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Of Echoes Born

 Outside a
hospital in Ottawa, a heartbeat returns long enough for a good-bye.
Downtown, a man steps into shadows of the past to help those who
have died find their way free from their memories. In Niagara, an
icewine vintage is flavored with the truth of what happened on a
dark evening of betrayal. In British Columbia, the snow itself can
speak to someone who knows how to listen.

 

The past echoes through these queer tales—sometimes
soft enough to grant a second chance at love, and other times loud
enough to damn a killer—never without leaving those who’ve heard it
unchanged.

 

Of Echoes Born is the first short story
collection from Lambda Literary Award finalist ’Nathan
Burgoine.


What Reviewers Say About ’Nathan Burgoine

Advance
Praise for Of Echoes Born

 


“The best short story collections are treasure chests
that sparkle—not from the gems they contain, but with a light
greater than the whole as the reader is left knowing more about
life. In such work the mysteries aren’t solved, but the questions
get redefined. And so the tales in Of Echoes Born shimmer
like gold, and not the kind you’ll covet. This is one of those
books that, when finished, you hurry to buy copies for
friends.”—Tom Cardamone, Lambda Literaray Award–winning author of
Green Thumb, Night Sweats: Tales of Homosexual Wonder and
Woe, and The Lurid Sea.

 

 

Light

 


“What’s stunning about this debut is its assurance.
In terms of character, plot, voice, and narrative skill, Burgoine
knocks it out of the park as if this were his tenth book instead of
his first. He, along with Tom Cardamone, has the considerable gift
of being able to ground the extraordinary in the ordinary so that
it becomes just an extension of everyday life.”—Out in
Print

 

“Burgoine’s initial novel is a marvelously intricate
story, stretching the boundaries of science and paranormal
phenomena, with a cast of delightfully diverse characters, all
fully nuanced and relatable to the reader. I honestly could not put
the book down, and recommend it highly, as I look forward to his
next novel.”—Bob Lind, Echo Magazine

 

“Light manages to balance a playful sense of
humor, hot sex scenes, and provocative thinking about the meanings
of individuality, acceptance, pride, and love. Burgoine takes some
known gay archetypes—the gay-pride junkie, the leather SM top—and
unpacks them in knowing and nuanced ways that move beyond
stereotypes or predictability. With such a dazzling novelistic
debut, Burgoine’s future looks bright.”—Chelsea Station
Magazine

 

“Light by ’Nathan Burgoine is part mystery,
part romance, and part superhero novel. Which is not to say that
Light emulates such ‘edgy’ angst-filled comic book heroes as
the X-Men; if you’ll pardon the pun, it is much lighter in
tone.”—Lambda Literary

 

 

Triad Blood

 

“’Nathan Burgoine is a talented writer who creates a
fascinating world and complex characters…If you’re a fan of demons,
vampires, wizards, paranormal fiction, mysteries, thrillers,
stories set in Canada, or a combination of the previously
mentioned, do yourself a favor and check this book out!”—The
Novel Approach

 

“Triad Blood was a fun book. If you’re a fan
of gay characters, urban fantasies, and (even better) both of them,
you’ll enjoy Triad Blood.”—Pop Culture Beast

 

 

Triad Soul

 

 “’Nathan Burgoine’s Triad Blood, the
first book in this series, was one of my favourite books of last
year and Triad Soul is, if anything, even better…what sets
it apart, and makes me genuinely love this book (and series) is the
depiction, both in fact and in allegory, of queer community. The
prose is generally crisp and cleanly written, but there are also
flourishes of creativity that elevate the writing above the
prosaic. It has heart, imagination, and skill. Like Triad
Blood before it, I suspect this is going to be one of my
favourite books of its year.”—Binge on Books

 

“’Nathan Burgoine really excels at creating a
fascinating and unique supernatural world full of interesting
politics. If you are a paranormal or a suspense fan, I think there
is a lot here that will appeal to you, particularly if you are
looking for a unique take on the various supernatural beings.
Burgoine has really created something engaging here and I
definitely recommend the series.”—Joyfully Jay
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We don’t inherit our stories.

 

That’s an oversimplification, and especially in our
current world, I know quite a few queer parents, but the reality is
most of us queerlings aren’t born to queer parents and queer
grandparents and queer great-grandparents. I was not raised on
stories of those like me—at least, not those who were queer like
me. None of those stories came up across the dinner table or on the
school bus.

 

In fact? The first version of a character like me I
read was a short story taught in English class in high school. The
character died and died cruelly and violently. And the whole class
listened to the teacher explain why he had died (and died that
way): he was gay.

 

That story was my first fictional me. It was
terrifying.

 

The notion of a chosen family—a queer family—is not a
new one. We find each other. When that works well, and we get past
our own baggage, it can be a magical, lifesaving thing.

 

That’s not hyperbole.

 

When I first came out, I was saved by drag queens and
bears. Both communities took me by the hand and gave me a place—not
just a place to be myself, but a literal place to sleep at one
point—and they gave me their stories. I was so very lucky, I came
out young enough to be blessed to speak with many people who are
now gone.

 

No, not gone. Taken. Erased. Their families rewrote
obituaries, rewrote the queerness from so many of their lives.
Untold their stories. Took their words back and swallowed the sound
of their voice.

 

Decades later, when I became a writer, I met another
chosen family: queer writers. My first visit to the Saints and
Sinners Literary Festival in New Orleans was a second dose of that
same chosen family magic.

 

So many new voices. So many new stories. So much
noise.

 

The title of this collection is Of Echoes
Born, which is how I’ve always felt we queerlings come into the
world. We have to work to find others who sound like us, to hear
things that are for us and about us. We don’t even know what we
don’t know, we don’t know what stories were hidden, what voices
were silenced. It’s not taught.

 

It’s not inherited.

 

These stories? I hope they add to the noise. I hope
they echo loud enough that some queerling somewhere who hasn’t yet
seen themselves in fiction has even a slightest bit more chance of
seeing a character live, and breathe, and be joyfully, unbeatably
queer, even in the face of loss or pain or however many people who
say they should not be.

 

And for that, I thank all my queer author family, and
my queer editor family, and my queer publisher family. Jerry L.
Wheeler, most especially, needs to be thanked for his wisdom and
willingness to make this noise the best damn noise I think I’ve
made yet.

 

I also need to thank Bold Strokes Books for bringing
me into the family.

 

And, of course, above and beyond everyone else is my
husband, who hears all my noise every single day but still lets me
kiss his eyelids at night.

 



For all the editors of short fiction anthologies who
gave me a shot and polished my words to a shine, especially Becky
and Tim, who were first to get me started on this wild ride.

 

 


Love isn’t red. That’s probably the first thing to
know.

Despite what the greeting card companies would have
you believe, red has nothing to do with love. Love isn’t pink,
either. Or fuchsia, or violet, or lavender, or any other shade from
the Valentine’s Day rainbow.

Love is also more than just a color, which I hope
isn’t a surprise.

Start with the pale blue of a robin’s egg. Add the
texture of feathers of a newborn chick and the motion of a hunting
bird in flight. Once you’ve got that soft, gentle blue soaring in
wide circles, imagine all of it glowing from deep inside the chest
and shining behind the eyes. Picture it reaching out from one
person to another, being met with the same light.

Got it? That’s love.

I have seen love in the elderly and the young. I
have seen it in the weak and the brave. I have seen it in the last
moments of a dying woman and within just hours of a baby’s birth.
I’ve even seen it in the eyes of a dog.

If it ever gets hard, look for the blue.


There & Then

The world shattered.
People, the classrooms, even his own hands—no matter where
Christian looked, he seemed to be staring through layer after layer
of broken glass windows in a place without gravity. Triangles of
the view shifted and rotated, coming in and out of focus, and the
world didn’t line up right behind them. It distorted everything
along sharp lines, sometimes twisting, sometimes rotating, but
always broken.

Maybe he was dying. Maybe he was going mental.

Either way, he was totally blowing off third period
English.

He hadn’t ever skipped a class before, but he hadn’t
lived under a rock. He knew where to go. Now, under the Art wing
stairwell like a far more practiced malcontent, he tried to figure
out what to do next.

Tucked up tight, out of view of any stray teachers,
he sat and rested his forehead against his knees, trying to get
past the pain and the way everything kept shattering when he opened
his eyes long enough to think.

He’d had headaches before. Lots of them. They ran in
the family, his mother had told him the first time he’d had weird
blurry spots across his vision. She’d told him to lie down and take
some painkillers before the headache hit. His mother’s migraines
would knock her off her feet at least once a month, so he’d taken
her advice.

When he’d gotten his first headache at thirteen, it
had made him weep with pain. That was right after he’d been skipped
a grade and dropped into high school. They hadn’t stopped
since.

But three years later, this headache had come. It
was worse than anything that had happened before and was so sudden
and fierce, he nearly screamed out loud when it hit in the middle
of biology class. Instead of blurry spots, he saw weird trails of
color and light so bright he thought he was going blind.

Then everything had started shattering, and that was
it. He’d had enough. He put his hand up, asked to go to the
bathroom, and had been here ever since.

Dying or crazy? Dying or crazy? The
two options danced along with the beat of his pulse.

“Breathe,” he said. Sometimes when the headaches
were really bad, he’d start yawning, which always made it worse. He
took deep, even breaths, waiting for the extra-strength painkillers
to kick in. He always carried them.

The pain receded a bit. He didn’t know if it was
from the cool quiet where he was sitting, or the pills, but he’d
take it. He lifted his head and opened his eyes.

He could see the wide green field outside the school
through the floor-to-ceiling windows running along the stairwell’s
east wall. Strange trails of light still swam around the edges of
his vision, but it wasn’t quite as bad as before, and at least
nothing was cracking.

But then his view of the field shattered, pieces
breaking off and spinning away, and behind them…the
field…only…there was snow? He thought he saw some people walking
around, too, covered from head to toe, complete with toques.

He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands.

“Stop it,” he said. “Stop it.”

When he opened his eyes again, the glimpse of snow
was gone and the field was green again. There were no people.
Colors still twisted in the corners of his vision, but at least he
could see what was in front of him. That was better than nothing.
And the pain was letting up. Finally.

Christian exhaled, relieved.

A cloud of bruised blacks and browns bled from
above. He glanced up and waved a hand, thinking it was smoke until
they seeped through the stairs, not reacting to his touch.

A moment later he heard footsteps on the stairs
above, and Dawn Solati slid in beside him a few seconds later.

“I didn’t think you skipped classes,” she said.

The awful twists of black and brown, as well as dark
purples, were coming from her. They sort of pulsed out of
her.

Christian rubbed his eyes. “Headache.”

“Figured there was a reason,” she said. “Scoot
over.”

He moved. He was a little surprised himself. Dawn
was solid B-crowd. Track athlete, decent grades, a bit standoffish,
sure, but otherwise she blended in with the crowd. She had a lean,
lanky grace that made Christian think of horses, and though boys
teased her about being skinny, she tossed back insults with a sharp
tongue and a wicked, aloof smile.

Those horrible colors didn’t suit her, he thought.
He couldn’t help but look again.

The bloom of black and purple was a thundercloud
around her. He could imagine the sound of thunder. But he still saw
her despite the dark, roiling mass. He felt like he had two sets of
eyes or two different lines of sight, both of them looking at the
same person but seeing something different.

He saw other colors inside the bruised cloud, but it
was almost impossible to see past the dark layers. The more he
tried to focus on the cloud of dark colors, the more the pressure
in his head seemed to pull back. He stared at her, trying to
understand what was happening.

Dying or crazy? Dying or crazy?

Or…?

“Something on my face?” Dawn said.

“Sorry,” Christian said. He’d been staring at her
for far too long, but just before he looked away, he finally
slipped past the roiling storm clouds surrounding her. Inside, he
saw a tiny spark of something that burned with a golden light.

“Seriously, what are you looking at?” Dawn
snapped.

“Are you pregnant?” Christian said.

Dawn gaped.

 

* * *

 

Christian’s mother never touched him. He had only
consciously realized it at his thirteenth birthday party, a week
after his sister’s sixteenth and two days after his first migraine,
when he had quite suddenly and clearly remembered his mother
hugging his sister and congratulating her on blowing out all the
candles when he had only received a distant smile for the same
feat. He was so hyperaware of it after the party, he had started
keeping himself out of her reach.

It resulted in the same lack of touch, but he could
pretend it was up to him.

Since he had started seeing colors, he couldn’t
ignore how she was different around him.

Like now.

“Are you coming home right after school?”

The words were said with all the right tones:
interest, concern, even something that passed for love. But the
soft lemon-yellow that had been swirling around her while she was
putting the Dutch oven in the stove had blown away on an invisible
wind the moment she’d noticed he’d come into the kitchen.

She was making bread. Something for the church. She
and his father were presenting something or working on some project
or fund-raiser. She’d been humming to herself as she baked.

When she’d seen him, though, the humming stopped.
When she asked the question, she’d walked to the counter, picked up
a towel, and started wiping her hands as though they were dirty.
The yellow cloud had blown away, replaced by a dull, oily sort of
green. A stain, or a patch of mold, it grew between them.

That’s what he always saw. A kind of rotten green
that spread away from her, always between them.

Christian looked away. “I might stick around and
wait for Bao. He’s got track tonight.”

“We’ll be out at the church,” she said. “Your lunch
is in the fridge, and there are leftovers for dinner.”

“Thank you,” Christian said, but she’d already hung
up the towel and was on her way out of the kitchen.

He inhaled a deep breath of baking bread, and by the
time he exhaled, the green stain was gone from the room.

 

* * *

 

Dawn didn’t speak to him again for three days.
Christian ate lunch with Bao and his track buddies most days, at a
table tucked into the corner of the cafeteria. Since that day under
the stairs, the colors hadn’t stopped. The headaches weren’t as
bad, though. Sometimes he could almost ignore the colors
entirely—look past them and pretend they weren’t there.

Other times, though, they were like a Technicolor
punch to the forehead.

Dawn’s cloud of blacks and browns, for instance.

Bao had gone to get himself another drink, and Dawn
had sat beside Christian, coming from behind him and dropping into
Bao’s empty seat. She reached out and took one of Christian’s
french fries.

“How did you know?” she said, glancing at the guys
at the other end of the table. They weren’t even looking
Christian’s way. He was pretty sure they didn’t like him much and
wondered why Bao still hung out with the smart kid who hadn’t ever
been cool. “I’m…not far.”

He was surprised it took her this long to ask.

Christian stared at his tray. The blacks and browns
swirling around Dawn were hard to look at.

“It’s kind of strange,” he said. “You’ll think I’m
insane.” Just talking about it made him feel queasy.

Her black and brown cloud parted for a second,
revealing a burst of light blue and green. He turned, unable to
stop himself, and watched the swirl blur into a bright cyan. She
smiled at him. “Whereas I’m the picture of sanity and grace?”

Christian raised an eyebrow. “Compared to me? I
think so.”

They’d probably never spoken face-to-face before the
stairwell, and he’d kind of distracted by announcing her pregnancy.
He was used to the way she was looking at him, and he waited for
the inevitable.

“Your eyes are two different colors,” she said.

“Yep.”

She stole another fry. “Seriously. How?”

“Genetics. It’s called heterochromia.”

She shoved his shoulder. “Don’t be an asshole.”

Christian looked at her. Deep below the purples and
blacks was a rich blue that made him feel warm.

“I see things,” he said.

“You see things?”

“Colors. And other stuff. Sometimes. But mostly
colors. It’s like people have these clouds of color that follow
them.”

To Christian’s surprise, she didn’t laugh. In fact,
she looked thoughtful.

“So, like an aura?”

He shrugged. It was as good a word as any.

She looked around the cafeteria with a gaze that
reminded him of his father and his uncles when they went out
hunting. He shivered.

“What about Rick? What do you see?”

Rick Barritt was the most popular guy in school. A
big jock who wasn’t a complete dickhead, he was sitting with his
jock friends and nodding at whatever they were saying. He seemed
like a nice enough guy most of the time. Christian looked at Rick
and saw a fuzzy orange and brown around him. It wasn’t a great
color, sort of bland and maybe even sickly.

“Bruised orange. Kind of swirly, too, like cotton
candy?” Christian said, trying to describe the motion and color as
best he could.

“Okay,” Dawn said. “What does that mean?”

Christian looked around, as if about to reveal a
great secret. Dawn leaned forward.

“I have no idea,” Christian whispered. “It’s
not like there’s a manual.”

Dawn threw a fry at him. Then she grinned. Another
flash of cyan.

“So, let’s write one.”

“Pardon?” Christian said, but then Bao came back
with his drink, and he looked very surprised to see Dawn sitting
with Christian.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” Dawn said. She turned to Christian. “I’ll
catch up with you later.”

After she left, Bao sat down again.

“Dude. Dawn Solati?”

Christian saw greens gather around Bao, especially
near his eyes.

Huh.

 

* * *

 

At church, Christian watched his mother and father
interact with the rest of the congregation, holding himself back as
usual. During the sermon, some of the people in the rows around
him—including his mother—had begun to gather a bright gold around
them, in a pretty pattern that made him think of the way frost
formed on the inside of his bedroom window in winter. It seemed
brittle, like a single warm breath could melt it away, and it faded
shortly after the priest stopped speaking.

The congregation had mostly been buried in browner
shades of orange that settled down around their shoulders in
drifts, piling thicker as time went by.

Boredom, he’d decided, was the faded orange of
autumn leaves and just as nearly dead.

His head started to ache again, and he rubbed his
eyes. His parents were always the last to leave, so he wandered out
of the church to stand in the cool breeze and turn his face to the
sun. Sometimes that helped.

When he opened his eyes again, he saw barely visible
spiderweb lines, and he swallowed. It was going to happen again. He
got out of the way of the people who drifted to the parking lot,
and he slipped around the corner of the building. In the church’s
graveyard, a long, wide field, he stopped trying to resist.

The view shattered and behind it, dancing among
tombstones, was a little brown-skinned girl in a dress patterned
with tiny hopping frogs. She stopped at one of the tombstones and
looked behind her while she pointed to it. Christian glanced to see
who the girl might be talking to, but it was all gone between
blinks.

He swallowed and pushed off from the wall of the
church, walking to where he’d seen the little girl dance. It had
been brighter there. Summer, perhaps. When he turned where she had
been, he recognized the plain stone in front of him.

His grandfather’s grave. The dates on one side of
the stone were filled in—Christian had been five and barely
remembered his grandfather—and the second little square where his
grandmother planned to join her husband someday was empty.

Nothing else on the stone would make a little girl
point and smile, he thought. Just a cross. His grandfather’s name
was at the top and his grandmother’s below, which he’d always
thought just a little macabre, given she was still alive. She lived
in Toronto, and they barely ever saw her.

Christian stood there until his father called to
tell him it was time to go home.

 

* * *

 

“You coming to my meet tomorrow?”

Christian turned. Dawn had a way of finding him no
matter where he was in the school. Today he was sitting out on the
bleachers. He couldn’t decide if it was comforting or creepy, but
either way, he closed his book and nodded. “And miss dinner with my
family?” He raised an eyebrow. “Absolutely.”

Dawn smirked. She was in her school shorts and
T-shirt, runners laced. She wasn’t the only member of the track
team putting in some after-school practice time.

“How you doing?” she said, leaning into a
stretch.

He knew she wasn’t asking about his well-being. It
was the other thing. Always the other thing.

“Okay. I’ve nailed boredom as that funny
orange-brown. Everyone turned orange-brown in biology today,
even me.”

“You can see your own aura?” She swapped legs, still
stretching. “That’s new.”

“Sort of,” he said. “Out of the corner of my
eye.”

“What about the other stuff?”

The shattering thing. Christian shook his head.
That, thankfully, hadn’t been happening at all. Sometimes
everything shimmered, like maybe it was about to happen, but it
usually passed if he closed his eyes tight, counted to ten, and
waited. He knew Dawn would be angry if she knew he’d been actively
trying not to let it happen. She wanted to know what it
was.

He was pretty sure he already knew, and it terrified
him. But he wasn’t going to tell her unless he had to. So far, so
good.

She looked past his shoulder. Christian glanced
over. Bao Nguyen was walking past them, and he smiled at Dawn.
“Good luck tomorrow,” he said. Like Dawn, he was ready for a run.
The T-shirt was tight across his shoulders.

Christian ignored the wisps of color in the corners
of his eyes.

“Thanks,” Dawn said.

“Hey,” Bao said to Christian. “If I begged, could I
get some help with Bio? Maybe come by after dinner?”

Relief flooded through Christian’s stomach. Bao had
been weird with him all week, but it seemed to be getting better.
He didn’t know what he’d do if Bao finally realized Christian was
dead weight and needed to be tossed overboard. He couldn’t imagine
his day without sharing art class with Bao and drawing or painting
side by side. All this week he’d wondered if Bao would take an
easel by someone else in the room, but he hadn’t.

“Of course,” Christian said. Bao left them, but
Christian was glad they’d be meeting up later. He didn’t have other
friends. Not really. Well, except now there was Dawn.

Then again, Christian wasn’t sure if Dawn was a
friend or not. If they were friends, they’d talk about her being
pregnant. But the one time Christian had tried to bring it up, the
cloud of blacks that had filled his vision had made it perfectly
clear the topic was off the table.

“What about him?” Dawn said once Bao was gone.

“What do you mean?” He knew what she meant.

“Bao. What did you see?”

It felt weird to look at Bao that way—intrusive,
maybe—but he did. Bao was tall, handsome, and strong, and in so
many ways everything Christian was not. He felt his face heating
up, but then the colors distracted him.

“Um.” Christian squinted. “Sort of a blue. And
red.”

“Like purple?” Her grin was wide. “Wasn’t purple
horny?”

Christian could feel his blush spreading down his
neck. “I’m still not entirely sure that’s right. But no, he’s not
purple. It’s a mix of reds and blues. Like ribbons sort of twisting
around him.” Christian considered. “I think blue is…like,
friendship. Or maybe a crush.”

“With a dash of horny?”

“Red isn’t horny. It’s…angry. Or frustrated.”

“Sounds like all the horny boys to me.”

He laughed. “You’re awful.”

“Don’t you forget it,” she said. Then she was off at
a sprint toward the track. He watched her run, letting the colors
stay at the front of his attention. Blurs of oranges and yellows
were around most of the runners on the track, Bao included. Happy
colors.

He reached into his backpack and pulled out the
small spiral-bound notebook Dawn had given him. He flipped it open
to the page marked “yellow” and wrote “happy.”

He ignored the colors he saw out of the corner of
his eyes.

None of those were yellow.

 

* * *

 

“Your grandmother is coming to stay with us,” his
mother said.

“Okay.” Christian hated how he spoke around his
mother now. Tentative. Careful. Every word was half a question,
like he was asking permission to exist. The sickly green bloomed
between them no matter what he did, but sometimes it was worse when
they spoke. That made it too much like his own fault.

“She’s not well,” his mother said. To his surprise,
for the briefest moment, a thread of orange-browns and strange
shimmery pale green twisted around a soft blue pulse, suddenly gone
as if they’d snuffed out the blue light. The dark browns, which he
thought of as hopelessness or disappointment, weren’t new to his
mother, but he didn’t know the pale green yet. He’d seen the blue
enough to know it was a good thing. Blue was compassion.
Friendship. Love, even.

The blue was for his grandmother, though. Not him.
He knew that. He saw how it shifted depending on who his mother was
talking to or who she was talking about.

“Not well?” he said, ignoring what he saw. It was
becoming second nature.

His mother exhaled. “She’s dying.” The words came
out with a rush of the hated green stain between them. He’d seen
the same color a few other times, in a few other places. When his
biology teacher called on one of the kids who never got a question
right, that same color spread out from him, even before the student
tried to answer.

Disgust, Christian thought. Or something like
it.

“Oh,” he said. He wanted to say something right.
Something better. Something that would make the aura around his
mother match the calm mask of her face and the soft voice she was
using. But he had nothing.

His mother held his gaze for a few seconds, and then
she turned and walked away, leaving him there with his toast.

Christian closed his eyes. His grandmother was
dying. He should feel more about that, but they barely saw her. If
he was honest with himself, he was surprised she was coming
here.

Then another thought. A terrible, selfish
thought.

What would dying look like?

Christian closed his eyes and breathed until he was
sure he wouldn’t cry.

 

* * *

 

At the meet, Bao surprised him by joining him on the
bleachers after his run.

“You were awesome,” Christian said.

“Thanks.” He wasn’t even breathing heavy. You’d
never know he’d just blasted his way down a five-hundred-meter run.
He used his T-shirt to rub his face, and Christian glanced away,
scanning the field for Dawn and hoping Bao didn’t notice.

“What’s wrong?” Bao said.

“Huh?”

“You skipped art class. And you’ve been weird.”

Christian looked back at Bao, frowning. “Weird,” he
said.

Bao raised both hands. “Come on.”

Christian sighed. “Okay. Sure. Weird.” He swallowed.
“It’s nothing.”

“You never skip art.”

“I’m turning over a new leaf.” Christian shrugged.
“A slacker leaf, maybe.”

“Dude.”

Christian looked at him. Rich blues, little twists
of green near his eyes, and flickers of red beneath. It was such a
mess. He rubbed his eyes. Was that darker blue kindness or was it
pity? He’d never figure it all out, and it was driving him crazy
how much he just wanted to see those blues when someone was talking
to him. Anyone.

Or not just anyone.

“I keep getting headaches. My parents are driving me
mental. My mom, she’s…” He stopped. His mother was surrounded by
bands of dark brown that gathered tighter and tighter around her
chest every day.

“Your mom?” Bao said.

She hates me. Christian opened his eyes but
tilted his head back, staring at the sky. “Something’s up. And my
grandmother’s coming to live with us. Because she’s dying.”

“Oh, man, I’m sorry. That sucks.” Bao winced.

“I think my parents are fighting about it.” He blew
out a breath. “My mother is…I don’t know. Maybe she wants a
divorce? I don’t know.”

“You think?”

Christian shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t know.
Maybe it’s not that.”

“Maybe.”

He looked at Bao again. Blue and green and red and
now a kind of yellow seeping in at the edges. Christian told him
his grandmother was dying and now he was happy? He couldn’t
reconcile it all.

Christian went back to looking for Dawn in the
crowd. She was at the blocks now, and he leaned forward.

“We’re okay, right?” Bao said. “You’d tell me if I’d
fucked up or something.”

It was so far removed from anything Christian
expected Bao to say, he laughed. “You’re asking me? You’re pretty
much my only friend. Even if you do draw better than I do, I’m not
gonna ditch you.”

“I don’t draw better than you do.” Christian could
hear the relief in Bao’s voice, though. The palest yellow spread
from him in a slow bloom. He’d never understand why Bao stuck
around, but he was lucky he did.

“Yes, you do.” Christian bumped Bao’s shoulder with
his own and looked away before he could see the flash of deep
purple in the corner of his eyes. At the side of the track, Mr.
Pike was lining everyone up now, and…

He saw little holes in the colors around the
teacher.

Christian frowned.

“What’s wrong?” Bao said.

“Nothing.”

Mr. Pike counted down, hit his stopwatch, and the
runners launched from the blocks.

When Dawn ran, the cloud fell behind her like the
ending of a storm. Christian was pretty sure the roiling,
bruise-colored mess would re-form once Dawn was done with the race,
but as her long legs ate up the track, she briefly lit up in waves
of yellow and a bright orange that made him warm inside. It was a
little like the people in the church, and just as fragile.

Dawn left trails of light as she shot around the
track. She took an early lead and managed to keep it.

“She’s great,” Bao said. “I’m sorry if…” He trailed
off.

Christian glanced at him. “What?”

“Do you like her?” Bao asked.

Colors replayed themselves in Christian’s memory as
he remembered the few times Bao and Dawn had interacted over the
last couple of weeks, and it finally clicked.

Bao liked her. Those twists of blue, and the way he
got kind up upset…Bao was jealous.

Christian’s chest grew tight. He forced himself to
smile. “She’s just a friend.”

“Oh,” Bao said. He turned back to watch her run.
“Okay.”

This time, the relief in Bao’s voice twisted the
knot in Christian’s chest. Dawn was almost around the track.

“It makes her really happy,” Christian said, just to
say something.

“Winning?” Bao said. Dawn was in the lead, and it
was looking good.

“Doesn’t matter if she wins. She just loves
running.”

Dawn stumbled.

Christian rose first and Bao followed. She carried
on a few more steps. People had noticed now. Even Mr. Pike was
looking at her.

But only Christian saw how the golden orange inside
Dawn flashed.

“No.” Christian rushed down the bleachers.

“Christian?” Bao called after him.

She didn’t quite make it off the track before she
fell. As Christian ran, he saw Dawn curl up on her side, openly
weeping now. There was blood.

By the time he got to her, the golden sun inside
Dawn Solati had set.

 

* * *

 

His grandmother had him put her large suitcase on
the bed in the spare bedroom, and now she was slowly unpacking
clothing into the small closet. Christian saw her aura was swimming
with absences. They weren’t dark, they were completely gone,
in a way that almost hurt his eyes.

His sister was upstairs. She’d said she had just
wanted to visit for the weekend, though Christian knew his mother
had likely demanded she do so. His mother and father were in the
kitchen.

Dark colors, mostly. He’d written a lot in the
journal Dawn had given him, and the more connections he made, the
more things made sense. He knew part of what he’d seen around his
parents and his sister was sadness—muted mints, but he’d been
surprised by the pinks—embarrassment—and, of all things, the reds
of annoyance and anger. As though his grandmother’s death was
somehow inconvenient.

It was the same red, he thought now, as the Bible
his grandmother had placed on the bedside table.

“Can I help?” he asked.

She looked at him strangely for a moment, then she
shook her head. “No dear, I’m fine.”

He wished that were true. He left her in the room
with an awkward smile, heading up to his bedroom.

He wondered if everyone had whole pieces of their
auras missing when they were dying, or if it was specifically
cancer.

He opened the journal, but he didn’t write anything
down for a long time.

When he did, it was just two words.

Mr. Pike.

 

* * *

 

After Dawn was taken to hospital and the story began
to spread, the whole school began staring at him. Everyone had seen
them together, everyone had seen them talking and hanging out, and
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