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I will survive this. I’ve faced down worse. 

Standing outside the door in the hallway of  my latest brand-
new school, I reminded myself: Pretend to be calm and no one will 

know you aren’t. From my nerves, you’d think I was approaching 
a ticked-off, starving tiger inside its cage and not an art studio.

Not only would I survive, I would somehow manage to be 
good at this, defeat art at its own game and make Mom and 
Dad happy. For once. After all, I’d been reading up on it in the 
stack of  magazines Mom had bought me after my class sched-
ule turned up with the single terrifying three-letter word ART 
listed for third period. Maybe she was right and the talent I’d 
shown when I was six (she claimed) would resurface, allowing 
me to, in Dad’s words, “Channel all that creativity you have, 
Lois, into something more positive.”
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“We’ll see,” I’d responded. 
So I took a deep breath and opened the door.
It turned out the studio was a long, nearly student-less class-

room. Five teenagers were spread out in front of  easels, none 
making a sound, all sitting quietly. What I originally thought 
were posters of  famous artworks lined the walls around the 
perimeter. On closer inspection, they were paintings on can-
vases, unframed but by every appearance ready to be enshrined 
in a museum. 

“You must be the new girl,” said a man in a shirt undone one 
button too far for good taste. 

He came closer, raising an unimpressed eyebrow. I’d spent 
ten minutes picking out the right not-trying-too-hard first day 
outfit. My black hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and I 
wore my trusty black boots, a pair of  jeans tucked into them, 
and a plain blue T-shirt. Inoffensive, to say the least. 

“I’m Professor Jacques,” he said. “Have you ever had an art 
class before? Please say yes.”

The question dripped pretension. 
I couldn’t stop my reply, or keep it from sounding like a 

challenge. 
“Yes,” I lied. “In fact, you might say I was a prodigy. From 

the time I was six.”
Because I was cursed with the worst luck on earth, that 

intrigued him. His eyebrows rose in tandem with his next ques-
tion. “What school are you from?” 

The problem with not being a prodigy. The truth was, I 
found most of  the articles in Mom’s magazines a snore, and my 



4

mind went blank of  any of  the actual art terms I might have 
read in them. 

“The school of  life,” I said. 
He frowned. “We don’t do life drawing here.”
I frowned back. But before I could try to figure out what he 

meant, a boy at the desk closest to us snorted.
When he spoke, his voice was shy. “He means nudes. We 

don’t do nude drawing.” 
“Yes, Mr. Jones, that is what I meant. Sit down, Miss . . .?”
“Lois Lane.” I slid into a seat at the easel beside Jones, who 

was garbed in standard-issue goth black. 
Jones snorted again, and when I looked up, Professor Jacques 

was giving us both a death-stare. “Pupils, I think you know 
what your assignment is, but for our new prodigy, I’ll repeat it. 
Choose a famous artist, a master of  the craft, and imitate them 
as best you can in an oil or watercolor.” He paused, then said, 
“Begin now.”

Jones picked up a brush, and said, “Same assignment every 
week. The ones around the walls, all those are his.”

“Hmm,” I said, and imitated how he’d picked up the brush. 
Trying, still, to make it seem like I knew what I was doing.

There was a palette of  oil paint between us, and Jones ges-
tured to let me know I could also use them. For the next twenty 
minutes or so, silence returned, and we worked diligently at 
our oversized sheets of  paper. I wanted to ask for help, but of  
course, I couldn’t. Prodigy and all. 

Maybe in addition to keeping calm, I could pretend the 
black blob with spidery red appendages that I had produced 
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was intentional on my part. I almost jumped when Professor 
Jacques spoke. 

“What do you see in your pattern of  creation?” he asked. 
“Does it resemble the intended result?” 

He was pacing around the edges of  the classroom.
I squinted at the easel in front of  me and smashed my brush 

into the paper, applying another thick swipe of  black paint. 
Unfortunately, the “result” just stared back up at me like a 
dead-eyed black blob of  paint on a canvas, getting uglier by the 
second. 

Maybe the trick was squinting enough. 
I squinted harder.
“What was your name again, prodigy?” the teacher asked, 

pausing at my shoulder. 
I stopped squinting. “Lane. Lois Lane.” 
“And Lane, Lois Lane, what did this poor blank slate do 

to deserve such mistreatment? Are you trying to burn a hole 
through it with the power of  your prodigious gaze?”

“I wish,” I said, with a laugh.
“That,” Professor Jacques said, “was not a joke.” 
I was beginning to understand why there were so few stu-

dents in this class. “What do you see . . . in the pattern of  cre-
ation?” I countered. 

His lip curled as he considered my lackluster effort. 
Seriously? Take it down a notch, Picasso.

“Never mind,” I said. “My chosen artist was Rorschach. So if  
you see anything, I’m good.” 

I knew Rorschach images weren’t really art, but a form of  
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old-school psychological test designed in order to see what the 
viewer teased out of  various inkblot shapes. An article about 
them was one of  the two I’d found interesting in the stack of  
magazines.

“What we choose to create reflects our very souls,” he said, 
and thankfully took his unbuttoned, disgusted superiority with 
him as he walked away.  

I sighed, looking around the room at what Jones had said 
was the professor’s work. Perfect canvases. Too perfect, actually. 

They were copies. Every single one looked like the work of  
some great master. So if  they reflected his soul . . . 

“My stuff  was like that when I started out too,” said Jones, 
nodding toward my easel. His piece was a bright miracle com-
pared to mine. The painting burst with color, a vibrant green 
forest of  tall trees below a giant mythological bird soaring on 
rainbow wings. Convincing flames flowed behind the bird.

“Hard to believe,” I told him. “This is probably as good as 
I’m going to get. At art, anyway. I have other talents.”

The teacher had circled back around while we weren’t pay-
ing attention, and stopped beside us. “And what are you emulat-
ing, Mr. Jones? A comic book?” he asked, mockingly. 

“I think it’s great,” I said. “Compared to everything else in 
here, it shows real originality.” 

The guy froze, and so did Professor Jacques. 
“Originality,” Professor Jacques said, “is highly overrated. 

Let me demonstrate something for you, since you’re new to 
my classroom.” While he talked, he crossed to his own work-
in-progress, an easel directly in front of  ours, visible to us and 
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the other students cursed to be here. He was using real, heavy-
duty canvas instead of  the paper we had. “I myself  have only 
been at this school for six months, and I had hoped in that time 
I had imparted to students like Mr. Jones here that art and profit 
can go hand in hand, but only if  you are as good as—or better 
than—the best. Following in my footsteps and mastering the 
techniques of  the giants in the field is where true artistry lies.” 

“Or true jerkdom,” I muttered. 
He picked up a brush and added a few touches of  paint to a 

dark interior scene showing a pale man in a feathered hat and 
an unreadable woman in a brown dress. It was beautiful.

“This piece is itself  indistinguishable from one Rembrandt 
would have created himself  in the Netherlands in 1635. Until 
you can do the same, follow my instructions,” he finished. 

The bell rang, but I hesitated, watching as the teacher stud-
ied his own piece. Before Jonesy had spoken up to reassure me, 
I’d been on the cusp of  a suspicion about the good professor. 
And then there it was. The teacher took the brush, leaned in, 
and made two small marks near the bottom of  the canvas. 

Satisfied, he replaced the brush and went to his desk. I got up 
and moved closer to his painting—his “exactly like Rembrandt 
would have created” painting—and examined that corner. The 
strokes were so faint as to be nearly undetectable, but they were 
there. A small J and K, gray on black, hidden in the folds of  the 
man’s clothes. 

My family and I were always moving, my Army general 
father constantly accepting new posts, and I was always read-
ing along the way. On the first leg of  our drive to this town, 
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I’d read the other article that legitimately interested me in the 
magazines. It was about an infamous art forger. The article had 
detailed how the infamous forger produced unknown, newly 
discovered works by the greats with fake provenances and sold 
them to unsuspecting private collectors or museums, using var-
ious manufactured identities. He had almost been caught seven 
months ago, only to vanish without leaving a trail the FBI could 
follow. He always used a particular signature on his forgeries.

This was the same signature.
“You’re not buying into the jerk’s line, are you?” Jones asked, 

lingering. 
He was friendly, but we wouldn’t become friends. My family 

never stayed in one place long enough for me to make any. 
“Not a chance.” I slipped a notebook from my messenger 

bag and dropped it onto my chair as we left the classroom. “I 
might not be an art prodigy, but like I said, I do have other tal-
ents. There is no one better than me at running into trouble.”

It seemed my new teacher’s soul was reflected in his art—
and it was the soul of  a fraud. Now all I had to do was prove it.

*

The notebook I left behind was to give me an excuse to 
return to the classroom at the end of  the day. Which was where 
I headed, seconds after last bell. 

During lunch, I’d downloaded a new app to my phone, one 
that would analyze brushstrokes of  a painting to determine 
its artist. And then I sent a note detailing my suspicions via a 
hyper-secure messaging app to my one long-distance friend, 
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SmallvilleGuy. I thought we were friends, anyway, even if  we 
only knew each other online. He hadn’t been signed on, but 
he’d no doubt be amused when he saw that I hadn’t even made 
it a full day here without colliding headfirst with trouble. What 
could I say? It was more than a talent, really. It was my gift. 

Professor Jacques was about to shut the door to the class-
room, but I wedged my boot into it so he couldn’t. “Sorry,” I 
said. “I forgot my notebook.”

He released the doorknob. “Hurry. And take more care with 
your things.”

Boy, he’s going to win me over, being so nice. I meandered 
around as if  I couldn’t remember where I’d sat during class. 

Behind me, he sighed heavily. I got near the canvas, and 
angled my body so I could extend the hand with my phone 
behind my back without him seeing. I’d activated the new 
app already, disabling the flash. I pressed down and hoped the 
image-capture worked. 

“Hurry,” he prompted again. 
“Oh, here it is,” I said, stowing my phone in my pocket. I 

snagged the notebook. “Thanks for waiting.” 
I did the same, outside the door, removing my phone and 

pretending to scroll through messages. He sighed again, and 
started walking. 

Quickly, I checked the clever brushstroke analysis app to see 
if  it was working on the image of  the painting. It was. Designed 
to assist museum-goers and art lovers in determining the artist 
responsible for a given image, the app would confirm what he’d 
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said earlier about being Rembrandt-worthy. If  he was as good 
as he thought he was. 

The verdict would wait a little longer, though, because I’d 
given him enough of  a lead to follow at a safe distance. I needed 
a tour of  this latest town of  ours, and I had more evidence to 
collect. 

I trailed him a few blocks, right to the post office. 
If  I was lucky, I could get a look at his mail. But, of  course, 

I was never lucky—unless you counted bad luck. Fate would 
have to intervene. 

In the form of  me rushing forward as he exited the building 
and clumsily running into him. I made sure to throw my hands 
out and “accidentally” toss his mail every which where. 

I bent to help gather it. “I’m so sorry!” I cried. Then I paused 
for effect. “Mr. Jacques, it’s you. What are the odds?” 

“Professor Jacques,” he said. 
“Right.” I slid the envelopes into a stack and checked out the 

names. None belonged to the forger, but I hadn’t expected that 
much of  a pay-off. The interesting part was that they were all 
different names. Not a Jacques among them.

I memorized as many as I could before he grabbed the stack 
of  mail from my hands. 

“You’re terrible at everything, aren’t you?” he groused.
I pretended I’d taken it as a compliment. “Likewise,” I said, 

giving him a giant smile. 
He hmmphed and took off. I pulled out my phone and typed 

in the fake names, then checked on the progress of  the app. 
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Oh, yes, it had rendered its verdict, and as expected: Rembrandt 
Harmenszoon van Rijn. 

*

I swept into our new house, a modest split-level on the local 
base. Mom called out to me as soon as I shut the door. “Lois, 
that you?” 

My mom wasn’t an artist, but she’d liked the art classes she’d 
taken during high school and college and remained a hobbyist 
photographer. When I got to the kitchen, there was a plate 
with tortilla chips and salsa on the counter, and she was arrang-
ing some delicious something in a baking pan. 

“So, how did school go?” she asked. “How was the new art 
class?”

Dad was sitting at the table and must just have gotten home, 
because he was still in uniform. “Yes, how was it?” 

It was really too bad my little sister, Lucy, wasn’t here to 
enjoy this grilling too. She must have been hiding out in her 
room. 

“It was interesting,” I said. “You wouldn’t believe the 
teacher.” 

I snagged a handful of  chips, and hesitated. “What was my 
piece of  art when I was six? The one that made you think I was 
talented?” I asked Mom. 

“I wish I still had it,” she said. “It was the family next door in 
Alabama, with all these roses around the edges.” 

“You said they were roses, at least,” Dad said. 
“Sam, they were good,” she returned. “She was only six.”
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Ohhhh. A memory came back, one of  my earliest. 
I’d seen the mom from next door stealing roses from the 

nice older woman who lived across the street. The drawing 
was meant to disclose this secret, but my parents had missed it 
entirely. And we’d moved the next week. 

“I remember the roses. Better go do my homework,” I said, 
and bolted up the stairs. 

In my room, I dug through the art magazines until I found 
the original forging article I’d read. The teacher’s real name 
was Jack Finch, the J and K in his signature a call-out to his first 
name, and the aliases he created were always related. Jacques 
was true to form, as were all the fakes from his mail. Jackson, 
Jenkins, even a Kojack. None of  them were tied to previous art 
buys, so they were probably seed identities—creating a track 
record for names he might need to use in the future. 

I circled and highlighted the relevant parts of  the article, and 
then typed up a note, for the benefit of  the auto spell-check it 
would afford over writing it longhand: 

Hi there, authorities, 

I thought you might be interested to know there is a well-known art forger 

residing in your community and working as the high school’s art teacher 

under a false identity. He’s currently wanted by the FBI for passing off fake 

paintings in several states. (I know, what are the odds? But it’s true—keep 

reading.) The enclosed article will explain the situation and charges against 

him, and note the included photograph, which matches the suspect exactly 

(give or take an inch or two of hair—he’s let himself go here). He’s using the 

alias Professor Henry Jacques, which fits his modus operandi. You’ll find 

paintings to use as further evidence in his classroom at work (and probably 
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in his house too) with the signature described in the article. And, if I was 

making a bet, his personnel file at school probably has a fake teaching 

degree transcript with that signature JK too. Worth checking to see.

This should give you more than enough to arrest him. Not to mention, the 

FBI have his prints on file. Make sure you let them know you’re getting the 

warrant, okay? And don’t delay, because he has a history of fleeing. 

And since you have to do this today anyway, could you perhaps make 

the arrest at school at 10:45 a.m., so I can be there. Please? I think you owe 

me that much. I want to see the look on his smug art-forging face. 

Sincerely, 

Lois Lane (who is available for a statement, but you probably don’t need 

one)

I’d put in the part about looping in the FBI because this was 
a suburban-style police department, not used to busting master 
forgers. I packed the evidence into brown envelopes and wrote 
in thick letters: Open Immediately. 

*

The next morning, I detoured to the police department on 
my way to school. There was a young officer in his blues at the 
desk. I had looked up info on the chief  on their website before 
I left home, so I handed the guy the envelope and said, “Give 
this to the police chief  as soon as she’s in.” I paused, and added, 
“Promise?” 

The rookie nodded. “Sure, hon.” 
“The name’s Lois. I’ll be happy to give a witness statement, 

but she shouldn’t need it. Don’t worry about keeping me. I’ll be 
at school, just like I said in the note.” 
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He was already picking up the phone next to him and frown-
ing at the brown envelope as I left. 

Then I just had to endure waiting and waiting and waiting 
through the first two periods of  school. If  anyone had told me 
the day before I’d be rushing to get to art class . . . well, I would 
have laughed at them. Instead, I was laughing at myself  as I 
hurried through the door to my easel.

“What’s so funny?” Jones asked. 
“Jones,” I said, “you’re about to find out.” I quickly logged 

into my secure messaging app.
Professor Jacques was at his desk and glanced up, singling 

me out for a special dose of  disdainful look. I smiled back. 
“Resume yesterday’s assignment,” he said. “Mr. Jones, please 

start over. You too, Miss Lane. No Rorschach in my classroom.” 
Jones sighed and leaned forward to remove the sheet with 

his soaring fiery bird painting, but I put a hand on his arm. “Just 
wait,” I said, checking the time on my phone. 

“Did I not make myself  clear?” the teacher asked, and Jones 
leaned forward again. 

“As a piece of  glass,” I said, but made no move to get started. 
“Wait for it,” I said under my breath. 

And just as Professor Jacques left his desk and his phony 
Rembrandt behind, there was a knock at the door. Two police 
officers, one man and one woman, more beautiful than any 
painting I’d ever seen, walked in. “Mr. Finch, you have been a 
hard man to find, until now,” said the woman. 

The teacher-slash-forger didn’t even have the sense to turn 
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pale, not to mention button his shirt all the way. He protested, 
“This must be some mix-up. I’m Professor Henry Jacques.” 

“Not according to our tip, and everything she said checked 
out.” The other cop held up a sheet of  paper. “This is a warrant 
for your arrest, under both names.”

“Thank you,” I said. 
“You,” Jacques—or should I say Jack—snarled. 
“Me,” I agreed. 
The cops moved forward to cuff  him, and my phone dinged. 

SmallvilleGuy: So, what happened? How is art class?

Still smiling, I typed in my response. 

SkepticGirl1: It’s a work in progress, but I don’t think it’d be too much to 
say it’s a…

SmallvilleGuy: I’m dying here. A what?

SkepticGirl1: A masterpiece. 
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