

[image: Cover for Chromatic]



ACCLAIM FOR


CHROMATIC

“Bustamante is a master of suspense, pulling the reader deep into a vivid ride from start to finish. Action abounds, and Ava and Elm are put to the ultimate test, each discovery unfolding even deeper corruption and evil than they ever could have imagined. Chromatic explores the battle of failure and grief, and the steps taken to overcome and persevere despite the odds. Each page kept me hungry for more, and I couldn’t be satisfied until I devoured every last delicious word.”

—Sara K. Anderson, author of the Mind Hunters Duology

“Chromatic is nothing short of epic! In the midst of dire stakes and a dying world, Ava and Elm make every moment count, showing what it truly means to persevere and cling to hope, even when all seems lost. With brilliant worldbuilding, charming characters, and a stunning finale, this breathtaking conclusion to the Color Theory trilogy is both a bittersweet goodbye and a beautiful invitation to begin again.”

—Erin Phillips, author of A Crown of Chains and A Bond of Briars

ACCLAIM FOR

COLOR THEORY

“Compelling magical fare for early teens. Innocent romance . . . and the hint of a battle to come will hook readers . . .”

—Kirkus Reviews

“This rich fantasy is bursting with romance, mystery, and characters both dark and delightful.”

—Jessica Arnold, author of The Looking Glass and The Lingering Grace

“The sequel I’ve been waiting all year for did not disappoint! It’s simply magical!”

—S.D. Grimm, author of the Children of the Blood Moon series and A Dragon by Any Other Name

“Vivid first captured my attention with an original, fascinating premise: a young girl coming of age in a world divided into different colors of magic: Augmentor Red, Shaper Blue, and Mentalist Yellow. But it was Bustamante’s brilliant cast of characters—led by the determined Ava Locke and the unforgettable, charming Elm Ridley—as well as her exquisite worldbuilding, snappy dialogue, and fast-moving plot, which sucked me into the story and wouldn’t let go. With echoes of Divergent, Inception, and The Story Peddler, this first installment of The Color Theory series is sure to leave readers begging for more!”

—J.J. Fischer, author of The Nightingale Trilogy

“As rich and colorful as its title suggests. The land of Magus blooms to life from page one, drawing you into an addictive world of irresistible—and forbidden—magic. I simply couldn’t put it down. Readers will swoon over this fantastical debut.”

—Sara Ella, award-winning author of The Wonderland Trials

“Vivid truly lives up to its name! With some of the most vivid imagery and heart-racing tension, Ashley has written a story that kept me turning pages till I had finished the entire thing! This book will take you on an incredible, twisting, driving plot with some of the most unique and clear world-building that will leave you begging for the second installment!”

—Victoria Lynn, author of the Chronicles of Elira

“Captivating. Ashley Bustamante expertly draws the reader into the Magus world where Red and Blue magic thrive and Yellow magic is outlawed . . . If that isn’t enough, the relationship between Ava and Elm kept me flipping pages for more.”

—Candice Pedraza Yamnitz, author of Unbetrothed


[image: Chromatic]



[image: Chromatic]



Chromatic


Copyright © 2024 by Ashley Bustamante

[image: Logo]

Published by Enclave Publishing, an imprint of Oasis Family Media.

Carol Stream, Illinois, USA

www.enclavepublishing.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, digitally stored, or transmitted in any form without written permission from Oasis Family Media, LLC.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 979-8-88605-118-6 (hardback)

ISBN: 979-8-88605-119-3 (printed softcover)

ISBN: 979-8-88605-121-6 (ebook)

Cover design by Emilie Haney, www.eahcreative.com

Typesetting by Jamie Foley, www.JamieFoley.com

Printed in the United States of America.


To Elly, Constantine, and Quinn.


You give me hope for a bright future.
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1


The scars on Magus are internal.

Because a cut can be remedied at the touch of a Healer, outside wounds vanish without a trace. On the inside, however, there isn’t a single soul unmarred by this invisible war. We all have scars.

That’s why I can’t make any sense of the image before me. Why I can’t understand how these children in front of me look happy. There’s no way they could have been under Selene’s control this whole time and now stare back at me with such perfectly innocent, clear eyes.

I turn to Elm with a vague hope that he might have answers. His face reflects my own confusion. How, when he was bound and used for years, can these children be so free?

The environment surrounding them isn’t the cold, bleak place I imagined. Instead, the walls are covered in vibrant, scribbled artwork. The room is full of books and toys and the smell of finger paint. These children appear well cared for, and while I don’t understand it, I’m grateful for that.

The only thing in the room that betrays the Benefactors’ sinister purposes are the yellow tubes crawling along the ceiling. My eyes follow them to individual stations where children sit in plush chairs with their wrists cuffed. Some of them appear to be napping. Others watch cartoons projected over a viewdrop. There isn’t a hint of distress on any of their faces.

“Selene!”

The petite voice rings out with delight. Dozens of little children sprint toward us and flock around Selene, tugging her clothes and hugging her legs, laughing and joyful. I lose my grip on my former mentor’s arm as the mini mob overtakes us. At that moment, Selene smiles, and there is a viciousness in her eyes. She leans down and picks up one of the children. A human shield. A safeguard against attacks.

“Hello, little ones,” she says in a saccharine voice that sounds entirely unlike her. “I’m so happy to see you all today.”

Panic erodes away my courage like water on sand. What are we supposed to do with this? We can’t attack Selene in a room full of children, and she knows it. Besides that, these children adore her. How is that possible? We can’t let Selene get away now. Not when we finally have her.

Selene holds the child closer in her arms. “You’re going to leave now,” she says, looking me straight in the eye. “Understand?”

She wouldn’t harm that child, would she? But as I consider the magnitude of all she’s done, I know the answer: she would.

“Selene asked you to leave,” one of the children says, her eyes challenging.

My breath catches. I know this child. She was there when I attended the color-initiation ceremony with Selene. I recall Selene’s words as the distraught child was escorted away: Magus has a place for everyone.

So, this was her “place”? What happened to this girl’s parents? It seems unlikely they would have allowed her to be taken away without magical persuasion . . . or worse.

“I said go!” the girl says, more firmly this time.

Yes, I should go. Everything seems fine here. My feet move toward the door, but Elm doesn’t follow.

Why am I going, again?

It takes tremendous effort for me to turn around. Everything inside me urges me to walk out that door. But when I at last manage to look back, my eyes meet the fierce gaze of the child who spoke to me moments before. She’s using Yellow magic on me. Elm appears impervious to it, with his experience level being much stronger than mine. The fact that they’re doing this to protect Selene has my thoughts spinning.

I need to leave now. Get out of here. Walk away.

My head aches with the suggestions flying at me and the attempt to repel them. I catch the eyes of more children on me. It would be so easy to go out the door . . . Why make all this fuss?

Elm’s hand grips mine.

“We can’t leave, Miss Ava. Not when we’re so close.”

“But . . . how . . . the kids . . .” It takes too much effort to speak. All I want is to open that door and go. How many of these children are trying to make me do exactly that?

A commotion sounds outside the door and several loud booms accompany a tremor through the room. The door thuds open, and Ivan storms in with my classmates and several of his troops. Two Benefactors, lost in a mind-controlled daze, file in with the soldiers. The group’s forceable entry draws all eyes to them.

The newcomers to the room stop dead upon seeing the children, and puzzled expressions collect on every face.

“Children,” Selene says, breaking the silence, “these people are bad and they want to hurt us. Please take care of them.”

Without warning, Blanca punches Ivan in the gut, sending him straight to the ground. The Benefactors break free of Ivan’s control and rush to Selene’s side.

Blanca wouldn’t hurt Ivan . . . unless . . .

“They’re being controlled.” I watch in horror as my classmates turn on one another. Ivan’s group fares better since they have more experience with this, and some of them are Mentalists themselves, but the rest of my friends are unprepared. Selene watches from the center of the room as the gruesome scene unfolds.

Our plan isn’t going to work. Not today. “We have to get out,” I concede.

“I agree,” Elm says with a sharp nod as Jazz swings at him. I know it takes a lot for Elm to relent on this, but if our options are fighting children or fighting each other, there’s no winning. If we get into an all-out brawl, it will be impossible to avoid hurting the youngsters. The best we can do is leave and formulate a new approach.

Selene has made her way to another door at the back of room. Ivan growls and makes a mad dash for her. Dozens of children block his way, and his movements slow, both from the physical barriers and their attempts to control him.

“Going to leave children to fight for you? Get back here, you coward!” Ivan bellows.

“Elm, can you stop her?” I duck to avoid a barrage of toys, sent my way by a mind-controlled Kaito.

Elm pauses a moment but then shakes his head. “There’s simply too much Yellow magic at work here. Too many suggestions I’m fighting against.”

As I try to send my own Yellow magic toward Selene, I see what he means. It’s like a million threads pulling my mind in different directions. My head throbs, and the pain nearly takes my breath away.

But, I’m still an Augmentor. I’ll just have to muscle it.

I heave myself to the back door as Selene exits, doing my best to avoid any children. I’m much faster than they are. Selene has already disappeared down a long L-shaped hallway with several doors. I power after her, my head still muddled. I can only hope this was the way she went and that she didn’t step into one of the rooms I’m zooming past.

I reach the turn, which goes down another similar hall. A door opens ahead of me and someone steps out, blocking my path. It’s Jace. I can see that ever-present smugness on his face as I approach. I don’t have time for his garbage right now.

“Ah, Ava. We meet aga—”

“No,” I say sharply, giving him a rough shove out of my way with a little help from a strengthening spell. Thanks to my dual-magic abilities allowing me to use multiple spells, I don’t even break my run to do it. If only there were time to take satisfaction in the moment.

Four Benefactors are in the next hallway. This place is a maze! I glimpse Selene preparing to turn another corner.

Move!

I throw the suggestion hard at the other Benefactors, and to my surprise they immediately comply. While I’m at it, I draw from the red stripes of one of the Benefactor’s uniforms and use that to give myself another speed boost. Selene is in my sights again.

She notices me, and I expect her to pull more speed and flee faster, but instead she sprints closer and is up in my face before I can process. She lands a kick to my stomach, and I gasp for air. I dodge her next blow, but barely. She isn’t giving me any time to focus.

Stop!

I send the suggestion toward her, but my head is so muddled that I can feel the suggestion fracture and shatter into pieces instead of staying targeted on Selene. I struggle to regain it, and at once Selene shrieks and grips her head.

I simply lost control.

I recall Elm’s words as Veronica’s crazed face swims into my mind. My stomach roils. I don’t want to do that. I cut off my Yellow magic flow immediately and use Red magic to tackle Selene to the ground instead.

Stop! I command again, hoping it will be easier with Selene now off-balance.

She stops and I halt with her, my chest heaving. It’s incredible, with how strong Selene is in her Augmentor talents, that she seems to have no resistance whatsoever to Yellow magic. That’s what happens when you’re so against something you don’t do anything to try and learn about it beyond how it benefits you.

More Benefactors come down both ends of the hall, and it’s as though they bring a cloud of weariness with them. I’m so tired. It’s more appealing to make my own escape and let them take Selene back. But we’ve come too far, and I can’t let it end like this. It’s obvious we won’t be able to free all the children at this moment, but the least we can do is take Selene captive.

I brace for another brawl, knowing I likely won’t be able to maintain my control on Selene and take on these Benefactors at the same time. My body heats as I strengthen myself, prepared to fight.

The Benefactors stop in their tracks and stand with their backs against the wall. Elm and Ivan sprint down the hallway, and relief washes over me. I only have to hold on a little longer. The battle is only beginning, but this moment will be over soon.
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“Are you alright, Miss Ava?” Elm gives a quick appraisal, and I respond with a heavy nod.

Ivan already has Selene in an iron grip, fitting her with red cuffs. The pressure of responsibility lets up somewhat. It makes a huge difference, knowing even if my spell failed now, she won’t be able to use her magic.

“How is everyone else doing?” I ask.

“Ah . . .” Elm puts a thoughtful finger to his lips. “Well, the children are unharmed.”

“Can’t believe we’re getting whooped by a bunch of kids.” Ivan shakes his head.

“Only because we refuse to hurt them.” I remind him. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. But we should round everyone up and get out.”

“The instant those children see Selene, they’ll turn their attacks on us.” Elm narrows his eyes at my former mentor who stands complacent with her cuffed hands in front of her.

“Could we control her and have her command the children? Then they’ll let us leave, and maybe we can get them out as well.” My head aches with the sustained control spell, but I fight the discomfort down as I wait for Elm and Ivan to mull it over.

“I think we’d be running a big risk getting all the children out with Benefactors everywhere,” Ivan says, scratching his chin. “At the very least, we should be able to get ourselves out. Maybe a few children.”

“I’ll happily puppet Selene once we’re with the children.” Elm volunteers.

“Will we be able to do that once we’re there?” My head is still in a tizzy, and just the thought of returning to that room and being pelted with Yellow magic on all sides has my temples pounding.

Elm pokes at Selene’s cheek, frowning. “If we’re hasty in making Selene ask them to stand down, I believe we’ll be safe.”

We speed back down the corridors, though our progress is hindered now that we’re also transporting a mind-controlled Selene. Ivan isn’t careful as he rounds a corner with her, and I can’t help but wince as she smacks into the edge of the wall. We return to the room with our friends, who are still engaged in combat against one another. I gasp as my eyes zero in on Blanca, pummeling a bruised and bloodied Kaito. She’s going to hate herself for that when she comes around.

“Elm, quick!” I can’t handle another minute in this chaotic room.

“Children!” Selene calls. At first, hearing her speak is jarring, but she’s only speaking because Elm is controlling her . . . right? I give him an asking glance, and he winks back at me with reassurance.

All eyes are on Selene now. These children certainly are attuned to her. She, or rather Elm, clears her throat. “I was mistaken about our guests. Please do not harm these very attractive and talented individuals.”

Ivan shakes his head. Fortunately, the children don’t seem to think this is odd. Our friends stop fighting, coming back to themselves. Blanca gasps when she sees Kaito and immediately starts a healing spell. All of Ivan’s soldiers, broken from Yellow magic’s influence, turn their attention to Selene, then look to Ivan for instructions.

“Everyone, move out.” Ivan’s voice booms.

Though they appear confused, they comply.

Selene speaks once more. “Benefactors, please join them and see they are not harmed.”

Dubious looks shadow the Benefactor’s faces. Some of them may very well suspect Selene is now under our control. We’ll have to move fast once we’ve exited this room.

Everyone clears out—Elm and Selene go last. Elm’s expression is a dead giveaway that he can’t resist having a little more fun while Selene is at his disposal. Before she exits, she turns back and says, “By the way, children. You shouldn’t listen to me so obediently. I’m an utterly ridiculous person.” She then sticks her tongue out and crosses her eyes in a manner very unlike Selene.

“Okay, enough of that.” I hurry Elm away, and Selene follows, the room behind us filled with the children’s giggles as we go. My heart aches from leaving them behind, but our hands are tied. I’m happy to know at least they’re safe.

Outside of the room, everyone grapples with Benefactors once more. It seems some of them caught on. A few influential spells from the Mentalists make short work of the Benefactors’ resistance, and we escape from the compound to freedom.
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After Ivan spent so much time keeping Selene out of Neo Prism, I can’t believe we’re bringing her in of our own volition. But in contrast to my own nervous emotions, Ivan seems practically giddy.

“How does it feel to be the prisoner, Selene?” Ivan asks as we race once more to the barrier’s edge.

Selene hasn’t said a word since she came out of the effects of Elm’s mind control, but her face can’t hide the rage brewing beneath her cool exterior. She seems smaller somehow, and I’m sure she must realize nothing pleasant awaits her where we’re headed. Not after everything she’s done.

Besides Selene, we’ve taken four other Benefactors captive. They’re all young, probably new. We wanted to test our theory about using Orange magic to clear them of Selene’s mind control. Their expressions range from stoic to terrified, and I can’t help but feel pity. They’re being led into uncharted territory, and I don’t know exactly what Ivan has planned for them. I can only hope he’ll take their full circumstances into account and treat them fairly.

My feet freeze as something feels off balance about my run. Almost like the ground is vibrating beneath me. The quiver stops almost as soon as it began.

“Miss Ava?” Elm halts and looks back at me with questioning eyes.

I shake my head and catch up to him. “It’s nothing. Let’s keep moving.”

The group ahead of us skitters to a halt, and a series of squeals and shrieks meet my ears. Nikki jolts and Kaito darts to the side. Even Ivan’s soldiers are scrambling to get away from an unknown disturbance underfoot.

“What’s going on up there?” Ivan bellows from a few paces ahead of me.

“Rodents,” a soldier shouts, and as she does so, something—or several somethings—scurry past my feet. Mice? I crash into Elm who chuckles and wraps his arms around me to steady me, but then gives a little leap of his own as a straggler scampers across his shoe.

Never in my life have I seen mice behave this way. “What on earth are they all doing out in the daytime?” I ask. “And such a big group of them together.”

“Cheese convention?” Elm offers.

Ivan groans and motions everyone forward.

We reach the edge of the barrier, and without even being asked, Samantha steps forward to let everyone through. She’s not the only one who can do it, but she has the most practice at focusing the precise surge of magic, and right now we need to do this as quickly as possible.

Selene’s expression shifts, and I realize our mistake the moment she speaks.

“So that’s how you did it.” Her eyes glint.

It doesn’t matter that she knows, does it? She won’t be able to communicate this information to the other Benefactors. But what if she has tricks up her sleeve we aren’t aware of? Ivan’s hope for keeping Neo Prism safe was nested in the conviction that Selene would never take the barrier down. But what happens if she knows how to send a few people through at a time? She could introduce a whole army, little by little, until the numbers are too great to fight against. The thought chills me.

Selene’s cockiness vanishes in an instant when it’s her turn to go through the barrier. She pauses. Her hands clench and unclench, as though she’s trying to snap the cuffs off her wrists. But she knows better than to use her magic in these particular shackles.

Now it’s Elm’s turn for gloating. “My, Selene, you don’t look well. Afraid you won’t be able to breathe outside your fishbowl?”

She swallows and firms up her jaw as Elm and I pass through the barrier ahead of her.

Ivan shoves her forward, and I watch carefully, not wanting to miss her reaction to the feeling of the world without the poison she created. She stumbles and her eyes grow wide. Her chest rises and falls with a few deep breaths, and even she can’t help gazing around in awe. She blinks a few times in rapid succession, then straightens her posture, her face composed once again.

I myself feel much lighter. Freer. Judging by the exuberant faces around me, I’m not the only one. We had grown accustomed to the barrier again, after our time there, but being outside of it changes everything.

A distant roar fills the air, and I glance up at five hoverhawks drawing nearer. The grass flutters from the rush of the propellers as they come in for a landing.

“Marabell is right on time.” Ivan ushers everyone forward as soon as the hoverhawks land. Elm and I join Ivan and Selene, who looks a bit like a flightless bird. Helpless. Out of her element. I might feel sorry for her if I didn’t know what she was capable of.

The hoverhawks take off again, once we are all securely boarded, and I watch the dome growing smaller behind us. “Is it my imagination,” I ask Elm, “or does it look darker inside the barrier than it did before?”

He furrows his brow. “I believe you’re right. What do you suppose it means?”

The answer escapes me, but I can’t help but feel it’s connected to what Ivan said about Magus itself being in turmoil. I pry my gaze away from the window, too unsettled to continue staring at what we’re leaving behind.

Sarah appears in front of me, and it takes a moment to process her presence. The battle outside the compound already feels so distant. I’m glad she made it safely on board with everyone else.

She gives me a smile. “I’m checking everyone over. Might as well make use of the time back to Neo Prism. Are you hurt?”

“Not badly. At least, I don’t think so.” Now that she mentions it, I ache everywhere.

When Sarah has finished with Elm and me, she gives Selene a timid glance. Selene returns it with a stone-cold look, and Sarah quietly backs down. Well, it’s Selene’s loss if she wants to remain uncomfortable. I know she didn’t get out of that fight completely unscathed.

Selene continues her steadfast silence the whole way to Neo Prism. Even when the dazzling city comes into view, her lips remain tightly shut. Still, there’s a flash of something like awe in her eyes upon her first sight of Neo Prism’s spectacular colors and architecture. Like me, maybe she expected something more primitive.

The hoverhawk descends into the military compound onto a landing pad, and a whole group of Ivan’s soldiers await as we disembark, ready to transport Selene and the other Benefactors we’ve taken prisoner. Even though they aren’t much of a threat without the use of their magic, it’s clear nobody is taking chances.

“I’d like you all to follow me inside,” Ivan directs. My friends balk at his words, glancing at one another, asking the unspoken question. Afterall, the last time we were here, we mind-controlled Ivan’s guards and broke free from his jail.

Ivan throws his hands up. “Not as prisoners. There will be a formal exoneration. But for now it’s just a few questions as we sort everything out. You have my word.”

Some of the tension lets up, but I understand why everyone is feeling a little gun shy—being held captive will do that to a person. With a healthy dose of caution, we proceed.

The news of Selene’s capture must have traveled quickly, evidenced by the crowd gathered outside the chain-link fence of the compound. They jeer and shout obscenities as Selene passes. She keeps her chin up, eyes fixed forward.

“This crowd will tear her apart,” Blake murmurs, coming up beside me.

Elm shrugs. “And who would blame them? She’s the very reason our society divided to begin with. Not to mention the limitless flow of blood on her hands.”

He’s right. How many people here have lost loved ones because of Selene, whether directly or indirectly? All I know is I wouldn’t want to be in her shoes right now. She may be admired within the barrier, but here, there’s not likely to be a single individual who supports her.

The guards escort Selene and the Benefactors away, shouting commands to disperse the crowd.

“Where will they go?” I ask Ivan.

“We have a maximum security facility here,” Ivan replies, eyes steely as he watches them haul Selene out of sight. “Set up for this explicit purpose.”

Ivan leads my weary comrades and me to his office so we can give him a brief rundown of everything that’s happened over the last few weeks. He listens with interest as Dawz bounds from person to person, accepting any pats and scratches offered. Elm and I do most of the talking with everyone else occasionally adding their own details.

When we’re finished, Ivan gives a firm nod. “Good work. We’ll leave it there for now. I can see everyone is beat, but we’ll have more thorough questioning tomorrow. Your homes are still available, just as you left them.”

“Thank you.” Someday we’ll have to find a way to repay Ivan for his generosity.

“And then we can start to formulate a solid plan to get those kids out of there. Our resources will be at your disposal.”

“Marvelous,” Elm says. “Might I make one request?”

Ivan motions for Elm to continue.

“I would advise keeping Selene in top shape until the children are freed. She may be our best leverage at present.”

“Agreed. And after that?”

Elm smiles. “After that, do whatever you please.”

[image: * * *]

Any adrenaline that remained from the day’s excitement is long gone, and barely a word is spoken as my friends and I enter the apartment lobby. We exchange weary goodnights and head to our rooms.

“Ava,” my mother speaks softly as we approach my door, “I know it’s late and you’re tired, but if you wanted to, you could come stay with us for the night.” While I encouraged her and Dad to take the hover carts straight to their own home, they insisted on seeing me back first. So parental. Though I must admit, the thought of staying with them seems like a great comfort right now. I glance at Elm, who gives an encouraging nod.

“Thanks, Mom. I think I’d like that.”

I give Elm a hug outside his room—a quick one, for the sake of my father looking on with a wary expression—and go to the station with my parents to catch a hover cart. My eyes can hardly focus on the neon lights as we pass, and I allow them to fall closed.

“We’re here, honey.”

I awaken to my mom gently shaking my shoulder. It takes a moment to orient myself to my surroundings, and then I quickly hop out of the hover cart and onto the platform.

Once we’re back inside my parents’ apartment, my mom hurries off to gather spare blankets and a pillow while my dad opens the fridge. I have no appetite and merely plunk down on the sofa, trying to shake the fog out of my brain. Mom returns and wraps a cozy blanket around my shoulders. I melt into the comfort of it and enjoy its light detergent scent. She brings me a mug of hot cocoa, which makes my mouth water the instant I smell it. Maybe my appetite isn’t totally gone.

I sip the cocoa as the events of the day slowly sink in. We had a battle. We captured Selene. But the children are still captive. We got hurt. Elm almost . . .

A hot tear rolls down my cheek, then another, and before I know it, they spill freely. My parents sit on either side of me, no words spoken between them, and each lay an arm of comfort around me. No more boxing it up. What happened today should never feel normal, so I let the tears flow, acknowledging that none of this is okay.

[image: * * *]

To say this couch doesn’t make a comfortable bed would be an understatement. I stretch and try to work some of the stiffness out of my back, neck, and shoulders. It’s early morning, and the little apartment is silent. In any other setting I might distrust the calm, but here with my parents, I can feel the security of their love even while they sleep in the next room. It’s unfortunate none of the magic on Magus will allow me to freeze time and float in this bubble of comfort for a while.

I know I have to jump right back into things. I can’t sit around and wait while the world falls apart around us. But what do we do next? The Benefactors will be in an uproar now that we have Selene, and she won’t take any of this easily. For all I know, she already has plans. She can’t do anything without the use of her magic though . . . can she?

Yet we escaped Ivan’s prison, and we’re far less experienced. Though we did that together and with dual magic on our side. Selene is alone, with only Red magic at her disposal. Still, unease creeps over me. We can’t underestimate her.

My dad’s snoring tells me he’s not waking up any time soon, and I imagine my mom is spent as well. I won’t disturb them. Now that I’m awake, I don’t feel like sitting around, so I scribble a quick note thanking my parents and letting them know I’ve gone out for the day and quietly slip out the door.

The cool air energizes me and banishes any remaining traces of sluggishness. I inhale the fresh scent of the morning grass and dew. It’s so different here compared to inside the barrier. I can’t help but wonder how Selene felt about the change before they hauled her off to her cell, shut away from the daylight.

Shut away from everything.

The thought bothers me, though it shouldn’t. She more than earned her fate.

I gravitate to Elm as I so often do in these times when I feel like I could easily shake apart. Simply being near him seems to tie me together. The hover-cart station is nearly empty this morning, and I watch the light reflecting off the city change from pink to yellow as I ride to the apartments.

I keep my steps light in the hallway as I reach our group’s floor. It seems like everyone is still asleep, probably beyond exhausted and happy to be in a safe, comfortable space once more. I hesitate outside of Elm’s door. If he’s still resting, I don’t want to disturb him, but I wish he would open it. My hand hovers, compelled to knock, but I hesitate. I’ll have plenty of time to see him later.

Just as I’m stepping away, the door creaks open. Elm peers out with messy hair but bright eyes. “Good morning, Miss Ava.”

“How did you know I was here?”

He gives a lopsided grin. “Did you know you were putting out a suggestion to open the door?”

I blink, feeling heat in my cheeks. “No.”

“Well, message received.”

“Can I come in?”

“Absolutely.” He opens the door and sweeps his arm to usher me inside the room. He flicks on the lights, and I can see by the unkempt state of his bed that I must have woken him. How forceful of a suggestion was I sending out?

I give him a quick glance. “How’s your injury?” Even though he seemed perfectly fine after being healed yesterday, the image of him cold on the ground continues to invade my head.

“It’s as though it never happened. You and Dr. Root did excellent work.”

“Thank goodness. I’m not sure what I would have done if—”

He lifts a finger to touch my lips, stilling my words. “Best not to dwell on it. I’m here. We’re all here. That’s what matters.”

“You’re right.” I tilt my head up to look at him. “I’m sorry we didn’t save the other Mentalists. That was our whole goal.” In spite of capturing Selene, it feels like a failed mission as long as those children are there.

He gives a long sigh and runs his hand through his hair. “I’m still processing that. Children. Did you ever imagine? But they seemed well, so there’s that.” He stifles a yawn and seats himself on the plush sofa. I nestle in next to him.

A sharp worry needles in. “Do you think the Benefactors will treat them well without Selene overseeing everything?”

“I imagine so. They still need them in good shape to power the barrier. It was a lot of work for them to keep me alive in my imprisoned state. I don’t suppose they would like to do the same with hundreds of children. The simplest way around that is to keep them happy.”

“That’s true . . . and if the kids don’t have a sense of what’s going on, it probably wouldn’t be hard to do.” A flash of Elm in his imprisonment sends a sick feeling through me. “What I don’t understand is why they kept you a prisoner if they had so many children helping without any resistance.”

Elm gives a disenchanted laugh. “Because Selene has an unhealthy relationship with cruelty, perhaps?”

Memories of Elm’s father, Andres, and the feelings Selene harbored for him play across my mind. Perhaps there was some spite involved in imprisoning his son. Even so, she doesn’t tend to do things without purpose, and she has appearances to consider. “You would think it would have been hard to get all of her followers on board with that.”

“Indeed.” He plays with my hair, absentminded. “From what I can tell of how the system works, they require someone to power the central hub. That would have been me. The rest are simply additional points to sustain the power. As their resources grew, I suspect the need for me diminished. But by that point, why on earth would they release me? I was perceived as a threat.” He pauses and his voice lightens. “And I certainly did unravel things. They were accurate in their assessment. Imagine that.”

We sit in silence while my thoughts fixate on all the obstacles ahead of us. I think of that moment when Selene was testing my strength and I could feel myself breaking under the weight of the pallet of bricks. This is the mental and emotional equivalent.

Elm’s gentle hand caresses my cheek. “You’re carrying too much, Miss Ava. I think perhaps you need to focus on something else for a while. Muddling over complications that require more involved solutions will do no good at present.”

“You’re probably right,” I say with a sigh. My mind won’t ease up, insisting on having something else to fix. The train of my thoughts shifts from one problem to the next. “Oh. There is something I’ve been wanting to try.”

“What’s that?”

Our recent battle has me curious about ways I might be able to help our group more. I remember calling out to Selene for help many times—and her insistence on not giving it. I want to know if I can be there for someone when they feel the last of their strength giving out. “I’ve been wondering what else Orange magic might be able to do. If mind and body are combined, could I pass strength or speed on to another person?”

Elm holds his hand out with no hesitation. “Let’s try it.”

His trust never fails to amaze me. “You’re not afraid I’ll hurt you?”

“Would you like me to lie?” He raises an eyebrow, his eyes twinkling. “At least if I perish, I know you’ll honor me well.”

I narrow my eyes at him and he laughs. “Please, go on, Miss Ava. I am your willing subject.”

I clasp his hand in mine, now feeling a little more nervous, and imagine sending a wave of strength to him. There is a flash of orange light, and his fingers are ripped from my grasp as he goes flying several feet into the air, up and away from me, and then falls straight to the ground after rebounding off the ceiling. I gasp and run to him, but he’s already getting to his feet, shaking. With laughter.

“Do you need healing?” I ask, running my eyes over him to check for injuries.

“No, no, my dear Miss Ava. Surprisingly, I’m fine.” He might be fine, but my nerves are frazzled.

“I don’t understand how you could fall like that without getting hurt.”

“It seems whatever burst of energy shot though me did manage to strengthen my body as well. Nicely done.”

“I don’t know if you should be congratulating me. You shot off like a rocket.”

“Next time we’ll do a countdown.”

Our joviality stops, and we both turn toward the door when we hear a faint rustling sound. A small yellow envelope slides underneath the door. Elm goes to pick it up, his brow knit. He slips his slender fingers under the lip of the envelope and tears it open quickly to examine the contents. His face relaxes.

“It’s only a note from Ivan. He’d like us to come to the compound at our leisure.”

[image: * * *]

Dawz hasn’t stopped bounding around us since we entered the room. Elm teases the massive canine with his cane until Ivan clears his throat.

“Thank you both for coming. Elm, if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you some questions while Ava speaks with Selene.”

I stare at him. “You want me to talk to Selene? Why?”

The thought of facing her so soon after her capture unsettles me. I can only imagine she’s furious.

Dawz nudges his head into Ivan’s lap, and his master immediately starts scratching him behind the ears. “We’ve grilled her for most of the night. She won’t talk.”

“What are you trying to find out?” We already know where the Mentalist children are. I can’t imagine what details he’s trying to squeeze out of her now.

Ivan’s face grows dark. “We know she’s been performing genetic experiments. We’re trying to figure out exactly what they are.”

Elm raises an eyebrow. “You mean beyond trying to remove yellow from nature?”

“Yes. We have reason to believe she’s been using human test subjects. But we don’t know exactly what she’s doing.”

My stomach turns. It’s one thing to remove yellow out of flowers and food. It’s something else entirely to do genetic experiments on people. And is she using Mentalists for that too?

“What makes you think she’ll talk to me?” I ask.

“You know her better than anyone else here. You may be able to figure out what buttons to push. If you’re in there alone, she may fall back into the mentor-and-student mentality and let her guard down.”

Elm frowns. “Alone? Will she be safe?”

“Selene can’t do anything. She’s bound and her powers are blocked. Ava will be fine.”

“Can’t Elm come with me?” It’s not physical harm I’m worried about so much as what Selene might say to me. Even being in the same room as her with everything she’s done makes my skin crawl.

“She hates Elm,” Ivan responds curtly. “She’s not going to say a thing with him in the room. I believe her relationship with Ava is more malleable. Alone would be best.”

“Okay, you’re right.” My heart is already racing. But if she’s experimenting on people, we can’t let that continue. If Ivan thinks I can help, then I’ll do whatever I can.

Elm must sense my feelings because he clasps his hand over mine and gives an encouraging squeeze. “Be brave, Miss Ava. I won’t be far away.” He throws his cane with his free hand, sending Dawz tearing across the room after it.
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The lighting in the interrogation room is dim, giving off an orange cast and harsh shadows. A metallic tang hits my nose as I enter, and something about the air here is stifling. Selene is bound to a steel chair bolted to the floor in the center of the room, and her slumped figure makes me wonder if she’s passed out . . . or worse. But she slowly lifts her head when she sees me. The lighting gives her face a sinister appearance, and I’m reminded of images in some of the ghost-story books Blake had as a child.

I’m surprised to see not only red cuffs around her wrists, but blue and yellow as well. Selene isn’t a dual magic-user, but after our escape, they must not be taking any chances. At least they’re learning.

Selene looks as though she’s been here much longer than a day. Her night under constant questioning must have been harsh and sleepless. Her eyes are lined with red, and the fine strands at her hairline stick to her slightly sweaty skin. In spite of her sorry state, she manages a small laugh.

“What good do they think sending you will do?” Her words come out harsh, but as she meets my eyes, I catch a spark of something I’ve never seen her direct at me before: fear. It’s because she knows. She knows I’m now aware of the Mentalist power within me. As hard as she tried to keep it hidden until she could use it to her advantage, I found out, and I’m learning how to use the magic she dreads more than anything in the world.

But I know Selene. Even if she’s afraid of me, I’m not going to be able to crack her barriers with fear alone.

“It probably won’t do any good,” I agree. “You haven’t been open with me in the past, and I doubt you’re going to start now.”

She scoffs. “Keeping secrets to keep you safe was hardly a crime, Ava. But look at the trouble you’ve gotten yourself into.”

In spite of the fact that I’m standing and she’s bound to a chair, I feel small. Her disapproving words prick into me like a million tiny needles. I touch Elm’s locket around my neck. Be brave.

My voice comes out stronger than I expected. “From where I stand, you’re the one in trouble.”

“You have lumped yourself in with a society of rebels who used you as a means to get to me. As I understand it, you spent the last few months on the run from them. But now here you are once more, at their whims.”

She’s doing it again. Trying to make me question myself and those around me. I won’t let her do that this time. “You’re right. Ivan did use me to get to you. But he also gave us food and shelter. Job opportunities. And he apologized and came to our aid. They want to do better here.”

Selene barks out a laugh. “These mind controllers don’t have any concept of what that means.”

“They didn’t control you,” I say quietly.

“What was that?”

“I said they didn’t control you. They could have used their powers to get the information they want out of you. But they didn’t. Yet. Why do you think that is?”

Selene rolls her eyes. “Because they enjoy tormenting me.”

“Because they want to give you a chance to talk on your own. They want to give you a chance to do the right thing. They don’t like to force anyone.” I leave out the part that there’s no guarantee as to the accuracy of information given by a mind-controlled individual. She doesn’t need to know the logistics.

She smirks. “Do you honestly believe that? You really think they’re holding back out of the goodness of their hearts?”

“I do. But I understand why you wouldn’t want to believe it.” I watch as she tries to keep her expression neutral. “Acknowledging there are good people here would mean your life’s work was wrong. If these are good people, how do you ever wash that blood off your hands?”

Her face contorts with fury—and something else. She almost looks like my words made her . . . anxious. I’ve struck a nerve.

“Mentalists are incapable of good.” Her voice is low and harsh.

How does it feel to hate a group of people so badly you can’t see redeeming qualities in any of them?

“Most Mentalists don’t treat people like they’re puppets and lab rats. You can’t say the same. How many people have you hurt in your recent experiments?” I touch on the subject Ivan wants me to breach, hoping she’ll be too focused on trying to defend herself to keep her motives hidden.

“I haven’t experimented on anyone who didn’t volunteer willingly.”

“But you have been experimenting on people.”

Her eyes flicker, and then she gives me a sinister smile. “Have a nice day, Ava.”

[image: * * *]

“I want to see the other Benefactors.”

Ivan and Elm look up in surprise as I storm into the office. “I take it your meeting with Selene didn’t go well?” Ivan asks.

“It went about as well as I expected. She is experimenting on people. I got that much out of her. But that’s all.” I huff out a breath, trying to release some of my irritation with it. I can’t let Selene get under my skin, and it’s not Ivan I’m nettled over.

He returns to my initial request. “Why do you want to see the other Benefactors?”

“Because I want to use Orange magic on them. Some of them may have joined the Benefactors only because of the influence of the barrier and Jace’s mind control. If there’s any chance they could come around, then I want to give that to them.”

“No better revenge on Selene than to turn her own people against her,” Elm observes.

Ivan regards me. “Are you suggesting we let these people roam free after you use this so-called Orange magic on them?”

“Not right away, obviously. They would have to be carefully watched until we’re sure they don’t mean any harm to Mentalists here. But I don’t think it’s fair to imprison them for things that may not have been their fault.”

Ivan grunts. “You have a point. You sure this Orange magic is safe?”

“It’s very new to us,” I admit. “But Elm and Dr. Iris helped me. I know they can help others.”

Ivan contemplates this, then at last lets out a weighted sigh. Dawz looks up at him and cocks his head, and Ivan reaches down to give him a scratch behind the ears as he pulls a communication device from his pocket. “Send for Dr. Iris. And bring up one of those Benefactors.”

It doesn’t take long for Dr. Iris to arrive, and we explain the situation as we wait for one of the Benefactors to be escorted in.

“Let me go!”

I whip my head to the source of the enraged shout. Two of Ivan’s soldiers haul in a Benefactor from yesterday. A tall, lanky girl with disheveled hair and a freckled face. She can’t have been a Benefactor long—she doesn’t look any older than me. We may have even had classes together at some point.

“We want to help you.” I have to raise my voice over her struggling, and I try to keep my tone kind and nonthreatening in spite of the increased volume.

Her eyes turn toward Elm, and they widen in fear. “What is he doing here? Are you going to take over my mind?” She fights harder against the soldiers and lets out a pained scream, doubling over suddenly. She must have tried to use her magic.

“I told you not to try that in those cuffs.” One of the soldiers sighs. “Please stop before you hurt yourself.”

The Benefactor now has tears in her eyes. “I don’t want to lose my mind. Please.”

Elm takes a careful step toward her, his face gentle. I admire the way he keeps his cool even when seeing the way people fear him. He extends his hand slowly toward her, and she recoils. He draws his arm back and seems to be composing himself before he speaks. “I swear you will have full control over your mind when we’re done. Probably more control than you’ve had since joining the Benefactors.”

“What’s he talking about?” Her eyes land on Dr. Iris. “Wait . . . Dr. Iris? I thought you worked for Selene.”

Dr. Iris shakes her head. “Not anymore. We’ve all been lied to, and we’re trying to restore the truth. Please let us help you.”

Seeing and hearing Dr. Iris seems to calm the girl. Her breathing slows, and her eyes lose a bit of the wildness in them.

Dr. Iris and Elm each place a hand on her head, and I watch the brilliant flash of orange as their power unites. The Benefactor keeps her fists tightly balled, eyes squeezed shut. Dr. Iris and Elm step back, and the Benefactor opens her eyes. She looks at Elm, confusion clouding her features.

“So . . . you’re saying Selene was wrong about you?”

“That is only the barest minimum of the things Selene is wrong about,” Elm says. “But yes.”

She gives her head a shake as if trying to clear it. “She really lied? About everything?”

It seems like it’s working. She’s at least considering the things we said instead of outright rejecting them.

Ivan approaches the Benefactor. “It may take time to adjust, and we’ll have to watch you closely in the meantime. I’m sure you understand why. But, if you’re willing to renounce your Benefactor status and help us fight Selene, you’re welcome to call this your new home.”

“I will . . . think about that.”

The guards escort her away and bring another Benefactor in her place. The outcome is similar. The third Benefactor comes in shouting and cursing. We all give him a wide berth. Two soldiers have to hold him still while the Orange magic spell is
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