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      Every year, the teachers had them write poems using their names.

      D - darling

      O - one

      R - rosy

      I - imaginative

      A - adventurous

      N - nice

      N - neat

      E - energetic

      She really didn’t like the exercise. Her name was long, and she ended up lying. She wasn’t adventurous or energetic. The most adventurous thing she had ever done was when she and her mom went hiking and slept in a tent. Hopefully, her new teacher would let her use her nickname, Dori. She liked four letters better. The word soul also had four letters.

      S - shining

      O - one and only

      U - uniquely

      L - loved

      She created an awesome poem with those four letters. Dori stood near the drop-off line at the front of the school. Car doors slammed open and shut, and kids and parents walked the youngest students across the street. All around her were people with their souls on display.

      Mr. Graham, the crossing guard, sported a collection of bright, wild daisies around his head. The tiny flower buds opened, revealing their yellow petals, offering a gentle contrast to his piercing whistle, which occasionally emitted spittle.

      Among the fourth-grade students known as the Three Sams, there was Sam Allport, a girl with a thin ring of emerging opalescent rock around her head of unruly curls; Sam Galleger, a boy with vibrant, fuchsia-pink irises that resembled bulbs, one situated at the back of his head, opening to reveal white specks inside the flower; and Sam Wong, a girl boasting the prettiest collection of burgundy maple leaves.

      Amid this wonderfully diverse group, Dori remained without any sign of her mark. But she wasn’t alone. Dori spotted Celia, the only other student at Mills Elementary who hadn’t developed a mark.

      In second grade, Celia had marched over to Dori, her chubby cheeks puffed with determination, and she had demanded that they become best friends. The rest was history. Celia was the sun to Dori’s moon, the jelly to her peanut butter. They were different but in the best ways. Three years later, neither girl showed any sign of a mark.

      “I promise we’ll get our soul marks at the same time,” they declared under the glow of stars projected on Celia’s bedroom ceiling, locking the promise with a pinky swear.

      “Dori!” A familiar voice called her name and Dori’s heart swelled as Celia ran toward her, wearing an “I Love New York” T-shirt.

      A small gift bag swung on Celia’s left wrist, and the pink and purple tissue paper crinkled in the wind. Even though only a month had passed, Celia looked older. Her hair was longer, and she seemed a little taller, even with her new platform sneakers.

      “How was New York?” Dori asked. Judging by the glowing tan and megawatt smile, Celia’s trip to visit her aunt and uncle had been nothing but perfect.

      “Incredible, you need to come next time.” Celia held out the small gift bag. “For you.” Dori’s cheeks ached from being lifted for so long as she accepted the gift.

      “It’s so cute,” she squealed as she pulled out the mini spoon, miniature Statue of Liberty, and a tiny bell engraved with the New York State.

      “There’s other stuff, but you like the mini things,” Celia explained as Dori slung her arm around Celia in a side hug. Celia shuffled her feet and clung to Dori tighter.

      “Thank you,” Dori said. “I want to know the story about the lake,” she started, but noticed Celia’s shifting eyes and how she twiddled with her hair, and that was when a spot of green caught her eye.

      Hovering a few inches away from the top of Celia’s left ear was a rolled leaf, the size of a grain of rice with a thin stem connecting an even smaller leaf. A part of Dori thought it was just a leaf caught in Celia’s hair, but the tiny plant wasn’t in her hair—it was floating. Her happiness extinguished and a hollow pit expanded in her chest.

      “Your mark…” Dori couldn’t finish the sentence. She couldn’t admit that Celia’s soul mark finally developed. The hot envy cracked under her ribs and nestled around her heart. She didn’t understand what Celia had done, or what made her better than Dori. Why was Celia the one starting fifth grade with her blooming mark while Dori was left behind? She felt gross, sick to her stomach at the poisonous thoughts.

      “Yours will come soon,” Celia whispered and gave Dori another tight squeeze. She was glad Celia led them toward their classroom, unaware of Dori’s green monster.

      “How’s your new housemate?” Celia changed the subject to an even worse topic.

      “I wish I had whiteout and I would”—Dori made erasing movements with her hand—“get rid of him.”

      “That bad?” Celia asked.

      Dori’s mom had dropped a mega-bomb announcement: Benjamin, her boyfriend, would move in on the same day summer vacation started. Honestly, he wasn’t that bad. He was changing things, and that irritated her.

      “Good morning.” Their teacher, Mr. Kim, was a tall, lean man. He wore a sky-blue, button-down shirt that matched brilliantly with his mark. A collection of perfect, cotton candy tufts of white clouds drifted around his head.

      “They’re beautiful,” Dori said. She didn’t mean to interrupt Mr. Kim as he welcomed them. Her eyes were always on people’s marks. Her mom reminded Dori to look people in their eyes, not always their mark.

      “Thank you.” He folded his torso down as he extended his hand. “I’m Mr. Kim, and you are?”

      “Dorianne.” She shook his hand and forced herself to look at his eyes, even as a large cotton ball cloud drifted across his forehead. “What kind of clouds are they?”

      Mr. Kim smiled to reveal two identical dimples in the lower chunk of his cheeks. They made him look younger. Even though all adults were old, he looked even younger than her mom.

      “These are cumulus clouds,” he said as his dark eyes raised to his hairline and he pushed aside a cloud. The pillowy clump of white bobbed away as if floating on water.

      Celia introduced herself as she said, “I’m Celia,” and asked about Mr. Kim’s summer. Dori found herself already liking Mr. Kim as he listened to Celia’s retelling of her trip to New York. His eyes remained focused on Celia’s face without drifting around her head. Most people used to search for a mark, and their eyebrows would wiggle comically upon realizing Celia didn’t have one, but not anymore. People now only did that with Dori.

      “You’ll find your seats with your name tag,” Mr. Kim instructed, his eyes warm as he bid “Good morning” to the students behind Dori and Celia.

      The girls hurried inside. Dori’s desk occupied the middle of the classroom while Celia’s was in the front row. The weight of gazes bore down on her as she took her seat. Among the onlookers, she recognized a trio of girls: Chellsie, a girl with a ring of growing maple leaves, stared at her and whispered to Merandah, a girl with small formations of sapphires around her crown, and wherever Merandah was, her identical twin Kamryn wasn’t far. Their owl-like eyes, too large for their small faces, observed her sitting. All three of them burst into fits of giggles. Dori sank further into the plastic chair, her feet sliding across the thin carpet as her face flushed with embarrassment.
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      Dori locked her eyes on the workbook in front of her. She hesitated to open her new math book, the paper crisp and untouched. Even with her black wall of hair obscuring her vision, she could feel her partner scrutinizing her with his probing eyes. The pair completed three word problems before Jesse Stevenson asked the million-dollar question. “You still don’t have your mark. Why?”

      She twisted her body to face him, her joints creaking like an old rocking chair. Jesse had blades of tall, rust-tinted grass surrounding his head, with one shoot resembling a reed. From the side, it gave the impression that he had a seahorse tail. He craned his neck, moving it left and right, as if searching for any sign of a mark.

      “I just don’t,” Doria replied, feeling her face grow warm.

      “What?” Jesse replied in annoyance. His lips pursed, and the grass with the tuft of reeds bristled, a movement distinct from the way the rest of the grass flowed. “I can’t hear what you’re saying. Talk louder.”

      “I don’t have my mark yet.” She forced the words out through the thin gap between her teeth, each word causing her body to clench.

      “That’s strange. Everyone has a mark by now, even my younger sister who’s only three,” Jesse exclaimed.

      Dori sputtered, her frantic eyes fixated on Jesse. “That’s not true,” she protested. She swallowed the massive dry lump in her throat. “Not everyone has their mark yet,” she said weakly. The image of Celia came to mind, but Celia did have her mark now. But it didn’t matter because she went to the doctor last year, again, and she’d said Dori was okay, she was healthy, there was nothing wrong, so Dori had to be okay.

      He shrugged. “Hey, Robbie.” He reached out and tapped the arm of another boy to his right. Robbie had a mark of fungi the color of dried mangos. A particularly large grouping near the back of his head formed into a frowning face.

      “What happens if someone never develops a soul mark?” Jesse asked.

      Robbie leaned back, his hazel eyes appearing greener against his dark skin. “So, you’re markless,” he stated, briefly inspecting Dori before refocusing on Jesse. “They’re called Blanks, and I’ve heard that Blanks go crazy. Their quirk becomes too strong. There was a man in North Dakota who exploded into flames.”

      “How could a Blank have a quirk? Quirks only come after your mark develops. They don’t even have a soul,” Jesse argued, causing shame to slosh inside Dori’s head. Could they see the pain welling up in her eyes?

      Mr. Kim approached them from where he was assisting a pair of girls, interjecting with, “What are we discussing over here?”

      Dori rubbed her face while the boys replied with a dismissive, “Nothing.”

      “Question four says there’s a basket of four apples.” Jesse began reading the word problem. Mr. Kim gazed at her in that way adults mastered, showing silent concern. Dori forced a smile and buried her head in her workbook.

      After the bell for recess rang, Dori hurried over to join Celia. Celia was engrossed in conversation with another girl whose mark consisted of small, yellow and white daisies. Dori and the unfamiliar girl made eye contact. Dori immediately averted her eyes while the girl offered a quick farewell to Celia before rushing off toward the playground.

      Curiosity piqued, Dori asked, “Who was that?”

      “Laura, she’s on the dance team with me. I’ve been telling you that you should try out for the team,” Celia shared.

      There were countless other activities Dori would prefer over learning how to dance, let alone performing, in front of people. Just the thought of it made her pits sweat. “No, thanks. I prefer my painting lessons.”

      They strolled around the side of the building, seeking refuge in the slanted shade, and leaned back against the wall. The students were already dispersing into groups based on their similar soul marks. The floral marks, delicate and softly colored with vibrant floral patterns, congregated in small clusters on the open field. There was a group of girls, all with yellow flowers—daisies, buttercups, and daffodils. On another part of the field, five boys sported rock marks—shades of gray resembling slates and mounds of sediment. One boy even had stalactites. They were passing a soccer ball among themselves. Directly across from Dori and Celia, a group of students with herb marks played with a deck of cards.

      Dori felt uneasy with the strange silence. Celia always had something to say. She nudged Celia with the edge of her bony shoulder. “What kind of leaf is it?”

      Celia’s dusted gold skin glowed as she accepted the invitation to talk about her mark. “Mom and I looked through posts and plant articles for the past two days. We think it’s a fruit leaf, maybe a strawberry, but it’s really hard to tell. Did you know there are over three hundred and ninety-one thousand kinds of plants? Mom laughed and said I finally took an interest in plants after my mark bloomed. When she talks about plant species, families, and all that science stuff, it’s boring.”

      Dori could picture Celia with her mom’s chunky laptop, the blue screen reflecting off her face as she searched through hundreds of pictures of leaves, while Maria Cruz, with her tall Pando treetops tinted mustard yellow, flipped through pages of her botanical books.

      “Do you think you’ll inherit your mom’s quirk?” Dori asked.

      Celia pondered the question for a moment before replying. “Maybe. Quirks kinda run in families. It’s pretty obvious with my mom. She has one of the oldest living plants. So, her quirk would be the ability to help keep plants alive.” After the soul mark bloomed, the second stage would emerge, a small quirk that allowed the person to do something incredible.

      Dori swallowed the bitterness that coated the back of her tongue. “I hope you get a super cool talent. You’ve always wanted to be able to read people’s minds.”

      Celia laughed in response. “That won’t happen. Nobody actually gets superhero powers. Besides, I might have to wait even longer for my quirk to manifest. It took forever for my mark to appear,” she said, rolling a rock under the tip of her shoe.

      Dori’s face turned serious as she mentioned something Jesse had said. “Jesse said that Blanks are cursed to die in their twenties.”

      Celia scoffed. “Jesse is a liar. He just likes making himself seem important by saying dumb things. He still believes that if you swallow gum, it sticks inside you. He’ll believe anything and everything.” Dori’s smile returned, creating a warm, fuzzy sensation in her belly button. Celia would stand up to Jesse Stevenson, even resorting to using her fists if necessary. “You’ll get your mark by the end of the year, I can feel it,” she added. Then, remembering something important, she snapped her fingers. “Did you see the boy in our class?”

      Dori adjusted her hair to face Celia, confusion evident in her eyes. Half of their class were boys.

      “The boy in the back corner is hard to miss. His mark is the moon,” Celia clarified.

      “What?” Dori asked, perplexed. She had never heard of anyone having a soul mark resembling the moon. Marks were nature-based, like flowers, plants, rocks, and weather patterns. But a mark related to space? She envisioned a child with a gigantic sphere floating above their head.

      “Take a look, his name tag says Silis Madden,” Celia said as the shrill bell rang, its sound reverberating throughout the school.

      As Dori entered the classroom, she carefully scanned the last row of seats. They were pressed so far back that there was barely enough room to walk between the desks and the cabinets, which were filled with craft supplies and stacked textbooks.

      She almost overlooked him. If all the students were seated, he would have been hidden from sight. He did not have one sphere above his head. From her vantage point, Dori noticed three small golf balls that bore no resemblance to the moon.

      Suddenly, he turned his head, causing the curls around it to shift. Dori found herself facing exceptionally dark eyes. She thought she had dark eyes, not as black as her hair; they were a plain brown, unlike Celia’s amber-brown eyes or her mom’s hazel eyes. This boy’s black eyes matched his peculiar mark of eight black spheres.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dori was captivated. Fizzy soda bubbles tickled her stomach as she attempted to discreetly observe the boy at the back of the class. Unfortunately, after four attempts and encountering sneers and mouthed “whats” from her fellow students, she abandoned her efforts to steal glances at Silis Madden.

      She wanted to ask about his mark, but initiating a conversation was as daunting as delivering a class presentation. She’d sooner tackle a hundred hours of extra homework. Her thoughts were fixated solely on Silis’s mark, regardless of the murmurs circulating among her classmates.

      The lunch bell rang, transforming the once-silent hallways and empty yard into an explosion of children’s voices and shouts.

      “Celia.” Dori beckoned her friend first, reaching out. “I want to talk to Silis.”

      Celia linked their arms, her grin wicked and her eyes glinting. “Finally, someone has captured Dorianne Lowry’s attention. I love being your bestest friend, but there’s always room for another. Come on, let’s go find him.”

      They couldn’t locate Silis Madden anywhere. They scoured the cafeteria, the area outside near the playground, and the vicinity of the wobbly wooden tables on the uneven grass.

      Seated against the classroom wall, Celia opened her lunch tote and instinctively passed a bag of yogurt-covered pretzels to Dori. In return, Dori exchanged it for a bag of trail mix with extra raisins.

      “His mark didn’t look like the moon,” Dori said as she passed a small, flat, rectangular package. Celia ripped it open with her teeth and dumped the pink powder into her water bottle, flushing the clear water into a watermelon pink.

      “Kenzie was in the same class as him two years ago. Apparently, he didn’t come to school last year. He shows up like every other year. Anyway, she said it’s the moon phases, not just one moon. She saw one of the black balls turn into half a moon. Kenzie’s mom is a doctor, and she said he was born with his soul mark. Isn’t that crazy? People aren’t born with a soul mark, it comes around three or four.” Well, for everyone except Dori and Celia. “The Madden family is supposed to be crazy.” Celia whispered the last sentence as if it were a secret.

      Dori had heard of the Maddens. She just didn’t connect Silis Madden with the Madden family. The family name had slipped past the townspeople’s lips for years. When Dori was younger, she thought the Maddens were important, like the mayor of the town. Celia laughed at Dori’s mistake when she admitted she didn’t know who the Maddens were. “Mr. Madden isn’t the mayor, silly. The Maddens live in that house on the hill.”

      The house on the hill stood as the town’s enduring fixture. Some towns preserved old post offices or jails with historical significance, but for generations, all had known the house on the hill.

      Legends revolved around a once-thriving city, renowned for its stout walls, sturdy roofs, and well-trodden roads. The City of Fortune, it was called, for luck seemed to follow those who departed. Until one fateful night, it crumbled, rotting from within, crushed beneath the weight of hidden bodies. The townsfolk drowned in the curses the dead left upon them. In a single day, the once-infamous city burned to nothing.

      Time passed, and new travelers came and built a new town. Every chip of wood, every stone was a piece of a grave from the original town. Nothing grew on the land, no matter how hard people tried. Nothing for two centuries until one day, at the top of the hill, a home appeared.

      Rumors passed from dry lips to those with strawberry Chapstick-slicked mouths, to sultry, red-painted lips, even across upper lips concealed by wiry mustaches. Of course, Dori had heard of the Maddens and the spooky house a few times over the years, but she’d never seen either. She was never curious enough to know if there was truth behind the fairytales—until now.

      “The Madden family lived there for like a thousand years. My grandma said they are part of the original founding family that basically poisoned everyone in town when they first settled.”

      “My older sister said to stay away—they can curse you and keep you stuck in this town forever. There’s a reason they never leave this town.”

      “Remember those freak lightning storms last year? My cousin said it was the Maddens. They control the weather.”

      Celia, knowing far more people than Dori, began asking other students about the Maddens. Everyone sounded ridiculous. Except for one girl with a clump of baby’s breath, the tiny specks of white flowers shrinking inside their capsules.

      “Sophie told me you spoke with Silis Madden three years ago.”

      The other fifth grader looked at Celia and Dori, not recognizing either of them. “Sophie and I played soccer together, I was the player that scored in our own goal,” Celia said, as if trying to reassure the girl of their mutual friend.

      “I don’t remember much, just that I was having a hard time sleeping. Actually, everyone in my family was. He came up one day and handed me an envelope. There was a charm inside with a piece of paper that said to hang it on the front doorknob.”

      “And it worked?” Celia pressed.

      The girl moved uneasily as her eyes danced to the rest of the students heading out the school gates. “It did,” she whispered, as if revealing a secret before she ran off with a quick wave.

      “We can try to talk to him tomorrow,” Celia assured Dori as she lifted her duffle bag onto her shoulder and gave a parting wave, merging into the flow of students leaving the front entrance.

      Dori preferred the back side of the school: there were fewer cars and students crowding the sidewalks. There was one long stretch of sidewalk, and across the two-lane street was a short fence that separated the street from the forest. A perpetual scent of crisp pine hung around the school even with summer’s breath exhaling upon the town.

      No one walked along the forest side of the street, and no bikers dared to use the bike lane. For the first time ever, Dori watched someone climb over the rotting wood fence. Silis’s black backpack blended with the trunks of the pine trees and vanished. He was brave enough to cut through the forest.

      Dori’s eyes swung like a pendulum as she looked at the forest, then back in front of her to the rows of identical single homes. She wondered what kind of home Silis was returning to. In all the rumors, she never heard what the house looked like. Would it be a brick rectangle with white pillars and a large front porch, or did he live in a mansion three stories tall, made from gray slabs with sharp angles and spikes?

      “I’m home.” She unlocked the front door, the click of the lock alerting Lola to her arrival. The mixed lab bounded as fast as her fat body would allow. “Hi girl,” Dori said, rubbing the back of her dog’s ears and kicking off her sneakers by the door.

      One of her shoes tapped the edge of the shoe rack. She glared at the object of organization. Benjamin insisted they all use the rack for proper order. He had the top row: four pairs of pointed, perfectly shiny leather shoes. He even tucked in the shoelaces. Her mom had the second row: worn sneakers, a pair of sandals, and pink Crocs tossed to the side. Dori had the bottom section that she refused to use.

      “Let’s start dinner,” Dori said to Lola, who happily trotted along, eager to be in the kitchen to lick up any scraps.

      Mom had picked up the morning shift after working the past two nights. Dori didn’t mind making dinner. She always helped her mom, since it had been just the two of them for as long as she could remember. Dori was especially skilled in making pasta dishes. The regular noodles were gone, replaced with whole wheat pasta. The box of gummies and an assortment of crackers had become bags of mixed nuts that mocked her. Ever since Mom had introduced Dori to her new boyfriend, the house was slowly changing. She was chopping lettuce when the telltale, high-pitched squeak of car brakes alerted her that Mom was home.

      “Phew.” Mom exhaled, hefting large grocery bags in her arms, the plastic crackling against her maroon scrubs. Lola pulled herself off the kitchen tile to dig through the groceries.

      “How was your first day?” Mom asked as Dori came over, grinning, and picked up one of the bulging bags.

      “I’m so happy Celia’s in my class,” Dori said. If Celia wasn’t in her class this year, Dori didn’t know what she would do. Even the sting of Celia’s mark revealing itself didn’t bother her. Just having Celia nearby was enough. “Mr. Kim is awesome. He has clouds as his mark, actual clouds! I wonder what his quirk is?”

      Mom sighed. “Dori, that wasn’t your first question to your teacher, was it?”

      Dori rolled her eyes as she opened the refrigerator and loaded the fresh produce. “No, it wasn’t.” Mom constantly reminded her to stop staring at people’s marks because it was rude to ask people what their quirk was before becoming close. Dori couldn’t help it. Her eyes were wired to observe people’s marks: she found reading them easier to understand. People said things that didn’t match what their marks did.

      The vibrant, rounded petals of the yellow flowers were a beautiful contrast against her mother’s onyx hair. They were evening primroses, a flower that blossomed at night. Mom’s quirk came in handy as she only needed three hours of sleep, unlike most that needed eight. Much like the evening primrose, she thrived in the night’s embrace.

      Dori loved her mom’s mark. The flowers were easy to read: more blooming flowers meant joy. Her mom had about six flowers that were proudly in bloom, most of them yellow. In a muggy memory, Dori recalled seeing sweet pink-petaled evening primroses. She asked her mom a few years ago why the colors had changed.

      “After your father passed, it seems the peach flowers only bloomed for him.”

      When Dori was three, she started asking questions about her mother’s flower crown. “Why can’t I touch?” She reached out her pudgy hand trying to grasp one of the blossoms, but her hand passed right through and instead touched the side of her mom’s head.

      “Because they are mine,” said her mom, Rose, as her hand reached to caress the flower Dori reached for. “It’s like my voice. You can hear it and it sounds different from your voice.” Rose touched her throat. “I can feel it here, but you can’t feel it, only hear the sound. These”—she tugged at a stem and leaned closer so her daughter could get a better look—“are my soul.”

      Rose laughed at Lorelai Gilmore’s frantic speech coming from the living room television. The petals of a small bud toward the back of Rose’s head quivered and opened wider. A crown of a vibrant flower would be a beautiful mark. Truthfully, any mark—a blade of grass or even a pebble—would do, but she wanted a halo of flowers so she could be as beautiful as Rose.

      “Do you know the family that lives in the house on the hill?” Dori asked.

      Rose was out of her scrubs and picked out the salad dressings from the refrigerator door. “I believe it’s still the Madden family.”

      “Silis Madden is in my class,” Dori said.

      “That’s good. It’s rare to see anyone from the Madden family in town. The last time I saw Oscar was during the Christmas break when we were eighteen. I suppose he isn’t Oscar De Luca anymore. I’ve never seen the woman he married—Naomi, I believe that’s her name.” This was more than Dori hoped for. She didn’t know her mom knew Silis’s parents. “Oscar was a great baseball player, one of the best. They said he got a full scholarship but chose to stay in this little town.”

      Dori was pulling plates out of the top kitchen cabinet, but the sound of the front door unlocking a second time was a tiny needle popping her warm bubble. “Something smells great,” her mom’s boyfriend said as he entered the kitchen. He pressed a kiss to Rose’s temple in greeting before turning his attention to Dori.

      Dori didn’t look at his smile or his eyes; she watched the stream of sand that swirled around Benjamin’s head. Dori used to like the sand. Sand was in the large box at the playground where she visited when she could first teeter on her own two legs. She would plop down and grasp chunks of the tiny grains in the sandbox and build small mounds, creating little castles for her imaginary civilization. Sand was soft and squishy under her bare feet as she ran along the shoreline for the first time. Now, sand was a warning.

      There was a steady ripple in Benjamin’s sand that reminded her of the sand streaming down the timer in her Boggle game. He wasn’t upset. That was good. She focused on her task. Her lips glued together as she mutely stirred the pot of pasta. Benjamin was difficult to understand. His mark never reacted how she thought it would, the movements and his smiling face mismatched.

      When Benjamin moved in at the start of summer, aside from his mark, his electric blue eyes were the second thing she noticed about him. The blue color was as if lightning sparked behind them.

      “We need three cups of dark greens,” he commented, eyes judging the dinner Dori prepared. “I hope that’s whole wheat pasta.” He smiled down at her as if that plastered upturn of his lips and the peek of a dimple would hide the condescension. He went on to explain the exact number of grams of carbs in pasta and that next time she should use squash noodles, but Dori wasn’t listening.

      “She’s eleven, she doesn’t need to worry about things like calories,” Mom said. There was a tightness in her mouth.

      “Of course, I was providing knowledge for later. She took the time to make such a lovely meal.” Benjamin spoke as if Dori wasn’t standing on the other side of the kitchen. His sand toward the right side of his head had tiny spikes.

      Dori looked at her mom’s mark. The flower in the back of her head curled in and the leaves twitched. Benjamin ignored Dori for the rest of the night. Instead, he stared at Rose, commented on her work at the hospital, and asked about her nursing classes.
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      Benjamin was out of the house by the time she climbed out of bed. He left at 7 a.m. on the dot, not one minute sooner or later. Once, when all three of them were going to see a movie, she lost track of time and came running out of her room.

      “Your mother is waiting in the car. When I say be ready at five, I expect you to be ready at five.” His voice hadn’t been harsh. Adults raised their voices with faces tinged red, just like children when they fought. At that moment, his sand had been erratic: pulsing static beats had stabbed through the sand around his head. She had never seen someone’s mark react so unsteadily with curved eyes and a smile. The sand wasn’t happy, so why was he wearing a happy mask? “This won’t happen again,” he’d commanded, his voice resolute. Dori had kept her distance, watching his mark more carefully.

      Dori had silently stewed throughout that night. Rose had asked what was wrong as they found their seats in the center of the theater. She didn’t know how her mom couldn’t understand that everything was wrong. She had sent side glares at both her mom and Benjamin, but had eventually gotten sucked into the film.

      Now, Dori crept down the hall to her mom’s room. The long curtains that blacked out the light were tightly drawn together, but the spots of bright yellow against the dark pillow were visible. Rose took more night shifts than the rest of the hospital staff and must have been exhausted.

      Dori left Rose her favorite cereal and filled the coffee pot with fresh grounds before rushing out of the house. She wanted to get to class before anyone else, with the hope of speaking to Silis.

      The day was turning out in her favor. She spied inside the classroom window and saw Silis with a book on his desk, one elbow propped to cup his chin. The black orbs moved in a gentle rhythm like a crib mobile.

      Dori tried to open the door, but the silver handle didn’t budge. Silis looked up and turned his head, so their eyes met before Mr. Kim appeared, blocking Silis from view.

      “Good morning, Dorianne,” Mr. Kim said as he opened the door.

      “Good morning,” she said, smiling at the thinned clouds, no longer as fluffy. She made her way toward her desk. She never realized how eerie a silent classroom was until today. Each step she took seemed to be louder without the sounds of other students flipping through books or their pencils scribbling into notebooks.

      Her eyes moved from her teacher, who took a seat at his large desk, over to the boy she wanted to speak with.

      “Do you need something, Dorianne?” Mr. Kim asked with another small smile.

      She couldn’t ask Silis now; Mr. Kim would hear everything she said. She turned her attention to their teacher.

      “What’s your quirk?” she asked. “I mean, you don’t need to tell me. I was just wondering because your mark is so different.” Her words were strewed together into more of a mumble. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”

      Mr. Kim didn’t look mad, and his clouds didn’t react in a negative way—in fact, his clouds expanded more.

      “Oddly enough, I actually make the best frosting. In fact”—he reached under his desk and pulled out a plastic circular container”—I was going to wait until lunch, but this can be our secret.” He removed the top to reveal over a dozen cupcakes with thick, pearl-colored frosting. Mr. Kim plucked one out of its divot and offered it to Dori.

      “Thank you.” She cradled it in her palm.

      “It doesn’t matter what ingredients I use,” Mr. Kim went on to explain, “the frosting comes out the flavor the person likes. Can you hand Silis a cupcake? We still have ten minutes before the other students will start coming in.” He gave her a wink and covered the remaining cakes.

      Dori silently placed the perfect cupcake on the corner of Silis’s desk. He didn’t move. She took her seat, feeling insecure and unsure, all of her delicate confidence blown away. At least she had a sweet treat. She dipped her tongue into the frosting. Her tastebuds were laden with silken pumpkin pie, not too sweet, but rich. Dori’s wide eyes went back to Mr. Kim. “This is amazing!”

      He grinned, his neck tinting pink as his clouds doubled in size. “I’m glad you like it.”

      Before lunchtime, she learned a few facts about Silis Madden. He used his right hand when Mr. Kim had everyone write their answers on the whiteboard, but Dori saw him use his left hand when he was working in his notebooks. Ambidextrous was the word used for someone who used their left and right hand. Dori attempted to write with her left hand—not a single letter was legible.

      When they all took turns reading paragraphs—while Dori’s palms were damp with sweat and her rapid heart rate caused her voice to shake—Silis spoke with purpose. Unlike the flat sound most students had, he spoke in a lyrical way.

      The name Silis was interesting to Dori. She scribbled his name in her notebook, repeating it. Silis. It spelled the same way forward and backward. There was a cool word that described this kind of name: palindrome.

      And the most important observation was that their classmates feared him. The other students’ marks would show distress when they were paired with him: wilting or curling leaves, closed flower buds. Dori wondered if her classmates thought about the Madden house on the hill and the tales of death and that frightened them. Mr. Kim was the only exception. The clouds didn’t shift or fade when he spoke with Silis. Mr. Kim was the best teacher ever.

      “Do you think he teleports or something?” Celia asked as her teeth snapped into a baby carrot. Fact number five: Silis had a knack for vanishing.

      “No one has that kind of quirk,” Dori corrected. “That only happens in movies. He’s too young to even have a quirk.”

      “What about invisibility?” Celia continued, tapping her sparkly pink nail against her chin. “I bet he has something really random.”

      “Celia,” Dori said, sighing, as she crushed the apple juice box, “can we talk about something else?”

      “Sure,” and off she went, talking about a show Dori just had to watch because the other girls in her dance class raved on and on about it.

      Her second day was done, and she tried not dwelling on the disappointment as she left school. Rounding a corner, she jerked in surprise, almost colliding with the boy she’d spent all day searching for.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, watching the two visible ebony orbs. “Your mark, it’s pretty.” The words tripped right out, and she wanted to suck them right back in. Of all the things she could have said, why did she have to comment on his mark? A simple, Hi, how are you, was normal. But how could she be normal when there were black spheres suspended around his head?

      The black moons didn’t hint at his reaction, so she carefully scanned his face. His mass of hair was especially messy today: bits and pieces of hair curled around his round cheeks and neck. Everyone had little facial movements. The eyebrows were usually the most expressive, but his remained motionless, not a single tick. Blackened moons, blank face—it didn’t take a genius to put those two hints together.

      The other kids’ laughter and chatter dulled around her as everyone surged out of school. The silence between them was plugging her ears. She wanted the ground to swallow her up. Blaring alarms and flashing red signs screaming, This was a mistake! Abort—jump ship!

      The comment about his mark was wrong. She didn’t like it when other people asked where her mark was. They didn’t have anything in common aside from being in Mr. Kim’s class. Celia was the only other person she spoke to, and even then, Celia talked while she listened.

      She just went round and round, spiraling down the drain of her thoughts until he spoke. “You’re the Blank.” Those three words felt like swallowing glass shards. She ducked her head even further as her eyes watered. The tops of his canvas shoes moved out of her line of sight.

      No one ever addressed her as a Blank. By the age of fifteen, hope would dwindle, but doctors officially gave the title when someone reached their twenties. If someone was twenty and still markless, there was no chance their mark would ever bloom. Dori wasn’t a Blank; she couldn’t be, not yet. She was dumb to think because he also didn’t have friends, he would be different. The other students talked about him just like they talked about her.
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