Liam! How are you?”

“Hey, are you feeling better?” Liam said. “Are you ever coming back to class? It’s so bo—oring without you.”

“Class might be just as boring with me as it is without.”

“Not possible.”

“So boring has reached that low?”

“No, really. When?”

“A week and I’ll be back.”

“A week! That’s forever!”

“Yeah, well . . . I got pneumonia, and I can’t go back to class for a week.” My mom had gotten pneumonia last year and it sounded severe enough to put me out of class for that long.

“Pneumonia! That sucks. I thought you had a migraine.”

“I thought so too, but it was just the infection.”

“Can I bring you something?”

“Oh!” I wish. “That’s really sweet but I’m actually at my Aunt’s friend’s house, this crazy place called Scarborough Mansion in Connecticut. I’ve really just been sleeping a lot.”

“Connecticut? Why?” Liam asked.

Lies, lies, and more lies. “Well, my Aunt works a ton and thought her friend would be able to take care of me better.”

“You do sound tired.”

“Yeah.” Probably because I didn’t sleep last night. “Anything happen in class since I’ve been gone?”

“Not really. Just Oliphant telling us over and over we need to put more of ourselves into our work. I’m thinking of painting the next one in my own blood.”

“Gross. I don’t know if she would be ecstatic or freaked out,” I said.

“Probably both. Well, I should let you get back to sleep.”

“Sleep sounds good.” It really did.

“So you can’t come to class for a week, but did you want to, you know, hang out before then?”

I knew I shouldn’t, really shouldn’t. “Sure, I’d love that,” I said.

“Okay, great,” he said.

“I’d love to go see Van Gogh’s Starry Night at the MoMA. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen it in person.”

“The MoMA is great. It’s a date then,” Liam said.

“A date?”

Liam was silent for a moment. “Yeah . . . I mean . . . if that’s okay.”

“That sounds perfect.”

“I’ll see you soon then.”

“Bye.”

With how crazy my life was right now and with what happened with Andy last night, I shouldn’t be excited. But I was. It would be nice to hang out with someone who didn’t know I was a freak. I could be the old me, not the new me who almost killed people. I just better not let him touch me.

Now, I really needed some practice. I didn’t want to look like a complete idiot tomorrow with Danny. The idea of moving color on purpose gave me goose bumps. Red took over my body and senses like some kind of disease, but what would happen if I tried other colors? The box of pastels still lay open on my desk. I flicked the paper off to reveal the colors underneath. I gravitated toward the deep crimson, but instead I chose cobalt blue. The rich tone of cobalt was my favorite, making me feel calm and grounded. I pressed the pastel onto a blank paper, breaking off just the tip. Blue dust fell onto the page and I touched it with my finger; it smeared like a patch of sky through a mass of clouds.

I stared at that little piece of blue, willing it to move like the red.

Nothing happened.

Feeling dumb, I tried again. How had I done it the first time with red? I didn’t want it, it just happened when I was so angry. The red seeped into me. Maybe I couldn’t control blue until it physically went into my body. I drew a thick line on my palm with the pastel. I wanted the line to disappear as red did, but it stayed on the surface. I could feel it there, faint and light, but this color was distant. I couldn’t access it. I drew another line, and another, wanting so desperately for the color to seep in. But it stayed in an invisible shell.

“Gah!” I threw the blue pastel down. It snapped into three pieces. I was tempted to try the yellow but knew it wouldn’t work. This wasn’t the same as the first time I used red. I needed some other catalyst.

How did I control red? It wasn’t something inside my body, although the red swirled and undulated there, waiting to be used. I reached out to the box of pastels with my mind, willing the red to move. It was so natural. The red lifted out of its space into the air and stopped. I imagined where I wanted it to go and it went.

I pushed the red to the white paper and prodded it ever so softly away from me. A red line appeared, slicing through the smear of blue.

Even though I hadn’t physically touched the pastel, I sensed the power of the color. I slid it faster across the paper creating a spider-web of lines. With my first few releases I’d made the objects explode and then used the color’s power. Could I do that in a more controlled way?

I closed my eyes, feeling the red pigment where it had been pressed together into the pastel. One by one I separated each tiny speck of red from the group and pushed it away, while still keeping them within a contained space. I’m not sure how long it took, but I divided each particle of red from itself.

I opened my eyes and gasped.

A cloud of red dust the size of a beach ball hovered above my desk; the particles swirled within the sphere, as if ruffled by a slight breeze, beautiful and hypnotizing. Enchanting but impossible.

“This can’t be real,” I whispered. As soon as I said the words the molecules in the sphere exploded. No longer containable, particles flew right at me. Dust filled my mouth, nose, and eyes. I tried to scream, but no sound could escape. Panicked, I clawed savagely at my face as I tried to scratch out an airway.

It was happening again. Red took over.
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What is drawing? How does one come to it? It is working through an invisible iron wall that seems to stand between what one can feel and what one can do.

—Vincent van Gogh





I couldn’t let it.

I forced myself to calm down, to let the red do what it needed. I concentrated on it and gathered it into me. I welcomed it as it spread into my bloodstream and vision. It fought for a way to get to me, and I soaked it in. But my sight faded around the edges as I ran out of air. In a last effort, I shoved my fingers down my throat.

Maybe I could scratch some of the remaining powder out, but nothing happened.

I thrust my finger down one more time, managing to scrape a lump of clay-like substance out of my throat. At the same time I gagged, forcing the contents of my stomach out and onto the wood floor.

Relief came as I gulped clean oxygen and spat the remaining pastel dust, now void of color, onto the floor. I coughed and coughed. After it was all gone, I pressed my cheek against the cool floor, just breathing.

I almost vomited again when I realized how close I’d just come to killing myself. Well, the chalk medium the red was bound to almost killed me. All I wanted to do was paint.

I went to the bathroom, grabbed some towels, and cleaned my floor.

This really sucked.

I took a shower, but even the hot water couldn’t calm me. The last few days had been the worst of my life. My face was scratched and splotchy when I looked in the mirror, but it didn’t look like there would be any permanent damage. The red swirling patterns on my skin seemed at home now and that terrified me. I didn’t even feel like me anymore. Who was I now?

I headed back to my room and lay on the hardwood floor until there was a knock at the door. I didn’t move.

“I know you’re in there,” Kendra said. “Don’t even pretend you’re not.”

I sighed and opened the door. “Hey, Kendra.”

She didn’t look at me like I was some kind of demon after what I did to Andy, and she had a genuine smile on her face. If she noticed the scratches on my face, she didn’t mention them. “Aren’t you coming to dinner?”

“I didn’t realize it was time.”

“I think you’ve been shut up in your room by yourself for too long,” she said. “I’m taking you out to dinner.”

“Out to dinner? Isn’t it free to eat here?”

She pursed her lips. “You need some fresh air, and I know a great little hole-in-the-wall Indian restaurant.”

I imagined everyone downstairs acting like any moment I could turn into a viper. Indian food sounded perfect.

“Come on.” Kendra tapped her foot. “I’m not taking no for an answer.”

“You’re right, I need to get out.”

“What? You’re not going to argue?”

“Nope. I’m starving.” I shoved my wallet into my pocket, and we headed down the stairs. It felt awkward, so to break the silence I asked, “So where are you from, Kendra?”

“From outside Washington D.C.”

“Do you like it?”

“It’s all right.” Kendra shrugged. “It’s as good a place as any.”

Kendra stopped when we reached the bend in the stairs where the first level in the mansion became visible. She glanced around as if making sure no one could see us before picking up her pace down the rest of the stairs to the front door. Loud voices echoed from the kitchen and dining room, but no one was here in the entryway. Was she tiptoeing?

But then I heard that voice and knew why.

“Aya, you brat!” Cate screamed. Kendra mumbled something under her breath, and the kitchen and dining room went instantly silent. Heads poked out of doorways to see what was going on. Cate’s gaze was murderous as she glared at me from across the entryway.

“What?” I asked.

“You sent Andy to the E.R.,” Cate said, seething. Students filed in all the doors, trying to be inconspicuous as they lined the walls and pushed around others to get a clear view of what was going on. “You could’ve killed him!”

“It was an accident.” A pang of guilt poked at my sides. It was entirely my fault.

“You did it just to spite me didn’t you? DIDN’T YOU!”

“What? Of course not.”

“I saw you two all over each other. It was disgusting. And after I told you to stay away from him.”

“That’s none of your business.”

“How dare you!” Cate screamed and in the same instant she charged toward me, her hands straight out in front of her for only a split second before she disappeared.

“What the—” I said before something hit me hard in the chest, sending the back of my head into the door behind me and then to the floor. A huge weight was on top of me, but I couldn’t see what. Something hit me in the face. Blood seeped into my mouth and down my throat. The back of my head blazed where it hit the door.

“Cate, Cate, Cate!” cheers erupted from the bystanders.

She was invisible.
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The painter’s life is harsh enough.

—Vincent van Gogh





Oh, crap.

I closed my eyes and reached out with my new Colorist senses. The red inside Cate’s body betrayed her every move. She went to punch me again but I twisted my head to the side. Her knuckles hit the hardwood floor. She shrieked and jerked her hand back. My eyes flew open and her image flickered visible for a moment.

The red threatened, as it always did, to overtake me. The power-infused anger made me want to damage, to torture. The red in her body could be twisted and broken. It would be easy, but that would do too much damage.

I forced the color down, caged it, like it was an animal. It would not control me.

I pushed against the blood inside Cate’s body, sending her up and away from me. She hit the ground hard on her back, and she gasped for breath. Again her image blinked in and out of visibility. I reached out with my senses and took hold of the deep red rug and pulled. With a twist the rug rolled up with Cate in the middle like chicken in a burrito, her head sticking out one end. I wiped the blood off my face with my shirtsleeve and jumped to my feet. Cate screamed as she struggled to free herself. I ignored her.

“I think we were going,” I said to Kendra where she stood wide-eyed by the door.

“Y—Yes,” Kendra said. “Let’s go.”

I turned away from the faces all around the room and didn’t look back as I strode through the door.

Kendra’s footsteps echoed behind me on the brick pathway. I didn’t look at her. I didn’t want to see the horror on her face.

“You don’t have to hang out with me,” I mumbled. “Really. I won’t hurt you or anything, if you don’t want to stay.”

“The car’s just over here,” Kendra said.

I took a deep breath. Maybe she wouldn’t ditch me after all.

She clicked the button to unlock her car in the parking lot. I climbed in the passenger side.

“Seriously!” Kendra said as soon as she shut the door and started the car. “That was amazing. Cate was INVISIBLE! And you still managed to fight her off. And it happened so fast! Before I could step in to help, you’d already tied her up. How’s your face?”

“It hurts,” I said. Kendra produced one of those little packs of Kleenex from of her purse and passed it to me. I tried to wipe away the blood, but it smeared instead. Still sporting the claw marks I’d made earlier, the girl in the mirror looked as dangerous as everyone at the mansion no doubt thought. “Maybe we shouldn’t go to a restaurant.”

“There’s a drive-through pasta place that’s pretty good,” Kendra said. “But we have to eat at that Indian place later.”

“You really think Leslie’s going to let me stay after this?”

“Technically, you only acted in self-defense.”

In a strange sense I was proud as we drove. I hadn’t hurt—or killed—Cate, even though it would’ve been so easy, as easy as breathing. That power terrified and overcame me, but I hadn’t done it.

We pulled into the drive-through and ordered.

Kendra drove to an empty park next to a dark forest of trees. We found a picnic table with peeling green paint and settled in. I took everything out of the paper bag.

“Mmmm, fettuccine Alfredo.” Steam wafted up from my Styrofoam to-go box.

“Nothing like spaghetti and bread sticks,” Kendra said, opening her own.

We didn’t say much as we dug into our dinners, but my thoughts went back to the people in that room, watching Cate rush me as though it were some kind of circus act. When I’d asked about her Talent in the car, she’d said she wanted it to be a surprise, and I could see why. I scraped my fork along the bottom of the container, scooping up the last of the noodles.

“So what did happen with Andy last night?” Kendra asked. “They told us this morning there was an accident but everyone was fine.”

How could I explain I lost control? It was super embarrassing the way Andy and I just went at it. I told her what happened. She sat with her mouth wide open for a full minute.

“So, let me get this straight. Smoking hot Andy was all over you, and you sent him to the hospital.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“Yeah, but still.”

“First of all, I don’t even know him. Secondly, it wasn’t real. None of it . . . well maybe a little, but really. It was the red. Not only did it influence my emotions, but also it influenced his. You should’ve seen him. He knew it was all wrong, and so did I.”

Kendra wrinkled her nose and didn’t look convinced. “I guess. Remind me to never let my boyfriend touch you.”

“You have a boyfriend?”

“No, but when I do.”

“So, it was just one gigantic accident, and then Cate attacked me.”

“I thought we should go out to eat because Cate has been threatening you all day. No one knew what really happened, and Cate acted like you assaulted Andy for no reason.”

“Really?” I rubbed my face in my hand and suddenly felt very tired. “No wonder everyone was gawking at me. Why didn’t she come up to my room to confront me?”

“I think she wanted everyone else to see. She was probably hoping to provoke you into hurting her so you’d get thrown out.”

“If this place wasn’t the ticket to me learning how to control my Talent, I’d be out of here in a heartbeat. Everyone’s terrified of me”

“You do seem to have worse luck than others I’ve seen,” Kendra said.

“I’m even madder because Leslie said if there were no more incidents, I could consider going back to art school. And she doesn’t even know about what happened in Grand Central.”

“I wouldn’t tell her if I were you,” Kendra said.

“Not in a million years. I wish there were a way to turn this Talent thing off,” I said. “I’ve only been an Aolian a few days, and I’ve already almost killed myself and others.”

“If there were a way, I’d have found it by now.” Kendra stared out into the trees, her expression sad. We were silent a moment, and the breeze trickled through the leaves, making them dance with light then dark green in the fading light.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” I said.

“Sure.”

“How does your Talent work? What’s it like?” I picked at the paint on the table, and it wedged under my fingernail. Kendra didn’t say anything for so long I said, “You don’t have to tell me.”

She took a deep breath. “My Talent includes ninety percent self-loathing.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“In the intro class did they tell you, ‘You’re so lucky. You’ve found the thing you were meant to be’?”

“Yeah, he did say that.”

“They say it all the time. But look at my Talent. I hurt people. Really? That’s what I’m supposed to do? That’s what I’m supposed to be? Make people pass out because they’re in so much pain?”

“I can see what you mean,” I said.

“Why can’t I turn invisible or be strong or forecast the weather?”

“That totally sucks.” I could relate to the self-loathing. But at least I had painting to keep centered. Maybe fashion helped her do that. “So why are you here? I thought it was a place to help develop Talent.”

“My mom makes me come here every summer. She says I need to become the best at ‘what I’m supposed to be.’” Kendra made a face. “But it does help me to learn to control it. Control makes it so I don’t hurt anyone. I think you understand a thing or two about losing control.”

I stuck out my tongue at her. “If it makes you feel any better, when you hurt me it was actually a good thing.”

“That was the first and probably last time.”

“So, I really want to go back to art school, but with what happened at Grand Central . . . who was that? Why would someone attack me?”

“I’ve been thinking about it since we talked at the mall.” Kendra shook her head ever so slightly. “It just seems so strange, and it freaked me out, so I called my grandma.”

“You did what?” I said, horrified.

“Relax. I didn’t mention you or what happened. I just asked her if she had ever heard of a new Aolian getting attacked. She’s always been easier to talk to than my mom.”

“What’d she say?”

“It was really weird, instead of answering she just told me that there was another group of Aolians, something outside the counsel.”

“Really? Did she say anything else?”

“No, my mother came in the room and she started talking about something else.”

“That’s weird.”

“Yeah. It’s strange. My whole life, I’ve been surrounded by Aolians, but this is the first time I’ve heard of another group.”

The Councilor said that Aolians were a worldwide organization, but I never stopped to think there might be more than one. “I’ll have to ask around.”

I threw all our trash in the garbage before we walked back to the car.

“Thanks for sticking with me today,” I said.

“No problem. It was worth it to see Cate tied up in a rug.” Kendra smirked. “I guess technically I couldn’t see her.”

“Well, let’s hope I don’t get expelled.” I thought about Kendra’s Talent and how much she hated it. Maybe I could help her keep her mind off of it. “Hey, can you teach me how to dress better? Not quite like you, but help me find my own style? For cheap, of course.”

A slow smile lit up her face. “My first apprentice,” she said. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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I conclude with the same thing that you said at the end of your letter, that we share a liking for peering behind the scenes, or, in other words, we have a tendency to analyze things.

—Vincent van Gogh





In the morning, Leslie called me back to her office for a “chat.” Thank goodness she listened when I told her I’d acted in self-defense. I didn’t get expelled, and she assured me it wouldn’t affect my ability to go back to art school. Since Cate was the instigator, she didn’t get the same reprieve. Poor Leslie. Did she always have to deal with so much drama or was it only me?

After lunch I headed to yoga, and then Kendra and I spent the rest of the day hanging out in her room. She listened to music and sketched out fashion designs, while I flipped through Aolians and Another World.

It was pretty much the most interesting textbook I’d ever seen, but how could it not be?

The first section titled Why We Stay Hidden was pretty self-explanatory and cited everything from witch-hunts to misguided holy wars as reasons the rest of the world didn’t need to know about us. Regular humans were much happier thinking we didn’t exist.

I read through each of the Talent descriptions. They were amazing and at times terrifying.

Kendra’s Talent, Agonie, could cause such terrible pain that historically it was used as a torture device. I glanced at where Kendra lay on her bed and couldn’t see it. I understood why she hated her Talent. Her Talent should have been fashion design, if there were such a thing, or at least taking care of fluffy, pink bunnies. My Talent fit so perfectly with painting, and was the only career I ever imagined I would do, but how did Kendra’s Talent fit in with her passions?

I read over the list of Talents and their descriptions. What would mine say if it were there? No one was going to define my Talent for me or tell me exactly what it was I could do. I took a pen out of my bag and tried to place my Talent in the right classification.

But I was already stuck. Leslie said that Talents seldom cross the line between living and non-living, but my Talent did. It didn’t fit into the neat boxes these lists implied.

I wrote—

Lifian/Corticum

Colorist: Intrapersonal/Extra-Hominum/Elemental

I wanted to write all sorts of snide things under the description section like ability to blow things up and force the Aolian to make out with the first guy who touches her, but then I decided to keep it as professional as possible, like it really could be written in this book.

(Corticum/Elemental) The ability to move objects of a certain color.

(Lifian/Intrapersonal) The ability to draw color into the body to store for later use.

In the other descriptions there was nothing about the Talents taking over the Aolian. But red did. It changed me, leaving me out of control.

(Lifian/Intrapersonal) Color alters emotions of the Talent.

(Lifian/Extra-Hominum) Ability to enhance and magnify the emotions of an external person through touch.

Defining my Talent made me realize how powerful it could be.

Leslie said the more categories a Talent could influence, the more valuable he or she became. As far as I could tell the only categories that I couldn’t influence were animals, not that I’d tried, and Terraforming. Maybe I could change what was beneath the earth if it was red.

I turned to the last section in the book labeled, The Aolian Council.

The Aolian Council exists to ensure the continued safety, security, and secrecy of the Aolian Civilization. Facilities exist all over the United States as well as throughout the world to provide an optimal learning environment for Aolians to learn to use and control their powers.

It listed five places around the country, including Scarborough Mansion. Fifty other facilities were named around the world.

A tiny paragraph tucked in at the very end after the details and resources of the Aolian safe houses forced everything else from my mind.

Aolians who are unable or unwilling to behave in accordance to such laws that ensure Aolian continued secrecy can face incarceration and rehabilitation. If such Aolian continues to jeopardize the anonymity of the whole, the council can elect to have the Aolian terminated.

Whoa, whoa, whoa—

Terminated? As in killed? Did they have some Aolian version of the guillotine?

With what I’d done at Grand Central I put all Aolians at risk, and that was just one Release. It made sense. I had caused a national crisis by one accident. Were there Aolians out there doing stuff like that on purpose?

“Hey, Kendra?”

“Yeah?” She didn’t look up.

“What’s the deal with this whole Aolian Council thing?”

She glanced at the book in my hand before turning back to her design. “Oh, you know, they make sure Aolians are keeping on the down low.”

“Uhh, it says here they can decide if an Aolian should be terminated.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Kendra said. “It doesn’t happen much . . . anymore. In the last fifty years they have decided that imprisonment is much more humane.”

Just thinking about losing control made the anger bubble inside me. What if it wasn’t the Aolian’s fault? The words unable or unwilling stuck out at me. It didn’t matter if it was on purpose or not.

This Aolian thing really sucked.

That night I went to bed early, hoping that sleep would give me some respite from what my life had morphed into.

It didn’t.

I was in a town square with dirt roads and wooden shacks with tiled roofs and the light of candles flickering in a few windows. The last sliver of sun slipped behind the horizon, leaving the sky cold and empty. I wore a long, deep-red linen gown that scratched and rubbed against my skin. My wrists were wedged behind my back making my fingers numb, and I found they were tied to a thick pole. I tried to jerk them free, but the binding held me fast.

Floods of people circled around me with torches dotting the crowd. They screamed words I couldn’t understand and spat at my bare feet. Fear and anger contorted their dirt-smudged faces into expressions I never could’ve imagined. Some held crude weapons of knives or spiked metal.

“Please,” begged a voice at my elbow.

I turned and a girl stood next to me, her hands tied to the pole as well. She appeared to be fifteen or sixteen and had charcoal black hair and irises so dark they seemed all black. Her silk dress shimmered orange against pale blue in the torchlight.

“Please,” she repeated. “Only you can save me.”

I twisted my wrists and the bonds cut into my skin.

“See if you can wiggle your arms free,” I said, but she didn’t move. “Come on, if we are going to get out of this alive, I need your help.”

Too late.

The crowd in front of us split, and a man strode forward holding a bright, flaming torch aloft. “For all your evil powers,” his voice booming over the din, “you will burn like any man.”

“You can do this,” said the girl to me in an unwavering voice. “You are strong enough to save us both.”

“What can I do?” I shouted, frantically trying to break free.

The fire leapt from the torch to the mess of straw and sticks at my feet. My dress caught fire and the smoke burned my throat.

Flames licked up the cloth and pain ripped through my legs and spread all around my body. I reached for the red that had so recently saved me, but there was no anger or color. Instead, I was empty and terrified.

“Find me,” the girl said. Behind both our backs, her hand wrapped around mine, cool and comforting. “And you can save us both.”

I woke gasping in my bed in Scarborough Mansion. Sweat saturated my pillow and sheets. The red in my blood swirled and spun, making me dizzy, hot, and angry. Weak moonlight slanted through the massive window, and laid out in squares on my bedspread. I still smelled the smoke that’d just burned my eyes and lungs.
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Later that morning, I went to find the room where I was supposed to meet Danny.

“You’re late,” he said as I entered.

“No, I’m not.”

The room was huge and was probably used as a ballroom back when the house was built. Now it had long, industrial tables with matching chairs. Against one side of the room was a row of cabinets stretching from floor to ceiling. The opposite wall was full of windows, the light diffused by sheer white curtains.

“We have a big day, so let’s go ahead and get started. As a Colorist, we thought you could start by moving tiny flecks of paint.” He went to a table where little piles of broken, dried paint of different colors lay in rows.

“I’m sorry to break it to you,” I said looking at the piles, “but I won’t be able to move any of those.”

“Sure you can,” he said. “Let’s start with this one here.” The bright green pile contained no fleck wider than a blueberry.

“Really.” Did this guy ever listen to anything anyone else said? “I can’t move it.”

“Yes, you can.” He motioned to the stool in front of the table. “Sit here. Concentrate on the color.”

I did, not because he asked it but because I really wanted to see if I could do it. I closed my eyes and reached with that part of my mind that could move red. I projected out to the green, fought to find it, but I couldn’t feel it. To my sixth sense, the color was non-existent.

I opened my eyes. “I can’t move it,” I said, “because—”

“Hmmm, maybe you aren’t a Colorist,” Danny interrupted. He wrote on a clipboard, making me feel like a lab experiment. “You paint, right?”

“Yes. But—”

“I don’t know. There just isn’t enough information about Colorists. Our historical record about them is quite poor. It’s written they can do miraculous things, including moving anything using color and influencing emotions, but I always thought their abilities were probably exaggerated. We really only know of a few, and the last one was Vincent van Gogh.”

“What?” I coughed as my throat constricted. “Van Gogh?”

“Yeah. I’d say you’d be better off not being a Colorist, though. Some Talent scholars believe the overwhelming nature of color is what finally drove him mad.”

I couldn’t breathe. The color drove him mad? The world already had too much red trying to claw its way into my skin. But what if I could move every color? I couldn’t even imagine all the different colors trying to get inside me. Would the power eventually crush me?

“You said you didn’t know anything about Colorists,” I said.

“No, I said we didn’t know much about them. Aolians have been around for thousands of years, and we do have ancient records. But the information we have about Colorists is fuzzy at best. That’s why I think their Talents have probably been exaggerated.”

“Van Gogh was a Colorist?”

“Some Talent scholars think so. Personally, I’m not so sure.”

Van Gogh: the artist I loved. The one that haunted me with his use of color and shadow and light and humanity. But he’d taken his own life. He’d struggled for so long, perhaps against the color, and in the end he died and no one won. Not the color Van Gogh gave life, not Van Gogh, and certainly not the rest of us who only had his stunning paintings as relics.

Red controlled me. I thought here at the mansion there would be someone, some other Colorist to help me so I wouldn’t lose myself. But the last known Colorist couldn’t control himself or the color. What would it do to me?

“Hello, are you there?” Danny said in that infuriating, condescending voice. “Maybe color isn’t your Talent.”

“I said I couldn’t move these colors, because I can only move one.”

“Really?” Danny raised his eyebrows. “Which one?”

“Red.”

I couldn’t care less about what he thought at this point. All I could think about was Van Gogh and red. Even though color had driven him mad, could he have the answers I needed? The image of Starry Night flashed behind my eyes. I had to see it. But why? What could it do for me? Was I grasping at anything?

Danny went to the cupboard on the far end of the room and rummaged through the contents. “Red, red, red,” he mumbled. From the back he grabbed a clear, red capped container of glitter, and laid it on the table in front of me.

“Why on earth do you have an industrial-sized vat of glitter?” I asked.

He ignored my sarcasm and said, “Show me.”

The jar seemed so innocuous sitting there, but I knew how dangerous even these tiny particles could be in my hands. I didn’t want to touch the color. I didn’t want Danny to know how the red hid in my blood and was now a permanent part of me. Instead I grabbed the clear plastic base. After a moment, the red lid twisted counterclockwise and floated into the air, where I held it unmoving.

“Bravo!” Danny jotted something down on his clipboard. “And you only just had your first Release?”

But I wasn’t done. Danny was here to save me from myself if I went too far, and I needed to learn. Using what I’d practiced with the chalk, I closed my eyes and pushed my consciousness forward until I sensed the red of the glitter. Particle by particle, piece by piece, I gathered the glitter and pushed it into a spiral in the air.

Danny gasped.

I forced the red to act, to spread throughout the room and form a flat plane a foot above my head. Even though I could not see, I imagined the sparkling ceiling above me. But my tenuous hold faltered. The red inched its way back, not to its container, but to me, like I had my own gravitational pull. The room started to spin as my strength faded away. I couldn’t let Danny see the red seep into my skin. He couldn’t know how little control I had over the red or myself. So I opened my eyes and let go.

The glitter fell like rain, delicate and twinkling. I concentrated on keeping it at bay. At first it split around me, as if there were an invisible umbrella above my head.

“Excellent!” Danny shook glitter out of his hair and didn’t notice how it clung to me instead of falling to the ground. “And I thought you might not be a Colorist. It goes to show you that even guys as smart as I am can be mistaken.”

Jerk. But then the glitter flew at me from all directions. Oh, please, not again! My skin siphoned the red, and colorless flecks fell to the ground. The red clouded my vision and the anger erupted.

I hated the red and everything it made me feel. The angrier I became the more red flew at me. I was sick of it.

I flung my power outward, slamming the red away from me as hard as I could.
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It is the nature of things that I cannot possibly know anything definite about.

—Vincent van Gogh





A shockwave cracked through the room with me at its center. For a moment, silence surrounded me, like the inside of a cyclone. Then the red flew outwards and slammed into the tables and chairs.

A flame ignited for a split second in front of Danny before the impact hurled him backwards against the wall. Then he fell forward onto his face.

In an instant it was over.

“Danny!” I ran to his side.

He moaned. He wasn’t dead—thank goodness.

I turned him over. “Danny, are you all right?”

His eyes fluttered open for a split second. “Maybe . . .” his voice trailed off.

“What Danny? Maybe what?”

“Maybe Van Gogh’s power wasn’t exaggerated.” He laughed manically.

“Uh . . .” I couldn’t think of what to say.

Danny pushed himself onto his knees and rose to his feet. “Come on, Aya, it’s ironic. You can laugh.”

I couldn’t laugh, all I could do was stare horrified at what I had done to Danny and the rest of the room.

I asked, “Are you okay?”

“Okay? I’m better than okay!” he said. “This is every scientist’s dream!”

“To get pummeled with sonic-speed glitter?”

“No! To do research on a lost Talent.”

“Oh.”

In a twenty-foot diameter circle around where I’d been standing, there was nothing. But beyond that space, the room seemed like a child had thrown a tantrum with doll furniture. Tables and chairs lay in heaps where they’d been thrown, and red glitter streaked the surfaces, wedged into the paint, wood, or metal.

I couldn’t wipe it away.

The door flew open, and Leslie ran into the room. “What’s going on here?” she demanded. “It sounded like there was an explosion. I heard it clear across the house!”

Oh, no! She was the last person I wanted to see. We’d just had our discussion about me going back to art school.

Danny stood up straight, but I could tell by the set of his shoulders that the movement hurt.

“Oh, nothing. Aya and I are just practicing. We might have gone a tad overboard, didn’t we?” He smiled and nodded at me like we were in on a joke.

“Yeah.” My voice shook and I tried to chuckle, but it came out strangled.

“Oh, I didn’t know you were in here, Danny. Carry on, I guess.” Leslie shut the door once more.

I slumped into an empty chair and buried my face in my hands. I didn’t want him to see my tears. Would this ever get any easier? My head throbbed like I’d been the one slammed against the wall instead of Danny.

Danny picked up his clipboard and sat in the chair next to me. “You know, I accidently burned down my house when I was fourteen.”

I choked. “You did? Was anyone hurt?”

“No, we all got out.”

“That sucks,” I said. “I mean, it’s good you got out, but it sucks you burned down your house.”

“I only tell you that so you understand. You’re not alone. You’re not the only one who’s Talent is dangerous. I know it’s hard, but it’ll get better.”

“You can’t know that for sure.”

“You’re right about that, because the choice is up to you. It isn’t going to be easy, but that’s why you’re here. You can learn.”

I was silent for a few moments. “I hope you’re right. I saw the flame. What was that?”

“It was just glitter, but glitter traveling at a few hundred miles an hour can still get under your skin. Get it?”

I just stared at him. How could he still be joking at a time like this?

“So yeah, I torched it, but the impact still hit me.”

“I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

“You need some more practice.” He rubbed the back of his head where it hit the wall.

“Not if I almost kill someone every time I do.”

“It isn’t that bad.” Obviously, he didn’t know. “Too bad there isn’t someone to show you how to be a Colorist. That’s what you really need, but we’ll just have to work with what we have.”

“I guess so.”

He stood. “Well, let’s get this place put back together.”

It didn’t take long, and there wasn’t much damage, well, besides every surface being sparkly red.

“I. Am. Exhausted,” I said. I could barely keep my eyes open, and my limbs were heavy like I was trying to walk through honey. But I really wanted to get back to my books. I needed someone who’d been a Colorist. I needed Van Gogh.

“Sure, go get some rest.” He wrote something on his clipboard.

“Danny?”

He glanced up.

“Thanks,” I said.

He nodded.
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I made my way up to my room and grabbed one of the Van Gogh books. I laid down on my bed, and the next thing I knew I was waking up.

Bah! These Talent-induced comas couldn’t be any more annoying.

I went down to dinner, and pretty much everyone but Kendra ignored me. I didn’t care. I’d never had as much red in my blood as I did now, and it took every ounce of control to contain it. For the rest of the evening and the next morning I searched for information on Van Gogh, while trying to keep the red at bay. I tried the Internet first, but my books had more in-depth information.

But even there I was disappointed. I don’t know what I’d expected, probably something like, “Van Gogh hated the color red, because it made him lose control,” or something. Many of the letters he wrote had phrases that might have been interpreted as having something to do with being a Colorist, but nothing was definitive. At some point, I just stopped looking and instead fell in love with his words.

“Art is jealous and demands all our time and all our strength, and then when we dedicate these to it, it leaves rather a bitter taste . . . well, we just have to try and battle on.”

They sounded more like poetry than correspondence.
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For the next few days, I went to the Aolian class, did yoga, studied with Danny, and drew flames and fear from my dreams in my sketchbook. Unable to forget those piercing eyes and haunting words, I created pages and pages of the girl with the black hair pleading with me to save her. Find me, and you can save us both.

I didn’t have classes on Friday, and I spent the day reading about Van Gogh. Late in the afternoon, a car door slammed outside. Andy was supposed to be out of the hospital this afternoon, and I ran to the window to see if he was back. I needed to talk to him. I needed to know he was doing as well as Leslie said.

But it wasn’t Andy.

What was he doing here?

Terror and excitement sent a tingling down my whole body as I ran down the stairs and out the front door before I thought about what I was doing.

“Aya!” Liam called from the driveway. He had such a mischievous grin on his face I almost forgot I was dangerous. Almost.

“Liam,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

“I brought soup.” He held out his arms like he wanted a hug, a white paper bag in his hand.

“I’m—I didn’t expect to see you.” The smile on his face faded as I took the soup but didn’t go in for a hug. I wanted to, but I was expecting more time to get a hold of myself before I saw him again. It wasn’t so bad talking to him on the phone, but it seemed like when he saw me in person, he should be able to tell I’d changed, that I was now a ticking bomb. Like Leslie said, Liam was only human. He didn’t have Andy’s supernatural abilities to keep him alive if I lost control.

“Oh, I guess I thought . . .” he trailed off as he lowered his arms.

“I’m so happy to see you. I’m just surprised.” I suddenly regretted researching Van Gogh stuff all day instead of doing something important, like showering. I should have peered in the mirror before running down. “I would have changed out of my pajamas if I would have known you were coming.”

“Yeah, I should’ve thought about that, especially since you’re sick,” Liam said. “I thought it would be fun to surprise you.”

“It is a fun surprise!” And I meant it. It would be nice to spend time with someone who didn’t know I was a freak like the rest of the people here.

“So this place is really cool.” Liam looked over the facade of Scar Mansion. “You said the owner is a friend of your Aunt’s?”

“Yeah, it’s a Bed and Breakfast.” Could I take him inside? I didn’t see anyone when I came down, but it might seem strange to Liam that there were only teens staying at a B&B. But I couldn’t just leave him here, and I at least needed to change out of my pajamas. Was he expecting to hang out? Probably, since he didn’t just drop off the soup and leave, and it did take an hour to drive here. This was NOT how I imagined my first time hanging out with Liam outside of school would go. In those fantasies I was at least wearing normal pants and my hair had been washed in the last three days. “Did you want to come in and see? It’s an awesome old mansion.”

“Sure. Is my car all right there?” He pointed to a bright-orange Toyota Land Cruiser that looked like it was built in the 70s, on the side of road.

“I’ve always loved those things. You’ll have to take me for a drive.”

“Totally.”

“Well, come on.” I motioned him toward the house. “Oh, crap.”

“What?” Liam said.

A white sedan pulled into the parking lot, and who should open the doors, but Leslie, Andy, and Scott. Great. The side of Andy’s face was covered in a deep purple bruise and he had on some kind of a sling, probably to keep his ribs or collarbone stable.

For a moment I couldn’t move. Oh, Andy. I’d never meant to hurt him. What kind of a monster could do that to a person? I needed to talk to him. To really know he was okay. When I’d thought about how I was going to talk to Andy about how sorry I was, again, I was not wearing my pajamas with penguins all over them. What did Andy think of the whole thing?

Liam followed my gaze. “Is something wrong?”
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It’s a comfort that we are always engrossed in our raw materials, not speculating about wanting only to produce. And so we cannot go wrong.

—Vincent van Gogh





“No, I just need to talk to my friend real quick. Can you stay here?” But just then Leslie strode straight toward us.

“Hi, Aya,” Leslie said. “Who’s your friend?”

“This is Liam from art school. I told him I wasn’t feeling well, so he brought me some soup.”

“How sweet,” Leslie said, but there was an edge to her voice. She probably didn’t like non-Aolians showing up. “Have we met before, Liam?”

“I don’t think so, ma’am,” Liam said. “I’ve never been up this way. I mostly stay in the city.”

“Why don’t you come in? It doesn’t appear Aya was expecting you, and I am sure she would like to change out of her pajamas. You do realize it’s afternoon right, Aya?”

“I was busy today.” My face flamed. She wasn’t my mom and didn’t have to embarrass me.

“Aya is sick,” Liam said. “She can wear pajamas all day.”

“Yep,” I said with a nod.

“You guys go to art school together?” Andy asked. “Like in New York?”

And suddenly I was aware that the guy I’d just hard-core made out with a few days ago was talking to the guy I had a crush on. Oh, man! These worlds were not supposed to meet. I had my Aolian life here, and my real life at Art School and Montana, and the two were never supposed to come in contact. I was counting on not being a freak in a portion of my life.

“Aya is an amazing painter,” Liam said.

“You drove all the way up here?” Andy asked. The bruises on his cheek would have made even a pleasant expression sinister. This was not a pleasant expression.

“Yeah, I was worried about how sick she is.”

“You didn’t need to come all this way,” Andy said.

“I wanted to,” Liam said, his face unreadable.

Seriously, people! Could this get any more awkward?

Andy turned to me. “Aya, can I talk to you?”

“Yes,” I said. “But Liam just arrived. Can I find you in a little while?”

“Yeah, I guess I’ll see you later.” Andy turned his back and headed to the mansion.

Oh, man. He was pissed.

The timing just sucked today. I thought about running ahead, but that would leave Liam alone.

“It was nice to meet you Liam,” Leslie said when we reached the house.

Liam returned a polite reply.

“I’ll show you the house after I get dressed.” I left the soup in the kitchen fridge. “Come on up this way.” I was about to grab his hand, but at the last moment I realized what I was doing and jerked it back so quick, I hit it on the staircase banister.

“Ouch, are you okay?” Liam asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

We made it up both flights of stairs to my room. Liam’s gaze lingered on the drawings on my wall. Then I realized the guy I liked was in the intimate space of my bedroom.

“Wow,” he said. “You really are amazing . . . at drawing, I mean.”

I laughed awkwardly. “Thanks.”

“Did you bring these drawings from your aunt’s house?”

“No, I’ve drawn them since I arrived.”

“Haven’t you only been here like a week or something?” he asked.

Had it really been that short of time? It seemed like forever.

“Yes,” I said, “but I’ve had a lot of time on my hands. You can stay here while I get dressed. I’ll be a few.” I grabbed a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved shirt and headed to the bathroom. Kendra’s words of you don’t have anything cute, echoed in my mind. I should really start my apprenticeship sooner rather than later.

I threw on the clothes and tried to do something with my curls that I had slept on last night and hadn’t touched this morning. Nothing but a shower would revive them and I didn’t have that kind of time. So I swept them into a messy bun that I hoped appeared sexy instead of grungy and changed my clothes. With a hint of makeup, I stepped out into the hall.

I couldn’t let this thing with Andy fester any longer, so I crept down the stairs and found the door with his name on the white-board outside and knocked.

“Come in,” Andy yelled.

I slowly slid open the door so he had time to see that it was me.

“Hey, Andy.” I took a half step over the threshold.

His room was finely decorated in tones of navy blue and yellow and was more masculine than Kendra’s room. He was lying on the bed with his cell phone in hand. He leaped up and pulled an earbud out of his ear when he saw me.

“I just wanted to say I am really sorry,” I said. “I couldn’t possibly feel worse about what happened.”

“Aya, you don’t need to apologize. I should. My behavior was unacceptable. Please, come in. The last few days have been torture, horrible.”

I took another step inside. “I know! I’m so sorry. Leslie said I broke some of your bones?”

“Not because I was hurt!” Andy waved away my apology. “But because of what I did to you.”

“Really,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I really had no idea I’d lose control like that.”

“Stop apologizing!” he said. “I’ve been sick to my stomach since it happened. When I touched your skin, I couldn’t let go. It held me there, and even though I tried to break away, it wouldn’t let me. It was horrifying. Aya, it was as if my mind had no control over my body. I know guys often like to use that as an excuse, but . . . I want you to know, I’d never touch you or any other girl like that without your permission. I’m stronger than everyone else, so I am even more conscious of making sure. But with you, I totally failed. Please, I don’t want you to think I am one of those guys.”

“What?” I shook my head in confusion.

“I was so glad when I was suddenly flying backwards through the air,” Andy said. “Even with the broken bones, I was relieved you pushed me away.”

I sat in stunned silence for a few moments. Andy wasn’t angry that I’d hurt him. He was more upset that things could’ve gone too far.

“You have to know what it’s like,” Andy said. “It was like a drug or something.”

“What do you mean?” I said.

“I’ve never felt anything like it. It was amazing and terrifying at the same time.”

“I was so worried that I’d hurt you, I didn’t think about what it might’ve been like for you.”

“It was strong. Powerful. Please, don’t ever touch me again.” His words were gentle but pleading. “Unless . . . unless sometime in the future you want that to happen.”

I stared at him.

His face turned pink, and he fidgeted with his headphone cord. “I’d be okay if that is what you wanted.”

“Okay,” I said finally.

“So, is that Liam guy your boyfriend?”

I wished. No never mind. With all the people I’d almost killed in the last week, I did not need to get involved with anyone.

“No, he’s just a friend,” I said.

Andy raised an eyebrow. “Riiiigghttt. Well, be careful.”

“I will. So what bones are broken?”

“My collarbone and a few ribs. But I’ll be fine. I’m a fast healer.”

“Sorry about that,” I said. “I didn’t know how else to stop. I really had no idea that would happen. Please don’t put all the blame on yourself.”

“What do you say we call it even?” Andy said.

“I’d like that,” I said.

“Friends?”

“Friends,” I said. “But please don’t ask to shake on it.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said.

“Anyway, I better go. Glad you’re okay.”

“See ya, Aya.”

I stepped back out into the hall. Liam was waiting for me upstairs. Well, unless he decided I was acting insane and went back to New York instead of dealing with me. Maybe that would be better for him.

“Aya,” Leslie said.

Oh. Great.
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I sat painting that cottage, two sheep and a goat came and started to graze on the roof of the house. The goat climbed up on the ridge and looked down the chimney. The woman who had heard something on the roof, rushed out and flung her broom at the said goat, which leapt down like a chamois.

—Vincent van Gogh





“Hi, Leslie.”

She smiled, but something seemed off about it. “So, Liam was it? He seems nice. How long have you known him?”

“Not too long. I met him at art school before coming here.”

“So you knew him before your first Aolian Release?”

“Yeah, I haven’t been back to school since then.”

“That’s right. Hopefully I don’t need to remind you that this is a place for Aolians, a place where we can be ourselves, where we can be safe.”

“I understand.”

“And sometimes we have to let the other parts of our lives go, not only for our sakes, but for the sakes of those around us.”

There was too much to let go of, too much I wasn’t willing to live without.

“Thanks for your concern.” I turned to go.

I was almost to the stairs when Leslie called out, “Just be careful.”

Careful.

“Hey, Liam.” I opened the door to my room.

He was lying on my bed, one of my Van Gogh books in his outstretched arms above his head. He swung around to a sitting position.

“Hey.” He put the book aside. “No more pajamas? I liked them.”

“Seeing how I was almost at a whole twenty-four hours of wearing them, I think it was time for a change.”

“Well, you can get too much of a good thing. Are you obsessed with Van Gogh or what?”

He had no idea.

“Yeah.” I sat by him, looking over his arm to the painting on the page, but I was careful to avoid touching him. “He’s always been my favorite artist.”

“Speaking of which,” Liam said, “didn’t you say you wanted to go to the MoMA?”

“Oh, yes!” I’d learned nothing so far from all these books or my online searches. Maybe seeing some of his work would help. “More than anything.”

Liam smiled at my enthusiasm. “You want to go now?”

“That would be awesome, let me check what time it closes.” I asked my phone for the hours. “It closes in 10 minutes—no way we’d get there in time.”

“I should’ve brought my time machine.”

“We can go tomorrow. I can just take the train and meet you there.”

“That sounds gre—” A loud knock on the door interrupted him and before I could answer Kendra burst in.

“Are you coming down to—” But then she caught sight of Liam. “Well, hello there. I don’t think we’ve met. Are you new here?”

“No,” I said with a warning look. “This is Liam. He goes to my art school in New York. He heard I was sick and came to visit. Liam, this is Kendra.”

“Oh,” she said with a mischievous gleam in her eye. But I could tell she understood what I was saying. He wasn’t a Talent. “No wonder you were able to resist Andy’s charms.”

“Kendra!”

“You know I don’t have a filter, Aya.”

“Wait, was Andy that guy with the . . .” Liam waved his hand in front of a squinted eye to mimic Andy’s bruises. “What happened to his face?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Just a water skiing accident.”

“Is Andy back?” Kendra asked.

“Yeah, we just saw him.” I sighed.

Liam turned to Kendra. “Wait, what do you mean she was able to resist his charms?”

“I think,” Kendra said with a wink, “you know exactly what I mean without me having to say it out-loud to embarrass Aya anymore. And judging from her splotchy red face and neck, she’s already had enough embarrassment.”

My face burned. Desperate to change the subject, I asked Kendra, “Were you saying something just then as you came in?”

“Yeah, I was just seeing if you were headed to dinner. Are you going to join us, Liam?”

Dinner. I’d forgotten about dinner. Liam had come all this way, and I wanted to spend time with him, if all these embarrassing interruptions would just stop. Could I really take him down to dinner with a room full of Aolians and my fight with Cate still on everyone’s mind?

“Sure, I’d love to come.” Liam rose to his feet. He and Kendra headed out the door, but then he poked his head back in. “You coming?”

“I guess.”

As it happened, word traveled fast we had a “normal person” at dinner so everyone was on their best behavior. I noticed some of the other girls sat up straighter when Liam walked by. A group crowded around Andy, and he waved and smiled at me. The others at his table stared open-mouthed at the interaction. By the confused looks on their faces, they now thought they’d heard the wrong story.

We gathered our roast chicken with some kind of basil gravy on mashed potatoes. It smelled wonderful.

With so much red in my blood, I sat across the table from Liam instead of next to him.

“This is a strange bed and breakfast.” Liam glanced at the others around us. “I always think of those as where old people go to knit and stuff.”

And my lie came back to bite me. I wracked my brain for a reason all of us teens would be at a place like this.

“I did call it that,” I said, “but it is probably more like a summer boarding school, but without the school. A lot of the kids here have rich parents that need a place for them to stay for the summer if they are out of town. Maybe we could call it a summer camp?”

“And your aunt sent you here?” Liam asked.

“Yeah, she thought I would have more help here than at her house.” I hated lying. Hated it.

We finished dinner with a piece of chocolate silk pie each. People trickled out of the dining room.

“Hey, did you want to come to the MoMA with us tomorrow, Kendra?” I asked. Maybe it’d be better if I weren’t alone with Liam.

“Uh, visit an art museum with two artists?” Kendra grimaced. “Are you like those people who have to stare at one painting for a full three hours?”

“I’m not really an artist,” Liam said.

At the same time, I said, “We’re not that bad!”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Come on,” I said. “It’ll be fun, right, Liam?” I turned toward him and found him shaking his head and pretending to have a noose around his neck at Kendra. Then he feigned innocence.

“If that is how you feel about it.” I acted insulted. “I’ll go tell Leslie I’m headed to the museum tomorrow. Alone.”

“No, wait, I’ll come with you.” He hurried to leave his dishes in the bins.

Leslie probably wouldn’t like me going all the way to the city, not that I blamed her. Maybe she wouldn’t say no if Liam were right by me. Fingers crossed.

“Hey, Leslie. Liam and I are planning on heading to the MoMA tomorrow.” I didn’t want to pose it as a question, more just a statement.

“Don’t you have class tomorrow, Liam?” Leslie asked.

“I don’t have classes on Saturday, ma’am,” Liam said.

“How were you planning on getting there, Aya?” Leslie asked.

“I thought I could take the train and meet Liam there.” A thought popped into my head and out of my mouth before I could stop it. “Or Liam could stay in one of the extra rooms, and then we could drive together in the morning?”

“Hmmm.” Leslie seemed like she was trying to find a way to say no.

Liam was a guy, but there were a ton of other guys here, so I didn’t think she could use that excuse.

“I think that sounds great,” Liam said.

“If it’s okay with your parents, of course,” Leslie said hesitantly.

“My dad won’t mind.”

“You can just take one of the empty rooms across the hall from Aya then.”
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“You seem to be feeling much better than the last time I saw you,” Liam said as we wandered to the rec room.

“I do feel better, but not quite one hundred percent,” I said.

“That’ll probably take a while.”

The rec room was on the main floor and had a projector, theater seating, and pool tables at the back. Some of the other kids were settling down to watch a movie, and seeing how Liam was staying here, I needed something to take up the time. They chose an action flick and we sat in the dark, Liam on the sofa next to me without touching me. Well, that was not totally true. His hand brushed my knee, but he didn’t have the same reaction as Andy’d had. Having fabric in between wasn’t the same. It was a good thing too. The last thing I wanted was a repeat of what happened. Or maybe he wasn’t attracted to me. If he weren’t, at least a little, he wouldn’t have driven all this way, would he? Maybe he was really just a concerned friend.

I didn’t watch much of the movie. So many ideas and questions swirled around my head. The color had driven Van Gogh mad. He knew what it felt like to be alone, haunted by the color that surrounded the world. Red. Could he control the other colors? What was Liam thinking about? He had driven all this way to bring me soup. No, back to Van Gogh. He didn’t paint much with the color red, except when painting his self-portraits. Did Liam want to hold my hand? His lay only an inch from my thigh.

Ignore it!

Van Gogh used mostly yellow, blue, and the combo of the two: green. Did he purposely avoid red? On one of the other sofas two people I’d seen in my yoga class were making out. What were their names? Oh yeah, Jana and Preston or something. Could they be any louder with their kissing? Maybe I could hold Liam’s hand if I wore gloves. What would it feel like to control blue? It wasn’t the same as red. But was instead calming and grounded. Every time Liam moved, I wanted to reach out and touch him. He put his arm on the sofa behind me, and I wondered what it would feel like to have his hand brush—

Calm down! Maybe I should go to the MoMA by myself. Spending all this time with Liam was a bad idea. Thinking about kissing him like I had kissed Andy made the red on the surface of my skin tingle. Red flooded into my vision.

“I’m going to pop some popcorn.” I leapt off the sofa before the passion swirling inside my blood could get the better of me. “Did you want anything?”

“I’ll come with you,” Liam said.

“No!” Oops, too harsh. “I don’t want you to miss any of the movie. I’ll be back in three minutes.”

“Uh, okay,” he said.

But I was already out the door, and in a few seconds I was in the kitchen with my head in the freezer, trying to get the red in my body to slow down.

I was out of control, and that made me even angrier. Why couldn’t I just be normal? I wanted to hurt something, make something explode, and make out with Liam all at the same time. I lifted up the sleeve of my shirt. So much red swirled.

Popcorn. I needed to focus. I grabbed a bag out of the snack cupboard and threw it in the microwave.

What had they said in the few yoga classes I’d been to? Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth. Clear your mind. I closed my eyes and instead of the emptiness they told us to find, there was only red. All the red had built up in my body with nowhere to go. If only there was a way to get rid of it. Back at Scarborough train station, I’d used red, the only time it actually left my body. Perhaps I could do something like that again. I really just wanted to hit something.

Could I use that? When I was at home, my mom and I would go to kick boxing class once a week at the local gym where we used punching bags. It always felt so good to hit something. Maybe that could work. What if I let my anger take over, but in a controlled way? I’d noticed a punching bag in the gym where we did yoga. This whole yoga thing wasn’t helping, but maybe hitting something would. If I was going to spend the whole day with Liam, even if Kendra was there, I needed to do something with all the red in my blood. Having a plan made the red in my vision fade a bit. I grabbed the popcorn, headed back in to the rec room, and firmly wedged the bowl in between Liam and me. I didn’t have a clue what was going on in the movie. Oh, well.

The ending credits rolled up the screen and someone flipped on the lights.

“Did you want to play pool?” Liam asked.

“Sure, although I kind of suck.” Most of the room cleared out, except for the two still making out on the sofa. “You should probably break.”

“You can’t be that bad.”

“Yes, I can. I make sucking at pool an art form.”

He broke and not one, but two stripes went into the pockets.

“Now that shot was luck,” he said.

“Sure, it was.” I lined up my shot. I didn’t hit the ball squarely with my cue and it ricocheted off the ball so it went to the side instead of forward.

“I thought you might be kidding when you said you sucked.” He lined up another shot and hit it in the pocket.

“Yeah, we could probably just call the game right now.” I hit the white ball again and again it flew in the opposite direction than I intended.

“I could show you how to hold your arms.” Liam strode around the table to me. I imagined one of those scenes in the movies when the guy is teaching a girl to swing a bat or play golf, and he puts his arms around her. I couldn’t be thinking stuff like that with Liam in the room and so much red in my blood.

“No way.” I skirted around the table from him. “Maybe I like sucking at pool. I’m not going to let you take that away from me.”

He took his shot and missed.

“Maybe this will make up for me being such a terrible painter.” He missed his next shot.

“You can’t be that bad. Yes! I made one in. I think that’s a record for me.” I did a little victory dance, and Liam laughed.

“You haven’t actually seen anything I have painted. I’m so the worst artist in that school.” He hit the next one in. “But I really don’t mind.”

“What?” I said, his words making my shot even worse than it already would’ve been. “What do you mean you don’t mind?”

“I do love working with metal, but my dad really signed me up because he thought I needed ‘a more well-rounded education.’”

“Your dad can afford to send you to the most expensive art school in the nation, just to round out your education?” In a wink the passion inside me snapped to anger.

“Uh, I’m not sure what you mean.”

“I dreamed of going to that school my whole life, knowing I’d never be able to afford it. And you just get to go because your dad thinks it would round out your education? How is that fair? I had to freaking win a national art competition to go.” I gripped my cue so hard my knuckles turned white. But still the red swirled as my fury flared. The solid red ball rolled across the green velvet surface toward me. Liam looked ashamed, and I turned my back on him, leaning against the table. I needed to stick my head in the freezer again.

“I’m sorry, Aya,” Liam said. “I never thought about it.”

What was I doing? Liam was one of the nicest guys I knew, and here I was yelling at him.

“No, I’m the one who should be apologizing. I totally overreacted.”

He came to face me.

“Are you okay, Aya?” He tried to grab my hands, but I pulled my sleeves over them, so he shoved his hands in his pockets. “You’re different. Is something going on?”

“I’m not okay.” I didn’t know what else to say.

“Did you want me to go?” he asked.

“No! No, please don’t go,” I said. “I just have some crazy things going on right now.”

“Like what?” Liam said. “I want to help.”

His sincere blue-gray eyes were the color of the sky around the golden clouds of the sunrise. I shook my head.

“I think this is something I’m going to have to deal with on my own.”

Liam nodded. “Just know, I’m always here if you need me.” He took a half-step closer, and there was nowhere for me to go.

“I’m not sure why,” I said. “I did just yell at you over something you have no control over.” I longed to reach out and touch him, to have his arms around me. To kiss his lips. Maybe I could. Maybe it would be okay.

“I don’t blame you. It was a jackass thing to say.”

I laughed. “How about we just pretend this conversation never happened?” There was a lot of pretending things didn’t happen going on around here.

“I think I can do that.” He put his hands on either side of my hips on the pool table and leaned closer, his lips barely inches from mine.
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They were made with a will, with feeling, with passion, with love.

—Vincent van Gogh





I waited for the kiss, waited for the red to ignite. Longed for it. But I remembered what Andy said. No, I couldn’t do this.

“Aya!”

Liam stepped back as Kendra practically flew into the room. Her fiery gaze swung from me to Liam and back again.

“Hey, Kendra.” I felt light headed and the room was spinning. “We were just playing pool.”

“Uh, huh. Can I talk to you for a minute?” Kendra asked. “Alone.”

“Sure.” I handed Liam my cue. “I’ll be right back.”

We ducked into an empty supply cupboard, and Kendra rounded on me.

“What are you doing?” she whisper–yelled. “Did I just see what I thought I saw?”

I bit my lip and couldn’t help but squirm.

She grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “I thought you were trying to avoid another ‘send a boy to the E.R episode.’”

“I am.” I folded my arms and tried to think of anything I could say in my defense, but she was right.

“Not very hard.” She sighed. “I don’t think you realize how serious this is. Don’t you remember the council? Liam is not an Aolian. He can’t know about you. It would jeopardize everyone, especially since he’s been here now.”

I went cold. Aolians who are unable or unwilling can face incarceration and rehabilitation.

“You’re right. That was really stupid of me.”

“I came down to tell you I can’t go to the museum with you tomorrow.”

“What? Why not?”

“My Grammy is going to be in the city,” she said. “I’m supposed to meet her for a day of shopping.”

“Oh.”

“So you either need to cancel or get yourself under control,” she said. “I’d really hate to see you hurt Liam or yourself.”

“That is the last thing in the world I want to do,” I said. “But I have to go to the museum, tomorrow. I have to.”

“Why?”

“I think . . . .” I paused. “I just need to see paintings from Van Gogh.”

“You are risking a lot to just see paintings.”

“I know it sounds crazy, but he’s the only one who knows what it’s like to have the color inside him.”

“Maybe you should talk to Leslie,” Kendra said. “She could help you. The first little while of being a Talent is hard, and I think you need some help.”

Kendra didn’t know the half of it. She didn’t know that I’d almost killed myself with red. She didn’t know how easy it was to lose control. How easy it would be to hurt, even kill someone with the red that was in their body. The last thing I wanted to do was talk to Leslie.

“I’ll be careful tomorrow. I promise,” I said. “I’ve been working with Danny already. I can talk to him.”

“Danny?” Kendra said. “That could work. And this goes beyond being careful tomorrow.”

“I will stay at least a foot away from him at all times, cross my heart.”

“I’d make it two.” Kendra opened the door and stepped out into the hall. “Which is really too bad, ’cause he is seriously hot.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”

Liam was shooting pool when I came back into the room. Jana and Preston had disappeared, and the rest of the mansion was quiet.

“What did Kendra have to say?” Liam asked.

“Just that she can’t go with us tomorrow. She has a date with her grandma. It's just you and me.”

“Sounds good.” Liam put away the pool stuff and didn’t even bother to hide the smile on his face. “Your room was up on the third floor, right?”

I led him to the staircase. “It’s in the old servants’ quarters. It’s funny. They gave me one of those super plush rooms, but I asked to be moved. I like visiting museums, not living in them.”

“This place gives me the creeps when it’s dark,” he said as we slipped past the dim wall sconces on the second floor.

“It’s not so bad during the day, but you’re right. I don’t usually go poking around here at night.”

“I wouldn’t either.”

I opened the door that led to the third floor. The stairs were completely dark, as was the hall upstairs.

“I’m not sure where the light switch is.” I took a few steps forward, ran square into the stairs, stubbed ten toes, fell down, and caught myself with my hands before my face slammed into the wood. “Ouch! I just found the stairs.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

He put his hands on my hips as I still lay on the stairs and helped me to a standing position. I was both relieved and disappointed he let go right away.

“How did you manage to find them without tripping?” I asked.

“Easy. I let you go first.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“I did think you knew where you were going, though, or I would have sacrificed my shins.”

“Next time it’s your turn.”

By the time we made it to the top, we were both laughing harder than we should have, seeing how the rest of the house was already asleep.

The huge window at the end of the hall gave us enough light to see the outline of the walls, and I went to it. The half-moon lit the garden with its pale light.

“Strange how night steals all color from the world,” I said. The silver leaves outside shuddered in the breeze.

“The color is still there,” Liam said. “We just can’t see it.”

“I wish it did remove all color for just a few hours.” I sighed. “During the day it can fill the world, but at night I wish it could be just black, white, and all the grays in between.”

Liam didn’t say anything, and I fiddled with the curtain to the side of the window, trying to hold onto this colorless world.

“Let’s find you somewhere to sleep,” I said finally. I turned on the light in my room. “Now if you forget which door is mine, just look at the white board. Mine says Aya.”

“Also handy if I forget your name.”

“Yeah, Matt, I mean, John, I mean . . . What was your name again?”

“Haha, funny,” he said sarcastically.

“Now if you get the sudden urge to draw a mustache on someone’s face in the middle of the night with a Sharpie, then I’ll be in there.” I pointed to the door next to mine.

“Got it.”

“And this,” I flipped on the light in the room across the hall, “can be yours.” The room was pretty much like mine with the craftsman style furniture and the slanted ceiling, but the walls were gray instead of pale green. He threw his sweatshirt onto the bed. “The bathroom is down the hall, and there is plenty of shampoo and stuff if you want to take a shower in the morning.” Great, now I was imagining Liam in the shower. This would be so much easier if the red weren’t compounding my crazy teenage hormones.

“Thanks. I guess I’ll see you in the morning,” Liam said.

I walked to the door but turned around at the threshold. “Hey, thanks for coming,” I said. “It means a lot to me.”

“I’m glad,” he said.

I pulled the door shut.

“Goodnight, Aya,” Liam said through the wood.

“Goodnight.”

I didn’t go to bed. Instead, I pulled on my workout pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt and shoved some headphones into my pocket. Using the light on my phone—why didn’t I think of it when I was trying to find the stairs with Liam?—I opened my door as silently as I could. I stopped by Liam’s room, but his light was off and I didn’t hear any sound from inside. Still, I tiptoed until I was outside and on my way to the gym.

The gym was an octagonal building with walls made entirely of glass a ways out into the forest and not visible from the Mansion. I think they were going for the whole ‘commune with nature’ thing when they built it. It was obviously created way after the mansion, probably specifically for Talents. It had to be impossible to keep heated in the winter.

Before I stepped into the gym, the forest was visible on the other side, but the glass distorted the image making it look like the trees moved and twisted. Once inside, I flipped on the lights, and my view of the outside disappeared. I didn’t like the idea of anyone outside being able to see me when I couldn’t see them, but I figured since all the lights in the mansion were out, everyone was likely asleep.

I snagged a pair of kickboxing gloves from the equipment box, put in my headphones, and jogged to the punching bag, the music pounding in my ears. It’d been too long. I hit the bag experimentally with a jab. Oh, man it felt good. I hit the bag again and again, faster and faster. I let my anger bubble up inside me, allowed it to take over, to turn my vision red. But it wasn’t enough. I threw the gloves off and hit the bag with my bare fists. With every hit, I screamed the things I’d lost control over.

“Hurting others. Getting attacked. Almost killing myself. Hurting Andy. Wanting to paint. Never knowing my dad,” and everything else I could think of. My knuckles began to bleed, but I never felt the pain.

“Hating red. Loving color. Losing control. Becoming someone else. Who am I now? Loving this power. Hating this power. Who am I now? Being a freak. Hurting others.” My anger built, but then I noticed every hit left a mark on the bag, and not just the imprint with my blood. Pure red pigment leached out of my body. My anger and punches forced the red out of my skin. Again and again I hit the bag, with each punch the red left me. I pushed at it. Found it and forced it out, like it was poison, even though I knew it was power. Maybe power was poison.

I don’t know how long it took, but at last the red dimmed. I knew it was only a matter of time before it would find me, trespass in my body even though it didn’t belong, as if it owned me. But for now, I was just me, with only a small amount of red forcing me to have feelings I didn’t want or understand. For now, I was free.

I returned to my room.

I had my hand on the doorknob when a voice startled me, and I jumped back.
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I really can’t tell if I shall ever again do paintings that are calmly and quietly worked out, because I have the feeling they will always be incoherent.

—Vincent van Gogh





“This is a terrible idea.” Liam’s voice was in between yelling and whispering. There was a pause and I realized he must have been talking to someone on the phone. “But dad . . . no, of course not. No, that won’t be necessary.” Another pause.

Liam swore. His door banged and it sounded like he had punched its solid oak surface. “What am I doing?” he mumbled.

Uhhh . . . what? I guess I wasn’t the only one who liked to hit things on occasion. I thought about calling out to him but decided against it. What did his dad want?

I glanced at my phone: one thirty. I locked the door behind me and stripped off my clothes. The cool sheets enveloped my skin as I sank into bed. The Talent-induced unconsciousness did not consume me like it had so often of late, but my exercise brought me the sleep of a mortal tired at the end of a long day.

I woke feeling clean, even with the dried sweat from last night clinging to my skin. The red was almost gone, and for the first time in a long time I was calm, serene.

I peeked into the hall, and Liam’s door was still shut.

After my shower, I was almost me again. Old me. Not psychotic me. I had taken my clothes into the bathroom with me so I wouldn’t meet Liam on the way to my room in nothing but a towel. Even though I’d managed to drain much of the red from my body, red lines still flitted across my skin. I opened the bathroom door and the water across the hall was on. Liam must be taking a shower. I glanced into his open door. The bed was made and nothing else hinted he had slept there last night.

“The boy sure is tidy,” I said.

Liam’s shower shut off. I hurried into my room and left the door open just a crack. The last thing I needed was to see Liam in just a towel.

I didn’t know how long he would take, so I sat at my desk with one of my Van Gogh books. In so many of his early paintings, the color was dull compared to his later works. So many browns and grays, muddy greens against black backgrounds. Was this how Van Gogh painted before the color took over? Or was this his way of keeping the color at bay?

“Good morning,” Liam said. I turned around as he swung open my door. His dark hair glistened and even though he wore the same clothes from yesterday, he smelled good, like outside.

“Hey,” I flipped my book shut. “You hungry?”

“Sure.” His eyes lingered for a brief moment on my freshly scabbed knuckles, but he didn’t say anything.

“If you don’t want to be an artist,” I said as we headed to the kitchen, “what do you want to do?”

“Do I have to decide right now?” he asked.

“Nope.”

“Good, ’cause I have no idea.”

After breakfast, we headed to Liam’s car. The sky was saturated cyan, and even the greens of the trees and yellows of the lilies seemed overblown. Maybe the red had distorted my vision more than I’d realized.

“Hey,” Liam said as the engine revved to life. “You never did give me a tour of the house.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said tossing my messenger bag on the floor at my feet. Most of the guys I knew had old soda bottles and lost homework littering the floor, but not Liam. The carpet had even been vacuumed recently. “I didn’t. We’ll have to next time you come up.”

“Is there going to be a next time?” he asked. “Aren’t you coming back to school soon?”

Now that he mentioned it, I imagined myself living here, but still going to art school. Could the two worlds connect?

“I’m not exactly sure what I’m going to do,” I said.

“But you’ll be coming back to school right?” His truck was a manual and each time he shifted, it shuddered and jerked.

“Yes,” I said. “Are you sure this thing will get us all the way to New York?”

Liam looked insulted. “Of course, she will. This baby’s been running for forty years, and she’s not about to give up now.” Someone ran a light in front of us, and Liam slammed the middle of the steering wheel. Instead of the usual duck sound, the notes to ‘Take Me Out to the Ball Game’ played. I couldn’t help but laugh as the red-light runner turned to see where such cheerful music came from.

“No offense,” I hit the horn again, “but this car doesn’t really match the whole, ‘enough money to buy your way into the most expensive art school in the country’ motif.”

“Well my dad hates it, but he lets me drive it since I paid for it myself.”

“It’s pretty awesome,” I said. “Did it come with that horn, or did you put it in?”

“That horn is one of the reasons I bought it.” Liam grinned. “It’s supposed to play five songs, but the car must really like baseball, because that’s the song it plays the most.”

“Maybe it used to live by a baseball field and now misses it.”

“Yeah, we should take it to a game some time.”

“I’m not sure how many seats we’d need to buy for it to fit, though,” I said. “We’d need to rent a box.”

Liam laughed and I was happier than I’d been in days. With most of the red gone, my happiness was able to push aside the other emotions. The scenery flew by, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had so much fun with a guy. Before I knew it, we were in the city.

“It’s impossible to find a parking space,” Liam said, “so we can park at my place and walk or take the Tube to the MoMA.”

“The Tube? Please tell me you rich people don’t have some transportation device that shoots you through a tube like those drive-through things at the bank.”

Liam laughed. “I meant the train. The Tube is what we call it in London. Most of the time I use the American words, but on occasion my childhood sneaks up on me.” He pulled into an underground parking lot under a stunning all glass high-rise building and waved at the security guard in the booth before settling into his personal slot.

“This is where you live?” I asked. “Your forty-year-old jeep really doesn’t match this place. You’d laugh at my house in Montana.”

“I’d probably prefer your house.” He grabbed my messenger bag and slung it over his shoulder. His phone chimed, and he glanced at it. “Hmm.”

“Is something wrong?” I said.

“Yes, well, no. Well, it’s just my sister. She’s been begging to meet you.”

“What? I didn’t know you had a sister. Of course, I have to meet her.”

“But what about the museum . . . ?”

“The museum will still be there after I meet her.” I eyed my bag, but decided if he wanted to carry it, I’d let him.

We headed to the elevators and Liam hit the button to the fifty-second floor, but he had to put in some security code before the elevator would move.

Apparently Liam lived on the entire floor, because the doors didn’t open into a hall—they opened right into his living room.

The outer walls were entirely made of glass, with a stunning view of the New York skyline. The room could have been in a magazine article with sleek furniture so perfectly arranged it seemed like it was set up on a grid. The space was open, with the kitchen and the living area joined together. I could fit my whole house in just these two rooms.

Wow, I was totally a country bumpkin compared to all this. What on earth was Liam doing hanging out with me? He had to think I was super lame. On the other hand, he wasn’t snobby and he was the one who came to see me.

But he looked so out of place with his ripped jeans and worn shoes.

“Liam, is that you?” said a girl’s voice from around the corner.

“Yeah,” Liam called.

“Oh, good, for a second I thought you were Dad.” A teenage girl a year or two younger than Liam entered. “I didn’t realize you were here already.” Her long, dark hair matched Liam’s but instead of blue eyes, hers were brown. She had on black yoga pants, a white tank top, and bare feet. In her hand was a thin pole about a foot taller than she was.

“Yeah, Aya, this is Ryker, my little sister. Ryker, this is Aya.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said. “I didn’t know Liam had a sister.”

“Thanks for mentioning me.” Ryker swatted Liam’s arm with her pole. “I’ve heard all about you, Aya.”

“You have?”

“Anyway, Ryker,” Liam said, “now you two have met, and I’m sure you have lots of other stuff to do.”

“No, I was just getting done with practice.”

“What kind of practice?” I eyed her stick.

“Just some martial arts.”

“Really?” I said. “You practice with a stick?”

“Weapons are the best part,” Ryker said. “I love it, but don’t tell my Dad. I like to complain about it to him.”

“Ready to go, Aya?” Liam asked.

“What? You just got here,” Ryker said. “Come on, Aya. Let me show you the dojo.”

“You have a dojo? In your house?”

“Ryker . . .” Liam warned.

“What? Are you afraid she’ll like me more than you? Come on, Aya.”

The apartment was set up so every room had a share of the massive glass windows. In the inside space was a hall.

“Here’s my room,” Ryker said. It was entirely decorated with band pictures, and there was a guitar leaning against a chair. Transparent photos that could have been old slides but bigger were affixed to the windows. Every surface was covered in anything from magazines to nail polish to shoes, with the occasional throwing star mixed in.

I bet she had a ton of cute clothes.

Ryker kept walking. “And here’s Liam’s room.”

His room was spotless and seemed plain after Ryker’s. The bed was neatly made, with a gray coverlet and navy-blue pillows. There was a couch, chairs, a desk with a computer, and not much else.

“I know,” Ryker said like she could guess exactly what I was thinking. “Could he be any lamer?”

It didn’t seem to fit. Liam’s car downstairs was clean but had so much of his personality in it. This was boring compared to that.

“Thanks a lot,” Liam said. “I thought you were supposed to make me look cool in front of the girls I bring home.”

“Oh, is that what you said?” Ryker put her hand over her mouth, like she forgot something. “I thought you said, ‘make me look lame.’”

I laughed at Liam’s scowl, but I could tell he really didn’t mean it.

“How often do you bring girls home?” I said.

Liam opened his mouth but couldn’t seem to think of anything to say.

Ryker grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the open space at the end of the hall.

“Liam never brings girls home,” Ryker whispered conspiratorially, but still loud enough for Liam to hear. “That’s why it’s sooooo funny.”

“I think he’s regretting it.”

“If Liam didn’t like you, he wouldn’t have brought you here for pretty much anything. He wouldn’t want to risk anyone unworthy encountering our dad.”

“You do realize I’m still here, don’t you?” Liam said.

“Did you hear something, Aya?” Ryker cocked her head, like she was hearing voices.

“Have you ever thought,” Liam said, “that it’s not Dad I’m trying to avoid, but you?”

Ryker didn’t even glance at her brother. “See he’s afraid you’ll like me more than him. But it’s not my fault he pales when compared to my awesomeness.”

“You wish,” Liam said.

We stepped over the threshold of the Dojo. By this point, I shouldn’t be surprised by the size, but I was. The floor was covered in thick foam mats. The far wall was made of windows like the rest of the apartment, but it was covered in a transparent cream fabric that diffused the sunlight from outside. Sinister-looking weapons lined the other three walls—every sort of knife, sword, and throwing star.

“I’m guessing you guys don’t have problems with people breaking in?” I said.

“They wouldn’t stand a chance,” Ryker said. “Although, it’d be fun to see them try.”

Off to the side were shelves of practice weapons made of wood or foam.

“Bo staff,” Ryker yelled as she grabbed another stick and threw it to Liam.

“You really want to do this now?” Liam raised his eyebrows and spun the staff in his hand. He grabbed an inhaler out of his backpack and took two deep breaths with it before approaching Ryker. I hadn’t known he had asthma.

“Oh, come on, you know you’d like to show off,” Ryker said.

“You think so?” He swung the staff at her feet.

She leapt up, bringing her knees to her chest and the wood swung harmlessly beneath her. She landed lightly on her feet and struck Liam in the arm. He hit her stick away and swung his staff, but she blocked it. In the same movement she swung at Liam’s leg. He knocked her weapon aside and hit her lightly on the arm. This went on for a full five minutes, this dance of near misses, and light hits. I couldn’t take my gaze from them.

I’d never in my life wanted to do martial arts. But now, watching Liam and Ryker fight with such grace and strength, I wanted to be a part of it. Back in Grand Central if I’d known how to do what they did, perhaps I could have defended myself without having to make the world think there’d been a terrorist attack. And last night hitting a punching bag helped me empty the red.

Ryker’s phone dinged from its place on the shelf.

“Hold,” she yelled out between gasps and Liam stopped. She read the message. “It’s just a friend. Want to keep going?”

“Nah.” Liam wiped his forehead on the bottom of his shirt. Holy six pack. “We really should be going.”

“Actually,” I said as casually as I could. “You guys don’t want to teach me how to do that.” I pointed at the staff. “Do you?”

“Sure.” Liam’s smile was stunning. “That would be fun.”

Ryker grabbed another staff off the shelf. “Of course, I always want someone new to torture.”

“Cool.” I took the staff from Ryker. Learning with them would be fun.

“Let’s see what you can do.” Liam tapped the end of his staff against mine.

“I might have a few tricks up my sleeve,” I said, unable to help the mischievous grin on my face.

“Move one foot forward,” Liam said. “You need a strong stance.” He was only a foot away from me. He put his hands on my hips, and my heart jumped into overdrive. “Like this.” He moved one of my feet forward, then pushed, testing my stance.

“Hey,” I said, but I didn’t move.

“Good.” He stepped back. “Grab the staff in the middle, with the palm up,” Liam said. “Then lead with the pinky, up in a scooping motion into a figure eight from left to right, on alternating sides of your body.”

I moved the staff around me, making a flying cage. I went slow at first, then pushed faster and faster.

“My arm is already tired,” I said.

“We just need to get you stronger,” Ryker said.

There was something amazing about this movement: so strong and fast and exhilarating. Then— Thwack.

“Ouch!” That is until I hit myself in the face. I couldn’t help but laugh and my eyes watered.

“Are you okay?” And then Liam was so close, I couldn’t move.

The laugh died in my throat. “I’m fine. I really didn’t hit it that hard.”

“Let me look at it.” Liam reached up like he was going to touch me.

I did the first thing that came to mind—a backwards handspring. I landed on my feet a few paces behind where I’d just been. Liam stood with his mouth open, stunned, like I’d kicked him in the face.

“I told you I had some tricks up my sleeve.” I enjoyed the shocked look on his face.

Ryker jogged to where I stood. “I knew I liked you. Put it here.” She raised her hand to give me a five. “That was fantastic. If you can bust out moves like that, this’ll be easy.”

“If I can manage not to hit myself in the face.” I grinned at Liam, and his look of shock morphed into a huge smile.

“Awesome,” he said.

We played around for the next hour or so. They showed me some punches and kicks, and they were familiar from the kickboxing classes I’d taken with my mom. Except these were more controlled, and more fun because of who I was hanging out with.

By the end I was tired and hungry. I glanced at my phone. It was after one. “We should probably go. Did you want to get some lunch before we go to the museum?”

“Sure,” Liam said.

“Did you want to come with us, Ryker?” I asked.

Ryker glanced at her brother, and he shook his head almost imperceptibly.

“Nah, I better not,” she said. Her phone chimed. “That’s Dad. He’s says he’ll be home in five minutes.”

“Then that’s definitely our cue to go.” Liam grabbed my bag. “See you.”

“It was nice to meet you, Ryker,” I said. “Let’s do it again.”

“Come over Monday.” She walked us to the elevator.

“That would be fun.” I hit the button, and we stepped on. “See you!”

Ryker waved back as the door closed.

We were silent for a moment before I said, “So, you don’t want your dad to meet me?”

Liam turned to me. “Why would you think that?”

“We did just flee your apartment when you thought he was coming home.”

He was silent for a moment.

“No, I’m way more worried about you meeting him than the other way around. I’m afraid if you meet him, you’ll never want to come back. Ryker can be a lot to handle, but Ryker and my dad in the same day.” He shuddered.

“He can’t be that bad.”

“You’ve never met him.”

“Now I’m all sorts of curious.”

“I’m sure you’ll meet him sometime, but today is not that day.”

The door opened to the granite and glass covered lobby.

“Did you want to walk or take the subway?” Liam said when we stepped out into the sunshine.

“Jolly good, chap! Did you mean the Tube?” I said in an exaggerated English accent.

He rolled his eyes.

I laughed. “It’s so beautiful out, let’s walk,”

The city was lovely, especially in this perfect weather. The traffic, rushing people, and eclectic architecture had charms outside my usual definitions of beauty. The people who shared the sidewalks were so varied, with the super model walking side-by-side with a garbage collector. I wanted to match every color of skin with my paint and learn each of their stories.

“I like your sister,” I said.

“You do? Why?”

“I just do. She’s funny.”

“Funny until she attacks you at three in the morning with that staff of hers, then she claims it is for your good, so you stay alert.”

I giggled at the mental picture.

“What is your home in Montana like?” he asked.

“You really want to know?”

“Yes.”

“Well, get the image of your high-rise in your mind,” I said. “Are you imagining it?”

Liam closed his eyes but kept walking. “Yep.”

“Oh, let me help you there, so you don’t run into anything.” I stood behind him and grabbed his arms that were covered with his long-sleeved shirt and then proceeded to push him into a fire hydrant, garbage can, and brick building.

“We can cross out seeing-eye dog from your list of potential careers,” he said when he hit the corner of a hotdog stand, and finally opened his eyes. “And don’t think you can distract me away from my question.” His smile made my heart pound and the red inside me whirl.

“Okay, my house is the complete opposite of yours,” I said. “We moved to Bozeman when I was three. My mom spent the next four years renovating this house that was built in 1904. I guess it was totally trashed when she started, but now it’s beautiful. It’s not big, but it seems big with just my mom and me in it. My mom has her bedroom and her music room. A few years ago, I moved up to the attic, so I could have the huge space for my bedroom/studio. My mom put in four skylights and big windows at either end, so I have enough light.” I smiled at the memory. “I found this picture of a beautiful riad in Morocco with turquoise walls and billowing fabric of red and orange, and I did my best to make my attic a piece of the exotic. Of course, most of the blue walls are covered by drawings now, but I know it’s there. I painted a gigantic world map on the wood floor in gold paint. A friend and I went and collected driftwood from the river in the fall and added it to my bed to make it four-poster, and I draped fabric and tiny lights over it.” I stopped, the heat in my cheeks rising. “It probably sounds silly compared to your apartment.”

“No, it sounds amazing.”

“The outside of our house is painted pale green with white trim, and we sit on the porch swing in the evening in the summer. The basement is seriously scary, though. We try not to go down there for any reason. Oh, and we have chickens.”

“Chickens?” Liam said. “You mean like the animal that lays eggs?”

I gave his shoulder a push. “No, I mean the animal that breathes fire.”

His hand grabbed my forearm as I stepped away and it slid down, like he would grab my hand.
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I’ve tried to express the terrible passions of humanity with red.

—Vincent van Gogh





I pulled away before he could touch my skin. But, of course, he noticed and shoved his hands into his pockets.

How long could this go on, this not being able to touch each other? I wanted to, I really did, but I needed it to be real. I needed to be in control. I didn’t want the red to make him want me. It needed to be real for him, too. Was that too much to ask now? Would I ever have something real? I didn’t have much red inside me, but would that matter? I just needed to tell him not to touch me for a while, just until I worked things out. But how would he take that? Even if he was upset, it was better than me hurting him.

“Hey, Liam?” I said.

“Yeah?” his hands were still jammed into his pockets.

“You know how you asked yesterday if I was all right?”

“Yeah?”

“This might seem like a strange request, but can you not touch me? I know it seems weird, but there is just a lot of stuff I’m trying to work through right now.”

“Oh.” Liam stopped and studied my face for a moment. “If that’s what you want.”

I nodded. He couldn’t know the reason. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

He didn’t say anything, either, and we kept walking.

“So where did you want to eat?” Liam asked after a few minutes of silence.

“I don’t care, Mr. New York, is there any place good?”

“Hello! This is New York.” He acted enthusiastic, but something of the at ease Liam of earlier was gone. “Any kind of food you want, and we can find it. Or we’re close to the park. We could get some take out and eat there.”

“That sounds perfect. I need a little sun.” I’d been holed up in my room too much lately. “But no burgers or pizza.”

“There’s a Greek place a few blocks over. We could grab some gyros.”

“You sure know the way to any girl’s heart,” I said. “Do you hate going to art school during the summer when you could be doing something else?”

“Well, last year I had to take Chinese, so art school is way better.”

“Chinese?”

“Yeah, my dad says Asia is the future, so I’ve studied Chinese the last four summers.”

“Don’t you ever do anything normal, like sleep until noon and then spend the rest of the day playing video games and watching TV?” I asked.

“What are these video games you speak of?” Liam pulled a face. “My dad won’t even let them in the house because they are ‘a complete waste of time.’”

“Does he expect you to be the President of the United States and the CEO of some Fortune Five Hundred company by the time you’re thirty-five?”

“Something like that,” he said.

We reached the gyro shop. It was small but smelled amazing. A seasoned leg of lamb spun beneath a heating lamp behind the guy at the counter. It was fascinating to watch him carve off little strips of meat for our lunch, and we ordered everything to go.

When we stepped back outside, Liam said, “So tell me about Montana.”

“What do you want to know?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been there.”

“I think it’s funny that you have been all over Europe and Asia, and you haven’t been to Montana. People travel from all over the world to come see Yellowstone National Park.”

“Going to a national park would imply some kind of a vacation, which we don’t usually do. All our travel is strictly educational or business. I should see if I can get my dad to sign some kind of contract with the buffalo, so I could go to Montana all the time for business.”

I laughed. “I’ve heard those bison can be stubborn to work with.”

“But really, what’s it like?”

“It’s winter for half the year, and if you can manage to not freeze to death, summer makes it all worth it. Montana is exactly like something you’d see in Lord of the Rings, except without the magic elves and hobbits and stuff. It’s stunningly beautiful. From where I live, mountains stretch for hundreds of miles in every direction in a wild carpet that might not know humans exist.”

“So pretty much opposite of here,” he said.

“Yep, I met a guy the other day who’d literally never left New York City in his entire life. He was almost twenty and had never seen mountains or even the stars. It was so surreal.”

“I bet there are people who’ve never left Montana,” Liam said.

“Good point.”

We reached the park and found a spot in the shade of a tree. Liam up divided the food. In addition to my gyro, we each had two tiny meat kabobs and two little egg roll looking things that turned out to be rice wrapped in grape leaves. It was pretty much the best food ever. When I finished eating, I moved out of the shade to lie on the grass in the sunshine. My dad’s cuff bumped against my ribs as I lay down.

“Oh, I have this bracelet.” I shimmied my dad’s Dechrua bracelet out from under my sleeve and handed it to Liam. “I was wondering if you could make it smaller for me.”

He lay next to me, and studied it for a minute, his fingers lingering over the symbols etched into the surface. “Where’d you get this?”

“My aunt just gave it to me. It was my dad’s.”

“I can do that.” He snapped the bracelet around my wrist, gauging how much smaller it needed to be, before slipping it into his pocket. “It won’t be a big deal at all.”

“Thanks, it would mean a lot to me.” We stared up at the clouds. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want, but I haven’t heard you mention your mom.”

“Not much to tell,” he said. “She owns a commercial real-estate empire in Barcelona. I used to see her all the time when I was young, but she married some guy about six years ago. They have two kids now. I only see them a few times a year, and only when my dad doesn’t have me doing assignments for him.”

“I never asked what your dad does,” I said.

“Now that’s a little harder to explain. He does a lot of things for a lot of people, but he mostly deals with personnel and hiring.”

“Sounds boring,” I said.

“You might be surprised. Hey, let’s get a picture.” Liam pulled his phone out of his jeans. He held it above our heads as we lay in the grass and snapped a picture. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to post this to social media and say something like, ‘Aya and I just ate an entire leg of lamb and now we can’t even get off the ground’ or something.”

I laughed, and he snapped another picture.

“Hey,” I said. “You’re supposed to warn me!”

He handed me his phone to show me the picture. His smile was totally at ease, and the sun lit up his blue eyes. I looked content, instead of like the half-crazed gerbil I expected.

I was surprised at how happy we appeared.

“Text those pictures to me.” I handed back his phone. We settled onto our backs watching the occasional puffy white cloud.

He shifted and when I glanced over he was leaning against his elbow looking at me. He was close enough for me to see that his blue-gray eyes had little flecks of indigo in them.

Oh, how I wanted to touch him.

Did he want to kiss me?

We just lay looking at each other for what seemed like a long time. It should have been awkward, but it wasn’t. Before I could do something I’d regret, I jumped to my feet, breaking that soft moment.

“The MoMA is calling our names,” I said.

Liam got to his feet and brushed grass off his jeans. “Van Gogh waits for no man!”

We made it to 53rd Street and the white sign running vertically up the side of the MoMA appeared. The museum was designed exactly how the Museum of Modern Art should be, with sleek black glass windows, modern typography, and the occasional splash of primary colors.

“Two student tickets,” I said to the lady behind the ticket counter. I reached into my bag that Liam was still holding, but he snatched it away.

“Uh,” Liam said. “You aren’t paying for me.”

“Seeing how you drove us here, thus saving me a train fare, and bought me lunch, I think I am,” I said.

Liam squinted at me. “Humph.” The lady stared at us in annoyance from behind the counter.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I said smugly. “Hand over my wallet.”

Liam passed it over. Why did my bones go weak when his eyes sparkled like that? I handed the lady my debit card.

Liam grabbed a map. “Where to first?”

“Did you need a child activity sheet?” I asked, with what I hoped was an innocent expression on my face.

“Nah,” Liam said. “I have that thing memorized.”

“Figures.”

I desperately wanted to see Starry Night, but now that we were here, I didn’t know if I could face it just yet. I studied the map. Van Gogh was located on the fifth floor.

“Let’s start at the bottom and work up,” I said.

“What, no Van Gogh first?”

“I’m just saving the best for last.”

We sauntered through the sculpture garden, the photography, the multimedia, the works of Jackson Pollock, and a whole wall of soup cans painted by Warhol. There was a life-sized, realistic sculpture of an opera singer who looked like he was yelling instead of singing. I snapped a picture of Liam yelling back at him before a security guard chased us off.

And then we were at the fifth floor with only a set of glass French doors between Van Gogh and me. For a moment I pictured him on the other side waiting for me with open arms and a place where someone understood. I was light headed as Liam opened the doors and we passed massive paintings by Monet and Klimt. I’d been here before and knew Starry Night was just around a wall in the center of the room.

Starry Night was one of those paintings that was beautiful when replicated in a book or on a computer screen, but seeing it in real life was stunning—captivating. Comparing the two was like saying the ocean and a rain puddle were the same. Van Gogh painted this night scene without using the most obvious color of black. The spiraling yellows and blues showed how the night sky moved with every moment of time with color was so thick, it reached out to me.

Even now, it took my breath away with its passion.

But I was disappointed.

I expected it to speak to me, to say all the words I desired to hear from the long-since-dead Van Gogh. The little hope I had stored in my chest crumbled. Would I end up just like him? Driven mad by the ever-present color around me? Could something I loved so much destroy me?

“I can see why it is one of the most beloved paintings in the world,” Liam said, his head cocked to one side. “Something about it feels so alive.”

“Maybe it is.” Color lived in ways I’d never imagined.

I stared at the painting a long time. Liam wandered off through the rest of the nearby rooms, but I couldn’t move. I hoped something would change the longer I stayed, but it didn’t. Eventually, I also strolled between the other paintings on the floor. Any other day I loved these works. I loved to view the path art took to and from impressionism, but the stunning colors left an empty sadness.

“Which one is your favorite?” Liam came to stand next to me as I viewed a Monet.

“I pretty much love all the impressionists and post-impressionists,” I said. “Do you have a favorite?”

“I think my favorite is still the yeller downstairs.”

“Of course. No one can resist an opera screamer.”

We covered the rest of the floor, but I still wished to remain.

“I want to check out Starry Night one last time,” I said.

“Why am I not surprised?” Liam smiled but then shoved his hands into his pockets.

I stood in front of it one more time.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw it.

Not a part of the painting. Not a part of anything. Suspended between two layers of glass beside Van Gogh’s portrait of Joseph Roulin was a single page of handwritten text.

I was drawn to the words and riveted.

Of course, I’d missed it on my first walk past the painting. It was small—insignificant perhaps to anyone but me. Van Gogh’s handwritten French script flowed frantically across the page.

Off to the side a small placard read—Words believed to have been written by Van Gogh during one of his bouts of mental illness. On loan from a private collection.

Translated from French it read—

I surround myself with chrome yellow and pale lemon green, while my blue walls feel the most harmonious. But on my bed, I keep a blood-red bedspread. I often question the wisdom of having the color so close to me, but by using such diverse tones I can express absolute repose. There must be a balance, so I keep the red close to me, while still surrounded by the yellows and blues that should bring happiness and stability. The red brings such strength but is so easily overwhelming. And, of course, it is always with me, a part of me.

The passage kept going with Van Gogh’s words continuing as if they were my own. The strength of red was easily overwhelming. Did he believe that if he could access the other colors he could find rest? If he could access blue, could he have balance? And would yellow bring some kind of happiness?

I used my phone to take a picture of the front and back of the page and the translation. I needed to remember the exact words.

“Is that written by Van Gogh?” Liam asked.

“Yes.” Finding this page had made me happier than I’d been in days. Perhaps my depleted red allowed the joy to surface.

Liam read the words on the placard out loud. I closed my eyes to listen.

Wait. What was that?

I blinked slowly. Tiny dots of green popped up behind my eyelids, like when someone turns a flashlight on and off in a dark room, and the light burns a latent image into the retina.

I opened my eyes again but there was nothing. It wasn’t until I reached out with that part of me that could sense color that the imperceptible dots of red set into the fiber of the page became apparent, below certain letters.

Could it be some kind of a code that only a Colorist could see?

“Hey, can I get my sketchbook?” I asked.

Liam handed me my bag.

Some words had several dots beneath letters and some had none. I wrote each marked letter in my sketchbook, hoping none of the dots had faded over time. I was meticulous.

Liam studied a huge Monet close buy. Was he getting bored?

I found each letter and together it was just a long series of letters.

I didn’t have any clue what it said. If only I spoke French. Why did I take the useful language of Spanish in school? I couldn’t even distinguish where the words ended or began. But there was one word I recognized.

Paris.

The last word was Paris. Was it an address?

But something else caught attention—not red dots, but red something else, invisible to the naked eye.

An image, no, words were burned into the fiber of the paper. It took me a moment to see, to distinguish.

It was words. But for a long moment they didn’t make sense because they couldn’t possibly.

Aya—find it.

Three words, a plea. But no, it couldn’t possibly be my name. That would be impossible. Van Gogh couldn’t have let me a personal message. He couldn’t have known that I would be here, at this moment. Out of all the pages he wrote, he couldn’t know that I would see this one, could he?

It had to be a mistake.

But the letter stared back at me, as visible as if they were written in ink.

Liam appeared at my side. “Are you ready? Or is there something else you wanted to see?”

“No, I’m good.” I slipped my sketchbook back into my bag. I was shocked and terrified that I’d found something. Of course, I’d have to translate the message, but could Van Gogh really have left me a message?

We took the stairs to the bottom floor, and we both ignored the pointed stares from the security guard who’d yelled at us before. On our way past the gift shop, a sparkle in the window caught my eye. A miniature version of Starry Night hung on a silver chain.

“I don’t think I can resist that.” I darted into the shop.

Liam’s low chuckle echoed behind me.

The display had several versions. I chose a locket, where the image of Starry Night swung open, revealing a square cavity.

It was pricey, but I handed my debit card to the lady behind the counter anyway.

“I don’t need a bag,” I said as she took out a small plastic sack. “I’m going to wear it out.”

“Wow,” Liam said. “I’ve never seen such a huge grin on your face.”

“I did say I have a thing for Van Gogh. Doesn’t everyone need something to be obsessed with?”

“I guess so, but I don’t have anything. Huh.” He scratched his chin like he was deep in thought.

“Well, it can’t be anything like music or video games,” I said. “That’s too mainstream. You definitely need something edgy, like jellyfish or the many kinds of alpaca wool.”

“Hmmm, how about dust collected from historic places around the world and kept in tiny jars?”

“Maybe you shouldn’t commit to anything just now.” I looped the chain around my neck.

“Yeah, probably not.”

“I’m going to run to the restroom,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

I played with my new necklace, and it was already warm in my hand. I liked the idea of having a little piece of Van Gogh with me wherever I went. One side of the hall was made entirely of glass that faced the street outside. The other was a perfect stark white.

“Ayami,” a woman behind me said.

One word from that voice was enough to send me into a panic.

I turned to find Dune, my attacker from the train station, blocking the hallway behind me and smiling malevolently.
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You mention the emptiness you sometimes feel, and that is exactly what I feel myself.

—Vincent van Gogh





I wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go.

“I just want to talk,” Dune said. She wore an immaculate, navy-blue tailored pantsuit that extended to perfect white, wedge-heeled boots.

“Does this talk involve me ending up dead somewhere?” I asked.

“Teenagers,” Dune said, her tone bored. “Always so dramatic.”

“Why are you here then?” I tried to figure out a plan. With the sleek white walls of the museum, not a bit of red was visible anywhere. There was nothing to help me. Maybe that’s why she chose this place.

She didn’t appear hostile, but this was the Aolian world. Who knew what she could do? If worse came to worse I could always break the red inside her body, but my stomach flipped at the idea. It was fundamentally wrong. The blood was the life of all human bodies and using that to hurt went against nature.

“Are you planning on running again?” she asked.

“I was wondering if I would have to hurt you to get away again.” I wanted to sound strong, but I knew I’d never be able to do intentionally.

I’d only been able to control red for a little while, but I’d never realized how secure it made me feel. Now, with the red inside my body all but depleted I was empty, like a jet without fuel. I didn’t know I could miss the feeling of the power in my veins.

She laughed.

Not the reaction I expected.

“It’d be fun to watch you try, but I don’t see much color for you to use here. There is some green outside the window. Why don’t you use that?”

Green. The color of life and serenity. I didn’t know how. Even if I could, there were two thick plates of glass between it and me.

“That’s not what I’m here to talk to you about,” Dune said.

I folded my arms. “I’m not stopping you. Say what you came to say.”

“I came to offer you a position with us,” she said. “Your power is valuable. I think we can come to a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

“Seeing how I don’t know who you are, and my first experience with you wasn’t exactly what I’d call butterflies and sunshine, that’s not going to happen.”

“You’re so like your father, that same blend of confidence and annoyance,” she said.

“What does my father have to do with anything?”

“Children are always so self-obsessed they never realize that they were born halfway into someone else’s story. I belong to a—how do I say?—different group of Aolians. When your father was alive, he belonged to the same organization. He and I worked toward the same goal.”

“And what was that?”

“That’s confidential,” she said. “Join me and we can make you one of the most powerful Aolians in the world. Do you know how long we’ve been waited for a Colorist?”

“Uh, no thanks.”

“We can protect you,” she said.

“Protect me from what? You’re the only one who wants to hurt me.”

“You don’t seem to realize how valuable you are. Do you know how many hits you have online from that stunt you pulled saving that kid from the car?”

I must have looked stunned because she scoffed.

“You didn’t know someone caught it on his or her cell phone?” she asked. “It’s hazy and jumbled in the rain, just enough so that people don’t think it’s real. But combine that with what happened at Grand Central, and even the idiots of this government could figure out what you are. Of course, we keep shutting down the links, but people always seem to have another copy to post. We aren’t the only ones looking for you, and let’s face it, you’re not that hard to find.”

“I’m sure Leslie and I can work something out.”

“Do you really think that Leslie spends all that time and money out of the goodness of her heart? She has ulterior motives, just like the rest of us. The only difference between her and me is I’m honest about what I want.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll have to ask Leslie what she has planned for you. Go ahead and ask her what happens to Aolians who no longer want to play her little games.”

I didn’t say anything, and she switched tactics.

“You need someone to help you develop your powers,” she said.

I folded my arms around me. “Leslie’s helping me.”

“Oh, Leslie, in her quaint little house full of Aolians from all across the country. Does she still prescribe meditation to the more explosive Aolians?”

I shrugged.

“You could learn so much from me. You could be so much stronger with me. When I first discovered my Talent, everyone was disappointed. I was a Terraformer with the ability to manipulate only a few substances. But I worked hard, and now I can do so much more.”

“Like I said, I’m okay where I am.”

Dune smiled like I’d just said something witty while eating cupcakes at a bakery.

I flinched as the window next to me split with a loud crack. “What—?”

The glass shattered, exploding outward toward me in a million tiny arrows. The light around me split, like the actual air had broken along with the glass.

Yep, I’m dead.

But the glass stopped mere inches from my face. Each shard, from the ones smaller than a spinach seed to the ones bigger than a kitchen knife, spun like delicate pieces of snow falling around me. I glanced down and found the pieces only inches from the whole front side of my body and I assumed my back as well. If I moved the glass would pierce my skin, and I tried not to even breathe. The spinning particles fragmented my view of Dune and split her into a thousand images.

In those few seconds I realized how strong she was, how powerful. Back in Grand Central, I’d called the red to me, but then I’d lost control. Dune would never make that mistake. The glass would only perform what she commanded.

“Leslie has always been afraid of how powerful she could be,” Dune said. “She hides her Talent and tries to muffle it. I embrace what I can do, and I can teach you to do the same. With me as your guide, you can crush any other Talent.”

“Like you?” But I instantly regretted the words.

The shard closest to my right eye glided forward. I didn’t move. If I flinched, the glass surrounding me would bite into my flesh.

I turned my head ever so slightly to the left. The razor edge slid along my cheek, splitting open the skin above my ear and into my hairline.

I didn’t scream; that’s what Dune wanted.

The red dripped down my skin. Even though it was the red of my blood, it was still red. I only needed a few drops.

I found the largest piece of glass in my line of sight and I pushed my blood forward, spreading it out into a thin layer over the fragment.

Now it was mine.

With my power, I flung the knife-sized fragment out of the flickering wall straight at Dune. The pieces around me froze. Without even moving her hands she stopped my weapon midair before it could slam into her chest. I maintained my forward pressure against her.

I knew she could stop it. My red was so insignificant when compared to the mass of the glass, but I wanted her to know what I could do, that I could use her own weapons against her. She flicked the piece with her Talent and it hit the wall, shattering.

I braced for another attack, but it didn’t come.

“Yes,” Dune said. “You’ll do nicely. We could be unstoppable, just like your dad and I were.”

I didn’t have time to process her words before the glass surrounding me lifted up and soared back to the window. The outside pane still stood complete, and this inside one aligned with it once again. I didn’t know much about glass, but I thought it had to be heated to super high temperatures to mold. The shards and pieces joined back together and made a perfect, smooth pane, as if it had never broken. Dune lifted the shattered remnants of my blood-covered glass knife last and pushed them into the window. It shimmered red where my blood would forever be mixed with glass.

Dune reached out and ran her finger across the surface. “So beautiful.” She turned to me and pulled a card out of her jacket pocket. “I know you don’t like my methods, but believe it or not, I’m not the bad guy here. When you realize I’m right, give me a call.” She closed the distance between us in four heel-clicking steps. I stepped back without thinking, and she smiled when she noticed.

I took the card.

Without another word, she turned and strode back down the long hallway. She stopped at the curve and turned back.

“Try not to keep me waiting,” she said. “I’ll give you a month before we might just decide you’re not worth the effort. Don’t assume you can trust any nice person you come across.”

“Like you?” I said.

“I’m not nice.” She disappeared behind the white wall.

The card in my hand didn’t have an address or email like on a normal business card. It had a single phone number written in silver under her one-word name: Dune. I slipped it into my pocket.

I stumbled numbly into the bathroom, just going through the motions. How much of what she’d said had caught me off guard? My dad worked with the people who attacked me. Was Leslie really involved in my father’s death? And what was that bit at the end about not trusting nice people?

After using the restroom, I splashed water onto my face. My cut was no longer bleeding, and it wasn’t deep, which was probably intentional on Dune’s part. I pulled my hair over the cut and hoped Liam wouldn’t notice. How long had I been gone? Liam was waiting for me in the lobby. He didn’t say anything about me being gone a long time.

I’d been riding a serious high when I found the dots on Van Gogh’s page, but now I could barely think about where I was.

We walked in silence, and I couldn’t help but go over my conversation with Dune.

“Did you enjoy seeing the Van Goghs?” Liam asked after we went a few blocks.

“Yes. It’s exactly what I needed.” What I didn’t need was a whole conversation of cryptic half messages by a lady who, despite being beautiful, reminded me of a pit bull.

I should ignore her. In my notebook was a message, a real message from Van Gogh, and if I wasn’t completely crazy, it was a message to me. I needed to get home so I could work it out, but that would mean ending my day with Liam. I could ask him to read it, but I didn’t want him to know where I found the message. But I would never be able to enjoy the rest of the day when all I could think about was Van Gogh and my imminent death if I didn’t join some psycho Aolian faction prone to using scare tactics instead of logic.

Sigh.

I really couldn’t take my Aolian troubles out on Liam.

“I wonder what time the train leaves,” I said.

At the exact same time Liam said, “Aya, about earlier . . .”

He stopped. I stopped.

“What about earlier?” I said.

At the exact same time he said, “I’m not sure about the train.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, and he did, too.

“What were you going to say?” I said.

“Nothing, don’t worry about it. Anyway, I thought I was going to take you back.”

“I totally love your car, but making you drive three hours there and back seems a little silly when I can just take the train.”

“I don’t mind. What else do I have to do tonight?”

“What? You don’t have to study Chinese today?”

“Not unless it’s Chinese takeout.”

“You are just trying to get me to stay by offering me food, aren’t you?”

“Would it work?” A smile crept across his face in an infuriatingly adorable way.

Just then his phone rang.

“It’s my dad. Hang on.” He tapped his phone. “Hello, sir.”

Weird. The joking Liam I knew disappeared. He stood up like he was at attention and his words were clipped.

“I’m in the city. Yes. No, Aya and I went to the Museum of Modern Art this afternoon. No, of course I didn’t forget. I’ll be there. Yes, sir. Goodbye.” He hung up and stared at the screen for a few moments. “Sorry about that.”

“What did your dad want?”

“Nothing. You know, to control my whole life.”

“Oh, just the usual then?” I said.

“Yeah. Wasn’t I trying to convince you to eat Chinese with me tonight?”

I wondered what his father said on the phone. Liam’d been gone for half the day yesterday and now it was already afternoon. I didn’t want him to get in trouble with his dad.

“I’d love to, but I really need to get back. I have a ton of stuff to do before I go back to school on Monday. And it takes a while to get back there, so I should leave soon.”

“Okay,” Liam said. “But you’ll be at school on Monday right?”

“I’ll be there.” I fiddled with my new necklace.

“Since you like Van Gogh, you should really try to go to the Musee De’Orsay in Paris. They have almost a full floor dedicated to him.”

“I keep reading that so many of his paintings are in the permanent collection. Wait, have you been there?”

He was quiet for a few moments. “Yes.”

Maybe he was thinking about how I’d yelled at him last night for being able to afford to go to art school, and didn’t want to rub it in.

“That’s amazing,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to go to Paris.”

“It’s a beautiful city.”

And then there was that certain notebook in my bag. Maybe Liam could help me figure it out? But what would I tell him it was? Maybe I should just try Googling it first.

“You don’t know French in addition to Mandarin do you?” I said as playfully as I could, like it would be totally normal to know that many languages.

“French? Yeah, actually I do.”

“Really?”

“I told you, my dad is all sorts of fanatical about me knowing stuff like that.”

“Uh, how many languages do you know?”

He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye.

“Seven.” He seemed embarrassed.

“Wow! I wish I spoke that many—even two. We had a foreign exchange student in my school who spoke five, and I thought that was insane, but seven . . . Which ones?

“English, Spanish, Catalan, French, Russian, Italian, and I’m still not that great at Mandarin.”

“I’ve never heard of Catalan,” I said feeling really stupid.

“Catalan is the language they speak in Barcelona, where my mom lives. It used to be called Catalonia before it became a part of Spain.”

“Say something in Catalan,” I said and Liam wrinkled his nose. “Come on! I’ll say something in Montanan for you!”

“Montanan? What do they speak in Montana?”

“Catalan first,” I said.

He took a deep breath. “Els homes fan àngels ploren amb mentides i promeses que no poden complir. Si tan sols pogués ser alguna cosa que no sóc.”

I gaped at him open-mouthed. What was it about guys speaking other languages that was so hot?

He laughed at my expression.

I shook my head a little. “What did you say?”

“I don’t know . . . something about how we should go to dinner next week.”

“I’d like that,” I said, unable to curb my smile. But that was okay since the same happy smile lit Liam’s face. “How many times have you been to Paris? By the way, I haven’t been anywhere, so if I start annoying you with questions, you are more than welcome to tell me to shut up.”

He laughed. “I’ve been to France a lot. That’s one of the places my mom likes to go. I often meet her there for a few weeks for my obligatory mom time. She usually rents a villa in the country, so I’ve been there more than Paris.”

“My mom and I go do yoga in the park when it is warm,” I said as if this was the equivalent of spending weeks at a time in France.

“I know you will probably find this hard to believe, but I’d much rather do yoga in the park with my mom than go to the villa.”

It was hard to believe. My mom and I had always been friends. That’s not to say that she didn’t tell me no when I wanted to do stupid stuff or that she didn’t embarrass me in front of my friends, but I understood her. I think this wasn’t about yoga in the park, but about the fact that I always knew I was the most important thing in my mom’s life. I didn’t think Liam had that.

“I can see that,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean I’d turn down a trip to France.”

“Weren’t you going to say something in Montanan?”

“Oh, yeah, um . . . Hey, do you want to go mountain-biking?”

“What? That’s random.”

I shrugged. “I just said something in Montanan.”

“You, my friend, are nuts,” Liam said.

“I try.”

We both headed in the direction of Grand Central with no mention of taking the subway. It wasn’t that far to walk, and I think neither of us wanted the day to come to an end. Well, that’s why I didn’t mention the subway. I hoped Liam felt the same way. Eventually we turned onto the wide sidewalks of Fifth Avenue.

“Have you considered staying at art school for your senior year?” Liam asked as we passed by a window display of impossibly high heels.

“No.” I kept forgetting Liam must think my art was still the most important thing in the world for me. It would be nice. “It was easier to think of this as a temporary thing. A whole school year is a big commitment. And my scholarship runs out at the end of the summer.”

The closer we came to Grand Central, the more worried I became about what’d happened the last time I was here. Maybe I should have let Liam drive me. No, that would have been silly.

From the outside the building appeared as it always had, but it was the people who seemed different. They just had a strange look, like they mistrusted everyone they met. That was my fault.

“Crazy about the attack here,” Liam said.

“Totally.”

“It’s just good no one was seriously hurt. It could have been so much worse.”

Yeah, someone could have been dead because of me.

There were now signs everywhere, like at the airport, saying not to leave bags unattended. Liam came with me to the counter as I bought my ticket. There were also metal detectors for the outbound commuter trains where there had been none before.

The conversation with Dune seeped into my thoughts. Were others really trying to find me? In this crowded place, each gaze seemed to linger just a little too long on me and the faces were more sinister than they’d been before. The more my fear took hold, the more the red in the room called to me.

I wouldn’t lose control.

It was easier without all the red in my body.

We walked to where the line for the metal detectors started. In front of me, everyone was cursing the wait, saying they were going to miss their trains.

“I hope these stupid checks don’t last long,” the guy in front of me mumbled.

I turned to Liam.

“Thank you so much for taking me to the museum,” I said. “It was exactly what I needed.”

“You’ll be at school on Monday, right?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll see you then.” He took a step forward like he was going to hug me, but then he stopped and shoved his hands in his pockets.

“See you.” But I couldn’t resist. I threw my arms around him, making sure no part of my skin touched him. He smelled faintly of grass and shampoo. At first, he was stiff with surprise, but then he took a deep breath before his body softened and fit against mine.
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More fully or rather more universally done by the more universal knowledge we have and possess of colors of Prism and their properties.

—Vincent van Gogh





I sighed with contentment.

“Are you sure you won’t let me drive you home?” Liam whispered in my ear.

“It’s not a big deal to ride the train.”

He sighed. “Okay.”

“See you Monday?” I said.

“Monday.”

I let go of him and stepped up to the metal detector. After I went through I turned back and I waved at him. He waved back, but a sad smile crept across his face. And then he was gone.

As soon as I sat down on the train, I fished my sketchbook out of my bag and stared at the letters I’d written on the page.

I typed it in, letter by letter into my phone search engine. Nothing. Then I put it into a translator software. Nothing. Blast. I would have to wait until I could get on a real computer to divide up the words. I typed in the word Aolian. It just brought up some stuff about the Greek god and some geologic weathering process involving wind. The word Talent was way too broad. I leaned back against my seat and watched the buildings and trees flash by. The items close to the train were impossible to focus on, and soon made me sick. But I could watch the brick or wood farther away comfortably until it moved out of view.

I tried not to think about my name within that page. It had to be some kind of coincidence. It had to be.

I texted Kendra to see if she could pick me up at the train station, but she was spending the night with her Grandma. Maybe I should have thought of this before I turned Liam down for a ride. I could always ask Andy or Scott. Both would be super awkward. Scott seemed to know what was going on, so maybe I could get some information out of him. I found the number to Scarborough Bed and Breakfast and called him. He agreed to meet at the station.

Is it possible to procrastinate thinking about something? Because I was doing anything I could to not think about what Dune had said. She wanted me to join her in doing what?

What about Leslie? I’d never thought about it until Dune mentioned it, but it’d be expensive to keep Aolians at her house, and I’d never seen anything about paying room and board. I’d trusted her because of my dad’s letter, but Dune said she’d known him also. Most of Dune’s statements were so ridiculous, I shouldn’t believe anything she said. What I really needed was a place to do some research, because it didn’t seem like the Internet was going to be much help. I had to make some decisions on my own.

I was the only one who exited at Scarborough Station.

“Hi, Scott,” I said.

He gave me a curt nod before walking to the car.

Uhh, maybe I wouldn’t get any info out of him. I climbed into the passenger seat.

“So,” I said. Now that I thought about it, the most I had ever heard Scott speak was when he was taking care of Andy after the incident. Maybe his Talent was being silent so Leslie could do all the talking. “How long have you worked at the mansion?”

“I stayed as a teen. Now I come only to help during the summer.”

Two sentences together. That had to be some kind of record.

“Oh, that makes sense. What do you do for the rest of the year?”

“That’s classified.”

“Classified as in you work for the government or you do some kind of Talent work or you just don’t want to tell me classified?”

“Yes.”

I couldn’t help it—I laughed.

The corner of his mouth twitched once before his face returned to its usual stoic mask.

“How would I learn more about Talents?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, this world of Aolians is pretty insane, and our text book is just basic. It seems like most people have someone to show them the ropes, but I never knew my dad. It would be nice to know some Aolian history. I tried searching online, but I can’t find anything.”

“Aolians have software that searches the Internet for any Talent-incited anomalies and then it destroys the information. We don’t post our own histories because the web is too difficult to control.”

“So where else is there?”

“You could try the whole Aolian library we have at the mansion.”

“What?” I said. “There’s a library?”

Scott’s lip twitched again. “You really need to get out more.”
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It was late when we returned to the mansion, and I was exhausted from my insane day, so I went straight to bed.

In the morning, I found the mythical library. The entrance was right next to Leslie’s octagonal office. I should have recognized this room was different with just a glance. Instead of the usual brass knob with skeleton keyhole underneath, this handle was made of beautiful solid blue glass with tiny air bubbles beneath its surface. A shimmering image of the sun was carved into the hardwood door, no doubt to show knowledge to be as illuminating as the sun or something.

The glass was cold beneath my fingers as I pushed open the door, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe. I stepped into the room.

The space was huge, with twenty-foot ceilings that arched into a slightly domed roof. The wall straight in front of me was made entirely of windows. The other three walls were covered with books with a thin balcony halfway up. It even had those awesome ladders that slide around a track so each book was accessible.

“Hey, Aya.”

“Wowbodabo,” I yelled, flinging my hands up in front of my face like a ninja.

Andy snorted. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t expect anyone to be in here.”

“It’s the perfect place to hide because there’s never anyone here but me.” He returned a book to the shelf and picked up the volume next to it.

“So, what are you doing here?” I asked.

Andy cocked one eyebrow. “You mean because I’m strong I should also be a bumbling idiot? Me Andy. You Aya. Me know how to count to ten.”

I laughed. “I’m guessing you get that stereotype a lot.”

“You can’t even imagine. Does everyone assume because you’re an artist you want to move to Italy to paint where the great Renaissance masters painted?”

“Yes . . . but to be fair though, I really do want to move to Italy to paint where the great Renaissance masters painted.”

“Don’t tell people that, keep them guessing at least.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I took a few more steps into the library. It was magnificent in its grandeur, but it would take forever to find what I was looking for. “You hang out here a lot?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure if it is a cool hiding spot because it has books, or if it is an awesome place with books that also happens to be a hiding spot.”

“Best of both worlds. How do you find anything?”

“If you can believe it, they actually have everything cataloged on that computer.” Three sleek computers on top of separate wooden desks sat in the corner. “The one on the right is the catalog, but it doesn’t connect to the Internet.”

“Really? Who has a private library that’s big enough to use a catalog?”

“It’s a big library, and I think Aolians come from all over to use it, since we are so hush, hush about information.”

“Cool, thanks.”

The catalog computer didn’t even seem to have an operating system. It just had a search menu on a home screen.

What was it that I really wanted to know? I typed in Van Gogh. There were some books listed about him, but it said they were no longer in circulation. The only other books just mentioned him as being a Colorist. I needed to know more. I needed a history of Aolians or something like that. They should at least have something brief about him.

I typed that in. The first listing was a twelve-volume set called the Comprehensive History of Aolians. Uh, that seemed a little more than I needed. I scrolled down, reading over the many titles until one caught my eye: Significant Points in Aolian History. This one only had three volumes, so I retrieved all of them and took them to a table nearby.

Even though someone had narrowed it down, the amount of information was overwhelming. It was like trying to read the entire world’s history, which I guess it was. Only this happened to be the Aolian version. So many Aolians were listed, and many of the names I recognized: King Arthur, Constantine, Marilyn Monroe, Thomas Edison, and Madame Curie.

Soon Andy found whatever it was he was looking for and came to sit at my table. I tried to sneak a glance at what he was reading, but I couldn’t see the title. There were some black-and-white diagrams printed on the pages. My curiosity got the better of me.

“What’cha reading?” I craned my neck to see.

He held the cover.

“Woodworking Techniques of the Amish?” I said.

“It’s pretty cool. You seem surprised.”

“I just assumed everything in this library would be about Aolians. That just seems so ordinary.”

“Aolian powers are usually hidden behind the ordinary, but in this case it’s just a regular old woodworking book.”

“Hmm.” I continued flipping through the book in front of me. “That makes sense.” I needed something completely ordinary, too. I went back over to the computer and typed in French/ English dictionary and I retrieved it from the shelf. If the message I found today was in French, I should be able to start at the beginning by looking up the letters in order in the dictionary to see if they made a word. With my notebook in hand I looked up the first series of letters.

I started with the T section of the dictionary until I formed the word trouver—translated meant find.

I kept going, and my system worked pretty well. It didn’t take long to break the letters into words and translate them to English. Find prism where the knight and good meet Theo in the candlelit winter, Paris.

I was expecting an address or something. Prism? A prism was clear glass that broke up light into the colors of the rainbow. Why would I need to find that? Where the knight and good meet? What did that mean? Candlelit winter. It wasn’t much of a clue.

Van Gogh had left a message for the next Colorist. He’d left that clue for me. But what was Prism? Did it actually mean a prism or something else? Why was Van Gogh leaving clues at all? I studied the picture I’d taken of the page at the MoMA. I knew from my books that most of his writings were in the form of letters Van Gogh had written to his brother Theo. When the two lived together, the information we know about him was slim, because he didn’t need to write letters. I stared at the picture for a long time, wishing I had the real page in front of me to study. Who had he written these words to? But wait, this page was too small to have been a letter. But what was that on the very edge?

This wasn’t a normal sheet of paper.

It looked as though it had been ripped from a book.

A book. Was there a book out there written by Van Gogh? Danny had said scholars thought it was the color that drove him mad, if this page was any indication, perhaps he’d written an entire journal about his struggle with color, not the stuff he’d written to Theo. Maybe Theo didn’t even know he was an Aolian. Maybe this book was about being a Colorist. Was the book called Prism, or was that something else entirely? Connections snapped together in my mind. The logical part of me knew it was too far of a stretch, but I ignored that part. A book called Prism, written by Van Gogh, that would help me be a Colorist.

My brain couldn’t absorb all the possibilities.
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I am having an extraordinary spell of feverish activity these days.

—Vincent van Gogh





No one seemed to know anything about being a Colorist, but Van Gogh did. If I could recover the rest of this book, I could know what he knew.

I examined one of the more modern volumes, found Van Gogh’s name in the index, and flipped open to the page.

What the . . . ?

The pages about Van Gogh were gone.

I double-checked the page numbers. The whole span where information about Van Gogh should have been was cut out of the book. Inside was a straight sliver of paper where the pages had been attached to the binding.

Why would anyone take pages?

The twelve-volume set was on a lower bookshelf and I selected the book that listed Van Gogh in the index. I opened to it.

Same thing. The pages had been cut out of the book.

I slammed it shut and wedged it back in its spot on the shelf.

The fact that the pages were missing said that they had information someone wanted, but what? How could I figure out what the pages contained? I printed out a few copies of the photograph I’d taken of Van Gogh’s page.

There was no way my camera would have been able to capture the tiny points that had marked the letters, but I studied the page anyway, stared at it until my head ached. In the far right corner, a series of dots were penned into the surface, visible with the naked eye, and I doodled with my pen, linking them together.

Three interlocking crescent-moons. It couldn’t be a coincidence that they fit together so well.

I flipped open my copy of Aolians and Another World and scanned the list of Talents and their symbol. None of the symbols matched the one here.

“Hey, are you going to dinner?” Andy asked.

I glanced at the time. I hadn’t realized how late it was. “Yeah, I’ll come.” I gathered up my stack of books. “If I leave these here, will someone put them away?”

“If you put them on that shelf over there,” Andy said, “people won’t bother them. Oh, by the way some of us are going swimming tonight. You want to come?”

“I love swimming,” popped out of my mouth before I could stop it.

“Cool, I’ll see you then.”

“Wait, maybe that’s not such a good idea.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, maybe because any time I go anywhere here, people treat me as if I’m going to explode any minute.” I hadn’t worn anything but pants and longs sleeves for two weeks. The red lines still crisscrossed my skin, but they weren’t nearly as thick as they had been. Maybe no one would notice in the dark. It shouldn’t matter because they were Aolians, too, but for some reason it did.

“Come on, maybe if you sit with me at dinner, people will stop treating you like you’re a zombie ready to infect them. They’ll get used the idea.”

“I didn’t bring a swimming suit,” I said.

“How many excuses can you come up with?” Andy opened the door and we headed to the dining room.

“Excuses are my specialty,” I said.

“Well, think about it.”

“Okay.”

Dinner was paninis, and for all his hiding in the library, Andy was a popular guy. People crowded around our table, and someone actually sat next to me. Who’d have thought it possible?

Even though I’d been here a while, I’d never really thought of myself as being at home here. Now sitting surrounded by Aolians, I almost did. Jason from my Aolian class used whatever Aolian power he had to blow the top off Claire’s sandwich right as she went to pick it up. Another guy left to grab some silverware and the girl he was sitting by froze all of his food. Seriously, she froze it solid and put a snowflake as big as a chocolate bar on top for good measure. A bird swooped in through one of the open windows and landed on the shoulder of the guy sitting across from me.

I stared openly at bird boy, and he noticed.

“It’s a Nighthawk,” he said.

“What?” I said.

“The bird, it’s called a Nighthawk.”

“Cool name.”

“My name is Caleb. Do I have a cool name?” He stroked the bird’s head and the hawk nipped at his finger.

“Not as cool as Nighthawk.”

“You have a point there.”

“I’m Aya. So, you can talk to birds?”

“Yep, birds are my thing.”

I thought back to what the text said about Talents who could communicate with animals.

“Can you just talk to them or can you tell them what to do? How does that all work?”

Caleb whispered something to the hawk and it studied me with its yellow eyes. In a flash of wings and feathers the hawk flew and landed on my shoulder before I could let out a startled scream. I froze as its talons clung to my shoulder without breaking the skin.

“She’s beautiful,” I said. With just my index finger, I caressed the top of her head. “She looks so calm.”

“Don’t make the mistake of thinking she is tame, because she is anything but. As soon as I let her go, she will be as wild as ever. Birds of prey aren’t meant to be caged.”

Was anything meant to be caged? There were so many different kinds of cages and not all of them had bars.

“Will she remember you when she leaves?” I stroked the soft feathers of her belly.

“Maybe, maybe not.” He shrugged. “I love birds, but I also realize their brains are tiny. Some do come back time after time.”

“Why do they do that?”

“Because I feed them.” Caleb grinned.

“That would do it. Is there something I can feed this one?” Without moving my shoulder, I broke off a piece of my Panini.

“Don’t feed her that.” He reached into his backpack and took out a small plastic container of birdseed.

“Uh, why—?” But then I realized it was as normal for him to carry birdseed as it was for me to carry a sketchbook. He dumped some in my hand.

“This is better for her,” he said.

I held my palm to the hawk’s beak and flinched when she pecked. “It tickles.” Soon all the birdseed was gone.

“Get out of here,” Caleb said and the hawk flew out the open patio doors.

I tried to memorize the movement and the feeling of the feathers brushing against my cheek. What would it be like to fly away free into the night? Sure, I would have to sacrifice my brain, but still . . .

“You coming swimming tonight?” Caleb asked.

“I think so,” I said.

“Cool, I’ll see you then.” He stood to put his empty tray away. The girl who was talking to Andy also left.

“Hey, Andy?” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For not treating me like a freak.”

“Anytime.”

After dinner I went up to figure out something to wear instead of a swimming suit. How had I not thought about bringing one? I already told Andy and Caleb I was coming. I rummaged through my clothes, but I wasn’t about to go in my bra and underwear or in a long-sleeved shirt and jeans. I found the bag of stuff I had bought at the mall and fished out the tank top and shorts I’d bought for pajamas. I guess they’d have to work. I didn’t bother with shoes.

I took out my phone and texted Kendra:

Pool party at 7. When are you getting back?

She messaged me right away.

Ugh, usually I love shopping, but not with Gram. She only wants me to buy stuff that makes me look like a fifty-year-old politician.

That bad, huh?

Pretty much, but I’m leaving the city now.

Hey you don’t have an extra suit I can borrow, do you?

Sorry, I only have the one.

K, see you soon.

Andy said they were all meeting at the pool at seven, but at that time the sun was still out in full blast. Instead I sat down at my drawing table to stall for a little while. Outside the window the leaves on the trees fluttered, cutting the light from the sun into tiny slivers. I flipped open the box of pastels and without thinking, I illustrated the words Candlelit Winter on the page in letters that could’ve been blown like snow on a bitter November day.

I stared at the image for a minute. What could it possibly mean?

I turned the page.

I etched the hawk in its almost-tame state, imagining the soft tips of the wings layered in patterns of white, gold and black. But the eyes I drew with that intense wildness that seemed at odds with the stillness of its body.

I turned the page.

For the last week, I had so much red coursing through my veins, and then I did what I could to get rid of it. Before yesterday, I hadn’t realized that the red was power and safety, not just chaos and insanity.

Red was power. Power wasn’t poison, it was just power. Power could deny millions of people of what they really needed. It could starve children. It could destroy civilizations and dreams, leaving nothing but ruins in its wake.

But power could also protect and save. It could bring hope and healing and peace; it was all in the choice.

This time, when I was drawn to the deep crimson pastel, I didn’t shy away; I let my fingers slide over the rich color. The pigment reached out to my touch, wanting to be absorbed, to become a part of my body, but I resisted. The white paper of my notebook was rough beneath my fingers, the ridges in the page ready to hold any pigment I chose.

This time I made wings flying and free in that deep and aching crimson. But instead of the bird’s body, I drew my own, using a flesh tone to create my skin. My wild, reddish-auburn curls flew in all directions as my profile stared up as though some freedom were within my reach. The wings were as tall as me and could have enveloped me in that strong softness. Instead of the long sleeves and pants I’d worn of late, I constructed a tiny red slip of a dress of floating chiffon and extended it behind my figure.

I saved the red that danced across my skin for last. I didn’t draw how it appeared now with the smaller lines of pale red or the way it was before, when red threatened to take over. I outlined enough to make me powerful and strong, but not so much that I had no control over my body or my mind. It was the perfect amount.

But then I thought about how the red took over. Not all cages had bars, and not all cages were made by someone else.

I grabbed a fountain pen with ink as black as night’s shadow and drew in tiny letters, all the words that I couldn’t get past, the ones that were holding me back. I wove the words into ropes made of my own insecurities, and it wound a solid line straight through my body, through my beautiful wings. Then another and another, until the free flying bird that I longed to be was held captive in a gigantic wire cage of my own making.

Within the cage, the look on my face transformed from one of freedom to one of deep sadness.

Dune.

I would never let myself be caught like that again.

I needed the deep crimson pastel, so smooth and perfect. I needed the color red, but storing it inside was too much. I took off my new Van Gogh locket and clicked open the clasp.

The area inside was larger than most lockets, with the space about a quarter inch thick. The rectangular shape allowed the entire image of Starry Night to be printed on the front.

I broke the pastel in half and left a small piece an inch long on the table. I slipped the other two pieces into the locket. I looped the chain back around my neck. The red pulsed from within.

Never again would I be powerless in this new world.

I placed the remaining piece in my outstretched hand. For a moment I held it there, weighing the price of the pigment and the power. With this tiny amount and my calm emotions, I could control it, so it didn’t absorb into my body without my permission.

This time I let it in, a trickle at a time. Just a tiny amount of color filtered into my bloodstream, and stopped, and I gauged how it changed me. My heart sped, and I couldn’t tell if it was the red or my fear. At intervals I let in a little more until all that remained was the pale, colorless chalk.

The lines on my skin became more pronounced. It swirled there as if it had missed me. Did I miss it? Red hovered along my vision, but the blinding headache I had anticipated was only a dull throb. This wasn’t too bad. I could handle this.

When I stood to leave, my reflection stared back from the glass window in front of me instead of the inky black outside.

My phone dinged. It was a text from Kendra.

I’m here. Are you at the pool?

I texted her back.

Nah, I was just heading down. I’ll meet you at your room, and we can go together.

I grabbed a towel and headed downstairs. I tried not to keep looking at the lines crisscrossing along my skin, but of course I couldn’t stop. Even though the lines were less noticeable than they had been before, they weren’t invisible. I wrapped my towel around my bare arms. There. Now at least I couldn’t see them.

The second floor was silent as I stepped into the hall. Laughter and screams of delight floated upstairs from the pool outside. The back doors opened right onto the pool courtyard and they were probably propped open in this perfect, warm weather.

“Hey!” Kendra stepped up the stairs with shopping bags in hand. “How was your day with Li-i-am yesterday? No hospital visits, I presume?” She opened her door and we both entered.

Her room was decorated like most of the mansion, very turn of the century, the last century, not this one. Even though she didn’t have much of her own stuff, the place had a distinct Kendra vibe to it. Maybe it was the floral body-spray scent or the sparkles now permanently affixed to every surface.

“No, nothing like that.” I told her about how doing my own version of kickboxing helped get rid of the red in my blood, and about hanging out with Liam, meeting Ryker, and going to the MoMA. I left out the part about finding the secret message from Van Gogh and about being cornered by Dune. I wanted to figure out what it all meant before I told anyone else.

“Wow, so you emptied some of the red out of your skin? That’s cool. I was worried about you. And I kind of freaked when you said you were going swimming. Please tell me that isn’t what you are wearing?”

“This is not my fault. I didn’t bring a bathing suit.”

“Aya, what am I going to do with you? I’d lend you something, but I only have the one.”

“Seriously, I’m fine. I don’t want more of my skin to show than is necessary.”

Kendra put on her suit. How did she always look so chic? Her bikini top shimmered like fish scales next to her high-waisted black bottoms, accentuating her beautiful curves.

“You ready?” She picked up her towel and threw it over her shoulder.

“Yep, let’s go.”

Only a few dim lights were illuminated on the main floor.

“Why do I always feel like I should walk on tippy toes when it’s dark?” I whispered.

“Maybe you don’t want to wake the dead.” Kendra goosed me in the side at the same time.

I screamed. “Kendra! Don’t do that! This place is creepy enough without imagining waking the dead!”

But then we both started laughing.

Kendra’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Well if you think about it, hundreds of people have lived in this house and are now dead.”

“Shut up!” I whispered back. “That is the last scary thing I want to hear about.”

“Chicken.”

“I was thinking I could sneak out the side door to slip into the darker side of the pool where no one will notice my skin.” That was in theory, of course.

“You really need to get over that.” But then her face lit up. “Or maybe I should run out and create a diversion. You know I could push someone in the pool or scream something about a moose being inside the mansion.”

“Or we could just sneak in the side,” I said.

“No way—I’ve always wanted to create a diversion.”

“Okay, if you want to . . .”

She bounded off toward the back patio, and I headed out the side door.

The ancient hinges creaked as I pushed it to the outside. Splashing and laughter echoed in from the pool.

A ring of perfectly manicured hedges lined the pool courtyard. Slivers of light filtered through some of the branches from the lit water, but it didn’t have much effect on the darkness.

I was only a few feet away from the hedge when a voice cut through the silence.

“No, she’s not ready. She only had her first release two weeks ago.” It took me a moment to place the voice as Danny’s. “Aya won’t be ready for months, maybe even years.”
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I shall paint infinity.

—Vincent van Gogh





I froze.

And stumbled back a few steps and into the shadows right when Leslie and Danny passed through the openings in the hedge. Their forms were just visible in the moonlight. I stepped on a sharp twig with my bare foot and had to choke down my scream of pain.

“We can’t miss out on this opportunity,” Leslie said. “I know others have already made contact, and if I know Dune, she will make an offer Aya will have a hard time refusing.”

“I don’t know why you are so obsessed with that thing,” Danny said. “You don’t really even know that it exists.”

They stepped up to the door I had just exited.

I hesitated, then made my way back across the lawn and up the three marble stairs, grateful now for my silent bare feet. I crept in after them, hardly breathing.

“It exists,” Leslie said.

“You know how crazy he was. He might have really thought he knew where it was, but it was all in his deluded mind.”

“It exists, and I—we need it. There are too many hints about what it can do for it not to exist. With the Aveum we can change the world. We can change history so Aolians can be strong. We would no longer have to hide.” Leslie sounded an awful lot like Dune at that moment.

“Leslie, there are reasons so many people worked to keep it hidden. Changing the world that way is dangerous.”

Leslie and Danny’s voices echoed from the hallway as they made their way to her office.

“I’m willing to take that risk, and you have to decide if you are too. He might have been insane, but he was also brilliant. He didn’t just throw the Aveum in a box somewhere and then bury it in the ground where it could be forgotten. He would have made it difficult, but not impossible, to find. It’s out there, ready for us, and Aya is the key. We just have to make sure we find it before Dune or anyone else does.”

“Thousands of people have searched for the Aveum.”

“But they didn’t have a Colorist.”

“You don’t even know where to start.”

“No, but if anyone does, it’s Aya.”

My phone dinged in my pocket.

But in that instant the door closed.

My phone dinged again, and I switched it to silent before checking Kendra’s message.

Where are you? No one is going to see your skin. Your diversion has come and gone. Get out here!

I shot a text back.

Be there in just a sec.

I moved into the hall, and a ring of light circled Leslie’s office door. I tiptoed toward it. I was about to press my ear against the door when the knob turned. I jumped back a few feet.

“I’ll see what I can do to push her,” Danny said, but then he spotted me outside the door.

Act casual.

“Aya, what are you doing here?” Danny asked in a tone more surprised than his usual belligerent sarcasm.

“Uh,” I stammered. Come on, think Aya! “I was just going to check if I left my sketchbook in the library.”

Leslie stalked from behind her desk to swing open the door. Her gaze seemed like she was trying to see inside my brain. After years of being around teenagers, maybe she had a sixth sense about when we were lying.

I twisted the library knob and was unable to keep my hand from shaking. Hopefully they wouldn’t notice.

“I believe Scott locks the doors at seven o’clock on the weekend,” Leslie said. “Besides everyone else is out swimming. You should be too.”

“I was on my way there, but I wanted my sketchbook.”

“You will have to wait until tomorrow, I’m afraid.” The lines around Leslie’s eyes tightened as she peered expectantly back down the hall.

What could I do? “Okay.” I retreated down the hall.

“Have fun, Aya,” Leslie called after me in a cheery voice.

As soon as I rounded the corner, I pressed into a shadowed nook that held a metal vase as tall as I was. My heart pounded out of control in my chest, and I couldn’t quiet my breathing. I didn’t know if it was because they’d been talking about me or because I was almost caught eavesdropping. From within my locket the crimson pastel pulsed, wanting and needing me to use the power in my anxiety and take action. I wrapped my hand around the cool metal to feel the power.

The red inside reached out and touched my skin.

I knew it was a bad idea. The red took over my mind and my senses, but it also made me strong. Could I be strong without it? I jerked my hand away, before I absorbed the red without meaning to. Would I ever get used to this?

Danny passed by a few seconds later, alone, without noticing me. At least I didn’t miss out on any other conversation.

Aveum. What could that possibly be? Whatever it was, they were looking for it, and so was Dune. Who else wanted it? What could it do?

My phone vibrated.

Get out here! Kendra wrote.

I headed to where the back door led onto the patio. I needed to talk to Kendra. Music and screams of delight assaulted me as I stepped out into the summer-warm air. Kendra was in the shallow end of the pool, flirting with two different guys as far as I could tell. She seemed like she was having too much fun, so I decided I would just tell her later.

“Aya!” Kendra waved at me. “Where have you been? Come on!”

I left my necklace and phone with my towel and slipped into the water to sit next to her on the steps, very aware of how she looked like a swimsuit model and I was wearing pajamas—again. Two other kids, a younger-looking boy and girl, backed away from me like I had some kind of fungus growing on my skin. Typical.

Andy swam the length of the pool and sat next to me on the steps. “You made it.”

“Yep, but I got lost on my way here.”

“Those halls coming down can get confusing.”

Across the pool, some guy yelled out, “Big Kahuna!”

“Uh, oh,” Andy said.

“No!” Kendra screamed. She tried to climb out of the pool.

A huge wave formed in the deep end and reached impossibly high. With how much water was in the wave, I couldn’t see how there was any left in the pool. It came crashing down on us, pummeling Kendra, Andy, and me. It forced me under the water for a few seconds, and when I surfaced, the guy was doing a kind of war dance while chanting, “Big Kahuna, Big Kahuna.”

These people were amazing and crazy. What other insane things could they do?

“I’ll kill him,” Kendra said, climbing out of the water.

I grabbed her arm. “Let it go.”

“He’s just showing off.” Andy shook the water out of his hair.

Make that two swimsuit models. I couldn’t get away from them.

“He should be glad I put my phone over there on the table after I texted you.” Kendra settled back into the water. “Or he would be regretting doing that.”

“I don’t doubt it,” I said.

“Oh, this is Trent and Maxson,” Kendra said, pointing to the guys on the other side of her. Trent was tall with black skin, his hair clipped short, and a bright smile. Maxson had pale skin, brown hair, and he just nodded at the introduction.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said and turned back to Andy. “So today, the section I wanted to find in two separate library books in two separate history series was missing.”

“What do you mean, missing?”

“They’d been cut out of the book. Have you ever noticed anything like that before?”

Andy frowned. “No, I haven’t. That’s pretty weird.”

I moved my hand through the water. “Either someone wanted that information so they took it, or they didn’t want anyone else to find it.”

Halfway across the pool, I spotted Caleb, the bird boy, from dinner. He waved at me.

“What the . . .?” Andy wiped at something white and black on his face.

“Is that . . .?” but I trailed off when I realized what it was.

“Bird poop,” Andy finished my sentence.

“Gross.”

I glanced back at Caleb, but he was gazing in the other direction, trying just a little too hard to act casual.

Andy glared at Caleb and stood up. “I’m going to wash this off.”

After Andy was gone, Caleb swam over and sat by me on the steps.

“That was a dirty trick,” I said.

“Hey, a guy’s gotta do what a guy’s gotta do.” His smile would’ve been charming in other circumstances, but I wasn’t impressed.

I didn’t know Andy well, but I knew he would never use his Talent so casually against someone. Maybe it was because Andy knew his power could hurt, even kill someone. I was about to blow Caleb off when the kid at the other end of the pool yelled out, “Big Kahuna!”

“Oh, no,” I said. If it were possible, a wave even bigger than the one before crashed down on us. I sputtered to the surface, and this time it didn’t seem as funny.

And then I saw Kendra.

All traces of that girl who should be taking care of fluffy pink bunnies disappeared. She was livid, and now that person who hurt people and created such pain that they would pass out had taken her place.

She stared at Big Kahuna boy, who again was doing some kind of victory dance before she marched up the pool steps.

Whatever she was going to do wasn’t going to end well.

I leapt from the water. “Kendra!”

She ignored me or didn’t hear me as she advanced on her unsuspecting prey.

I sprinted around the pool but slipped on the wet tile and landed hard on my back. The impact knocked the wind out of me, but I scrambled up. I took two shaky steps before I could breathe again, and Kendra was almost to the guy when I grabbed her hand.

The pain ripped through me more intensely than it had before. My vision blurred red as the pain crippled me and I fell to my knees, but I kept a hold of her hand. In that instant, my instinct was to hurt her, to make the pain stop. But this wasn’t about me. I would forgive her, but I didn’t know what Leslie would do if Kendra used her Talent against another student in anger. Would she be expelled like Cate? Maybe red could combat the pain. I pushed the red to where my hand met hers, but I was too late. I didn’t have enough.

The world faded from red to black.

“Aya! Aya!” Kendra yelled from very far away.
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I opened my eyes and didn’t know if I was shaking from cold, or something else.

“Aya!” Kendra exclaimed. “I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I did that. I can’t believe you did that! What were you thinking?”

“How about let’s question her when she’s not laying on the cement,” Andy said.

The other students were gathered around me, the playful pool atmosphere had evaporated. I tried to stand, but my legs shook under me.

I asked, “Kendra, can you help me?”

She hesitated but then said, “Of course.”

Her touch was just normal skin, no residue of what it could create.

Leslie appeared on the scene, with Claire from my class at her side. “Are you all right, Ayami?” Leslie asked.

I nodded as Kendra helped me to my feet.

“What happened?” Leslie looked from me to Kendra.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just an accident.”

“Well, Aya, why don’t you let Andy help you upstairs?”

Andy looked torn. Helping would involve touching me. He was obviously one of those guys who was used to helping out, especially when anyone needed someone who could lift a car, but he didn’t step forward. I didn’t blame him.

“Oh, I’m fine,” I said, but my steps shook.

“I can help her.” Kendra slipped my arm over her shoulders.

Leslie frowned, now looking from Kendra to Andy to me and back again. “Are you sure you’re all right?” Leslie asked.

I gave what I hoped was a genuine smile. “I’m totally fine.”

Kendra and I shuffled in through the back doors and up both flights of stairs in silence. I sagged against her.

“It’s amazing how pain can leach the life out of you,” I said.

“Why did you do that?” There was a hitch in Kendra’s words. We made it to my door, and when I glanced at her tears streamed down her cheeks. “Why? Why would you do that?” she asked again.

We sat on my bed side by side. Kendra sniffled.

“Remember when we were at the mall,” I said, “and I could have killed you?”

Kendra nodded.

“You could’ve left me,” I said. “You could’ve run for it, but you didn’t. I probably would have put a crater in the side of the building, but you didn’t abandon me when I was out of control, when I wasn’t myself—when my Talent made me think there was no other way. I was just returning the favor.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”
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Returning to art school the following day was like visiting a place I hadn’t been to since childhood. Everything was familiar, but the perspective was off. Art school hadn’t changed, but I had. I wasn’t even recognizable as that person anymore.

I left the mansion early to beat traffic in a car Leslie lent me, so I was alone at school for a while. No other students appeared as I climbed the steps to where my locker was on the third floor. All my stuff was where I left it and taking it out seemed like it should have been normal, but it wasn’t. This mundane world didn’t belong to me anymore. Or maybe I didn’t belong to it.

Eventually other students trickled in.

“Hey, Aya,” they greeted me. “Glad you’re feeling better!”

I smiled and chatted, and no one seemed to notice the difference.

And then Liam found me. Just seeing him made me feel better somehow. He made me feel normal in this alien world.

“It’s good to have you back.”

“It’s good to be back.”

“Are you still planning on coming over today?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there.”

“Good, Ryker asked if you would be. What class do you have this morning?”

“Straight up oil painting. You?” I wanted to reach out to him, but I wrapped my fingers around my necklace instead.

“Three-D mixed media.”

“I really wish I would’ve thought about taking that class.”

“There’s always next time,” Liam said.

“What next time?” I glanced at the clock on my phone. “I have to run.”

“See you!”

The lights were dim as I entered oil painting.

“Before we continue our painting,” Professor Elliot handed us each a paper, “I want to mention the final project each of you should be thinking about for the end of term. This is a major project and should be your very best work. This paper outlines what the project should contain. Some of our students have even used this to apply for scholarships at art colleges in the past.”

Losing myself in a painting project was exactly what I needed.

“Read this over,” Professor Elliot continued, “and think of a proposal. I want to approve each of your projects before you start creating it. I want your proposals by the end of the week. Okay, continue with your paintings.”

Final project. There were a million things I wanted to create. How could I narrow it down? Right now, I wouldn’t think about it. I would only concentrate on the painting in front of me.

I hadn’t been able to use oil paint since I left. Today was the last day our class had to work on a fruit-and-skull still life. My teacher always put a skull in every still-life, something about Shakespeare and what it meant to be. I’d only been able to outline the shapes on my canvas before I’d left. Instead of the detailed painting I’d intended when I started, I decided to put as much paint on the canvas as I could before class ended.

I knew painting. I was even good at it. So much of my life lately had been unsure and unclear, but I understood this world of light, shadow, temperature, and hue. I was at home; more at home than I ever could be in the world of Aolians or the mundane.

This required no distractions, and I wound my hair into a bun on top of my head and pushed one of my paintbrushes through it to hold it in place.

I put only three colors on my pallet: black, white, and red.

I painted using reckless strokes of pure, saturated color. The canvas was the perfect place to throw all the anger and fear I’d had about Dune and being an Aolian. Then I didn’t bother with the palette and squeezed paint from my tubes directly onto the canvas.

Tiny filaments of red slid up from the paint and into my skin. But I didn’t care. I was here with the pure pigment bound to oil. I could live and feel and love without worry.

But even this joy was fleeting. The paint held me captive with its raw power. Previously I could tell it what to do, push it into whatever shape I wanted with a brush. But now what? Did it own me instead?

My vision dissolved as the red hit my blood stream, but this time I didn’t allow the anger to overwhelm me. I pushed against and held the power inside me at bay and forced it into a separate place so I could still paint.

But that was all I could do—paint and keep the red at bay.

I’d always had a love-hate relationship with still lifes. I understood why we painted them; we could learn so much from the light and form. On the other hand, they always seemed so boring, but not this time. I painted my anger into the shapes, instead of letting it take over.

The first two hours of the class disappeared without my notice.

“Go ahead and bring up your paintings,” Professor Elliot said. “Look all of them over. Then we’ll take a break and have our critique when we get back.”

It seemed like a good idea to paint with my emotions instead of my mind when I started, but as I took my painting up to the front I wasn’t so sure.

The painting—my passionate, angry mass of shapes and shadow—was as out of place next to the others as a dragon in a petting zoo. Maybe in another time I would have been ashamed, but at that moment I was proud of its raw power.

That was until Professor Elliot paced back and forth in front of the paintings a few times and then planted himself in front of mine. He cocked his head to one side as he studied my monochromatic red canvas for a full minute.

Okay, raw power was all fine and dandy, but he’d never stood in front of a painting that long.

Without moving from his spot, the professor said, “Go take a break, class. Be back here in fifteen minutes. Aya, can I speak to you for a minute?”
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You can see that I am plunging full speed ahead into painting, I am plunging into colour.

—Vincent van Gogh





I took my time making my way to the front of the classroom so all the other students could leave. I didn’t want to have them hear whatever Professor Elliot was going to say about my painting.

“You were sick last week?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“So how much time did you have to work on this?”

“Two class periods.” I wanted to say something like, I know it sucks, but I only had two days to work on it, but my mother always told me not to make excuses for my work. She drilled it into me. They wouldn’t take away my scholarship because of one bad painting, would they? No, it wasn’t bad—it was passionate and unrestrained. In a long moment of silence, a thousand scenarios danced inside my head, all culminating with Professor Elliot throwing me unceremoniously out the front door in my shame.

“I’m not sure what has happened,” he took a deep breath, “but this is the best high school student work I have seen in years. In all your previous work there was something holding you back. This,” he gestured to my painting, “is finally venturing into that terrifying world of the unknown.”

“Thank you.” My voice squeaked.

“I know you just heard about it today, but have you thought about what you are going to do for your final project?”

“I did have an idea while I was painting.”

“And?”

“Well, I wondered about using Van Gogh’s self-portraits as a basis for painting people I know.”

He scratched his chin. “It’s risky. It could be amazing. But if you don’t do it well, it could be catastrophic. This is one of the most beloved artists of all time we are talking about.”

“I know.”

He motioned to my painting. “If it is anything like this, you should be able to pull it off. Have you thought about coming to school here for your senior year?”

My cheeks burned. “No, I haven’t.”

“Why not?”

“I’m here on a scholarship,” I said. “I can’t afford to come here for the school year.” If I would’ve had more time to think about that question, I would’ve thought up a different excuse. But the truth came out of my mouth.

“I see. Some of the other professors and I have been talking. It’s rare but not unheard of for the school to provide a scholarship for a student who displays remarkable Talent. Professor Davina has been particularly impressed by your work. I hesitate to tell you this because it’s possible it won’t happen. I do mention it because it will depend on your final project.”

“A scholarship? I didn’t know there were any,” I said. I’d researched this school a lot, and the last time someone had received a scholarship for something other than the summer program was eight years prior. I just assumed they didn’t give them out anymore.

“It won’t be easy to get. I wasn’t sure I should bring it up, until I saw this painting today.”

Other students started to trickle back in.

“Anyway, think about it.” He continued pacing back and forth in front of the paintings.

I stumbled out into the hall and headed to my locker because I couldn’t think what else to do.

Liam appeared, and when he saw me a smile lit his entire face. “What’s up? We’re on break.”

“We are too. Professor Elliot said there is a chance that I could get a scholarship to come back to school in the fall.”

“Really? Do they give out scholarships for the school year?”

“Not usually.”

“That would be awesome. Then you could stay here in New York!”

“Yeah, but he basically said I would have to come up with the best final project that has been seen in years.”

“You can do it.” There was no trace of doubt in Liam’s voice.

“I wish I had your confidence.”

“Believe me, everyone knows how amazing you are.” It seemed like he was going to shove his hands into his pockets again but then changed his mind. He reached up and wrapped one of the locks of hair that had escaped my paintbrush around his finger.

I almost couldn’t breathe, and I definitely couldn’t think of anything to say to that. The red I’d been able to keep at bay while painting pushed me towards him, but that I resisted. I longed for the time before when Liam and I could have been together. But what could we be now?

“Liam—” I said.

At the same time, he said, “I should get back downstairs.” He gently tucked the lock of hair behind my ear. I could almost feel the whisper of his skin against mine. “I’ll meet you after school?” he asked.

“I’ll be right out front.”
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Ryker wasn’t home when we got to Liam’s house that afternoon. I hadn’t absorbed that much red in class, but it still made me worry. It was getting harder and harder to stay away from him.

“I have something to show you.” Liam motioned to follow him to his room. A smile played on his lips, like he couldn’t contain his excitement. His room was just as it had been before. Liam pulled a little white bag out of his desk. “I finished your bracelet.”

He drew it out and snapped it onto my wrist. The symbols were untouched, and the rest of the metal now fit comfortably with a new clasp.

“Liam, it’s perfect. I can’t tell you how much it means to me.”

He smiled. “I’m glad you like it.” He stopped, looking embarrassed. “There’s something else. The bracelet was sterling silver, and it seemed a waste to throw away the excess I took off, so . . . I made you this.” A glint of silver flashed in his hand, and he dropped it into my palm.

It was a flat disk about an inch and a half wide. The scene of a mountain with trees surrounding the base shone on one side. I turned it over. On the back was a tiny paintbrush and palette, simple and beautiful.

“I kept thinking about the first day I met you and you stopped to sketch that tree.”

I didn’t move, just staring at the tiny piece of Liam’s art in my hand.

“Do . . . you like it?” he asked.

“Like it?” I rushed forward and threw my arms around him. “I love it. It’s so beautiful. Thank you so much.”

His arms settled around me, warm and safe. “You’re welcome.”

But the red flitted across my skin. I drew back and unclasped my necklace. “It will fit perfectly with Starry Night.” I slipped it on to the chain. “Can you put it on me?”

I gathered up my hair and turned my back to him. A light shiver glanced along my skin with the chain. A curl escaped and Liam wrapped it around his finger. But he stepped back.

“We should probably get started,” Liam said.

I exhaled sharply. “Yeah, we should.”

We took off our shoes and began by warming up on the punching bag.

“So you’ve really never studied martial arts?” Liam asked. “You seem like you know the basics already.”

“My mom and I used to do a kickboxing workout class at the gym back home. I also did ballet and gymnastics when I was young. I never realized how much crossover there was until now.”

“They’re all about learning how to use the body.” Liam retrieved two long pieces of bamboo. “Using these will help strengthen your muscles and teach muscle memory so we can move on to the heavier bo staff.”

I flexed my arm muscles and kissed each of my rather lame looking biceps through my long sleeved T-shirt. Liam laughed. It was nice to be with him. He was calm and patient, I couldn’t help regret asking him not to touch me even though it was the right thing to do.

“When are you going to bust out another back handspring?” Liam asked as I spun my staff in a wide circle around me.

I took two steps toward him. “What makes you think I would do that?”

“I don’t know, maybe something about that mischievous grin that creeps across your face every once in a while. I know you’re up to something when you look like that.”

I tried to look insulted. “I would never do anything mischievous.” But then I reached out and snatched the staff out of his hand and did a quick handspring to the side.

“Oh, you want to play that game, do you?” Liam hunched down into a crouch like a tiger stalking his prey.

“Who looks mischievous now?” I loved seeing him like this, so playful. I retreated into one of the corners of the dojo, laughing the whole way.

“You know, you should never take someone’s weapon unless you know how to use it,” Liam said.

“Doesn’t matter if I know how to use the weapons as long as I have them all.” I was backed into the corner now. I tried to skip past Liam but he always managed to block my path. He almost caught me when I did a low somersault past him, and I ended up in the middle of the dojo again.

“You won’t get away that easily.” Liam sprinted toward me. Between my laughing and trying to keep the red at bay, he was way too fast for me. He swept my feet out from under me and caught me with his arm before I hit the ground. I’m not sure how it happened, but suddenly I lay on the ground with Liam leaning over me with only the two thin poles between us. No inch of his skin touched mine, but the warmth of his body pressed past my clothes.

“What were you saying about having all the weapons?” Liam asked.

I couldn’t say anything for a long moment. I wanted to kiss him. It would be real for me, but would it be real for him?

“Liam!” Ryker shouted from the hallway and Liam jumped. “Are you here? Oh, hello . . .”

Uh, awkward.

Liam rolled to his feet. “Hey.”

I jumped up before he could offer me his hand.

“Oh, you don’t have to move for me,” Ryker said with a smirk. “Hey, Aya, I can see practice is going as well as can be expected.”

“Yeah, we were just . . .” but Liam didn’t know what to say.

“I can see what you are doing. Really, carry on.”

I was annoyed and relieved she interrupted us. I really needed to stop getting myself into these messes. I retrieved my phone from my bag. “It’s pretty late. I should be going.”

“Are you sure you want to go all the way to Connecticut tonight?” Liam asked. “It’s far when you have to turn around and come back tomorrow morning.”

“I have a little project I’m working on there. Scarborough Mansion has an awesome library that I’ve been using.” I’d been searching every spare minute for clues about Prism, the book I assumed Van Gogh had left.

“What kind of project?” asked a voice from the doorway that made me jump with its suddenness. Framed against the darkness of the hall stood a man in a dark gray suit and red tie.

“Daddy, you’re home early!” Ryker ran to his side and kissed him on the cheek.

“Yes, and who might this be?”

“Hi, I’m Aya. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Xander.” I took a few steps forward so I could shake his hand, but Liam moved between his father and me.

Liam’s father stepped around him. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Aya. Liam has mentioned you. As I recall you were sick last week?”

“Yes, I just had a little pneumonia, but I’m feeling much better now.”

Liam remained silent, with a flat facial expression I couldn’t place.

Mr. Xander glanced at Liam. “I’m sure Liam is excited to have you back at art school.”

Still Liam didn’t say anything, and it was getting more awkward by the minute.

“Aya, did you want to stay for dinner?” Ryker asked.

“No, I’d better get going.” I grabbed my bag and put on my shoes.

“There is no need for you to run away,” Mr. Xander said. He mumbled something to Liam, and Liam shuffled a few steps forward.

“No, I was on my way out.” I headed for the door. I knew Liam didn’t want me to meet his dad, but this was weird.

“I’ll walk you to your car,” Liam said pulling on his own shoes.

“It was nice to meet you, Aya,” Mr. Xander said with a friendly smile.

I said, “It was nice to meet you as well.”

We made it through Liam’s apartment, down the elevator, and into the lobby in total silence.

“Your dad seems nice,” I said, and he did. If Liam hadn’t been acting so weird, I’d have thought the meeting went well.

“He always seems nice.” Liam stared at the ground and didn’t say anything else as we strode the few blocks to where I’d parked my car.

I stopped in front of the door and still Liam wouldn’t look at me. Was it only twenty minutes ago that I was hoping he would kiss me? That Liam was gone.

“I’ll see you tomorrow then?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’ll see you tomorrow.” Liam’s voice was distant, like he was thinking about something very far away.

“Bye.” I didn’t look back as I got in my car and drove away.

Another time I would’ve been hurt by his silence, but this transformation happened when he saw his father. This wasn’t about me. I didn’t know what was going on, but this was between Liam and his dad.
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For the next three weeks, everything seemed normal, well, as normal as it could be under the circumstances. I went to art school. I worked on my final project. Twice a week I practiced controlling my Talent with Danny. I learned martial arts with Liam and Ryker.

I didn’t see his father again.

I started hanging out more with Ryker when I was at their apartment, and I was happy to have her as my friend. But it was all a distraction anyway. Always in the back of my mind was the inescapable truth that, out there, Dune was waiting for me. Sleep was not escape. My dreams were full of Dune’s face, or the girl with the black hair—us being burned alive.

My only glimmer of hope was the thought that Van Gogh left the book Prism somewhere to find. It had to hold the key to using all colors. I searched every volume I could think of for clues that would lead to Prism or the Aveum.

And then there was my name, written in red in Van Gogh’s hand, asking me to find it. A part of me knew it was crazy to really believe Van Gogh wanted me to find it, but I didn’t care.

I spent every evening in the library poring over all the information I found on Van Gogh and the clue. I searched every book and typed in everything I could think of in a web search, including statues, building names, and anything else I could think of, but I couldn’t find anything on where knight and good could meet.

That night, I laid out the huge map of Paris I’d found in a massive, flat drawer in one of the corners of the library. First, I marked where Van Gogh lived in Paris, 54 Rue Lepic in the Montmartre district. I traced the nearby streets with my finger, imagining him painting the scenes and people in the City of Light. I followed a line to where the Sacre Coeur cathedral cut off the streets around it. It was being built while Van Gogh lived there.

But then a word caught my eye.

Rue de Chevalier de la Barre.

No, it couldn’t be . . .

It was tiny, but it was a street, and right in front of it, Rue de le Bonne. Street of the good.

Where the good and the knight meet. They were roads.

And there, where the two met was a park, just a small green rectangle amid the winding paths, a place of repose and calm from the crowds that Van Gogh found so distasteful. I sat staring at it for a long time. I’d found it! I couldn’t believe I’d found it. Maybe Prism would save me from Van Gogh’s fate.

My hands shook as I photocopied the map.

Prism would help me resist the color, help me control it. It had to. Van Gogh left Prism for me in Paris, and I was going to get it.

Kendra appeared in the doorway. “I haven’t seen you for a week,” she complained. “Have you been spending a lot of time with Liam?” Her tone was saturated with innuendo.

“There have been no repeats of what happened with Andy, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“So, what’ve you been doing in here, every night since forever?” she asked.

Prism was what I really wanted, but it was the Aveum that kept sneaking into my thoughts.

“You know that other group of Aolians your grandmother mentioned? Has she said anything else?”

“No, I tried to talk to her about it, but she acted like she didn’t know what I was saying. Did you want me to ask her again?”

I so wanted to tell Kendra, to have somebody I could talk with, but it was too dangerous for her. Leslie and Dune both wanted it. Who else did also? If these were the type of people I was dealing with I didn’t want Kendra to get involved.

“No, don’t worry about it. I was just curious.”

“We should go have some fun this weekend,” Kendra said. “Maybe we could take a drive down to the coast and hit up a beach.”

“That’s sounds like exactly what I need.” I hugged her. “Thanks for being such a great friend.”

“Anytime.”

The door to the library opened, and Leslie strode inside.

“Hello, girls,” she said to us, but she looked around the room as if to make sure no one else was here. “Kendra, could you give me a moment to talk to Aya?”

“Sure, I’ll see you,” Kendra said to me.

After Kendra shut the library door behind her, Leslie took a deep breath.

“How is art school going?” she asked.

Uhhh, not what I was expecting. “It’s good—great.”

She nodded absently. The silence stretched on, and I adjusted my chair just to have some sound.

“There’s something I have been meaning to talk to you about.” She stacked the books on a nearby desk into a perfect pile. “Danny says that you’ve been learning remarkably fast in your Talent studies.”

“I’ve been getting better.”

“There are many things you don’t know about this world of Talents. Many things the students in this school don’t need to know.”

So typical of adults to think we don’t need to know anything. “Like about the Aveum?” I asked.

Leslie’s gaze locked onto mine. “Yes, I thought you heard us talking. You shouldn’t eavesdrop on conversations.”

“Even if they have everything to do with my future? Even if there are people willing to abduct me to get to the Aveum? You’re so right; I don’t need to know any of that.”

“So, Dune has spoken to you?”

“Spoken? You mean attacked?”

“Yes, Grand Central. I should’ve guessed she was the catalyst. You took care of yourself, though.”

I tried to hide my surprise. “You knew about that?”

“Of course,” she laughed, but it was a hollow sound. “I’ve been working with Talents a long time, and it’s not hard to figure out. But the Aveum; I assume it is the reason you have spent so much time in the library.”

She didn’t tell me about the Aveum “I’ve kept an eye out for it, but I don’t care about the Aveum, what it does, or why everyone wants it.” I shrugged, hoping I wasn’t forcing my nonchalance too much.

Leslie stared at me as if she didn’t understand my words. “Don’t . . . care?” She shook her head. “You don’t understand what this object can do. It is said that the Aveum can change everything; it can make it so Aolians can create a better world. It can make it so we can use our Talents in ways that are impossible now.”

Dune had said the same thing “And how can it do that? From what I overheard, Danny doesn’t even think the Aveum exists.”

“Danny doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter if he does or doesn’t. I’ve already made my decision: I’m not going to help you or Dune find the Aveum.” But I suddenly remember something Dune had said when we were at the museum. “You said you worked with my dad, but Dune said the same thing.”

Leslie started at me in silence for a few moments. “She’s right. Your dad worked with both of us.”

I gasped. “What?!”

“But not in the way you think,” Leslie continued. “He abandoned the United Aolians and, with Dune, tried to make a new order.”

“But why would he tell me to come here?”

“Eventually, he left Dune and her vision of the future.” She took a deep breath. “He realized that future was wrong. He came back into the United Aolians. He met your mom, and they got married and had you.”

“All of these different Aolians. Is that why he is dead?” I leaned forward, unable to look away as Leslie said the words.

“Dune was devastated when he left. She depended on using his Speaker powers to convince others of her cause. And angry doesn’t begin to describe Dune.”

I could imagine Dune livid.

“He joined us, went on missions for the council. Dune found him on one of those missions and we don’t know exactly what happened. We just know that he died.”

It was as though someone had stolen the oxygen from the room and turned it into a vacuum.

“I’ve always felt responsible for his death,” Leslie said. “He knew the risk, but he had faith that he could get out of any scrape with his Talent, and it cost him his life.”

I didn’t know what to say. Did Dune kill my father? Steal him away from me, from my mom? I wasn’t going to let her do the same to me. Anger surged through me as I made my decision.

“You and Dune can both rot.” I was sick of having too little information and choice. “I’ll never help either of you find the Aveum!” Van Gogh told me to find it, me alone

“Aya, now wait a minute before you make a rash judgment like that. Maybe I brought this up too soon. We should continue your studies until we make a decision.”

“I’ve already decided.”

Leslie tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and when she spoke her voice was quiet and deadly calm. “You will help one of us find the Aveum,” she closed the distance so only the table separated us. She put both her palms on the top and leaned forward. “If I have anything to say about it, it’s going to be me.”

Beneath her hands, tendrils of smoke curled up from the table. Leslie glared at me, then stood up to her full height and strode from the room.

Left behind in the table’s surface were two scorched black handprints.

Leslie’s message wasn’t as blatant as Dune’s, but I knew a threat when I heard one. I just didn’t know what to do about it. That night I threw all of my books and clothes into my backpack, and the next morning I rode the train to the city. I shoved everything into my locker at art school. Tonight, I’d sleep at my aunt’s house.

After my last class, Liam found me at my locker.

“Did you want to go to a movie tonight, just you and me?” he asked.

That sounded like a date. Even with everything else that had happened, I couldn’t help but feel giddy.

“I’d love that,” I said.

I wished Liam were the worst of my worries. Maybe in an earlier life he could have been, but for now that place of honor was reserved for Dune. I decided to walk home to my Aunt’s apartment, instead of riding the subway, to clear my head, but all I could think about was Dune and her threat. She’d given me a month, and that ran out next Tuesday, but I wasn’t going to be here when she came looking for me.

There was something about the busy streets of New York City that let me escape the stress and anxiety, at least temporarily. Locals and tourists alike bustled down the sidewalks, expensive purses and shopping bags in their hands. In a place like this, it was easier to forget all my worries. I liked to walk slowly and have the people flow around me like I was a tumbling pebble moving across the bottom of a creek, while all around me the impatient water rushed by. This was the first time I’d been alone in the city for a long time, and I enjoyed the solitude.

I was only a few blocks away from home when a door next to the sidewalk opened. I wouldn’t have noticed except it was her standing there.

I didn’t have time to scream before someone grabbed me and pulled me inside.
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To express the love of two lovers by the marriage of two complementary colours, their blending and their contrast, the mysterious vibrations of related tones. To express the thought of a brow of radiance of a light tone against a dark background. To express hope by some star. Someone’s passion by the radiance of the setting sun. That’s certainly no realistic trompe l’oeil, but something that really exists.

—Vincent van Gogh





They dragged me down several steps. The air was cool and damp, and I didn’t think anyone had occupied this basement in years. A single, naked bulb hung from the ceiling, and barely lit the dark, shadowy room. In the center of the space sat a small wooden table and chair that gave the room a cell-like quality.

Dune wasn’t alone this time.

Two men and two women stood strategically around me. They didn’t try to bind my hands, or force me to sit like they do in the movies, but they did take my backpack. I was very aware of how the notebook containing all the information I’d collected about Van Gogh was in there.

No one said anything, so I figured I would start.

“Creepy basement?” I asked. “Don’t you think this is a bit cliché for a kidnapping?”

Dune laughed, and by the looks on the faces of the people around her that didn’t happen very often.

“What did I say?” Dune said to the man next to her. “Just like her father.”

That was the third time she’d brought up my dad, and my anger flared.

“What do you want, Dune? I thought we weren’t set for a delightful meeting like this for another few days.” I should’ve been scared, I should’ve been terrified, but the red just wouldn’t let me. All I could do was drown in my own anger. The last time we met, I didn’t have any red. But not today.

Dune’s facial expression returned to its usual placid mask. “I need you to help me find something. Many people believe only a Colorist can find it. It’s what we want, and it’s what Leslie has always wanted.”

“Why are you telling me this?” But I couldn’t concentrate. The light from the dim bulb was absorbed into dingy walls. I didn’t see any color here, but I could feel it. Somewhere outside the halo of light was red, and lots of it, reaching toward me.

“What has Leslie told you? If I know her at all, she’s told you nothing. I’m the one you should trust, I’ll tell you everything. We just need to find the Aveum before anyone else does. We need your help.”

“What if I say no?” My head spun with the effort of resisting the red all around me, hidden in the shadows. A particle of red and then another floated toward me.

“The Aveum is too dangerous for us to let it fall into anyone else’s hands.” Dune’s voice was smooth and had an uncustomary kindness to it.

Fake.

“How about I don’t help anyone find the Aveum, and we’ll call it good.”

The red was oh, so familiar and concentrated. I squinted into the darkness. Old cans of red paint, dried up and long forgotten, waited like dynamite for me to use them. A thin mist of red began to tinge the air.

“Things don’t work like that, Aya. We can work together, and then you never have to see me again.”

“And why does everyone think that only a Colorist can find the Aveum?”

“Oh, so Leslie really didn’t tell you anything. The last Colorist was the one who hid it.”

I gasped. “What?” No, no, no! That would mean . . .

My backpack: it had all the research I’d done on Van Gogh. It had the clue and it had the map. I was looking for Prism, but perhaps I’d found the Aveum instead.

“—But you can also have a home here, with us. Leslie wants to teach Talents to live in the outside world, but with us you don’t have to. You can be yourself, strong and unique.”

“Haven’t we gone over this before?” I had to get out of here.

Dune didn’t take her eyes off me, and she didn’t seem to notice the red now filling the air. But some of the others did. “Now, Aya, let’s try something else then,” she said with a wry smile. “What about all those people in your life that aren’t Talented. I’ve heard you’ve been spending a lot of time with a certain boy.”

My breath caught in my throat where the fear should have been. But I could feel nothing but anger.

“And what about your mother,” she continued. “Don’t you think enough of her life has been destroyed because of the weak decisions from people she loves?”

“You leave my mother out of this!” I said. She didn’t belong in this world of supernatural abilities and magical objects. She belonged in the real world, surrounded by music and students.

“I will. All you have to do is join us.”

“I’ve made up my mind. I’m not going to help you or anyone else find the Aveum.”

Dune definitely shouldn’t get some crazy-powerful magical object. But that didn’t mean that I wanted Leslie to have it either.

“She’s hiding something,” a lady in a leather jacket said.

Without thinking, I glanced at my backpack. It was enough.

“Hiding something?” Dune grabbed my backpack and started rummaging through it. “Is it possible you’ve already found where the Aveum is hidden?”

“There’s nothing in there but my art books and clothes,” I said as nonchalantly as I could, but my voice shook.

She drew out my notebook. “How very interesting.”

“That’s mine!” I lunged for it but one of the other Talents grabbed my wrists and dragged me backwards.

She thumbed through the book. “My, my, you have been busy, haven’t you?” She stopped suddenly, flipped back a few pages, and gazed at something I couldn’t see. “So you do know where to find the Aveum.” Her voice was deadly quiet.

“No—I don’t even know what the Aveum is supposed to do, let alone where to find it.”

She threw the book on the table with a slap, and I flinched.

The three interlocking, crescent-moons.

“Those are just doodles.” I felt sick.

“How stupid do you think I am? You just happened to have a page full of ‘doodles’ that are the symbol of the Aveum, a symbol that few people would see and understand.”

The disappointment was a crushing weight. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized I’d been pinning all the hopes of my sanity on finding Van Gogh’s words, in finding Prism. But Prism didn’t hold instructions on how to control all color. It was the way to find the Aveum.

And Dune held the key in her hand.

“Where is the Aveum, Aya? Where is it?” Dune screamed.

“I . . . I don’t know.” And I didn’t.

Dune jumped to the balls of her feet. “We can’t allow the Aveum to fall into anyone else’s hands, Aya. If you’re not with us, then there’s nothing else to be done.” She nodded to the woman standing next to her, and she took two steps forward.

Maybe she assumed since I did so little the last time we met that I could do nothing, but now I wasn’t going to hold back. She couldn’t get the Aveum.

In a swift motion, I pushed against the red in all the bodies around me. The man and woman stumbled backward and hit the wall. The boom was deafening as I forced the red pigment to explode out from the paint can and wrap around the Aolians’ wrists like handcuffs, chaining them in place. And then I embraced the red that called to me.

Tiny specks of red rushed toward me and turned to clouds of crimson vapor. One Aolian was between the red and me. He screamed as the red tried to get to me through him. It climbed up the skin on his face and arms and he fell to the ground, clawing at his flesh to get it out. Blood oozed wherever the mist touched him.

The red hit my bloodstream and saturated my vision. The power was a drug—exhilarating, terrifying, painful. The pure red pigments absorbed into my skin, and I forced the red that still clung to the paint cans into a long staff, held together only by the red. I swung it around my head and the tip scraped along Dune’s jaw. She flinched back in pain, and behind her the four tiny basement windows shattered.

In those few seconds, I grabbed my notebook, shoved it into my bag, and threw it over my shoulder. A page slipped out and hit the floor, but there was no time to pick it up.

“Two can play at that game,” Dune said smiling. Instead of falling to the ground, the glass pooled in the air, and snaked its way into her hands. The glass formed a long, thin whip with a vicious, serrated point on the end. The fluid liquid glass looked as lovely as water falling from a fountain. My weapon was suddenly crude and rudimentary.

Dune snapped her whip forward and I was barely able to block it. I quickly rearranged the staff in my hand to form a more solid mass that would enable me to block Dune’s attack.

Dune flung out her whip again, and I only managed to bring up my staff before it sliced into the skin below my collarbone. The table sat between Dune and me, and at first I didn’t understand when it began to move.

No, it didn’t move—it grew.

Only one other Talent aside from Dune remained unscathed.

Limbs sprouted from the tabletop’s edge and tried to wind around my wrists, but with the same move I used to get away from Liam, I did a backward handspring. The table legs grew roots that moved toward me, covering the floor. I backed into a corner.

I couldn’t fight both Dune and tree-controlling girl. The others Aolians in the room wouldn’t stay incapacitated for long.

I needed out.

But that blasted table was between me and the door, and the roots were spreading all over the floor. Dune flicked out her whip and snatched the red staff out of my hands. Would they kill me now, or hold out in hopes that I’d help them find the Aveum?

Dune laughed. “See how powerful you could be if you joined us?” Dune threw her whip up into the air, and it separated into a hundred deadly glass arrows. She held up her hand and with a flicking motion of her fingers, one arrow shot forward and hit the wall directly above my head.

“Call back your weeds,” Dune said to the woman next to her.

The roots and branches stopped growing where they stood. With another flick, two more arrows shot toward me and hit the wall on either side of my face. The shattered remnants cut the skin on my hands as they fell to the ground.

“Now you’re just playing with me,” I said.

Dune laughed again. “I wish I could keep you around just to remind me of your father.” But then her expression turned to hate, and she raised both her hands up to either side of her head, palms facing me. Each of the blades spun and fixated on me.

“Dune, we need her!” screamed the man still chained to the wall.

Yep, I was dead.

A hazy red mist still hung in the air. I had control of it, even though I hadn’t realized it. I reached deep inside and gathered all the red in the room into that place in my mind. The red began to spin like backward ocean-waves that crashed from the floor to the ceiling and back again, encompassing the whole room. Dune saw, but she ignored it. Maybe she didn’t realize that someone aside from her could also be strong.

She flung her arms forward, and the arrows followed her movement. They zipped across the room, all converging on where I stood. But my red was already in motion and the glass interrupted its pattern. Every particle of red the glass touched clung to the clear surfaces.

When the arrows were only a few feet from me I pushed against them with the red, and they followed my waves up along the ceiling and backwards to the other side of the room. Dune realized what I’d done just in time to throw the glass back up into the ceiling before it impaled her friends.

In that split second of their distraction, I gathered the red to me. I pushed myself off the wall and leapt. I used the circular motion of the red mist to buoy me up and over the tree limbs still moving in the center of the room.

“Dune, there!” yelled the other female Aolian who was still chained to the wall, as the red mist carried me over the table, tree girl, and her.

But I couldn’t fly, and my own body weight was too hard to hold up. I crashed to the ground and did a tuck and roll so I didn’t land on my head.

“Get her!” Dune screamed.

I didn’t bother to check whether or not the door was locked. I forced the red particles to attach themselves to the door and then to expand out, like a bomb detonating from the inside.

They were all so shocked they didn’t follow me, and I stopped in the doorway. I gathered all the remaining red into a ball in the center of the room. With all the energy I had still inside me, I forced the ball to explode outward. The red erupted and hit the walls and ceiling, and the whole building shook from the impact.

I ran.

I didn’t know or care where I was going as long as it was away. I ran six blocks before I stopped to catch my breath.

A police car with siren blazing flew the way I’d just come. How much damage had I caused in the building?

Where was I? Nothing looked familiar. I jerked my phone out of my backpack and dialed my aunt’s number. No answer. I tried four more times. It was after five, and she would be doing prep if she was at the restaurant. She never answered her phone when she was working.

I was alone, and in that moment the fear I wasn’t able to feel before bubbled to the surface, and tears seeped down my cheeks. I kept moving, trying to blend in with the people around me.

Why was this happening?

I hit a number on my contacts list.

“Hey, Aya,” Liam said.

“Liam,” I couldn’t keep the sobbing out of my voice, “I need your help.”

“What’s wrong?” His voice was worried but strong, and it made me feel better.

“Can you come get me?”

“Of course, where are you?”

I found the nearest street sign and gave him the intersection.

“I know exactly where you are. Don’t move. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

I ducked into a coffee shop so I wasn’t out on the street in case Dune tried to find me. She’d made it clear that my life was forfeit.

Soon Liam’s orange Jeep pulled up to the curb outside, and he craned his neck in search of me. I sprinted to his car and jumped in the passenger-side door.

“Are you okay?” Liam’s face was full of concern. “What’s going on?”

The last Colorist had the Aveum. If I needed any more proof, the symbol was of the Aveum. I jerked my notebook out of my bag and flipped through it. The clue, with the map was gone.

“She has it,” I whispered. “Liam, she has it!”

“Who has what?”

“Never mind,” I said. “Can you take me to the airport?”

“The airport? Aya, seriously, what’s going on?”

“Actually, do you remember where my aunt lives? I need to stop there to grab a few things before I go.”

“Where are you going?”

“It doesn’t matter. Just drive to my aunt’s house.”

Liam slammed on the brakes, and pulled into an empty parking spot by the side of the street.

“What are you doing?” I demanded.

Liam turned to face me. “I’m not moving until you tell me what’s going on.”

I thought about jumping out of the car, which was stupid. This was too dangerous for him, but a huge part of me was so sick of being alone.

“I got attacked this afternoon.”

“Attacked? By whom?”

I couldn’t tell the whole truth, so I settled for a tiny piece. “Some people that used to work with my dad, at least I think they used to. They want me to find something.”

“Do you know where it is?”

“I don’t know.”

“Aya, you’re not making any sense. Where are you going?”

“I’m flying to Paris, tonight.”
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I’m setting myself in advance, out of my own conviction, the requirement of spending at least a year in Paris mainly drawing from nude and plaster casts. For the rest, let’s do whatsoever our hand finds to do in the way of painting.

—Vincent van Gogh





Liam’s eyes widened, and his expression was horrified. “Paris! You can’t be serious.”

“There’s something there that I need to find.”

“But you just said you didn’t know where your dad hid something.”

“What I am going to find wasn’t hidden by my dad. It was hidden by Van Gogh.” My words were quiet, and for a moment I tried to hear them as a non-Aolian would. For all my worrying about the color driving me mad, I certainly sounded crazy now.

“I don’t think you should go.” His voice was pleading. “Why don’t you go stay at your Aunt’s house, or at that mansion? Please don’t, Aya. Please—stay away from there.”

“Liam, I have to go. I won’t be safe either way, and if I don’t go, no one else will be either.”

Liam stared at me for a few moments before he pulled out into the traffic and then up to the curb in front of my aunt’s apartment.

“Just wait here.” I scrambled out the door. “I’ll be back in five minutes.” I sprinted up the five flights of stairs, and my hand shook as I tried to put the key in the door. Once inside I grabbed the one thing that was essential for my trip: my passport. I already had my clothes and my notebook. If I needed anything else, I’d just buy it on the way.

“Okay, all set,” I said as I jumped back into Liam’s car.

I stared out the window, not paying attention to where we were going. Liam stopped in front of a high-rise apartment, and it took me a minute to recognize it as his.

“What are we doing here?” I asked.

“You’re not the only one going to Paris tonight,” Liam said.

“Wait!” But he’d already closed the door and disappeared into the lobby.

It didn’t take long for him to return with a black backpack slung over his shoulder. He didn’t say anything as he took off down the road.

“What makes you think you’re coming to Paris with me?” I asked.

“It’s the only course of action that makes sense.” Liam kept his eyes on the road, weaving in and out of traffic.

“Did you not hear what I said? These people are dangerous.”

Liam was silent for ten whole seconds, then his words spilled out. “You’ve never been to Paris—I have. You don’t speak French—I do. You might not know it, but I might be handy to have around.” He took a deep breath. “And believe it or not, I care about you. The idea of someone hurting you makes me sick. And whatever it is you are trying to find, I don’t want you to have to do it alone. And I want to be with you.”

I had a million reasons why he shouldn’t come, but instead I said, “I want to be with you, too.”

And there was nothing more to be said. Liam parked his car in the extended stay parking at the airport, and we bought tickets on the first available flight to Paris. Luckily, there was an overnight flight leaving within the hour. I tried to buy Liam’s ticket, but he insisted on purchasing his own. I was glad, not for the first time, for the debit card my aunt had given me. I stopped by the bank in the airport and withdrew a thousand dollars’ worth of euros. I didn’t know what kind of records Dune had access to, but I didn’t want to have multiple transactions on my card to let her know exactly where I was. Cash was safest.

Liam’s phone rang as we waited in the terminal. “Hold on, it’s my dad. Yes, sir.” He glanced at me and stood. “Yeah, I’m just with Aya. Well . . .” Liam took a few steps and his voice disappeared into the noise of the airport. When he came back ten minutes later, he held a paper bag and two bottles of water in his hands. “You hungry?”

“Starving,” I said.

He handed me the bag and I found two fresh cranberry-orange scones in bakery paper inside. “Yum.” I gave him one. “What did your dad say?”

“He just wanted to know where I was.”

“What did you tell him?”

“The truth—I’m going to Paris with you.”

“You told him? Was he pissed?”

“He was strangely okay with it.”

We boarded our plane when it was time. The flight was packed, but Liam had convinced the lady at the counter to reserve two seats together with me by the window. I pushed up the shade to peer outside. The sun touched the western horizon, and orange clouds spread across the now-purple sky as our plane took off. The adrenalin and excitement of the day burned out, leaving me hollow and exhausted. And scared and apprehensive.

Would I find the Aveum? No, for some reason, I didn’t think so. The page I’d found was ripped out of a book written about color. Prism existed.

One by one the reading lights around us flicked off. People either settled in to go to sleep or put on noise-cancelling headphones to watch the movie screens built into each seat.

Liam leaned toward me, and his arm brushed my long sleeve shirt.

“Tell me what your life was like before you came to New York to be a painting prodigy,” he said.

I laughed, relieved to talk about something normal. “I hope no one expects me to be that.”

“No, really, tell me about what you do when you’re not here.”

I took a deep breath. “Well, it’s summer so my mom isn’t teaching school right now. Most nights we stay up late, with me painting and my mom playing the cello. At night we open all the windows and let the cool mountain breeze filter through the house . . . .”

Even though people surrounded us, it felt like there was a tiny pocket of space and time where only Liam and I existed. We talked for hours about his family and mine, what we liked to do, and what we wanted to be. He told me funny stories about him and Ryker as children, and I told him the crazy places we’d off-roaded in Montana. For that space of time, the rest of the world didn’t exist. In this plane, Dune could not find me, and maybe for a moment I could be me.

Eventually the day caught up with me, and I slipped into the unconscious.

“We are beginning our decent into Paris,” the pilot said over the intercom, rousing me from my sleep.

I was leaning against Liam’s shoulder, and I snapped my head back. “Sorry,” I mumbled, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.

Liam looked confused, and he tipped his head to one side as he looked at me. “I didn’t mind. I like having you so near.”

As the wheels touched down on the tarmac, that magic bubble of time and space that contained only Liam and me burst, and a trickle of fear crept up my spine.

“I just realized I had eight hours to come up with some kind of plan for what to do next, and I didn’t do it,” I said.

“That’s okay. We have the whole train ride into the city to come up with a plan.”

“Good thing I have you around,” I said as Liam easily navigated the French-only kiosk to buy us one-way tickets into Paris and a few metro tickets in case we needed them.

“You said we’re trying to find an object hidden by Van Gogh, right?” Liam said as we settled into two seats on the train. “What makes you think it’s in Paris?”

I really didn’t know who to trust in the crazy world of Aolians, but Liam wasn’t a part of that world. I trusted him. He came all the way to Paris with me.

I drew my Van Gogh notebook out of my bag. “I found a hidden message on a sheet of paper at the MoMA. It was in French, and it took me a while to translate it, because it was all in one big, long sentence.” I flipped to the right page and handed it to Liam.

Liam studied the notebook. “Why didn’t you ask me for help?”

“It does sound a little far-fetched to say I found a secret message hidden on a page that thousands of people see each year, yet it’s gone undetected.”

“Yeah, that does sound a bit crazy.”

I winced at the word crazy, but Liam didn’t notice as he studied the code, my translation, and my extra map of Paris with streets marked. I tried not to think about how Dune had the exact same information.

“How did you find this address?” he asked. “I never would have thought that where the knight and good meet would be streets. I have no idea what Candlelit Winter means.”

“We’ll just have to see when we get there.”

“Sounds good.” Liam yawned and laid his head back against the seat.

It was 11:00 in the morning here, and I’d had only three hours of sleep last night.

“How much sleep did you get?” I asked.

“How can anyone sleep when a pretty girl is leaning against his shoulder?” Liam said without opening his eyes.

My face grew hot, and I tried to think of a witty reply, but sleep deprivation muddled my thoughts. In the end I laughed, like he was making a joke.

Smooth.

He looked as tired as I felt.

The city outside my window wasn’t what I expected. Graffiti covered most of the surfaces, and the homes were crammed together. When we left the airport, we were the only ones in the train car, but at each stop more and more people filed in.

We reached stations within Paris.

“Liam, we need to switch trains.” I gently shook his shoulder and hated waking him from his nap.

“What?” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Oh, yeah.”

“I want to walk by where Van Gogh lived first,” I said. “It’s close to where I think the clue is leading us, within walking distance.”

“I’m here to do whatever you want to do,” Liam said.

We had to switch trains two more times before we got to the right area, and we left the Abbesses Station.

Now this was the cobblestone charm I was expecting. All the buildings were only five or six stories tall. Tiny shops lined the sidewalk on the first level of what otherwise looked like apartments, but apartments that were built over a hundred years ago. We passed a flower shop, fruit markets, and a pastry shop.

“Van Gogh lived at 54 Rue Lepic,” I said when we found the right street. “It’s strange to think that Van Gogh lived here, that he walked these streets just as we are doing. Sometimes I wonder if I think of him more as an angel or some other kind of ethereal being instead of a man. Are people like him too amazing for this world? Maybe he was designed for something else, something better.”

“Maybe we are all designed to be as amazing as Vinny, but only very few are willing to embrace our true potential.”

“Maybe,” I said. “I like how you call him Vinny, it makes it seem like we’re old friends.”

Fifty-four Rue Lepic was a building that followed a curve in the road. The façade was made of white stone and metal-scrolled banisters crossed dainty curtained windows. A small plaque was affixed to the wall beside the beautiful, dark-blue door.

“In this house, Vincent van Gogh lived with his brother Theo, 1886 to 1888,” Liam translated. “I wonder if it looks different from when he lived here.”

“It’s hard to tell.” I brushed my fingertips along the name Vincent on the plaque, leaving a barely visible fingerprint. “From the other paintings he did of Paris, I think it’s very similar.”

My phone dinged. I hadn’t realized I would have service here. I dug it out of where I’d shoved it deep in my bag to protect it from pickpockets.

It was a text, but from an unknown number.

Paris is just a bit too hot in the summer, don’t you think?

I stared at the words, and a sliver of fear crept down my arm to my spine. It could only be one person. Not only did Dune know where I was, but also it seemed like she was already in Paris. But how could she? We just got here.

“Aya, are you all right?” Liam asked. “What is it?”

It took me a few seconds to register his words. “That woman, the one who attacked me in New York? She’s here.”

Liam frowned. “How could she be?”

“I don’t know, but we have to go, now.”

I wanted to linger, to bask in the space Van Gogh once filled, but we couldn’t.

The park wouldn’t take long to walk to, but every step toward that goal brought trepidation and anxiety.

“According to the map,” I pointed to the place. “There is a park at the intersection of two streets, Rue de la Bonne and Rue du Chevalier de la Barre.”

Cars zipped by, the sound of their passing echoed off the buildings around us. I wanted to run, to meet my fate with outstretched arms, but at the same time I was terrified. What if we didn’t find anything? What if I was totally crazy and there was nothing here from Van Gogh to find? Is this how his neurosis started, by him believing in things that did not exist?

“The clue said where the knight and good meet.” I hoped the fact that I found a place that matched the clue would mean it was there.

Liam glanced at my map. “Those are right behind the Sacre-Coeur Cathedral, which is the highest point in the city.”

The streets were steep, and several times we had to walk up long, sharp-angled staircases before we emerged to a stunning view of the cathedral.

“I had no idea it would be so beautiful,” I said. “So many things you have to see in real life to appreciate. Photographs just don’t do them justice.”

“Just think of the onion rings you could make out of that.” He pointed to the bulb shaped dome on top of the cathedral.

“Somehow I don’t think the Parisians would appreciate you eating their cathedral,” I said. “It was finished after Van Gogh left Paris. I am always surprised when buildings like this survived World War II.”

“So many wonderful things didn’t survive.” Liam still gazed at the dome.

“You’re not still thinking about eating that, are you?”

Liam laughed.

I sighed. “I’ll have to save being a tourist for some other day.”

We hurried around the front of the church to where the two streets, on which I pinned all my hopes, intersected. I glanced back once more at the stunning view of the Sacre-Coeur, with its white stone and Middle Eastern-looking design. My heart pounded too fast as we approached the park. I poked fun at Liam to hide my anxiety. “I’m sorry, Liam, but it looks like you’re not allowed in here.” I pointed to the sign on the gate that had a tiny Yorkshire Terrier with an X over the top of it. “No dogs allowed.”

“I think they can make an exception for me just this once.” His smile lit up his face in a way that took my breath away. He pushed open the gate and did a little after you gesture. “Parisian gardens aren’t like American parks or even English gardens,” Liam said. “The grass is often fenced off, as are the flower beds. You can enjoy nature, but in a separate, distant sort of way.”

It was a perfectly ordinary park, but with the flowers surrounded by a fence a foot and a half tall.

“Look for anything that has to do with candles or Theo.” I laughed out loud at how ridiculous it sounded.

He headed down the walk, and turned right, while searching along the straight path. I was slow, methodical. I didn’t want to miss anything.

But there was so much, even in the confined area of the park, yet so little besides foliage. Massive trees towered over the patches of green lawn. Shrubs lined the outer walls. We kept searching, occasionally passing one another. In another thirty minutes I found Liam.

“Nothing?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer. Everything besides the tiny picket fence was living, nowhere to hide a clue. “Nothing here is permanent. I don’t think Van Gogh would have hidden something if it had the chance of getting destroyed if a gardener decided to change the shrubs.”

“You’re right. Is there anything that could be left intact after a hundred years?”

“I don’t think there is anywhere else or us to look.” I peered one last time around the perimeter of the park, trying to see what could have been here, when my gaze fell on . . . the wall. “The only thing that would last a hundred years?” I closed the distance to the stone, hopping over the picket fence in the process. I slithered between two shrubs so I could touch the surface. The sun-bleached stone was cool under the shadow of the shrub in the heat of the day.

“The wall? Brilliant.” Liam followed behind me and crashed through the brush.

I squeezed through a dense bush and a limb snapped back. I tried to grab it but it hit Liam square on the nose. I gasped in horror. “Sorry!”

Liam’s eyes watered and he rubbed where it had slapped him. “I didn’t teach you that. I think the student has finally become the master.”

“Oh, brother.” But I laughed, too.

As we crept along the wall, I began to lose hope. I really didn’t know what we’d find, the book Prism or the Aveum. But if there was a clue here and I didn’t find it, I had no doubt that Dune would rip this place apart until she did. But what if I’d misunderstood the clue? What if it were somewhere else entirely? Would Dune figure it out and find it?

I wasn’t going to give up now.

Someone yelled at us from across the park. “What did they say?” I asked.

“Something about reckless teenagers destroying the trees.” Liam waved the words away.

“Is that all?” I snickered. “Ouch.”

“What?”

“Just a nasty branch made a huge gash in my arm.” I pulled up my sleeve to survey the damage.

“What is that?” Liam asked, a shocked look on his face.

My skin, how could I have forgotten? Idiot, idiot!

I jerked my sleeve back down. “Oh, nothing. It was just a little scratch.”

“That was not a scratch. What was that? Did you get a full arm tattoo I didn’t know about?” Liam tried to grab my arm, but I twisted away.

“No really, it’s just all the scratches I’ve gotten from these branches.” My phone dinged again, and I pulled it out and looked before I thought. It was that same unknown number, but this time the text was blank.

She was toying with me. A red haze filtered into my vision. I wouldn’t let her do this to me. I wouldn’t let her torture me. How did she know where I was? But the answer lay in my hand. I jerked back my arm and sent my cell phone sailing over the park fence. It hit the pavement outside with a satisfying crunch.

“What was that?” Liam yelled. “What is going on with you?”

“It was a text from Dune, I’m not going to risk her being able to track my cell phone.”

I closed my eyes against the red and the anger that I didn’t know if I would ever live without. I longed to dissolve into tears, cry this red from my body so I could be myself again. But now red was power. It was the only defense I had left.

“I think it was a mistake to come here.” Liam rubbed his eyes with his palms. “I think this obsession with Van Gogh has gone too far.” His voice went soft. “I’m worried about you.”

He didn’t know the half of it, but he didn’t live with the color pressing in every single moment of the day.

“You can go, but I’m staying here.” The words sounded stronger than I felt. I couldn’t imagine being alone with my madness.

“I’m not leaving you.” He meant it.

“We can’t talk here. Help me search the rest of the wall, and then we can go. But I need you to know everything. You deserve to know everything if you want to stay with me.”

Liam looked into my eyes for a long moment before he nodded. “Let’s keep going.”

We made it halfway around the park and, with every meter we covered, my hope sank a little lower. We came to a portion of the wall that was covered in thick-green ivy, growing behind a section of tall evergreen shrubs. I put my palms against the ivy-covered wall to slide through. One step and then another, and then when I put my hand against the wall, there was nothing there to hold it.
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When we have had a talk about those strange days spent in discussion in run-down studios and the cafés of the Petit Boulevard, you will understand the full scope of this idea of my brother’s and mine.

—Vincent van Gogh





My fingers disappeared into an invisible nook hidden by the shadow of the ivy. My heart leapt. The ivy’s stems were surprisingly strong as I clawed at them, and I could initially only tear the leaves from their place, leaving only living, fibrous prison bars. My movements were frantic and heavy.

What if it wasn’t here?

What if it was?

Finally, I cleared the ivy away.

Granite stone lined the domed nook that could barely have fit Liam’s and my stuffed backpacks. Streaks of black ran down the interior of the arched opening, where a hundred years of rainwater had seeped through the minute spaces between the bricks.

Inside was a statue of a small boy sitting on a stool.

“It’s here,” Liam said behind me. “It’s really here.”

A book lay open in the boy’s lap, and he hunched to study the words that were too high for me to see. In his other hand he held a solitary candlestick, the stone flame burning so close to the base that if it were real, it would sputter out at any moment.

“We haven’t found anything yet,” I said to mask the hope that flooded me.

Besides the statue, nothing else was in the space. I tried to imagine how Van Gogh would hide something here? I reached out with the part of me that held color and searched for red, but I might as well have been reaching out to the barren night sky for all I found there. If there had been color here once, it was long gone now. I brushed my fingers along the statue and the bricks of the space, and was met with the cool, moist stone. The statue had at one time been on display but was now shrouded by a mask of flickering leaves.

“Can you see anything that I can’t?” I asked.

Liam shook his head.

I began to lose hope, but we’d come so far. Maybe there was something else in the park. Maybe Van Gogh had left it somewhere else.

I stooped to see the name of the book the boy read, but the letters had long ago melted into the cover, and the shadows made them impossible to read. I flipped around my backpack and tore a page out of one of my notebooks. I pressed the paper to the book’s title, and rubbed the long, flat edge of my charcoal against it.

Liam drew close to me as I brought the paper into the light.

“Theologie?” Liam asked. “The study of religion?”

“It’s not about what he’s studying. It’s a name. Theo, that’s the name of Van Gogh’s brother. The clue has to be here!” I turned back to the nook.

“Wait,” Liam said, “let me see that paper again.”

I brought the page back into the light.

“What is that?” He pointed to a circle at the edge of where I’d rubbed my charcoal. Inside was the same mark, the interlocking crescent moons.

“I don’t know.” I stooped down to see what it was. “Nothing is visible in the stone, but it’s clearly there on the page.”

Liam had to kneel to see under the book. “Maybe that’s the point. Let me see the page.”

I handed it to him and he found where the circle lined up with the letters of the title.

“It should be about here.” He pressed the stone.

Liam gasped, and the exact same time a solitary brick on the side of the nook popped out a half an inch, in a shower of dust and debris.

“You did it!” I yelled, my excitement like electricity through my body. I wiggled the brick the rest of the way out of its space, and groped in the hole, my Dechrua bracelet scraping along the stone. My fingers brushed a smooth, cold surface that I drew out.

A perfect, white cylinder about ten inches long with slightly tapered ends slid into the palm of my hand. It was made out of glass or ceramic. I squinted at the word chiseled in its surface.

Dirus.

Below the word was the same symbol.

I stared at it. “I can’t believe we found it. A part of me really thought I was crazy, and there was nothing to find.”

“I can’t believe that has been hidden in a public park for the last hundred and twenty years and no one found it.”

“What does that mean?” I pointed to the word.

“Hmm, I don’t know that one.”

“Dirus,” I shook my head. “I don’t remember reading it in any of Van Gogh’s writings.”

I shoved the brick back into place, and we walked—well, Liam walked and I floated—toward the entrance of the park. I couldn’t stop peeking at the thing in my hand.

“We did it,” I said.

“Yes, we did.” Liam’s radiant grin reflected my feelings.

“We’ll have to figure out how to open it.” I felt like dancing. I felt like flying. “I don’t think anything could bring me down.”

But then I stopped dead and pulled Liam behind a thick-evergreen shrub.

“What in the—”

“Shhh,” I whispered. “She’s here. The one I told you about, she’s here.”

We peeked around the shrub. Dune stood outside the main entrance of the park. Three men and two women, dressed in all black with only brief slashes of color, stood in a protective circle around her.

Come on. I rolled my eyes. Could they be any more conspicuous?

I couldn’t hear what she said, but she pointed down the paths of the park and two of her minions started down each one.

“Other entrance,” Liam whispered in my ear. “Let’s go,” We backed away from the spot, keeping the shrub between Dune’s people and us, but they were moving fast.

“Run!” I said as we rounded a corner and were out of sight.

I kept the Dirus clutched in my hand as my backpack bounced painfully against my back. We dodged behind trees and foliage until we saw the pathways were clear. Relief swelled as the entrance became visible.

“There they are!” someone yelled behind us.

I turned instinctively, and across the park were two black figures sprinting towards us.

“Come on!” Liam grabbed my hand and jerked me through the gate.

We turned right and dashed up the road toward the cathedral, but they knew where we were. The yell had brought all six members of Dune’s patrol scurrying toward us.

There was nowhere to go.

I was about to run around the back of the Cathedral when Liam yelled, “This way!” He jumped over a metal fence as tall as my waist that had a severe looking blue sign on the gate with a huge X across it.

I hoped the sign said, Do not enter, unless someone who wants to kidnap or kill you is chasing you.

“Over here,” I yelled at Liam when I spotted a service door. I jerked on the knob, but the wood could have been solid stone for all it would open. I smashed my knuckles against the door, hoping someone would let us in. All the while, running footsteps echoed toward us.

“Bad idea.” I started running again, but Liam caught my arm.

“Hold on,” he said, “let me try.”

“It’s locked,” I said.

But as soon as Liam touched the handle, the door swung to the inside and revealed a passageway.

We plunged into the darkness. The door swung closed behind us, and the passage went pitch black. I sprinted forward then halted.

“Lock the door,” I whispered.

“Done.”

We half ran, half stumbled through the curved passageway that ended in another door. Organ music saturated the space, and tiny spears of light filtered through the cracks around the closed door. A strip of bright light sliced into Liam’s face, illuminating his blue eye, making it look transparent. A view of the room was hidden behind a layer of deep crimson curtains. I reached out with my Talent.

Red was everywhere, but none of it moved and pulsed like the blood of humans close by. I gasped as I realized I could sense if a red object was alive or not.

“What?” Liam asked with a sharp look in my direction. His breathing had an edge to it.

“Nothing,” I said.

“You still have the cylinder?”

“Yep.” I shoved it into my bag, leaving my hands free.

Liam fished his inhaler out of his backpack and breathed in his medication. “You ready to go again?”

I nodded, and he pushed open the door.

Light filtered into the huge cathedral’s nave from windows lining the walls, and we sprinted down a walk with massive stone pillars lining either side. Our steps echoed into the dome and back down, making it seem as though someone chased us, but when I glanced behind, it was only ghosts and shadows. I dodged around tourists holding cameras and guidebooks and for a moment I was jealous of their simple, terror-and anger-free lives.

When we burst out of the front door, the sun blinded me, and I stumbled down the first few steps. Liam caught me before I face planted.

“Thanks,” I said between gasping breaths.

“No problem. Let’s just get to the closest train station.”

“Agreed.”

We were running through the park south of the Sacre Coeur when I chanced a glance back at the cathedral. Figures clad in black swarmed the entrance and fanned out along the courtyard.

There were so many—way more than I’d seen at the park.

We ran south toward the Anvers metro stop. I was grateful for all the tourists, even though Liam and I had to dodge around them. I hoped they would mask our flight from Dune’s pack. But a yell came from behind us, and black figures dashed in our direction.

From the edge of the park, it was a straight road to the metro stop. My backpack made it awkward to run, and I couldn’t help glancing behind me. I didn’t know what was worse, seeing Dune’s people, or not seeing them.

Liam was faster than I was, and he was several yards ahead when he turned to make sure I was coming.

I was about to yell that he could go on, when a man, dressed in all black stepped out between two buildings.

I couldn’t stop in time and ran straight into him.

He dragged me into the alleyway.

My eyes had just been in the blinding sunshine, and I couldn’t see in the shadows. The man had me in a chokehold, and I clawed at his forearm. I tried to think of the moves Liam had taught me for self-defense, but at that moment hundreds—no, thousands—of spiders appeared out of nowhere.
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Where you can see a troubled face and many fine pictures, where you are certainly moved, but alas, moved as in a graveyard.

—Vincent van Gogh





They crawled over my face, down my neck, and under my clothes. Seeing those spiders, feeling their thousands of legs, the silk brushing across my face and floating in the air around me, sent a shock of terror coursing through me. I tried to shove them away, like I did people, but their tiny bodies weren’t full of red. Each time I swiped them away, there were a thousand more to take their place.

I jerked my head back and it collided with my captor’s nose. He swore in a language I didn’t understand, but his grip around my neck tightened, hot and slick with sweat. I couldn’t think of what to do to him while he still had his arm around me. How could I use my Talent? The red rushing through the arm around my neck begged to be used. The tiny capillaries, through which his blood ran, would be so easy to destroy.

But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I would not be a monster.

The spiders began to bite, one by one. My whole body was pulsed with pain. I didn’t know what was worse, the pain or the legs flitting across my skin. His grip tightened, and I couldn’t breathe.

I tried to scream, but I didn’t have the air.

A shadow covered the light from the alleyway.

“No, Liam,” I gasped, the words hardly audible even to me. “Run!”

Liam raised his hand, like he was going to wave hello to a friend. The man holding me laughed, but I’d seen that move. Liam flung out his arm and even though I couldn’t see it, I heard the impact of the throwing knife as it hit the man’s visible shoulder. Again and again, four altogether. I sensed the red bloom out behind me. I forced the man’s own blood to take hold of the knives and drag it deeper into the tissue.

It was his turn to scream.

For a moment he relaxed his grip, and in that instant I threw the red in his body backward. He slammed into the cement ground.

“Run!” I screamed, and Liam didn’t hesitate as we sprinted together to the train stop. The spiders still covered me, but they did not bite now they were deprived of their master. The thousands of strands of web brushed along my face and arms and made me want to take sandpaper to my skin.

Liam and I reached the metro entrance. A figure clad in white was a mere 200 yards behind us. I sprinted after Liam, not caring which way the metro would take us. He seemed to know where he was going.

The train platform was packed, and we made our way to the front of the mass.

“Liam, we are trapped down here if the train doesn’t come,” I whispered desperately. I swiped at my arms and legs, while Liam brushed at my back, the last of the spiders spinning away on their silk parachutes.

“It will,” he said.

“How do you know?”

His eyes flitted down the dark shaft. “Because we’re screwed if it doesn’t.”

The deep thunder of the train ricocheted off the tunnel walls before I saw it. It was standing room only, but we leapt inside the doors and Liam pulled me below the visibility of the windows. The buzzing signaled the doors were closing and I peeked over the windowsill.

Dune. She fought her way through the crowds of people getting on and off the train. The doors closed just before she reached the train and she mashed the button with a white knuckle, but it was too late.

She found my gaze through the throngs of people. The window in front of me split with a crack, fragmenting Dune’s image. But I held her gaze until we disappeared into the darkness of the tunnels.

Liam drew out his cell phone and took out the battery. I gave him a questioning look.

“I thought it was crazy when you threw your phone,” his expression was grim, “now I can see why you did it. Do you still have the cylinder?”

I rummaged in my bag and held up the Dirus. It was perfectly white. But I couldn’t grip it. My hands had swelled and began to itch where so many spiders had bitten me.

“Aya, are you all right?” Liam asked.

“The spider bites . . . I feel sick. Dizzy.”

Liam led me through a series of train changes and finally back up into the fresh air. I stumbled, and Liam scooped me up as though I didn’t weigh anything.

“No, put me down, I can walk,” I said.

Liam ignored me, and his gaze stretched down the street in front of us. “There it is.”

“What?”

“A pharmacy.”

We stepped up to a building with a florescent green cross sticking out of it. Liam set me on a bench inside the door and went to talk to the man behind the counter. The room spun, but I watched Liam, and he was my anchor. I loved hearing him speak French. He gestured to me in his conversation, and the man handed him a small box.

“Merci!” Liam said after he paid. Once back out on the street he said, “We need to find a place for you to lie down.” He acted as if he would pick me up again.

“No, I can walk. We need to figure out how to open the Dirus.”

“And we will . . . after you are feeling better.”

“But—” Then a wave of nausea rolled over me. “Okay.”

We staggered another block. “Where are we going?” I asked.

“Rue Cler,” Liam said.

We turned a corner and even in my sick state, I knew this was where we were headed.

Tiny shops spilled goods out into the pedestrian only street. It was such a different world than the one I was used to. Potted plants, cafés—many with more seating on the pavement than inside—flower carts, and crepe stands littered the street. I wished I could enjoy it.

“This way,” Liam said.

I lurched, and he acted as if he would pick me up again, but I protested. He took my arm and put it behind his shoulders to help me walk.

“Bloody stubborn,” he mumbled.

I laughed . . . and stumbled.

In between two shops was a door with a glowing sign that read Hotel du Champ de Tournesol. We were buzzed through the front door into a tiny and adorable lobby with ruffled fringe on the bottom the chairs and tiny-rose printed wallpaper. I stood dazed as Liam, I assumed, reserved us a room.

And then it hit me, a room, as in, a room. When I’d decided to come here, I’d thought we would get in, grab the book, and be on the next plane back to the U.S. Clearly that was now unreasonable. But spending the night with Liam?

The lack of sleep was taking its toll, and I had a hard time keeping my eyes open.

We took the elevator to the third floor and Liam slipped the card key into door 308. The room was tiny, with barely enough room to maneuver around the two-twin beds mashed together. Sunlight shone through shear curtains on the far wall. The bedding was spotless white and inviting.

I lay down without even thinking.

“The pharmacist said that even though there aren’t many venomous spiders around, multiple bites from the usually benign ones might set off an allergic reaction.”

“Is that what this is?” Red, no sleep, a splitting headache, the spinning room. “I could sleep for a week.”

“You can try, but I might get bored and draw a mustache on your face.” He smiled, but his eyebrows knit together in worry. “The pharmacist said to give you this.” Liam handed me two tablets from the box and a glass of water.

“What’s in it?” I asked.

“It’s the French equivalent to Benadryl,” Liam said. “I hope.”

I swallowed the tiny pills and was asleep before I had another thought.
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Light no longer shone through the window when I woke with a scream, the ghosts of phantom spider legs still flitting across my skin. I groped for the lamp switch beside the bed and squinted when it flared to life.

“Liam?” The room was empty, and my skin felt cold despite the lingering summer heat. I swung my legs to the floor and was relieved that they were no longer shaky or swollen. What would I have done without Liam? I glanced at the clock beside my bed: eleven thirty. I’d been asleep for six hours. At my feet were a sheet and pillow, where Liam must have slept. On the floor? But where was he?

Down the hall, the elevator dinged. The lock registered the key card and the door swung open.

“Oh, good,” Liam said. “You’re awake. Are you feeling better?”

“So much better, thanks.”

He lifted a plastic bag. “Dinner?”

“You’re the best,” I said.

I sat cross-legged on the bed, with Liam leaning against the pillow next to me. Dinner was a creamy soup and delicious pastry filled with cheese and vegetables. I described all the food with a terrible French accent. “But ov course zis cheese is moldy! Nozing else would be appetizing!”

Liam laughed.

“Liam?” I asked.

“Yeah?” His eyes sparkled from the laughter.

“Thanks.”

He was silent for a moment. “You’re welcome.”

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“For what?”

“For me to tell you what we’re doing here?”

“Aya, I need to tell you something, too—”

“Please, can I go first? If I don’t say it now, I’ll lose my nerve.” I sat next to him on the bed and drew up my sleeve. “The tattoos you saw today? They aren’t tattoos.” But my sleeve was too tight to pull it up. “Screw it.” I jerked off my T-shirt leaving only my spaghetti strap tank top underneath. “The color red—it seeps into my skin. It lives there.” I brought my arm closer so he could see. The lines danced their slow, methodical patterns across my skin.

“It’s so beautiful.” His facial expression was calm and questioning, and he reached out to touch my hand.

I jerked it away. “Don’t touch it!”

He flinched back.

“Sorry, I just don’t have the control.” I told him everything, about that day at school. About what happened at Grand Central with Dune. How red took over my emotions and what happened with Andy, and how I sent him to the hospital.

“That’s why you asked me not to touch you?”

I nodded. “I can’t control it. But if something does happen, between us I mean.” I swallowed. “I want it to be real.”

His lips quirked into a little half smile and his eyes were soft. “I understand.”

I told him about Van Gogh’s message and about Dune attacking me before I called him, and the Aveum and Leslie and Danny and my dad. Everything. How I could move red, and how color had driven Van Gogh mad, and how I feared it would do the same to me. He didn’t interrupt or look at me like I was crazy.

“I know it all sounds insane,” I said, “only because it is insane.” I’d given my whole speech looking straight at the wall in front of me, but now I turned to him. “But I can’t tell you how important it has been to me to have you a part of my life, always outside the chaos, outside the world of Aolians and Talents, of magic and danger. You are the one thing that has kept me sane. The only thing I could turn to when I couldn’t bear this strange new world I was thrown into. I can’t thank you enough for that.” Tears started to run down my face, and I leaned forward with my back to Liam. I slipped back into my long sleeves and was comforted by the curtain closing over the visual markings of my Talent.

Liam’s warm hand closed around my now-covered forearm. He drew me back against him. “I’ll be careful not to touch you,” he said.

He snuggled me into his arms, and I cried. No part of his skin touched mine, and having him so near did more to calm and reassure me than anything else could. He stroked my arms and my back, and just let me cry.

“Here, hold on,” he said when the tears began to slow. He grabbed a box of tissues from the bathroom. While I rubbed my entire face with them, he took a long sleeve button-up shirt from his bag and threw it on. “Just in case,” he said with a wink. He sat back down on the bed, and I nestled against him, reveling in his warmth and closeness.

We lay like that a long time.

Then I remembered. “What did you want to talk to me about?” I pulled back so I could look into his face.

“Nothing.” He drew me close again. “Don’t worry about it. We can talk about it later, tomorrow.”

Even though I’d slept for so many hours, I longed again for sleep and, tucked in against Liam’s warm chest, the world around me faded away.

“It would be real for me,” Liam whispered.

I smiled before the sweet oblivion of sleep claimed me.
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In my dreams, I appeared in a cell. Maybe I wasn’t in the cell, but I couldn’t quite tell. Bars, not of metal, but of terra cotta, held me in—or they held me out and the girl in. It seemed like the bars should easily shatter, but no matter how much I kicked and hit, they stood firmly in place. The girl with the long black hair reached through the bars and grabbed my hand, hers icy cold against mine. She didn’t say anything, but her gaze pleaded.

I woke in darkness, and I found the clock on the side table: four-thirty. I’d slept long enough and was now painfully aware of Liam curled up with his back to me, breathing heavily. I reached out and brushed my fingers along his spine. For something to do besides lie next to him and dream about his skin against mine, I grabbed my backpack and tiptoed to the tiny bathroom. One corner was separated with a shower curtain. I took off my clothes and studied my face and skin in the mirror. My eyes were puffy from my long bout of crying, but the spiders didn’t seem to have done any permanent damage.

I took my time in the shower, trying to decide what to do next, but failing miserably because all I wanted to do was think about Liam’s arms around me. He finally understood why I’d been so distant, but he never questioned, never touched me when I asked him not to.

I never realized how intimate it was to sleep next to someone, to give him or her all the trust of unconsciousness. I was glad he was here, with me when I had no one else. Did he really whisper that to me in the darkness last night? Or had it been some dream-wish I’d imagined?

I extricated myself from the shower with difficulty and started to dress in my typical uniform of jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, but as I went to pull on the top I stopped. Liam knew what I was, and the ability to be who I really was with him was joy and relief.

Screw it. I dug in my bag and put on an emerald-green tank top instead. I was an Aolian and my skin showed the world what I could do.

I moved all the red around me. Could I do the same with the red inside?

I brought my palm against my forearm. My skin tingled as I forced the color to conform. A henna-like round medallion bloomed and stayed. Red nearby floated toward the design and filtered through it, but it remained, like a river set on a path that had fresh water always flowing through it, staying between its banks.

It was my choice to have this red inside me, and I would control it.

I drew with the red, using my skin as an ever-changing canvas. The red of my arms became oscillating vines, dancing flowers, and intricate tribal patterns. And for the first time I loved this red. I still feared it and the power it represented, but I could not now wish it away. It was a part of me, I could not change that, and I didn’t want to.

Liam glanced up from the sketchbook in his hand when I stepped into the room, and his gaze instantly flicked to the new patterns now there.

“Wow,” he said. “You look . . . amazing.”

“Thanks.” At first I thought the book he held was my Van Gogh notes, but it wasn’t. He held one of my regular sketchbooks, with all the drawings that came from my every day, the way to empty my thoughts before I fell asleep at night.

My cheeks flamed as I realized in that book where many drawings of him.

“I hope you don’t mind.” He gestured to the page.

“No, I don’t mind.” I sat next to him. The deep-black, charcoal drawing was of him, arms outstretched, staff in hand. He wore no shirt, and the muscles of his back were taut with exertion.

He flipped the page, and the heat rose from my face all the way to my ears. It was a self-portrait. I looked almost as I had when I glanced in the mirror after putting on my tank top, with one important exception: my skin was clear. Clean. No waves of red swept across my arms and chest, no etched lines emanated from the surface. It was my skin from before, perhaps when I’d been happy. Perhaps I’d never be happy again. Maybe that was the real reason Van Gogh was driven mad. Was he ever able to be happy after the color started to control him?

Liam looked from the drawing and back up at me. He studied the crisscrossing lines on my pale skin. “You don’t need to be ashamed by them, the marks,” he said gently, not quite caressing my bare shoulder, but stayed just far enough away that I felt the heat of his almost-touch. “They’re a part of who you are now, and they are beautiful. You are beautiful.”

His words send a tingle across the red. “Thank you.” I smiled, but joy had a hard time fighting past the red emotions. “For everything.”

I reached up, slowly, and brushed one finger, just the tip, along his cheekbone. The reaction was instantaneous. I knew what was coming, and I fought the gravitational pull that drew me towards him. Liam jerked his head back, breaking our contact, gasping and wide-eyed.

He touched his cheek where my finger had just been.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, instantly regretting the touch. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

He sat, wide-eyed and panting.

“Is it bad?” I asked.

“No . . . wow, that was opposite of bad. It was just . . . a lot stronger than I imagined. When you told me earlier, I wasn’t a bit sorry you sent Andy to the hospital, I was even happy when I remembered the bruises you’d given him.” He frowned at the memory. “But now I’ll have to give the guy more credit that he fought it as much as he did and didn’t come back for more.”

“He said it felt like some kind of drug, but asked me never to touch him again . . . unless that was what I wanted.”

“Credit lost,” Liam said through gritted teeth.

I laughed.

“Although, I can’t blame the guy for trying,” he said.

“Oh, brother.” I pushed his shoulder. “Well, on to the matter at hand.” I leaped up to grab my bag, and fished out the Dirus, then laid down on my stomach.

Liam opened the curtain and brought the lamp close, so we could study it with full light. “What does it do?” he asked.

“I have no idea,” I said. “It seems to be a plain, solid cylinder, but look, here! If you look in just the right light…” An almost invisible line ran the circumference of the white glass, directly in the middle, cutting the letter R in half. I traced it with my fingernail. “Can you see it?”

“Yes, there has to be something inside.” Liam picked it up and brought it close to his eye. “But how do we open it?”

I shrugged, grabbed the Dirus, and stepped into the bathroom. With all my strength, I flung it at the floor. It hit with a loud snap! Instead of damaging the Dirus, it left a wide crack on the tile before skidding loudly across the floor only to get wedged behind the sink.

“Oops,” I said.

Liam laughed. “Either we can try dropping it out of our window to the cement below… or maybe you can use your Talent to open it. I think Vinny would’ve made it hard to open, but you will have an easier time than the rest of us, I think.”

“I was afraid you’d say something like that.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” he said in a cheery voice.

I took the Dirus in both my hands, each end cradled in my palms, with my elbows beneath. I probed it with my Talent, but I suddenly felt self-conscious with Liam sitting there staring at me. I cleared my throat.

He noticed. “Did you want me to step outside?”

“No. No, you’re fine. It’s just the only other person who has ever seen me work my Talent on purpose is Danny, well, and those unlucky ones who have attacked me.” I pulled a face.

“Remind me never to do that,” Liam said.

“And I have no idea what I’m doing.”

Van Gogh left this for me to find—he would’ve made it so I could open it.

I pushed my Talent forward to encompass the white glass, but it was like trying to see through a fog, it was so dense. I was used to sensing red through the thin membrane of skin or out in the open, but here it was buried deep inside. It took several minutes to figure out what was going on. There was red. I pushed harder. Six separate tracks of red, solid, and what was that on the end of each?

“Maybe we should just drop it out the window,” I said.

“You can do it, Aya, I know you can.”

“There are rods inside. At the ends there are hooks, no, not hooks, more like ledges that I need to press forward before I can move the rod down to unlock it. I don’t know what this thing is made of, but it’s almost impossible to see through.”

“Maybe it’s lined with lead,” Liam said.

“Lead? Weird. That makes sense.”

“They put that lead suit over your body when you get x-rays at the dentist, because it deflects the waves. It could be something like that.”

I sat up and crossed my legs, trying to get as comfortable as I could. “This may take a while.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

I closed my eyes and pushed inside the fog once again.

Three clips were hooked at each end. It was probably made of some kind of tension-bound metal. I tested their strength. I wouldn’t have been able to move them with my fingers, they were so strong.

It would’ve been easier without the fog, but I chose the first clip and concentrated. With my Talent, I dragged the tension clip forward, and tried to push the rod down but snap! It sprang back into place. I flinched like I had felt the pull of the metal, and in a way I had. The Dirus slipped from my fingers.

I didn’t realize until I lost contact that I was shaking. Sweat trickled down my back as though I’d just run a mile outside. Van Gogh must have had one hell of a sense of humor to make this thing so hard to get into. Or he didn’t actually want anyone to find the Aveum. But I didn’t have a choice; it was Dune or me.

“There is some kind of material, metal I think, coated in red on the inside, but working through the surface is difficult. I wasn’t even able to move the one, and there are six clasps!” I took a deep breath and ran a finger over the letters carved into the surface. Dirus: what did that mean? “I’m not sure I can do it.”

Liam gazed at me with a look that almost let me forget how hard this was. “You can do it, Aya. You are the most amazing person I’ve ever met. I can’t see anything being able to stand in your way.”

“I wish I had your confidence,” I said, but again I took the Dirus between my palms.

I pushed through to the inside. I couldn’t see like I could with my natural eyes, but within the darkness of the cavity, ribbons of red pierced the emptiness and ran along the edges.

I plunged forward.

This time I grabbed the spring with power and strength, not the delicate touches of last time. If I was using my fingers, they would have been stiff with exhaustion, but I wasn’t using flesh, I was using my mind and in a way my soul.

Slowly, painfully, the first metal lock bent back and inched down the inside of the Dirus. With a tiny click, it slid into the unlocked position at the bottom of the space.

I opened my eyes, breathing hard, dizzy. “Only five more to go.”

“Nice!”

I could have fallen asleep right then and there, but the success pulled me forward, and I moved on to the next. Throwing in the same energy and strength as the last, I popped the pressure clasp forward and slid it down in the same motion. It clicked into place and I moved on to the next and the next. Was it getting easier, or did I just now know what to expect?

I’m not sure how long it took, but at last the final tension clasp slid into the unlocked position. My eyes flew open as the Dirus broke in half in my hands.

I stared at the two parts.
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I no longer have doubts, I no longer hesitate to tackle things, and this feeling could well grow.

—Vincent van Gogh





“You did it!” Liam said. “I knew you could!”

I couldn’t help but smile, probably like a fool. Wedged into one side of the glass stood a single, rolled-up sheet of paper. It smelled of forgotten volumes in an ancient library. My hand shook as I unrolled the page, brittle, stiff, and yellowed around the edges.

“What does it say?” Liam leaned across the bed to look over my shoulder.

I tipped the page toward him. “French of course.” Ink letters in the scrawl I knew well from Van Gogh’s letters danced across the page. At the bottom was a pen and ink sketch of a gargoyle, standing on a rooftop. His tongue curled maliciously into the air and seemed alive, even though the original must have been made of stone. His wings were not ready for flight, but instead he stood ruffled in an attack position. Behind him, shorter buildings sprawled into the skyline.

But then in occurred to me, I was holding ink belonging to Van Gogh! This was no reproduction in a book or behind an inch of glass in a museum: this was actual paper he’d held and sketched and left for me to find. Me. And I was the only one who should find it. Not Dune, not even Leslie.

“What’s it say?” I asked.

Liam read the French out loud and then said, “It says, ‘You should find some breakfast before going on any more adventures.’”

“Breakfast is overrated,” I said, but then my stomach rumbled, and I glared at it. “Traitor.”

“Come-on, we can figure out the translation while we eat.”

I grabbed my long-sleeved T-shirt to throw over my tank top, but then stopped, remembering what Liam had said. Why did I insist on covering the red? At first I’d been ashamed of how I was different. What was I now?

I stuffed the shirt into my backpack.

I picked up the two pieces of the Dirus. Inside was what I expected: three metal tension rods ringing each end. The Dirus would be difficult to open or close in Van Gogh’s time, without using a Talent of some sort, if the contents were to be left undamaged.

“Oh,” I said as I studied the tension clasps.

“What?” Liam asked.

“The metal clips—they not only have stripes of red, but of blue and yellow as well. I never thought about it before, but what if the first color I learned to control was blue or yellow instead of red? Van Gogh must have realized that was a possibility and put all three just in case.”

“How would you learn to use yellow and blue?” He took one of the pieces and peered inside. “It seems like the red wouldn’t take over as much if you could control the others.”

“I’ve thought of that, but I have no idea how to access them. I’ve tried drawing on my skin with blue, but it doesn’t work. It was just out of my reach. That’s why I first looked for Prism. I was hoping it would tell me how to control the other colors.”

“There’s only one way to find out.”

The air outside was warm even with the sun still low enough to hide behind the Parisian buildings, plunging the street into the soft light of shadows.

“Where did you want to go for breakfast?” I adjusted my backpack. Even though Liam had reserved another night back at the hotel, we decided to bring everything, just in case.

“I have the perfect place in mind.” His eyes glinted mischievously.

“You’re not going to make me eat snails or something for breakfast, are you?”

“How did you guess?”

“Something about how you mumbled in your sleep, ‘I wonder how many nasty things I can get Aya to eat under the guise of sophistication in Paris.’ That pretty much gave it away.”

“Wow, I was able to use the phrase, ‘guise of sophistication’ while in my sleep? That’s pretty impressive.”

“Maybe you didn’t say those exact words, but that was the gist of things.”

“I can guarantee you the last thing I am thinking about while you are lying next to me is the nasty things I can get you to eat.”

My face grew hot, and I couldn’t think of anything to say.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to lose control with Liam.

We wound through the narrow streets of Paris, none of which seemed straight for long. Sleepy cafés woke and stretched after the late night. Customers speckled the outside tables, drinking tiny cups of espresso and taking long drags on cigarettes. I covered the red on my skin with my hands, self-conscious, but besides a glance or two in my direction, no one seemed to notice. Perhaps they were just too polite to stare.

Or maybe it just really wasn’t a big deal.

“So where are we going, really?” I asked.

“Just a minute, we’re almost there.” Liam slowed his pace as we turned a corner.

I gasped.

The Eiffel Tower.

Somehow Liam had led us on a path that kept the thousand-foot structure hidden until we were close enough for its real height and beauty to be shocking.

“I can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted to see this.” I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to soak it in. From behind, Liam wrapped his arms around my waist. I hadn’t worn a long-sleeved shirt, but he had. He laid his cheek on my hair, and I loved to hear him breathe. I held onto his forearms, taking care not to touch his skin. The inescapable passion of red didn’t matter with him anymore. I wanted to be with him, I wanted to lose myself in his touch, and forget time in his arms.

But not right now. We had other things to worry about.

We strolled through a park and the tower slid in and out of view between the towering trees.

Soon we were under the breathtaking, metal structure. “How did I not know the Eiffel Tower was brown?” I spun in a circle with my arms outstretched, like a child.

“I’d call it more a tan, but you’re the painter.”

I reveled in the marvel that was the Eiffel Tower. “I can’t believe this was built a hundred years ago. They weren’t even planning on keeping the structure. It was going to be temporary. Can you imagine, they were planning on tearing down the most recognizable building in the entire world?”

“Sometimes people don’t realize the value of the thing right in front of their faces until it’s too late.” Liam looked not at the tower, but at me.

“It’s a good thing they realized their mistake.”

“That would have sucked.”

It was early still, with knots of tourists in their ugly, but practical, shoes clashing with Parisians in high heels passing by as though they were on a catwalk. I could imagine this place, later in the day, crawling with throngs of people, staring in wide-eyed wonderment, just as I did now. The line to take the elevator to the top was already crowded, although the plaza had few others milling about.

“Come here.” Liam lay on the ground several feet outside the invisible square created by the Eiffel tower’s legs and he motioned for me to lie next to him.

The cement was cool and rough against the back of my arms as I settled next to him on the ground, our heads close together. The arch lead from one foot of the tower to the other and stretched before us as the arrowpoint shot into the blue of the sky. The interlocking twists of metal crisscrossed and stood out in shadowed relief in the sleek Art Nouveau style, pristine while maintaining the tenuous balance between art and architecture.

“This feels so different from standing and looking at the same view,” Liam said.

A few puffs of white clouds edged by, making me feel as if the world beneath us moved, instead of the other way around.

We probably looked ridiculous, but I didn’t care.

For one brief moment, I did not feel the anger always bubbling at the surface, nor the mindless passion that tried to overwhelm me when I thought of Liam, but instead it was as though I floated here in a sea of metal and blue, caught between earth and sky, lost without touch or feeling, filling the whole world while still being insignificant.

How could we be so small, just two in this planet full of billions, and yet feel so big, as if what we did really made a difference, as if we mattered?

But this building showed that one person could change if not the world, perhaps a small piece of it.

The sun broke over the rooftops of Paris, and I shielded my eyes against the sharp light as it threw the crisscrossed shadows onto the ground. But instead of warming me, the light tore away the comfort of this place and reminded me I couldn’t sit here all day, relishing the tower or any of the other art bundled up in so many museums in this city, no matter how much I wanted to. Right now, I was ahead of Dune, but that could change at any moment.

I sighed. “We’d better go.” I pushed to my feet, and Liam did the same.

“This way,” Liam said.

We crossed the bridge in front of the Eiffel Tower to the other side of the Seine, the smell of the river mixed with the stone and cement. The blackish-green water churned inside the confines of the stone banks, placid at first glance, but the ripples and streams betrayed the thousands of gallons of power running through the city. Statues lined the walk, and not for the first time I envied the people who lived in this place, surrounded by so much beauty and art, and yet they seemed to take no notice of it. Maybe there was just too much to appreciate. I let my hand brush along the cement handrail, held up by tiny columns. The top was as rough as sandpaper where the limestone had melted away under years of weather, leaving only the tiny rocks and pebbles behind.

We crossed the street between the row of buildings and river to a café painted sky blue. Tiny tables lined the sidewalk and were covered by a black awning. To the right of the door was a hand-painted menu. The café bustled with customers rushing in and out, fresh loaves wrapped in paper bags or rolls in tiny, white boxes under their arms. We stepped inside and I was inundated with the warm smell of freshly baked bread. Braided loaves were displayed in huge baskets behind the cashier, and a glass counter protected the tiny chocolate-and fruit-covered pastries.

“I’m going to have dessert for breakfast,” I said with what was probably a dopey grin once the line moved up to where I had a clear view of the delicacies in the window. I selected a miniature torte with glazed raspberries in a perfect circle on top of cream filling, while Liam chose a croissant, and we stepped outside. This café looked like so many we had already passed that morning, but with one exception: the stunning view of the Eiffel Tower across the river.

We sat at one of the outdoor metal tables, and a couple next to us murmured to each other in French. The woman laughed and leaned across the table to kiss the lips of her partner. Her gaze was full of only him and left nothing for the world around them. I wondered what he said, and if she loved him, and what that would be like. What would it be like to love without worrying when the other person would get hurt, or if they would become bait for Dune or some other Aolian who could and would do terrible things?

I nibbled at my torte, the creamy sugar coating my tongue as I drank in the atmosphere that was Paris. How many brilliant artists, philosophers, and writers had roamed these streets for inspiration? How many people have lived and loved and died in this place? So many, unlike Van Gogh, had no one to remember them. Passing years had turned their bones to dust. What was it all for? Did any of it matter in the end? Did it matter that Van Gogh was remembered by the whole world when, from what I could see, he was never truly happy?

What would have made him happy? I wished he could have been happy.

“Earth to Aya,” Liam said.

I jumped at his words, and when I looked back at him, a half-smile played on his lips and the soft look in his eyes made the red spread warm across my skin.

“Sorry, I was just thinking about Van Gogh.” I finished the last few bites of my torte so I wouldn’t have to look at him. Van Gogh was never happy. Would I share his fate? Something nudged at me. With the presence of the color always tearing at my emotions, would it ever be possible?

“Well, let’s see what he had to say.” Liam pushed our dishes aside.

I shook my head to fling away the gloomy thoughts of the miserable life Van Gogh had chosen to end. I tried to smile but felt no happiness. “I should be wearing white gloves or something to protect the paper.” I wiped my hands on my jeans and shrugged. “But this will have to do.” I drew the still-rolled paper out of my bag.

Liam scooted his chair next to mine, so we could both see the words at the same time. He put his arm around the back of my chair as I leaned forward to get a better look.

“Okay, Mr. Linguist, what does it say?” I tried not to be distracted by how his fingers brushed my back, gently curling the ends of my hair around his fingers. It was nice, the touching without touching, even though I wanted more. It was such a relief for him to know, for him to understand.

He mouthed the words several times, before saying them out loud. “It says, ‘The greatest happiness of life is the conviction that we are loved— loved for ourselves, or rather, loved in spite of ourselves.’ But this line here at the bottom, separate from the other, says, ‘It is nothing to die. It is frightful not to live.’”

I grabbed my notebook and settled back with his arm around my shoulders. “Say it again?”

Liam read the words again, and I penciled them onto a blank page.

“Loved in spite of ourselves,” I murmured. “It’s a beautiful idea. Is that all it says?”

“That’s it,” Liam said.

“Well, what does it mean?”

“It means that true happiness is when someone loves us despite knowing our faults,” Liam said. He was so close; the heat of his cheek brushed my shoulder. He smelled of coffee and citrus, and the slightly bitter smell of raw metal.

“I understood that. Where are we supposed to go next? This seems like even less of a clue than last time, and it took me three weeks to figure that one out.”

“And what is with the drawing of the gargoyle?”

“Many Gothic cathedrals have gargoyles.” I traced the pen-and-ink drawing with my finger, admiring its quick, fluid strokes that still had the hard, solid edge that was so indicative of Vincent’s work.

“Yeah, but the most famous one is here in Paris,” he said.

“The Notre Dame? I thought that the first time I saw the drawing.” I turned toward him, but he was so close I almost couldn’t breathe.

“Yes.”

“You are way too distracting,” I said with fake annoyance. “How am I supposed to concentrate with you so close to me?”

“Would you prefer me to sit across the table, or perhaps over there?” He pointed to a table at a café five doors down.

“No, I like you here.” I snuggled into the crook of his arm. “I was just saying that you’re distracting, not that I wanted you to leave.”

“You’re not exactly easy to ignore, either.”

“I’m glad I’m not the only one.” Glancing up, I found his lips only inches from mine. At that moment I wanted to kiss him, even more than I wanted to find Prism.

His breathing was ragged as he turned away from me, back to the drawing.

“The Notre Dame . . .”

I let out the deep breath I was holding. “It makes sense. Van Gogh would’ve wanted a structure that would survive. I wonder . . . the message I found in New York was in red, but in the Dirus he placed all three primary colors. I wonder if he left clues in all the other colors as well, and if they all lead to the same place.” I closed my eyes briefly. “I’m just thinking out loud.” I pulled out my map of Paris. “Do we walk or take the train?”

“That all depends.”

“On?”

“How you think our friend might be looking for us.”

“Dune? I was trying not to think about her. Can’t we just get another torte and forget she exists?”

He laughed. “Well, do you think she can track us without using cell phones?”

That horrible, nauseating feeling clenched in the pit of my stomach when I thought of her. “If I am being honest? She’s always found me, no matter where I was. Yes, I always had my phone, but that doesn’t mean that was what she was using to find me.”

“You think she has other ways?”

I nodded slowly, not wanting to admit it. “I’m new to this world. Who knows what crazy powers other Talents might have? Like with those spiders.” I shuddered at the thought of all those legs creeping across my skin and the silky web on my face. Liam drew me closer, and I felt safer with him, even though he didn’t have a Talent. He was real in a world where I couldn’t distinguish reality from fantasy.

“That was the freakiest thing I’ve ever seen,” Liam said. “I couldn’t even see that it was you under all the spiders.”

“I never want to see another spider again. I don’t know if there is an Aolian who can track us, but . . . my Dad was a Speaker. He could convince anyone of anything. If there is an Aolian like him in law enforcement or the government, Dune could have access to any cameras or surveillance out there.”

“So the best option is to keep moving? Since we don’t know what she can do?”

I glanced down at my map. “It’s roughly four miles to the Notre Dame. If . . . if it were just you and me—if we were here together and I wasn’t an Aolian—I’d walk along the river, here, in the present, instead of worrying about when Dune was going to find us.”

I wanted to say so many other things, like how I wanted to be with him; it was easy. How when we were together, I was no longer afraid, and I would always want more. But I couldn’t say it, because it didn’t matter. I’d never be the girl I used to be. Every moment he was with me, his life was in danger. I wanted him, but he deserved to be with a girl who could actually be with him, not kept at arm’s length by someone eternally governed by things outside her control.

He stood up and slipped his backpack over one shoulder and mine over the other. “Metro it is then.”

“Liam?”

He turned back to me, his expression expectant.

“I want you to go back.” I tried to make my voice stronger than I felt.

“Back where?” He cocked one eyebrow in surprise.

“Back to New York.” The thought of him leaving turned my skin cold, and a shiver tingled down my back.

He didn’t think, but instead locked eyes with mine. “That’s not going to happen.” His tone was final, but not harsh.

“Please, I don’t want you to get hurt. This is my world, and my fight. I . . . would never forgive myself if something happened to you.” My eyes stung, and I was embarrassed when a tear slid down my cheek that I swiped away. “It was selfish of me to let you come at all, but I wanted to be with you. But now you’ve seen what they can do, what I can do. I’d understand . . . now you know. I don’t want you to feel obligated to stay with me.”

He rushed forward and engulfed me in his arms. A tiny sob escaped my lips.

“Aya, I chose to come, and I would never leave you, no matter the danger.”

“But—”

“I have made my choice, and my choice is you. Nothing else matters.” His voice was steady, so calm, and I knew I couldn’t change his mind, especially since most of me didn’t want him to.

We stood in silence for a few moments. His heart pounded against my cheek as he rested his chin on my hair.

“But later, when we’re alone, I need to tell you something.” He drew in a deep breath, and his heart beat a little faster. “I’ve wanted to tell you for so long, I just didn’t know how.”

“Okay.”

And we set off to the metro stop.
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The energy around the Notre Dame buzzed in a flurry of worshippers, tourists, and school groups. Crowds waited in line to enter the large Gothic archway of the ancient cathedral that loomed, a solitary gem with the river on one side and buildings across a boulevard on the other.

The façade grew high into the air, glistening grayish white against the pale blue of the sky, with three distinct layers of architecture and the bell towers on top, like they were hands reaching toward heaven. Limestone statues covered the surface, greeting the visitors with busts and full-bodied carvings of saints. The rose window in the center bloomed out from the stone, but its full effect would not be realized until we saw it illuminated from behind.

“In this world where everything is so fast, it is crazy to think that something would take hundreds of years to finish building.” Liam ran his fingers through his hair. His words were light, but his gazed kept darting to the faces around us, like he was looking for someone.

We purchased tickets to climb to the top and got in the back of the line. The pace crawled torturously along, and I hated being out in the open so long. We saw nothing of Dune or her—what were they? Friends? Minions? Soldiers? Paid subordinates? I preferred the word minions.

Finally it was our turn. A sign at the entrance warned four hundred steps to the top. The air inside was cool and smelled faintly of decay. We climbed the winding staircase where millions had gone before us, and the ancient stone dipped in the center of each step from so much wear. I trailed my fingertips along the limestone brick walls, up higher and higher, just placing one foot in front of the other in mind-numbing circles.

“I didn’t realize I needed to do marathon training to climb up here,” I said between gasps.

“That’s how they get you to buy the overpriced knick-knacks at the gift shop,” Liam said, taking a breath on his inhaler. “By the time you climb all the stairs, you are delusional and confused.”

We emerged onto the parapets of the cathedral, and I was dizzy from turning in so many winding circles.

I gasped at the stunning view of Paris as the sun glanced off the rooftops below, turning the city toy-like with its tiny cars and miniature people. We turned a corner, and the Eiffel Tower rose out of the maze of streets and buildings.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Liam stood beside me, his hand resting lightly around my waist.

“Breathtaking.” But I couldn’t fully enjoy the scene or Liam’s closeness with the clue from the Dirus practically screaming out of my backpack, and I snatched Van Gogh’s drawing out of my bag. “Here’s the gargoyle we are looking for.”

Gargoyles stood as sentinels along the walk emerging from one tower and crossing to the next, watching over the city with its brutal history. I wondered at all the things these stone beings had witnessed, and how they managed to survive when so many living humans had lived and died as they’d stood guard.

We paced back and forth, but none of the gargoyles matched the one in the picture.

“Maybe it’s on top of a different cathedral,” Liam said.

“I knew Van Gogh wouldn’t make it that simple, the jerk.” I took a deep breath. “Let’s do one more check, just in case.”

But none of the gargoyles looked like Van Gogh’s.

“Aya, over here,” Liam called from around a corner.

To my surprise, he didn’t gesture to one of the gargoyles hovering around the walkway, with tongues curling so close I could reach out and touch them.

My heart almost burst before it sank when I saw where Liam pointed.
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They say—and I am very willing to believe it—that it is difficult to know oneself—but it isn’t easy to paint oneself either.

—Vincent van Gogh





There it was, the unmistakable replica from the one in the drawing, but the gargoyle balanced precariously on a corner of a roof seventy-five feet up, on top of the bell tower. Van Gogh’s drawing was eye level with the thing, where here we could only see the underneath, feathers ruffled under vicious claws, but still matching the form.

A fence wrapped from the top of the chest-high stone wall to several feet above our heads, blocking the way entirely.

“How are we supposed to get to it?” I asked.

The walkways that surrounded the bell towers and would have gotten us closer were closed off, a metal cage preventing entrance.

“Do you see anything up there that could be what Van Gogh wanted us to find?” I asked, but I already knew the answer. It was too far away for us to see anything.

Liam and I squinted at the statue.

“I’m not sure. Can you sense any red?”

“Ha, for a second I forgot I could do anything like that.” I closed my eyes and reached forward, through the air that smelled of stone and metal and ancient wood to that single statue. It was so far away, and my Talent stretched further than I thought was possible. There it was, a pinpoint of red in a sea of nothing.

“It’s too far away,” I said.

A security guard sauntered past us, looking bored. No doubt little happened in this place so enclosed by wire nets stitched together with metal. He turned a corner as two tourists snapping pictures stopped; obviously trying to figure out what was so interesting to us before disappearing into the tiny, black door of the bell tower.

But the walkway wasn’t always so closed-off and protected as it was now. For a split second I thought of Quasimodo from The Hunchback of Notre Dame, one of those heart-wrenching books we’d read for school. I imagined him as he moved around this place that was his life and ultimately his death. The walkway surrounded the square towers, just as it had so many years ago when Victor Hugo wrote his epic novel.

Quasimodo . . . Victor Hugo.

“Liam! The quote! Do you have your phone?”

“Yeah . . .”

“Look up the quote from Van Gogh’s page. Why didn’t I think of it earlier? I bet it is from Victor Hugo.”

“Victor Hugo?”

“Yeah, Van Gogh mentioned Victor Hugo several times in letters to his brother.”

“It will take a minute for my phone to boot up.” Liam put his battery back inside.

I glanced around the tower corner and saw it: a door, made of metal and wire but with a handle and lock.

“You’re right. It was said by Victor Hugo.” Liam scrolled on his phone. “But why did Van Gogh give the quote as well, if the sculpture was what we really needed to find?”

“I’m not sure.” I stared back at the gargoyle. “There’s only one way to find out.”

The security guard paced by again, coming the other direction, with a glint on his belt.

“Distract him while I get his keys,” I whispered in Liam’s ear.

“Excusez-moi, monsieur.” Liam rattled off more French. The guard responded with a smile as Liam pointed to a large building visible in front of the Notre Dame and asked a question. The guard probably wouldn’t have responded so favorably if I’d asked him in English. They went back and forth, gesturing to different places on the skyline.

I came up beside them, acting interested and pretending I could understand. The keys were attached to the guard’s belt loop with a small, black carabiner. I fidgeted to the side and the guard turned to include me in their conversation.

Damn! But I smiled and he smiled back. Liam noticed and pointed to something on the far horizon, the opposite direction from where I stood. Without making any sudden movements, I wrapped my fingers around the metal, pressing the keys into my palm so they wouldn’t jingle as I pulled them away. The guard glanced back at Liam, but his gaze didn’t reach me. I slowly pushed open the clasp and slid the mass of keys away from his belt loop. The metal dug into my skin, but the pain was nothing compared to the fear that the guard would catch me. Liam backed away and gestured wildly with his hands. The guard laughed, and I shoved the keys into my pocket. When the guard did look at me again, I smiled and laughed, like I was in on their joke.

A few moments later, the guard continued on his rounds. I was sure he would have been able to see my heart trying to beat out of my chest as he walked by, but he was still chuckling at whatever Liam had said.

“Do I need to add pickpocket to your list of abilities?” Liam asked with a raised eyebrow when the guard was gone.

“I wish!” I put a fist over my heart as if that would help it slow. “It might be a handy skill to have, but the fear of almost getting caught would probably give me a heart attack.” I tiptoed over to the door, which I then realized made me look way more suspicious than just walking.

“Wow,” Liam said, “you would so not make a good criminal.”

“That is my ultimate goal in life,” I said sarcastically as I fumbled with the keys, trying to figure out which one opened the door. “Being a criminal isn’t even in my top ten things I want to do. Can’t you watch guard, whistle or something if someone is coming?”

“No? Too bad, because I am sure the media could come up with all sorts of cool nicknames for you. How about Scarlett Bandit because of your skin?”

“That makes me sound like I am robbing stagecoaches.” I jerked on a key that was wedged in the door, because it didn’t fit. My hands shook as I went around the key ring. “How many keys does this guy need?”

“You’re right, you look more like a pirate than a stagecoach robber.” Liam leaned against the stone block corner with his hands in his pockets, looking totally at ease.

“A pirate who’s obsessed with art?”

He shrugged. “Hey, it could happen. Pirates are people, too, you know.”

“Of course, it’s the last one I try.” The key slipped into the lock just as a low, brief whistle sounded behind me. I didn’t turn around, but instead pretended I found the stone wall fascinating. A loud flock of tourist strutted past and barely spared a glance at me. Maybe it wasn’t so hard to do things without anyone noticing. When they were gone, Liam and I shuffled through the gate, and pushed the door closed so the lock clicked. Here the wire cage didn’t enclose the walk, and the sudden lack of shield was dizzying, even with the shoulder high stone railing.

Above me the bell tower loomed, and I felt sick at the mere thought of climbing it. Along the corners, round stone knobs carved into spirals protruded up the wall and would serve as a ladder of sorts.

I took two in my hands and tested my weight against them. They held but were small and insignificant compared to my body mass. What in the hell was I doing?

I turned back to Liam. “Wish me luck.”

If this were the movies, this was where Liam would’ve swept me dramatically into his arms and kissed me, leaving me breathless but determined to continue. But this wasn’t the movies.

“No, I’m going,” Liam said.

“Ha!” I said in disbelief. “Why on earth would you go?”

“Because it’s dangerous.” His teeth clenched at my disregard, but his tone was matter-of-fact.

“But what happens when you get all the way up there and you have to use color magic.” Logic was on my side. “But wait, you don’t have color magic.”

“Color magic? That’s new.” He strolled nonchalantly to the wall and took hold of the knob.

“Yeah, I just now decided I like it better than being called a Colorist. Anyway, don’t try to change the subject; you’re not fooling anyone. You stay here, and I’ll be back.”

“No, I really think it should be me.” He tested his weight against the stone knobs, and the first nob he stepped on broke away and shattered on the stone walk below.

I tried not to act smug as I nudged him away. “See, I weigh less than you, and besides, nothing is going to happen.”

He didn’t look convinced, but I chose my first hand and foot holds. Just like rock climbing, I tried to convince myself, but it wasn’t. There wasn’t a harness secured around my waist to catch me if I fell. I missed my rock-climbing shoes.

“Just make sure no one sees me,” I said with a smile I didn’t feel.

Liam didn’t smile back. “Just be careful.”

“I will. Besides, it won’t be hard to get to,” I lied.

Viewed from the distant square below this place didn’t seem that high. Even from the gargoyle’s walk, the distance up the bell tower was tiny compared to the distance below. But here was no metal cage to protect me. There was nothing but air and stone and the green copper of the steeply slanted roof behind me. I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. If I fell from the tower, I wouldn’t fall all two hundred or so feet to the ground, but I would just splat on the walk, maybe break my back on the railing.

Happy thought.

Liam stood there now, arms folded, looking concerned and . . . angry. But this was my fight, not his. It had to be me.

“Shouldn’t you go keep lookout or something?” I asked as casually as I could.

“I haven’t seen anyone pass for a good three minutes. I figure if I stand under you, I can . . .” but he trailed off, “do . . . something. Man, that was really lame.”

I laughed, but the truth was, I liked having him close by. It made me feel not so alone.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready.”

I took my first step.
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But these problems lie more in ourselves than anywhere else.

—Vincent van Gogh





The stone was cold against my skin, despite the summer heat. I climbed the northwest corner of the east bell tower, and it seldom had the sun to give warmth and the illusion of life. I tried to keep my weight evenly distributed between the stone knobs, not knowing how many pounds of pressure each could withstand.

The gargoyle seemed a mile away, sucking me toward it, drawing me in. “I complained about going to gymnastics for eight years,” I said to Liam as I climbed to keep my mind off—well—death, dismemberment, the image of my skull cracked open below. “I really need to apologize to my mom. What were you saying earlier about me being a criminal? How about a cat burglar?”

“I’ll have to see how well you do here before we draw any conclusions.”

His voice fell further away, and I didn’t look down. I couldn’t, or else I wouldn’t be able to keep going. There was no up and no down, just the in front of me. Even though I was in the thick shade, the sky seemed too bright, the meager sounds from below too poignant, the stone under my fingers sharp as razor blades, as if my senses were high-strung to the point of being overwhelmed and useless. Sweat beaded and ran into my eyes and down the small of my back, and I didn’t dare wipe it away for the fear that it would break my concentration. Soon I was too far away to talk to Liam.

Up and up I climbed, mechanically, torturously. My muscles ached and began to shake as the red rushed through my body with the increased speed of my heart. I longed for a rock-climbing harness I could sit back in to rest, held aloft with nothing but rope against the metal of a belay, but I was alone. I couldn’t seem to get enough air, and my own breath tore at the inside of my throat. In the shadow of this tower my skin was cold, even with the heat and sweat and anger that tinged everything now. The rough stone dug into my palms and fingers, and I left tiny splotches of blood on each surface I touched.

It felt as if I’d been climbing forever, yet when I looked up there was so much farther to go. The feat I still had yet to accomplish distracted me, and I put all my weight on one foot. The twirling stone snapped away from its place, but I caught myself with my hands and my other foot.

I held on, frozen in exhaustion, pain, and that eternal anger.

“Please, Aya,” Liam yelled from below. “Come back. It’s too dangerous, there has to be another way.”

He was right. I could give up and stop fighting against gravity, let it work with me in climbing down instead of against me. I could walk away.

This was the next clue to finding the Aveum, and with a mere match I could destroy the page to its whereabouts. I could climb down right now and fall, shaking and terrified, into Liam’s arms, but what would I be then? But Liam knew and I knew, and as long as the knowledge was there, we could never be safe from Dune. Van Gogh’s words had told me to come. Believed I could make it.

I didn’t respond to Liam. I didn’t trust my voice or my thoughts. I kept going. There was a reason Van Gogh made this so hard. It wasn’t just for some stranger to stumble upon—it was for me. Even though he didn’t know who I would be, Van Gogh had trusted that I’d be strong enough to find the clues he left behind. Van Gogh knew I would be strong enough, and so did I.

So in answer, I took another step up and onward. It was not only a step toward the Aveum, but toward a destiny I’d shied away from, been terrified of.

I pulled myself up that sheer face, up and up until there was nowhere to go, with nothing else to do but introduce myself to the gargoyle Van Gogh planned for me to meet.

I pulled myself onto the roof and slid onto the platform behind it.

The gargoyle was huge, standing taller than me since he was designed to be seen two hundred feet below. How had he been constructed without the tools we now took for granted and arrived here at his perch at the top of the world over eight hundred years ago? The wind was menacing now where the air was the only thing between me and the deadly rock or metal below. It seemed to whisper images of flying and falling and failing.

The gargoyle stared out at the rest of the cathedral, eyes bulging in maddened relief out of the sunken stone flesh around them. Other statues littered the rooftop, but this one stood out with its extreme grotesque face that was near human. Its body was the shape of a man, but feathers rose off its back, ruffled and ready to strike. The top of the gargoyle’s head and wings were worn away and rough from hundred years’ worth of rain, snow, and wind. Unlike the other statues, it did not stare with gray stone eyes. The irises glinted red, blue, and yellow in the sunlight, making it look as though tears gathered along the lids. Crimson shone out the innermost pupil and the irises were the cobalt blue of a sky at twilight. A ring of jaundiced yellow filled the space that should have been white. Tiny, almost invisible, slits behind the ears allowed sunlight to illuminate the eyes, and they glowed hot and bright and real. The eyes gave the grotesque face sparkling life, which only served to make it more terrifying. Red, yellow, blue: the colors that, combined, made all others.

I thought about searching the surface of the gargoyle, looking for anything, like that tiny circle from the statue at the park, but I knew it wasn’t necessary with those eyes calling out to me.

Using the part of me that manipulated red was now second nature. To reach out past the red inside me was no different than reaching out my hand. But every time I touched blue or yellow and found nothing, a stab of disappointment settled into my heart. Would I ever be able to use them? I ignored that anger that was always near the surface, waiting to bubble up when I least expected it.

I reached out to the eyes with my Talent and pushed.

The eyes sank back into the head, leaving only vacant holes to stare at me. If the face with the eyes had been terrifying, the face without them was something from a darker world of demons and monsters I hoped didn’t exist.

As the monster’s eyes slid back, its tongue jetted forward. Just when I thought the thing couldn’t get any uglier, an extra eight-inch-long tongue changed my mind.

It was the only movement, and I was disappointed. I wanted another door to pop open, far, far away from this thing, but no, there was only the tongue.

Gross.

I stood on my tippy toes to get a better look and I reached inside. It was only stone, but I was still surprised when moist breath didn’t lick my skin. I got a sudden disturbing image of a knife slicing off my fingers in the dark hole, and I shuddered. I groped around inside, surprised at how much room there was, and my fingers brushed fabric.

I’d have thought the surprise at finding things left by Van Gogh would have worn off by now, but it hadn’t. To put this here, had he once climbed the tower just like I had? My arm scraped along the gargoyle’s teeth as I withdrew the object.

It was wrapped in a square of once-yellow fabric, now with dark brown water marks and tiny holes where insects had eaten away, and tied together with a thin cotton string. I broke the string with a jerk that left my fingers stinging, and the fabric fell away, blown across the stone with the breeze, and I shivered as it fell off the tower into empty air.

It was a key, but it looked nothing like the skeleton keys of Van Gogh’s time. In the middle was a long metal dowel, just like in a normal skeleton key, but instead of just one row of teeth there were five, all jutting out from the center in a star. If I drew a line from the tips of each row, it would have made a perfect Pentagon. It was heavy in my hands, and it wasn’t just the metal that weighed me down. I reached inside the gargoyle’s stomach one more time, the action making me squirm, but there was nothing else.

The wind rose and pushed against me, and I clutched the gargoyle’s ear for balance. I shoved the key into my pocket.

I turned back to the tower, but I couldn’t leave this gargoyle with sunken eyes, his grotesque features rendered horrific, so I stepped back to fix him. Just in front of my chest there was a pop as a chunk of the gargoyle was blasted away, flinging dust onto my face. The shot echoed half a moment later. I ducked on instinct, flattening myself against the stone gargoyle platform. Two more shots dug into the stone behind me.

She’d found me. Dune had found me. Part of me was outraged they would use a gun. So many Talents, but they resorted to using a gun? Lame.

“Liam!” I screamed. They’d seen him with me. I peeked over the edge, trying to see where he was. A sob of sweet relief escaped my throat when I found him on this side of the metal fence, his back pressed up against the wall, out of their reach.

For now.

Figures lined the upper part of the Notre Dame. A group huddled next to the entrance we’d opened, fiddling with the lock, while others spread out, presumably trying to find another way in.

I was a sitting duck here. There was only one way to go. Van Gogh believed I could do this, maybe that meant I was strong enough.

It had to mean I was strong enough.

The corner I’d climbed to get up here was visible, as were two others, from where the figures stood, and I inched along the tower top to the other side to the only one that wasn’t. I sobbed in earnest at what I saw.

All the comfort of climbing a wall with some kind of an intermediary point disappeared. Besides the tiny walkway, there was nothing between me and the ground but two hundred eighty feet of solid nothing. The climb had been exhausting and that was without someone with a gun, or worse some crazy Aolian, at the bottom waiting for me. If I hadn’t been so scared, I would have considered vomiting, just for something to do but stare down and wonder how it would feel to have the ground rush up to meet me as I accelerated at 9.8 meters per second, squared. Damn you, physics.

And still the wind rose, bringing unnaturally dark clouds, tearing at me, willing me to fall from my perch.

Was it better to die of a gunshot wound or a fall? Uh, maybe that was the wrong question.

I swung over the edge of the tower and took hold of the tiny stone spikes peeking out of the corner.

I had only moved a few feet before my head spun, my breathing already hoarse. Rain began to fall, in heavy sheets, cold and unrelenting. Where had the sunshine gone? I couldn’t see the ground or anything else below. There was only the stone in front of my face and, on it, streaks of blood from the where scratches on my hands left my body only to be diluted in the water pouring from the sky.

Down I climbed. The farther I went, the stronger the wind and the rain became, unnatural even. My saturated hair whipped against my face, and I froze in my climbing as the wind blasted against me. Just hanging on was as much as I could do with my exhausted muscles fighting gravity and fatigue, wind and rain, and pain.

I’m not sure how long I stood there, straining against the elements. It could have been thirty seconds or ten minutes as I waited for the rain to let up for even the briefest interlude, but it didn’t.

A voice traveled through the wind and the rain and caressed my cheek.

Liam called to me. I couldn’t understand what he said, but it jolted me into action. I moved down and down, feeling as if I were climbing into a pit. I glanced down at him, and pain ripped across my heart. Eight figures broke through the metal fence and where rushing towards him. Oh, Liam.

The tiny scroll beneath my foot shattered just as a massive gust hit me . . . .

And I was falling.
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Though man dies, and dies completely, living humanity endures forever.

—Vincent van Gogh





I heard someone once say that in falling, one becomes weightless, peaceful, like floating under water.

They were wrong.

Gravity tore at my skin and my hair, and I was hurled into the gushes of rain and slamming wind, and the knowledge that death would be the only pillow to catch me. I’d never stopped to wonder what I would think about in those last few seconds before death. Maybe I’d never thought of death as real before. I was too young to die. Even though I was climbing the freaking Notre Dame Cathedral, I never really believed I was in danger.

But in that moment of falling, I thought of my mom. She didn’t even know I was in Paris. What would she do when she got the call from a stranger saying I’d fallen and died, my body mangled beyond recognition, the only way to identify me was the passport in my backpack, still on the walkway? Would she think I’d died in some teenage stunt?

She’d be alone.

And this was all my freaking dad’s fault.

Him, with his smooth-talking Talent that somehow got him killed. He left me here alone, not knowing whom I could trust. I was going to die, for what? To find the Aveum? It seemed so trivial now. What had he died for? I hoped it was something better, because he left my mother alone, and me too. She had no idea what I had the potential to become, how dangerous this world could be, but he did, and he still left us.

But at least then we’d had each other, my mom and me, but now—she was alone.

The anger was unlike anything I’d experienced before. It was not the flame of a bonfire like it had been so many times in the past. It exploded like an atom bomb, first drawing back inside me before erupting out and setting off a million chain reactions with no particle of energy around me left untouched. My skin was on fire, and I no longer felt the stinging bite of the wind or rain.

The black storm clouds turned the deepest of maroons as the red and the anger took over. I didn’t push it away, but I let it overcome me, consume me. The anger was better than the fear, better than dying.

A spot of red burned beside my heart—no not my heart—inside the Van Gogh locket I had all but forgotten. The red pastel burned to be used. I pulled on it with my Talent and it burst the clasp open. Even if I could figure out how to use it, it wasn’t enough. I was falling too fast and too far.

But I had more red inside me, not just the color I’d stored but also millions of cells that turned bright red with oxygen and dark red without. Could I use those? The red that kept this body alive with a heart that pumped life through my veins?

There was no other way.

I forced the red of my blood to fight through the tough walls of my capillaries and veins, through the tissue, where it erupted out of my skin. Not all of it. I had to keep some for me, or the loss would be just as fatal as hitting the ground. So many ways to die.

I didn’t think, I just did.

I kept the red close to me, so it didn’t disappear into the harsh wind. Then I flung out a tiny rope of pure pigment, barely wider than a hair, back at the building sliding before me and wrapped the end around my wrist. I flung out another, and secured its end to my waist, not caring where the red came from, because the red was power and life. Then I sent out a hundred threads, and each attached to a different place on the building and a different place on me. Since I was in the cathedral’s corner, I could anchor onto both walls and hopefully prevent being slammed into one when I stopped. But I threw too much of the red from my blood, and my red-void vision threatened to fade to nothing. I held onto my consciousness.

And pulled the red.

Stopping my body abruptly with the red net would be just as deadly as hitting the ground, so I forced the threads holding me to stretch and slow. Several snapped and for a sickening moment, I thought they would all break lose and spring back to me.

But they held.

The force knocked the wind out of me when the threads stretched to their full capacity, but I fought the draw of unconsciousness. I slowed but the energy demanded to go somewhere, and I was flung back into the air, towards the rail. Liam was there, leaning over the stone wall, hand outstretched. A metal rope flew out of nowhere and wrapped around my waist, before the gravity could drag me back down into the net of red I didn’t know if I could sustain.

The rope was fluid and alive, gently carrying me back to the ledge and to Liam.

He pulled me into his arms and hugged me so hard I feared my bones would break. He touched my skin, I had so little red left in me I wondered if I would ever be angry or passionate again. Maybe I would just die here in his arms.

“You’re alive!” He clutched me to his chest. Tears streaked his face and his arms shook as he brushed my hair and my arms and my back, as if to check that I was really there. “I thought I’d lost you! By the time I’d fought them off . . .”

I didn’t have to ask who they were. I felt the red seeping out of their bodies and onto the stone. What had he done to them?

I stood unable to move, death still too close to do anything else, and I fell heavily against him. He held me and was my strength. He kissed my hair and my forehead, murmuring words I couldn’t understand in a language I didn’t know. A loud clanking issued behind us, and I looked around for the first time. Five bodies lay on the walkway. A massive metal door, totally unlike the thin-webbed one from before, blocked Dune’s other Talents from getting to us.

It should have seemed odd, that metal rope that brought me here and the door now protecting us, but I barely held on to the last tendrils of my consciousness. Was the lack of oxygen making me hallucinate?

The door melted into tiny glistening pools that grew and joined the one around my waist to make one long snaking mass.

Liam jerked on both our backpacks. “Aya, we have to go now. Do you trust me?”

I nodded weakly.

“Wrap your legs around me and hold on,” he said.

I did, face to face, I wrapped my arms around his neck. I didn’t realize I was freezing until his skin warmed me.

“The wind, it’s stopped,” I said, just now realizing it. I couldn’t think, couldn’t understand, and was so exhausted. My vision twisted and faltered and was wrong. But I remembered Van Gogh, saw a painting of him in my mind, but I couldn’t remember anything else. “Are we going to see Van Gogh? He needs to tell me something.”

Liam’s warmth threatened to send me into unconsciousness. I couldn’t seem to hold up my head.

“What? Aya, what happened?”

I couldn’t see his face, but his words held fear.

Suddenly the metal snake was winding around us, binding us together. A separate metal rope shot out into the air of Paris.

“Liam—”

What remained of the door blasted away, and several figures burst through.
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What an odd thing the touch, the stroke of the brush, is.

—Vincent van Gogh





My view was foggy over Liam’s shoulder as I tried to push away the red in their bodies, but I couldn’t access it. I needed all the red I had left to continue delivering oxygen to my exhausted muscles and brain. One had a gun, but as he raised it, it got knocked off the tower by some unknown force. One figure was shrouded in a blinding light, and I held up my hand to protect my eyes.

The metal encircling our bodies in a cold harness jerked up and wrapped around the shimmering rope now wedged in the stone tower behind us.

“Don’t worry, Aya,” Liam said.

We tipped sideways, like a roller coaster ride, and I clung to him.

And we were flying.

The metal ground against metal as we flew down a zip line that . . . Liam created? The angle was steep, and we accelerated at a stunning pace, though more controlled than my fall from the tower. Below echoed the screams of onlookers.

We were flying too fast, and I couldn’t see where the zip line ended. The metal above my head clamped into the rope. Sparks showered overhead, and we jerked as it slowed our movements. The metal ground harder, and more sparks drenched us and left a flaming trail.

Liam extended his arms and legs out in front of him, and we slammed into something hard. Liam absorbed most of the impact, but it jarred us both and for a second my vision blacked out.

“Are you all right?” Liam was frantic.

“Yeah.” My voice was weak and raspy. “I just . . . used too much red. I used the red in my blood to stop my fall.”

“You did what?” He brushed my hair away and checked my pulse. “No wonder you’re so out of it. How much is left?”

“Not enough.”

The metal harness released us and melted away to who knew where, and I was shocked to find us on the other side of the Seine River, our zip line abruptly ending in the side of a building. We should be dead. How had we slowed down? I tried to stand, but I fell forward against Liam. He swept me into his arms and cradled me against him.

“I need red,” I whispered.

Liam searched frantically around us, but there were only muted gray stone buildings against the now-clearing sky. I couldn’t keep my eyes open, and my breathing came out in gasps.

“Take the red from me,” Liam said.

“No.” It barely came out a whisper.

“Aya, if you pass out, I have no way to get the red inside you. Do it now!”

“No.” Was my head even attached to the rest of me anymore? “I promised I would never change the red inside someone’s body.”

“You have to!”

My eyes close as I snuggled against Liam’s chest.

“No.”

I barely noticed when he was running. “There!” Liam jolted forward toward the bank of the Seine River.

He had only taken three steps when an explosion fragmented the air with an earsplitting crack!

The windows in every building along the Seine River shattered and rained glass on the street below. I couldn’t comprehend what was happening as sword-sized shards sang toward us. I didn’t have the strength to escape.

A metal dome formed over our heads, made out of the same shimmering fluid, and turned solid in an instant. The glass shrieking above us was deafening, and I pressed my hands over my ears to block out the sound.

It was over in a few seconds, but the fight wasn’t.

Dune had attacked me, threatened me, and tried to kill me, and this had to end today. Right now.

If I could only think, if I could only walk without passing out.

The dome exploded out, flinging the glass away from us. Liam was sprinting once again this time over millions of pieces of tiny glass, all designed to do one thing. Take me down.

I had everything she would need to find the Aveum with me. She would get the key and the drawing. If I could use my red against her, maybe I would have a chance.

But I had no red left.

Liam skidded to a halt and set me on my feet. I stood upright, only teetering, when I saw what he had been after.

An easel was set up along the waterfront, a watercolor painting of the river tacked up facing the bridge, abandoned, no doubt, when the sky started raining glass. Tubes of color lined the box, and I grabbed the first red one I saw.

Alizarin Crimson.

I unscrewed the lid and smeared the red paint on my arms, thick and cold, and waited for it to disappear into me, like it had so many times before. I grabbed all the tubes of red, covering my arms with five of the eight. The last three I uncapped, reserving the pigment for when I would need it. But the pigment stayed on top like my skin was now the impermeable membrane it was supposed to be.

Dune came into view.

She didn’t walk, but instead stood atop a magic carpet of molten glass that flowed and shimmered across the bridge that linked the island containing the Notre Dame to the Left Bank where we stood. The living carpet stopped, but the glass from the far reaches of the street flowed towards her, lifting Dune higher and higher, building her weapon into an incomprehensible mass.

Liam stood half-turned toward her in a protective stance, and I had to clutch at his arm to keep from falling.

I looked down at the tiny tubes of paint in my hand. How could I ever hope to win? The color sat on the surface of my skin, refusing to give me power and make me strong.

“Liam, how nice it is to see you again,” Dune said in a sugar-sweet tone.

“What do you want, Dune?”

She laughed. “When I found out your father had assigned you to shadow Ayami, I didn’t realize how far you were willing to go with the ruse.”

“What?” My voice was pathetic in its weakness.

Liam turned toward me, still keeping Dune in his sights.

“It’s not like that, Aya,” he said.

Dune laughed again, a sound I loathed.

“I’m guessing you haven’t told her?” Dune said with an amused expression.

“Told me what?”

She was toying with me, but I had to know.

She tilted her head to the side, like she was speaking to a child. “I think it’s time you came clean, Liam, and now is as good a time as any.” Then to me she said, “Just that Liam, here, was assigned, when was it Liam? Last May? When Aya won that award from the MoMA?”

Liam’s jaw clenched, but he said nothing.

Dune kept talking to me, “We’d kept our eye on you, because we all knew your dad, of course. We expected something big from you.”

I hated her patronizing tone. I hadn’t known my dad.

“But being a Colorist was beyond anything we could have hoped for. But back to Liam, he was assigned to be your friend, to follow you and make sure someone knew about everything that you were doing.”

“You’re lying,” I said.

The tiny spot of anger I thought I’d never feel again throbbed in my temples and along the back of my neck. It couldn’t be true. Liam was the one solid surface in a world spinning out of control. No, she had to be lying. The anger spread down my back and filtered out to my fingers. But the day I’d met him, he hadn’t even glanced at the other girls.

“Don’t believe me?” Dune’s eyes were wide in mock astonishment. “Conveniently, he’s right here, let’s ask him.”

He abandoned his guard of Dune, and focused entirely on me, his eyes pleading, and overwhelmingly . . . sad.

“Liam?” My voice broke over the word, and in a life long ago might have brought tears. But in this one, it only brought anger.

“Aya . . .”

For that moment, I couldn’t see anything but him. The damp pavement and the swirling river disappeared into a silent void. I couldn’t believe it, but he had always been too good to be real.

Dune was right.

“I was your assignment?” I tried to keep my voice calm, and the blinding pain of losing him only manifested as anger.

The sound and light and color came crashing back on top of me as the red hit my bloodstream, flinging my vision into every shade of red. The paint did its work, gave me power, but my anger and pain and happiness were the price.

“Aya, please, it wasn’t like that.” Liam was pleading.

“What part isn’t true?”

He looked like he was trying to think of something, anything to say.

“When I asked you not to touch me?” Anger took over and mixed with the passion I had for him. But that was a lie. “You never said anything about it, and you never tried to touch me again. I thought it was because you were a gentleman and were respecting my wishes. Was it a relief to have an excuse to stay away from me so long?”

“How . . . how could you think that?”

“How could I not?” Life returned to my body, but the strength was contrary to how I felt. Without it I would be drained and betrayed. “I thought I lov . . .” but I couldn’t say it. I didn’t want my love for him to be a mockery.

“You thought what?” Liam asked.

“It doesn’t matter anymore.”

“See, Aya,” Dune said through a gloating smile. “What did I say about not being able to trust every nice person you meet? You never believed me, yet I’m the only one who has told you the truth from the beginning.”

I ignored her and talked to Liam. “What was it? What did your father want from me?”

But it was Dune who answered with a tinkling laugh. “What does anyone want from you? The Aveum, of course.”

“I was going to tell you,” Liam said.

“When?” I asked. “After we found Prism? I’ve been so blind! Why else would you insist on coming with me to Paris? All that garbage about caring for me.” I wanted him to take me in his arms and say everything I’d felt was real, but he just stood there, between Dune and me. Not a spot of something real, but more entrenched in this world of Aolians than I was. His father sent him to spy on me. “And Ryker?”

He knew what I meant. “Ryker’s an Aolian, too.”

At that moment, nine Aolians raced up behind Dune.

“Oh, good,” Dune said to them. “I was getting sick of all this teenage drama. But where are the others?”

“Still on the tower,” the man replied. “Not in good shape.”

“Too afraid to attack me by yourself, Dune?” I asked.

“Of course not,” she snapped, too harsh in her denial.

It was my turn to laugh. “Because it always goes so well for you.”

Liam had betrayed me, but I couldn’t let that pain cripple me. Right now it was Dune. This had to end today.

She looked at me, her eyes seeming to calculate. “I may have underestimated you, but I’m not the only one. I want you on my team, to be a part of what’s coming.”

“What do you mean?”

“Aolians have cowered in the darkness for too long. We have amazing gifts, and we should be able to use them without the fear that has plagued our kind for thousands of years. We should be gods to humans, but instead we hide, because even with what we can do, how we can help, how we can create and provide, they have always feared us enough to kill us. All I want is a world where we no longer have to hide. A world with you and your color, where the Healers can provide miracles, where there is no poverty, no disease, where the governments are controlled so there is no more death in meaningless squabbles. A world where Aolians can prosper.”

“I’m listening,” I said. Hadn’t I asked myself the same question so many times before? Why did we have to hide? Could there be a world where we could use our gifts for good instead of hiding them? Why couldn’t we use our powers for everyone to see? Couldn’t Aolians save and help so many lives? Couldn’t we make this world a better place?

But underneath her words loomed something sinister.

“Thousands of years of history have shown us that Aolians and humans cannot live together as equals in harmony.” Dune gave another shrug.

“So what would you do?”

“Humans are less than Aolians. We are the ones who are strong.” Her eyes shone bright, with a sickening sort of fire that would ignite and consume and destroy. “Those who do not bow down and worship us like the gods we are would be killed.”

I choked. “Enslave or kill . . . all the humans?” I couldn’t process it; the idea was monstrous, so horrifying and nauseating. And yet, a part of me could understand what Dune was saying, and why she would say it, and that sickened me even more. But her words were a slow drip of honey over rusted razor wire. The sweet coating did not hide the poison beneath.

“We should have let the humans kill each other off years ago.” A dreamy look crossed Dune’s face for a moment. “We could have in the last world war, and the one before that, or with one of the many plagues that could have killed them all, but no, an Aolian always had to step in and help.”

“And you think you’re superior?” I turned to Liam, not hiding the loathing in my voice. “You work with her? This is what you want?”

“No, of course not!” Liam reached out to me, but I stepped back. “My father isn’t a good person, but he . . . we don’t have anything to do with this.”

Dune continued. “Don’t you think that future Aolian children should get a chance to use their powers, to reach their full potential?”

“What about future human children?” I asked.

“Aolians are superior in every way. It’s time we showed the world.”

But my mom, Aunt Jessie, everyone at art school, little Oliver down the street whom I used to babysit—all of them would be enslaved or dead if Dune got her way, just because they were born without some innate power.

“And I want you on my side.” Dune’s voice was like a caress. “Together you and I would be amazing . . . unstoppable.”

I was horrified that I let myself imagine this new world, devoid of suffering and poverty. But right and wrong always had two sides, and what was right for one group of people was not necessarily what was right for the other. What did it mean to be good? Maybe that was the wrong question. Maybe people weren’t broken up into good and bad. Maybe people were just people. What was I?

I was an Aolian. A Colorist. But those things were forced on me by the blood that flowed through my veins. What did I choose to love with the hours and days I’d spent looking at the world around me through the beauty and the pain that always encircled us? What did I choose to spend my life being?

An artist.

A line Van Gogh had written to his brother so long ago flitted across my mind.

I feel that there’s nothing more genuinely artistic than to love people.

No perfect world could be built on the ashes of so many. The only thing that mattered in this life was love.

I took a deep breath and knew these words would mean my death. “I refuse to be a monster.”

Dune looked genuinely sorry. “This is your last chance. This time we won’t play nice. I will have the Aveum, with or without your help. Now you’ve gotten close to the Aveum—you’re too much of a liability. You’re too strong to let live.” She turned to her soldiers. “Leave the boy alone. His father would make too much trouble if something happened to him. But she has what we need to find the Aveum.”

The Aolians bolted forward.
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If we were living in wartime we’d possibly have to fight, we’d regret it. We’d bemoan not living in peacetime, But at all events the necessity being there—we’d fight.

—Vincent van Gogh





I sighed in relief. Even though he’d lied to me, I loved Liam and was glad he wouldn’t be a part of this fight. He would go on living after I was gone. His lies had made me love him, made me care so deeply. But those feelings turned to rage.

Six Aolians moved forward in unison. I stepped into the basic fighting stance that Liam had shown me. He still stood there, between me and Dune, even though she told him he could go. Instead of disappearing into the winding streets of Paris, in two quick steps he was beside me, in a stance of his own.

“What are you still doing here? This isn’t your fight.”

“I’m not leaving you,” he said.

Before I could argue, a wave reached out of the Seine River and crashed down on top of me. It slammed me hard into the cement of the sidewalk. I tumbled and scraped, and my lungs screamed out for air.

These were Aolians, and I needed to use my Talent if I was going to have a chance at surviving. My red couldn’t fight this muddy water.

I bored my fingers into a crack in the sidewalk with the hand not clutching the paint tubes. Through the torrent of rushing water, I spotted a blurry figure, arms outstretched with the movement of pushing me under the water. My lungs burned as I choked. I didn’t have time to be gentle. The red in the Aolian’s body called out to me. It would be so easy to tear, rip, to destroy. Bodies were so strong, yet so weak. All I would have to do is squeeze the red beating of her heart.

I still couldn’t do it.

Life was fragile, and it was not my right to decide when it should end.

I flung out my hand and slammed against the red in her body. She flew backward and landed on the ground with a thud. In the same moment the water fell away. I climbed to my knees, coughing and sputtering. I pushed her again, and she rolled along the ground, faster and faster, before she hit her head on a bench and went limp.

I sprinted the twenty yards back to where Liam stood, fighting the others. Four were still on their feet. One hung under the bridge, metal bands securing his feet and wrists.

Liam held a thin metal shield in front of him that shimmered like the scales of a fish, and a sword that looked like the ones lining the walls of his dojo. As much defense as it was offense, he’d told me once. A gash along his cheek bled down into the white of his shirt. I wondered why our attackers didn’t use guns, but of course, Liam could control guns.

A woman reached down and touched the ground at her feet, and an ice path grew, freezing the water that had not yet found its way back into the river. We were soaked, and it instantly froze us in place. I knew what it meant to be cold in Montana, but I’d never experienced anything like this. The ice settled into my bones, and even the red of my blood slowed. Blinding pain started first in my finger tips and then traveled to the rest of my body. I couldn’t move, as my muscles started to shut down with the cold.

I searched frantically for something I could use as a weapon.

Pebbles and some rocks the size of my fist now lined the sidewalk, dredged up with the mass of river water. For a horrifying moment, I thought the river had stolen the pigment from my paint tubes, but it was just that my blood was so cold.

With a wrenching pain, I flicked my wrist and flung the paint onto the rocks at my feet.

The red hit the rocks and wrapped around them as if I’d dipped them in a thin layer of chocolate. I pushed one the size of a golf ball, as hard and as fast as I could toward the Lady of Ice.

I hit her in the chest and knocked her backward, but she still sent the cold forward. I threw another and then another, raining the rocks down on her. With the final one, I hit her hard in the temple, and knocked her off her feet, unconscious.

“Let me,” Liam said. One of his metal snakes encircled her wrists, and she received the same treatment as the other Aolian, still hanging unconscious under the bridge.

An Aolian appeared out of nowhere, directly in front of Liam. He punched Liam in the stomach, and then disappeared again, only to reappear and punch him in the kidney and disappear. Liam cried out in pain and swiped with his sword at where the figure had just disappeared.

But it wasn’t like when Cate disappeared. No, this person wasn’t there anymore. I could still sense the red of Cate’s blood when she turned invisible, but this man was gone, no red left to sense.

Teleporter.

This happened a few more times, and I realized it wasn’t entirely true. For a split second before he appeared, I felt the red coming. To the eye, the disappearance was instantaneous, but it wasn’t. I concentrated on that.

Something crawled at my feet, something warm and red and alive, but I ignored it.

“Front left!” I yelled. But Liam wasn’t fast enough.

The man reappeared and struck Liam in the back of the neck and disappeared.

“Front right!” I screamed again. Liam’s blade rang out just as the man reappeared. He seemed not to understand when he looked down and there was a sword sticking out of his leg. He fell to the ground, screaming, in the midst of . . . rats.

I screamed as one bit through my shoe and into the soft flesh of my foot.

Thousands of them covered the street and the sidewalk, called up no doubt from the stinking sewers and dark, underground basements. Gross, gross, gross! I hated rats. With a flick of my wrist, I shoved against the red of the one that bit me, and he landed fifty feet away. But another took its place.

Liam swung his sword at them, but there were too many to be effective. Rats everywhere, all clawing and shoving past one another to get to us. Another bite and another. They climbed up my jeans, gnawing as they went. Ripping holes with their tiny claws. Blood soaked through my clothes as I tried to swat them away.

I didn’t know it was possible to get angrier than I already was, but . . . rats. There wasn’t a more disgusting creature, with their long hairless tails and their protruding teeth. Revulsion, anger, hate, pain, anger.

I drew an invisible line with my Talent where the outside of the rats tried to burrow their way through others to get to us. I pulled at the line, gathering all the red inside the rats. They skidded along, swept up by my Talent like a squeegee clearing water. They tumbled and scraped, frantic with being out of control. But I wasn’t pulling them towards me.

The first of them toppled into the river, their squeaks filled with terror.

“No!” one of Dune’s Aolians screamed. She must have released her hold on them because they stopped trying to eat me, and turned to run, their fear at being outside and visible in the day palpable.

A prick of sadness at their fate, disgusting vermin that they were, tried to fight past the anger. They would not have been here if that Aolian hadn’t used them as a weapon. But I wouldn’t leave them to attack us again.

The invisible line scuttled forward, sweeping the rats past Liam’s legs and mine, into the water. The water splashed high onto the stone bank, and more and more rats fell en masse. Only one remained, and with a flick of my finger, it plunked into the river, now only flowing blissfully again, without indication the rats had been there.

The Aolian who controlled the rats fell to her knees, sobbing.

“They’re just rats, Megan,” Dune said, her typical mask altered by disgust.

Without a word, the woman got to her feet, sprinted to the river, and dived in.

Evidently, I wasn’t the only one made crazy by my Talent. The red of her body did not let go of life, but instead was surrounded by thousands of tiny spots of red. She was saving them.

Weird.

I let the image go and turned back to Dune. She stood, flanked by three other Aolians.

“Come on, Dune,” I said. “Are you still afraid to fight me yourself?”

Dune didn’t say anything, but her gaze flickered around her. “You really think I would be scared of you?” Dune said with a scoff. “You are still nothing compared to me.”

The glass gathered below Dune’s feet in glittering waves. I didn’t know what she was planning, but I didn’t want Liam to get hurt by accident, so I ran up the steps and sprinted to where Dune stood on the bridge.

Dune turned to the other Aolians. “Get the boy, but she is mine.”

This new, metal-wielding Liam could take care of himself, but three against one? I turned back toward him, and our eyes met for a brief moment. He gave a sad smile but nodded me forward.

I turned my back on him to face Dune.

“Let’s end this once and for all,” I said. But the last time we’d fought, I’d been barely able to get away. It had to end here. I couldn’t live, always wondering when she would appear. I would go down fighting, not huddled in some room waiting for her to find me.

“You don’t look anything like your dad,” Dune said, “but I hear him every time you open your mouth.”

“You sure know a lot about my dad,” I said, stalling. What could I do with the little red I had?

“You could say we knew each other intimately.” The way she said intimately made me cringe.

Gross.

“He had me, one of the most powerful Aolians in a decade, and he fell for a human.” She said the word with all the disgust I’d had for the rats. “He could have had anyone, but he chose a mortal with no Talent, who could do what? Play the cello as a mere mortal would. It was disgusting.”

Everything clicked into place. “This hatred of me isn’t about the Aveum, is it?” I couldn’t believe it. Not only did the father I didn’t remember saddle me with being an Aolian, but he left a jealous, glass-wielding, crazy lady to hunt me down later.

Thanks a lot, Dad.

“I’ll have the Aveum,” Dune said. “But killing you will be my pleasure. I could never pass up the opportunity to inflict more pain on the woman who stole the man I loved.”

“But you did offer me a place with you,” I said.

“Your Talent is rare. Of course I want it on our side. But you’ve as good as led us to the Aveum, and while it breaks my heart to have such a unique gift lost to the world, I can see that you’re too attached to the humans to be of any use. It can’t be helped.”

“You act as if we aren’t also human, in addition to being Aolian.” The bile rose in my throat at her casual dismissal of life.

“We’re better than they are, and that’s all that matters.” Dune’s gaze shifted to where Liam fought the Aolians behind me. “I see you had better taste.”

I couldn’t help looking over my shoulder also.

“Liam’s a very powerful Aolian, even if you didn’t know he was,” Dune said. “Too bad I couldn’t have him on my side either. Xander’s grip is too tight.” She sighed. “We’ll have to kill him, too, as he doesn’t show any sign of backing down. The boys will make it look like an accident, and Xander will have no one to blame but himself. But you and I will know that it’s really your fault.”

Liam’s attention was fixed on the woman in front of him, and he didn’t see the man who came up hard on his side.

I didn’t scream. There wasn’t enough time, instead I flung out another red-covered rock and hit the man square between the eyes, giving Liam a chance to defend himself against the others.

“Have you listened to yourself?” I asked, not looking back at her. “No wonder my dad chose my mom instead of you. You are the one that isn’t human anymore.”

I couldn’t tear my gaze from Liam and didn’t see what split open my chest.
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We do feel that in reality we count for little, and that to be a link in the chain of artists we are paying a high price for health, in youth, in liberty, none of which we enjoy.

—Vincent van Gogh





The pain sheared into my consciousness. I’d never experienced pain before now. This could only lead to death.

A transparent handle stuck out of the left side of my chest.

I searched inside myself. No red spread into the cavity of my lungs; the wound was too high. Had she done this on purpose? Not killed me in one fell swoop? I turned back to Dune. The world now traveled in slow motion.

“Is that the best you can do?” I asked. I seized the red now covering the surface of the knife inside me and pushed.

I gasped and then screamed as it left my body. The crippling pain was twice as bad coming out as it was going in. The knife fell, but I caught it with my Talent before it shattered on the ground, and I saw why.

Both edges were viciously serrated and barbed, and they tore at my flesh coming out. My blood dripped down the surface.

“Oh, yes, I can do better,” Dune said with a malicious smile.

She didn’t give me a chance to respond. Glittering specks in the air was the only warning the onslaught of glass was coming. The clear surface held nothing I could use, and my pathetic tubes of paint were nothing. But last time I’d deflected the glass and not gone to the source.

I reached out to her red body and shoved, harder than I had strength for. In the same movement, I tucked and rolled to the side, and lay flat on the bridge’s surface.

The glass lost trajectory when I hit Dune, but several met their mark in my shoulder.

Dammit! Why did it have to be glass?

Dune scrambled to her feet. My blood-loss was taking its toll.

But the anger inside me refused to fade. Since my first Release, I had been fighting against the anger and the passion that red so filled me with, but it wasn’t until that moment that I realized that anger was as valid an emotion as joy or fear.

It brought clarity to my red-saturated vision and gave me the energy to fight past the fatigue.

All I could see was Dune—her white suit stood out in vivid relief against the pink of the sky and crimson of the bridge.

I shoved against her again. The liquid glass flew up and caught her so she didn’t fall, then placed her upright on her feet.

So much for that trick.

I threw the paint tube up into the air, and the red exploded into a cloud. On one side of the bridge was a guardrail with interlocking metal lacing.

I sent the red to it. But my idea was insane. The guardrail was too heavy, too secure. But the particles of red adhered to the fence, spread as thin as gold leaf.

Around my feet, molten glass swirled and climbed up my legs with a life of its own, trying to lock me in place.

I reached down into the red of my body and pulled my feet free. I shot into the air, and to my astonishment froze there, suspended. I held the red inside of me up, just like any other red, against the pull of gravity and fear of falling.

Was I flying?

“Impossible!” Dune screamed, her molten trap momentarily forgotten.

I jerked on the rail behind her. Chunks of cement skidded forward with an ear-splitting crash. Dune turned just in time to get swept up in the metal. I twisted it into a cage around her. The scream that emanated was of rage instead of pain.

I forced the red to join red into a solid mass around her. She couldn’t have access to the glass. I filled every hole, no matter how small. She couldn’t use her Talent. There was no way out. Nothing could get inside. The glass in the streets flew towards my cage, covering it, trying to find holes in the surface. But there was nothing, no place for the smallest amount to wheedle through.

I’d won.

But the wave of glass picked up the ball, at least ten feet in the air.

What the . . .?

It threw the cage at the cement surface of the bridge, with Dune still inside.

She could have killed herself. Glass flowed in through the newly created fissure. The cage exploded, throwing pieces of metal and red in all directions.

Dune ran at me, looking murderous with a streak of blood trickling down her face and onto her ripped white suit. Hundreds—no—thousands of glass arrows flew up beside her, matching her stride, spinning in a beautiful glittering mass.

One arrow shot forward ahead of the rest and hit me several inches below the last. I gasped at the pain, as the dart ripped a hole in me. I couldn’t breathe. My lung wasn’t as lucky as it had been before.

Had I been on my feet, I would have fallen, but my Talent kept me aloft. In that moment, I mourned many things. My mother’s tears. The loss of Liam, even if he’d never truly been mine. My robbed future, that future where I could also use blue and yellow and was perhaps happy and safe. That life I would never know.

I thought about pushing out the arrow, like I had done the other, but that would do more harm than good, and would just kill me faster. Not to mention it would hurt like hell, and I was so done with pain.

Dune would kill me slowly. I imagined the rest of the arrows piercing my body, one at a time. They would be like the stained glass of the cathedral, sparkling in deep crimson. It would not be a pretty death. With that many arrows, there would be nothing left of me. But the glass tinged with red might be beautiful. The blood might be.

Blood. How many times had I been tempted to use the red swirling in those around me? The idea repulsed and revolted inside me. But this was now or death. Maybe it was death anyway.

I reached out with my Talent and found the red inside her, but I couldn’t . . . kill. It rushed through the veins, the oxygen slipping from red blood cells, through the capillary walls to the tissue around them. The idea of breaking them was sickening. I turned cold.

Or perhaps that was just the life force leaving my body.

From the broken form of the cage, I gathered the red to me. In case. For so long I’d loathed it, hated what it did to me, but now it seemed like an old friend in a world of loneliness and desperation.

Human bodies were strong, could do so much, but at the same time it took the cutting of just one artery for us to bleed to death in five minutes. For all Dune’s disdain of humans, she would die from the same wounds.

But still, I couldn’t kill her.

That would make me just like her.

I found the delicate membranes with red flowing within her arms and legs.

And pulled.

Dune screamed and staggered. Blood gushed through the white of her pants and sleeves and dripped over her shoes.

I was gentle, not bringing more pain or damage than was necessary.

I wanted to look away, but I forced myself to see what I inflicted. The anger slipped away for the first time and was replaced by bitter sadness.

Her arrows almost plummeted to the ground, but Dune grabbed them at the last minute. With a flick of her hand, they shot forward.

My cloud of red whooshed in, deflecting the glass away. Dune screamed again when they crashed into the bridge and shattered.

But she still kept coming. I found more veins and tore at them. I only wanted to stop her, but she would not stop. Maybe she couldn’t. She fell to her knees, and crawled toward me, over broken glass. What would it be like to hate with that much passion?

The edges of my red vision blurred. My time had come. Bodies were strong, and yet so delicate, and mine had been through too much.

I fell from the air, and crumpled backwards, hitting my head on the sidewalk with a sharp crack.

Still she came, bleeding revenge and hate. I found more of the red and destroyed, and still she clawed her way toward me.

I pushed her away with my Talent, farther away, so I could have these last moments of life to myself. So I could think of the people I loved without seeing her face.

Glass shimmered in the air, not into any form, she was too weak, but the edges of fractured glass could still pierce me.

I pushed again, with the last of what was in me.

Her body rolled over the now-naked ledge of the bridge and fell with a splash into the river below.
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How much sadness there is in life . . . . There are times when one can only find peace of mind in the realization: I, too, shall not be spared by unhappiness.

—Vincent van Gogh





The day before I left to go to art school, my mom and I went on one last long hike in the mountains. I didn’t want to go. I wanted to hang out with my friends, because I wouldn’t see them for the whole summer, but my mom insisted I spend the morning with her. It was a tough hike, and when we reached our destination we ate chocolate pretzels and threw rocks into the emerald, glacial lake and laughed and talked.

That’s how I remembered her now, sitting on a bank of grass, surrounded by the purple and yellow spring flowers and laughing, with her green eyes lit by the sun.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to her. I hoped she could feel my words across the world.

Liam was there, and it took me a moment to realize that he was actually there, not just a delusion brought by the longing of my heart.

“Aya…” he couldn’t look away from the arrow sticking out of my chest. “You’re going to be fine. It’s not as bad as it seems. It can’t be. There’s an Aolian doctor. He can save you. I’ll get you there.”

Blood saturated his clothes and gaped from several visible wounds.

I couldn’t breathe enough to speak but reached up and brushed my fingers along his cheek. It was the first time I’d allowed myself to touch him, not in a moment of panic or just the whisper of fingertips. First and last. I tried unsuccessfully to breathe past the blood in my lungs. Even though Liam had lied to me, I couldn’t help but be glad he was here, so I wouldn’t be alone.

“No! I was going to protect you!” He took my hand in his, mine freezing in his warmth.

The blurry edges of my vision turned black.
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  *



I woke to dim florescent light filtering through a curtain that half-surrounded me, lying on a hard bed. It took a moment to focus. There was a warm pressure on my hand, and I found my mother, holding mine in hers. Her head lay on the crook of her elbow. Her eyes were closed and her breathing shallow.

That last memory of my mother, glowing and laughing, was a far cry from what was before me. Dark circles ringed her eyes, and her skin looked too pale. Her hair was pulled into a messy braid, but locks had escaped and dangled limp.

“Mom?” I croaked.

She bolted awake, and stared at me for a long moment, then burst into tears.

I shouldn’t be alive, she said. I should have died. I’d had surgery, and I’d been in a medically induced coma for a week.

I should be dead.

I spent the week in the hospital, sleeping mostly. My mom stayed with me as much as she could, but they made her go to a hotel at night so I could rest.

I asked about Liam, and my mom seemed confused. “Liam? Was that the boy from art school? Why would he be here?”

Did he get what he was sent to find? Did he take the key and the letter from Van Gogh? My backpack was on the top shelf of the closet in my hospital room, and I couldn’t bring myself to look. Liam’s betrayal already hurt too much.

The doctor came to look me over one last time before I was released. I had to be careful and see my doctor as soon as I got back to the States. Around his wrist was the metal glint with the figure of a dragon etched into the surface.

The clothes I came in were unsalvageable, and my mom bought some more for me to wear; a short sleeved, white T-shirt and a pair of black leggings that were gentle on my still-healing flesh. Out of the front pouch of my backpack, my mom pulled out my Van Gogh necklace and handed it to me. I went to put it around my neck but realized something else was there in addition to Starry Night and the disk Liam had made me. An additional charm hung on the chain next to the other two, a perfect miniature of the Eifel tower in silver. The metalwork was much more intricate than you would find from a street vender or even a jeweler. It was as if someone took the tower and shrank it down so each piece of metal was almost indiscernible to the naked eye.

Only one person could have made it. I wondered when he left it here with me. Would I see him again? Did I want to see him again?

We took a cab when it was time to leave the hospital, but instead of going to the hotel, I asked if we could instead go to a park on the other side of Paris. My mom nodded and said nothing.

She hadn’t once asked about what happened. She never commented on my skin or the ever-changing patterns sliding across it, but I knew it was coming. I had to tell her.

We strolled along the river in the park to the place I wanted to see. The scene was forever immortalized in Seurat’s painting Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte. He spent two years on that painting and was in Paris at the same time as Van Gogh. Somehow his controlled pointillism seemed so much more grounded than Van Gogh’s passionate brush strokes. So much more stable. I needed something stable.

I sat on the bank with my mother next to me.

I opened my backpack. Everything Liam and I had found waited for me, including the letter from Van Gogh.

I told my mom how dad was an Aolian, and everything that had happened since. She held my hand and listened. She’d always suspected there was something. But she’d tried to ignore it. And when I was done, she wrapped her arms around me, and held me close. We sat there a long time, watching the river slide down the path it could not change, even if it wished to.

Back at the hotel, she asked me if there was anything I wanted to see in Paris before we went home.

I shook my head. “But I do have to find Prism or the Aveum or whatever else Van Gogh left.”

My mom vehemently shook her head. “No, Aya, you just spent three weeks in the hospital. There is no way you are going anywhere else. I don’t care how important this is. It isn’t worth your life.”

She didn’t understand. Maybe she never would.

“You’re right,” I said, “I just want to go home.”

She smiled and held me close.

I went to bed early that night and slept fourteen hours straight. I dreamed again of the black-haired girl for the first time since going to the hospital. I silently dressed without waking my mother and went out, closing the door without so much as a click. I tried not to think about how furious my mom would be when she woke up.

The streets of Paris were quiet in the pale morning light. I didn’t fear Dune finding me, and the thought did not bring the relief it should.

I’d killed her.

I ambled through the Luxemburg Gardens, full of never ending gravel paths and ancient trees. Children floated tiny yellow and green sail boats in the pond, so innocent and happy in a way only children could be. I sat on a bench watching their smiles and cheers. I was tired, but it was such a relief to be out of bed. My wounds pulsed. I ignored them.

I pressed on a few blocks to the Pantheon to find Victor Hugo’s grave. It was the second part of the clue that gave it away, “It is nothing to die.” Maybe Van Gogh believed Hugo’s words, and that was why he ended his own life. But that was a mistake. Imagine what Van Gogh could have become if he’d gone on living. Van Gogh had mentioned Hugo so many times with a reverie; I knew it had to be here.

Massive Corinthian columns surrounded the entrance of the Pantheon. White marble columns also lined the inside, with stunning carved statues and gold-lined frescos adoring the space.

But it was the crypt that I wanted.

The air was cold as I descended into the underground. Dim lights illuminated the path, and it smelled of earth even though the walls were lined with stone. It took me a while to find Hugo.

I pushed open a green door, and there it was. A white marble tomb in a small room. Three bouquets of flowers rested on top of the lid. There was a second tomb in the room, but I ignored it.

I slid my palm along the smooth marble. Hugo was dead and buried, yet his words lived on and would continue, perhaps forever. I kneeled down in front of his tomb and traced the five-pointed star chiseled into the marble with my fingers. It was the perfect decoration and disguise. A tiny arrow was marked on the key, and on the top most point of the one etched on the surface.

I slid the key in and twisted.

An invisible door hidden in the floor popped open, revealing a space the size of a shoebox. I kneeled and peered inside the dark cavern.

A box, made of plain stained wood sat just inside. A hundred years of dust came with it when I pulled it out. I couldn’t believe what I was holding. I lifted the lid, and there, bound in leather with the word Prisme on the front, was the book I’d almost died trying to find.

But I couldn’t look inside it, not yet. I shut the box and shoved it into my backpack. I didn’t go back to the hotel.

I took the metro to the Solférino stop.

I walked the streets of Paris slowly, with a tide of people rushing around me as if I stood still, as though I floated apart from everyone, surrounded while still being absolutely alone.

I paid my admission and stepped into the stunning Musée d’Orsay. It was an old train depot that was set to be demolished, until someone had the brilliant idea to turn the beautiful architecture into a museum. Statues dotted the long nave and led to the gigantic gold clock on the far wall. Huge tiles carved in floral relief covered the ceiling everywhere the massive windows did not touch. But I didn’t stroll through the endless rooms of paintings, but instead took the elevator to the fourth floor to the Van Gogh collection.

I soaked in the beauty created by the man whose soul had been so tortured. I sat on the floor and hugged my knees to me, feeling closer to this long-since-dead man than I had to many of the living people I’d known. His color was breathtaking, and his lines unique—always moving, never at rest. And so much yellow. It saturated his work. He must never have been able to use yellow. Maybe the depression of blue and the anger of red were too much for him without the happiness of yellow.

Being with his paintings made me feel like I wasn’t so alone. I wished I could have done that for him also. But that was a long time ago. I couldn’t change the past.

We left the next day, not back to New York, but home to Montana.

The streets of Bozeman were foreign and familiar at the same time, with the tiny shops and the wildness of the distant mountains still permeating the cement of the streets, unlike the impossibly human surfaces of Paris and New York.

I sighed with relief when we entered our front door—the smell of fresh herbs in the kitchen, light blasting through the huge picture window into the backyard, the stacks of sheet music layering the tables in the living room, the white wainscoting meeting the stairs my mom and I had sanded and re-stained a few years back. My mom didn’t say anything as she carried my bag upstairs to my attic room. She was still upset that I had gone against her wishes to retrieve Prism.

My room was exactly how I’d left it. The stacks of art books looked remarkably similar to the music books teetering on every surface downstairs. My easel still sat with an unfinished canvas. My royal blue, Moroccan motif bedspread was neatly tucked into place, drawings covered every inch of the walls, sometimes stacked three on top of each other, with only slivers of the blue behind peeking out. I opened the slanted skylights above my bed, hoping the sunshine and wind could take away the pain. Not the physical pain, that would heal eventually, but the other.

A clean breeze ruffled the curtains of my driftwood canopy.

The blue of the sky burned into my eyes, settling in a deep sadness. It’d been so long since I’d felt anything but anger, it caught me off guard with how powerful it was. Back in Paris I’d emptied as much red as I could out of my body, so those emotions would be gone. But that just made it so I didn’t feel anything at all. Maybe it was better to feel sadness than to feel empty.

I took off my necklace of paint and pain and hung it on the easel, so I could be reminded that there was no beauty without pain.

I grabbed a fresh canvas and replaced the one on the easel. I spread every color of blue I had over my pallet: carnelian, aquamarine, cobalt, and viridian hue. I should have continued the paintings for my art school final project. Paintings of those I loved, in the style Van Gogh had used to paint himself. I had missed the last few weeks of art school, but they said if I turned in my final project, there was still a chance of a scholarship. But those paintings weren’t enough right now.

I dragged my full-length mirror from its spot by the door and placed it close to my canvas.

My eyes were hollow and empty, and I started there. My pink skin, red hair, and green eyes were all shades of blue on my canvas. The face, my face, was too cold and too broken but somehow truer than the one reflected in the mirror.

Over and over in my head wound words written by Van Gogh, but none as much as the ones he wrote to his brother, It would not do for us to think I am completely sane. No, it would not do.

I let the sadness take over as I painted. It crashed over me in great waves so big they could drown me. For the first time since it happened, I cried. I cried for Liam and for how much I missed him. I cried for the pain my father and I had caused my mom. I cried that I would never meet my father. I cried for that burning girl and her pain and my inability to figure out who she was. I cried for Dune and for the terrible life she’d created for herself. I cried that I killed her. I cried that I would never be the same. Maybe I could never be whole again, not my body, not my soul.

I cried a long time, but the tears did not wash away the sadness like they usually did. Instead it deepened, like a hole in a dark cave that would swallow me.

I painted the background behind me in swirling cobalt tones, deep and dark enough to cover all the light in the world.

The sky outside settled into a deep, bewitching blue, as I finished the painting. I glanced at my hands and tiny lines of blue slid from my paintbrush into my skin. A blue haze the color of my walls tinged the air. Cobalt lines now crisscrossed along the skin of my arms.

The blue was here to stay.
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Note from the Author









Dear Reader, I hope you enjoyed reading about Aya, Liam, and Van Gogh as much as I enjoyed writing about them. If so, please consider reviewing it on your favorite online retailer to tell others about it! Leaving a review is the best way to help other readers find a new author.

Sign up for my newsletter using the form on my website, and I will send you some Van Gogh and Paris graphic printables.

Look out for the next books in the series, Cobalt Blue and Cadmium Yellow.

Keep in touch!

Erica
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