
        
            
                
            
        

    “I’m just so nervous,” I said. “I don’t know where to start with this. And it feels selfish to consider it. I don’t know what I’m doing.”
He held me tighter, the muscles in his arms firm around my shoulders. “No one does, Sang. No one. Relationships are always hard.”
I sniffed, getting a lungful of his musk. I breathed it in again, finding comfort in his arms. “Even families,” I said, repeating something Mr. Blackbourne had told me. “Even friends.”
“Even families and friends,” he echoed. He dipped his head down, until his nose buried into my hair and he kissed my scalp. “The really good relationships are extra hard. You have to put a lot of effort into it.” He lifted his head and pulled back enough that he could look at me. “I don’t mean to sound down. I’m just realistic. All of this really relies on you.”
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PERMANENT MARKER
 
 
North was snoring like a buzz saw. 
I’d learned that expression from books I’d read. I didn’t know what a buzz saw was, or how it differed from other saws, and I’d never personally heard one in action, but I thought if anything fit the sound of what I imagined a buzz saw sounded like, North’s exhausted snoring seemed to be the perfect match. 
He didn’t normally snore, only when he was really beat. The few times I’d heard it this bad, it was usually like now: middle of the afternoon and he’d managed to pass out. 
He had every reason to be super tired. We all did. We’d been on the run from McCoy but had finally returned back to almost normal a couple of days ago when he had started chasing a fake Sang around town, thanks to the Academy. I didn’t know who the girl was; I wasn’t sure it was even the same girl each time. 
I thought it was a bad idea to use another girl as a decoy. It was too dangerous for me to be followed, but someone else could be bait? Someone we didn’t know? 
It was a couple of days before the Thanksgiving holidays, so nearly all teachers were trying to fit in last-minute, very important tests. With all the running around, none of us had studied. A couple of the boys were dismissive of the tests. But I was paranoid of getting bad marks. Old habits; if my grades stayed normal, no one at my old house would have anything to say to me. 
My main concern was going back to school while Mr. McCoy was following a fake Sang. We couldn’t skip this week, because it was some part of their plan. I was nervous. Mr. Hendricks would inform Mr. McCoy that I was in school. That meant he’d know he’d been following a false lead. They’re hoping for explosions. 
At least we had the day off today to prepare. 
We were at Kota’s house. I was parked on the floor, going over last minute studying. North had been up most of the night, doing some work for the Academy. 
Kota had left to walk Max. I was babysitting the house. And North. 
I closed my textbook, ready to give myself a break and maybe even have a nap, too. 
I heard the side door open. I dismissed it, assuming it was Kota returning. 
I felt a tug at one of the locks of my hair. I turned, ready with a quip, but spotted no one. 
My heart raced. Now I wasn’t just paranoid. I was imagining things. 
I spun around to check the other side of the room. Luke’s face hovered within an inch of mine. 
Startled, I fell back a little, grinning. Didn’t he know better than to tease right now? We were all too stressed and jumpy for surprises like that. 
Luke beamed, his brown eyes happy. His long blond hair was tied back into a sloppy ponytail, with a few locks hanging around his face. His baby blue button up shirt hung mostly open, only two buttons closed. He cupped my cheek and leaned in close, kissing the opposite side of my face. He drew back and released me, using sign language to talk to me. “Morning, sweetie.” 
I blushed. I glanced at North—still snoring--understanding why his brother wanted to be quiet. It still felt a little strange that he’d kissed me in front of him, even if North was asleep. I signed back, “Aren’t you supposed to be working at the diner?” 
“Taking a break. Actually came to see if you wanted to come back with me.” 
I perked up, nodding. Last week had been so chaotic, with running around like chickens with our heads cut off; I hadn’t been back to the diner much. “Can I work with you?” 
He smiled and nodded. He plopped himself down on the carpet, sprawling out on his back. He lifted a hand, signing in the air by spelling out the letters. “Give me a minute.” 
With his arm hanging in the air, I noticed Sharpie marks. I snagged his wrist, drawing his arm closer so I could inspect it. 
There were numbers marked into his tan skin. It wasn’t his handwriting. It looked like a girl’s. I sent him a quiet, puzzled look. 
Luke’s face jerked into a grin. “Don’t be jealous,” he signed. 
At first, I didn’t realize why he would think I was jealous. Maybe it was because I was reading his arm sideways, but when I looked at it again, I realized it was a phone number. I gaped at him. 
He laughed, covering his mouth with his hand, shaking his head. He sat up, leaned in and whispered, “Some crazy girl walked in, didn’t say a single word to me, grabbed my arm and wrote her phone number on me and left. I didn’t realize until after what she’d done. I think I was just surprised. I’d give her an A for effort, but it was kind of creepy.” 
I knew my mouth was hanging open, but I didn’t know how to respond. I was nowhere in the ballpark of being prepared to handle this situation. How should I? Luke kissed my cheek, called me at night just to talk about school and other things, wanted to go out on dates, slept in my bed...but so did the other guys, including his brother. 
He knew about the secret idea of how to keep the team together. It was a goal for some of the boys, and others, like myself, liked the idea in theory, but were unsure if it would make everyone happy. Luke hadn’t talked about it much. I imagined he was still trying to process it. 
I didn’t want to think of other girls gaining their attention. As much as I told myself I shouldn’t, I wanted to be selfish and keep Luke to myself. Luke and North and Victor and everyone else, too. Maybe I shouldn’t. I hadn’t asked for a commitment and neither had they. Was I to expect Luke to only date me when I dated others? 
Why did my heart hurt so much thinking about Luke letting a strange girl write on his arm? 
In response to my stunned silence, Luke drew his palms over my cheeks again. His brown eyes, usually so happy, drew dark and serious. “Sang,” he whispered. “I’m not interested in her, okay?” 
My cheeks heated. “It’s... fine.” I wanted to sound casual about it, but my voice cracked, betraying my uneasy feelings. It surprised me. I was interested in the idea, but I knew I should let them all make their own decisions. Why did this thought of another girl simply writing her number on him hurt so much? 
Luke’s eyes widened. He reached into his back pocket, pulling out a black Sharpie. He opened it, and swiped the number at his arm, coloring it in. “Look,” he said. “I don’t want it. I was never going to call her. I’m not interested in anyone else.” 
My heart lifted. Why it made me feel better, I wasn’t sure. Maybe it was all the questions in my head. Maybe part of it was because my parents, people who were supposed to always be there for me, didn’t want me. And really, over the years when I’d grown distant from my family, I only had a shaky idea of what commitment and loyalty really was. I didn’t feel I’d earned it—not with the guys. Like anyone could walk in and shake them out of this and convince them to move on. 
I was afraid to lose them. 
But Luke’s eyes begged me to understand and forgive him for something I shouldn’t have to forgive him for. I forced my jealous and conflicted thoughts to the back of my head and put on a brave smile. “You’re making a big black mark on your arm,” I said. 
His face lifted. He pointed the Sharpie at my arm, and drew a happy face. “There,” he said. “Now we’ll match.” 
I grinned at him, taking the marker from his hand. I drew a happy face on his arm, followed by a few random spirals and something that looked like a daisy. Since we were already marked up, it seemed okay to at least doodle a bit. 
Luke chuckled, but cut it short when North interrupted with a loud snore. Then he twisted onto his side facing us, but his eyes were closed and his snoring stopped. He was still dead asleep, though. 
Luke’s eyebrows rose, and his gaze swept between his brother’s face and the marker in my hand. 
“Luke,” I whispered in a lower tone, sensing his thoughts even before he made a move. “Don’t…” 
Luke pushed a fingertip to his lips, indicating to be quiet. He took the marker from me, and got up. He knee walked close to the couch. He zeroed in on North’s sleeping face. 
I held my breath, sure that North would wake up the moment Luke touched the marker to his skin. North would probably punch Luke before asking questions. Luke was insane. 
Luke’s marker touched down on North’s forehead. In an agonizing couple of seconds, Luke managed to trace in a squiggly line to give North a unibrow. Somehow, that single bit of ink made North much more scary than he’d been before, even while he slept. 
Luke turned to me, wiggling his eyebrows. 
I covered part of my eyes from this. I shook my head at him, waving my arm quietly, trying to tell him to stop. My whole body stiffened, tense. All I could think about was he was going to die when North woke up. 
Luke returned to North’s face, drawing devil horns above his eyebrows and a smilie face on his cheek. After he was done, he glanced again at me, holding out the marker. 
I shook my head. 
Luke hand-signed to me. “Do it or I’ll tell him you did this.” 
My eyes popped out of my head. He was blackmailing me? “I don’t want to die,” I signed back. 
Luke’s eyes lit up. “You’re already dead. You just let me mark his face.” 
I did stand by and let him. I could have yelled or something and woken North up. 
And some evil part in my brain reveled in the idea of doing something to North that would almost be like revenge for all the times he nagged at me about eating healthier and to do my homework. It seemed harmless. He’d yell at me, but he did that already. So what was different now? 
Luke was his brother and knew him better than I did. If he was willing to… 
I gingerly took the Sharpie from Luke’s hand, knee-walking to hover over North’s sleeping face. 
Luke remained behind me, staring, waiting. 
My hand shook. I tried to be as delicate as I could. I started with a simple swirl. The moment the marker met his skin, my heart nearly exploded as I was sure he would wake up. 
He didn’t. He remained as still as ever. 
I did another flower on his face, followed by a star and then I drew a seashell. 
Luke chuckled softly behind me, his fingertips remained on my shoulder, as if encouraging me to continue. 
As if to ask for forgiveness for my small part in painting his face, I drew a tiny heart on the crest of North’s cheek. I took my time with it, trying to make it pretty. 
A big, terrifying hand snapped around my wrist, pulling my hand away from his face. 
North’s intense brown eyes popped open, his brows furrowed in sudden anger despite how deeply asleep he’d been. The markings on his face made his frown look ten times scarier than usual. When his eyes focused and settled on my face, confusion set in, as if he had expected someone else. 
I froze, terrified. 
His eyes moved from my face to the marker in my captured hand, and then back to my face. “Sang,” North emitted a warning tone. 
Holy crap, I’m a dead girl. In fear, I yanked my wrist away, dropping the marker. I scrambled, trying to back away to get up off the floor and make a run for it. 
Luke was gone. The traitor! Whether he had dashed down the hallway or ducked into the kitchen, I wasn’t sure. And I didn’t know best which direction to run and where I could hide. 
I didn’t have a chance. North pounced on me, knocking me to the carpet in a heap. He twisted me onto my back and settled down hard onto my hips, pinning me to the floor as he sat on me. 
I struggled, shifting my body underneath his weight, nearly pulling myself apart as I clawed at the carpet as if that would help me get some traction and I could escape. 
I squealed and giggled like the craziest person on the planet. I was about to die. At least I’d made a pretty heart on his cheek. That thought made me giggle more. 
North smirked and then brushed a palm over his face. “What the hell did you do to me?” he growled. 
“Nothing,” I squeaked out, too high pitched, the word cutting off at the end. 
He sniffed loudly. “You did not just put permanent marker on my face.” 
“Nope.” My voice cracked. Worst liar ever. 
“She drew a heart,” Luke the coward shouted. My best guess was he was hiding in the kitchen. “And a swirly thing. And a smilie face. She did it. It’s all her fault. I tried to stop her.” 
What?! “Traitor!” I called out. 
Luke’s arm appeared from the doorway of the kitchen, displaying the stuff I’d drawn on his arm. “See? She did it to me, too.” 
North grunted. He twisted on top of me, reaching for the marker I’d dropped. His dark eyebrows furrowed, making his now unibrow even more dangerously...hilarious. 
Giggles erupted from my mouth like a bomb. I knew it was the worst reaction to have and I couldn’t help it. I’d basically admitted my guilt, even if Luke was pinning me for everything, including the stuff I hadn’t done. 
North smirked. He bent over, hovering above me. He held the marker tip inches from my face. “Let’s see what Sang Sorenson looks like with a mustache.” 
My mouth popped open. When he got close with the marker, I turned my head, batting at his arm with my hands. 
He grunted, snagged my wrists up in a quick motion, holding them over my head with one hand as he pinned me to the floor with his body. “Stop moving or it’s going to turn into a penis or something worse.” 
I sucked in a breath, eyes wide with fear. I couldn’t imagine what would have been worse, and I didn’t want to find out. 
The marker touched my skin. North took his time. I felt the swirl of a curly moustache, but after that point, he started drawing on my cheeks and forehead. I couldn’t picture what he was drawing. 
I half whimpered, half giggled. 
Luke appeared and peeked over North’s shoulder, checking out his work. “Not bad, but that curse word under her left eye...make the leg of the k a little longer, it looks weird.” 
“No,” I squealed out, my voice cracking. I was giggling too hard. 
North smirked over me. He nudged my head a little with his arm, turning it to the side. He drew something on my ear. “You are going to have to learn to say no to Luke’s stupid ideas.” 
Luke’s eyes widened above him. “Hey, she did it.” 
“You think I believe for one minute that little Sang here came up with the idea to draw on my face while I was sleeping? She wouldn’t dare.” 
“But she...” 
In one swift movement, North released my wrists and swung an arm around, punching Luke low in the gut. 
Luke choked, clutched at the spot where he’d been struck, and fell sideways to the ground, gasping. 
“That’s for lying to me,” North said. 
Luke chuckled through his pained expression. “Still worth it. Did you see the look on her face when you woke up?” 
“She probably would have gotten away with it if you hadn’t pulled on my foot and nudged me awake.” 
My mouth dropped open, my eyes wild on Luke. “You! You woke him?” 
“See?” North said. “You can’t trust him at things like this. There’s always a secret motive.” 
I struggled underneath North. “Give me the marker. I want to get Luke.” 
North grinned and released me, dropping the pen on my stomach. He lurched over, landing on top of Luke in the same position he’d held me. 
Luke bucked underneath his brother, but North was bigger and easily pinned him to the ground. He held his wrists with both of his hands and waited. I scrambled up, picking up the marker and bent over Luke’s face. 
Luke smirked at me, seeming undisturbed by my being there. “Sang! Sweetie!” he pleaded. “You don’t want to draw on my face, do you? Not your favorite Academy guy, right?” 
“Yeah, I do,” I said, as blankly as if he’d asked me if I wanted a piece of candy. 
“Draw some glasses on him,” North said. “And a penis.” 
I choked on a giggle at that. I couldn’t do it, but I nodded, like that was a good idea. My cheeks heated. 
Luke shook his head, his eyes wide. “No, no, you can’t do that. I’ve got to go back to the diner in a minute. I can’t serve tables with one on my face.” 
“You’re right,” North said. “Make two, Sang.” 
I bent over Luke’s head, drawing a heart on his cheek, and then a bunch of flowers. 
“Sang,” Luke said, pleading but laughing. “Sugar cakes. Uncle’s gonna flip.” 
“What the holy shit fuck is going on in here?” Gabriel’s voice boomed at us, catching me way off guard as it sounded exactly like when North yelled at us. I glanced up and saw he was standing behind the couch, his hands on his hips and his orange and blue jacket hanging off his shoulders, in mid-removal. He stared at us, frozen. 
Kota and Nathan stood behind him, their eyes wide, like they were looking in at animals in a zoo. Kota nudged his glasses, as if he didn’t believe what he was seeing. Nathan smirked, his blue eyes lighting up. 
North grunted, releasing Luke’s arms and edging himself off his brother. “He started it.” 
Gabriel snagged at his hair as if he was going to pull out all of it, blond and brown alike. “Oh my fucking god, her face. What the hell did you do to her face?” 
“Yeah,” Luke said. He sat up quickly, catching the marker from my hands. “Bad Sang. Marking up your face like that.” 
North smacked Luke on the back of his head. “Stop lying or I’m going to punch you again.” 
“I’m just kidding!” 
I stood, unsure what to say. It was all kind of crazy. “I was studying…” I couldn’t think of any reason why. Temporary insanity still worked, didn’t it? 
Gabriel held his arms out wide as he circled the couch. He caught me around my shoulders, hugging me and half picking me up from the floor until my toes grazed the carpet. “Trouble, your face looks like the locker room wall. How the hell am I supposed to get all that off of you?” 
“She’ll be fine,” Kota said. “She can wash it off.” 
Gabriel turned with me still in his arms. “Do you see this? This is Sharpie. This doesn’t come off of skin. Unless I douse her in turpentine.” 
Nathan chuckled, shaking his head and running a palm over his red brown hair. “Sorry. I think we’re fresh out of turpentine.” 
“Go ahead and laugh but what happens when she shows up to school like this?” 
“She’s not going to school with Sharpie on her face,” Kota said. 
“She’s got tests tomorrow,” Nathan said. 
“Do something, Kota,” Gabriel pleaded. “Ground them. Ground North and Luke.” 
Kota smirked, shrugging and raising his hands up in defeat. “Oh no. If you want someone grounded, you have to do it. Personally, it looks like they’ve punished themselves pretty evenly.” 
Gabriel released me until I was standing. He collected my face in his hands and looked at me. “Oh my god, your face. Your poor face.” 
“Can you get it off her in like five minutes?” Luke asked. “I was going to take her back with me to work.” 
“What?” Gabriel gasped? “You? What? No. Are you crazy?” 
“Hurry up. We’re going to be late.” 



DESTINATIONS UNKNOWN
 
 
Gabriel eventually complained enough that everyone except Nathan gathered upstairs in Kota’s bedroom to figure out how to get permanent marker off of skin. Nathan ran ahead to the diner to take Luke’s shift. 
Kota took off his jacket, hanging it over his computer chair at his desk. He readjusted the sleeves of his thin green sweater until they were mid-forearm, showing a hint of the lean and firm muscles. He sat down at his desk and started to take off his Converse shoes. I was oddly fascinated by his calmness and at the same time feeling awkward for having behaved so much like a little kid only moments ago. 
Gabriel hovered over him, shifting from foot to foot. He’d thrown his jacket down on the floor by the stairs and was now in dark jeans and a bright orange tank shirt peeking out from the neck of a dark purple sweater. “Come on, Kota,” he said. “I don’t want this ink on her face to become a tattoo. I think if we leave it long enough, it’ll sink in.”
“She’ll live,” Kota said with a small smile on his face. He looked at me, admiring the marks. “It’s kind of cute.”
My cheeks heated and I pressed my lips together in a tight smile. I couldn’t imagine what sort of things were on my face that he’d think was cute. I fiddled with a fold in my jeans, trying to pretend I wasn’t listening. I wanted to see what was on my face, but was nervous to do so now when they were looking at me like that.
“It’s not that cute,” Gabriel said, and my head jerked up in reaction. He looked at me, too, and then quieted as his eyes focused on my cheeks and forehead.
I sat on Kota’s bed, and waited for them to look away, and when neither did, I broke eye contact. I stared blankly at the wall, trying to appear casual and ended up looking at Luke.
He was sprawled out on the floor on his back, stretching. Some of his blond hair threaded through the carpet, getting a bit messy. “She might like it,” he said. “Ever consider she might want to keep it?”
North crossed the room to the bed, and sat at my feet, his knees bent, and he rested an arm over his knee. “She can like it all she wants, but she can’t go to school with marker on her face.”
“I really don’t need that sort of attention,” I said. I could imagine the kids at school commenting on the marks, especially on my cheeks and nose. I looked at Luke’s skin. While there were some swirls and flowers and a smilie face, there was also that large block of ink from where he colored in the phone number and additional marks around his face that were just lines and patches of black. “If we weren’t going to school, maybe. Were you going to keep yours?”
“Hmm,” he said, reaching back to take the clip out of his hair. The blond locks spilled over the floor in a slight wave. With his tan skin and model-like face, the marker made his features appear thin. “I might.” 
“You can’t go to school like that,” North said. 
“I might keep some.”
“Not the ones on your face and arms.”
Luke pressed his lips together and closed his eyes. I could only see the back of North’s head, but the tension in the room was a little different then, like Luke was the one in trouble. I wasn’t sure what to say, if I should defend Luke, or even how to.
Kota stood up, walking in his socks to the bathroom and opening the door. “Well, you might be going to school with it all if we don’t find the right solution.” He flicked on the light of the bathroom and opened the cabinet below the sink, leaning in beyond where I could see. There was a shuffling as he moved things around. “Hm, I might need to do some research. I don’t remember what takes off permanent ink. Lotion? Rubbing alcohol?”
Gabriel followed him, standing at his elbow. “It’s not like they make permanent marker removal creams,” he said.
“They might somewhere,” Kota said. “I just don’t have some. It hasn’t really been an issue.”
“We’re not little kids drawing on ourselves,” Gabriel said. “Most of us know better.”
I was staring at Luke’s jeans, spacing out while listening to Kota and Gabriel. There was a flash of light. I looked up, and another flash caught me right in the eyes. North had snapped a picture with his phone, positioning it like taking a selfie only he had the camera pointed at me. 
He smirked as he looked at the screen of his phone. From over his shoulder, I could see the surprised look on my face, along with the marks. “Not my favorite look for you.”
I flashed a goofy smile at him, and nudged him in the shoulder. The nap must have done him some good. He wasn’t as grumpy at least. 
“Hey,” Luke said. He sat up and whipped out his cell phone. “Good idea.” He snapped a picture of me, and then another one. He studied the screen on his phone and frowned, and then curled his fingers in a come hither motion. “You’re too far. North’s ugly mug keeps getting in the way. Come on over. I want a picture of both of us.”
“Oh yeah,” Gabriel leaned out of the bathroom door, waving a hand in his direction. “Just make it another trophy.”
“Huh?” I asked, although I got up and moved around North to sit next to Luke on the floor. North had gotten a photo. Shouldn’t Luke?
“I mean he’s got a lot of pictures of all the times he’s ever pranked anyone,” Gabriel said. He became distracted when Kota pulled out his cell phone and started looking at it. Gabriel pointed to the screen as Kota started typing. “Don’t read the articles. Check out the videos. A lot of those articles are trash.”
“You don’t know that,” Kota said.
“Just trust me. You can watch someone on YouTube take off permanent marker, if it can be done. That way you know it works, and it isn’t just some geezer writing an article for a quick buck and he didn’t actually know shit. Video is evidence.”
Luke put his arm around me, and put his phone in front of our faces and flashed a few pictures. “Smile, Sang.”
I was still half listening to Gabriel and had lost what I was doing. I smiled, cheesy and guiltily. I reached up to my hair, unsure how sloppy it might be since we were wrestling a bit on the floor downstairs. Locks fell around my face. I reached back to fix them.
Luke snapped a few photos anyway, not giving me much of a chance to fix myself. I saw colored spots after the bright flashes. “You keep photos when you do pranks like this?” I asked.
“I can’t get photos every time,” Luke said. He leaned away from me, and started swiping through photos on his phone, searching through them. “Sometimes I’m too busy running.”
“Because you know you’ll get into trouble,” North said. “Which reminds me, you still owe me some new tires.”
My lips parted and I looked over at Luke, who grinned at his phone with a guilty expression. “What did you do to North’s tires?”
“How was I supposed to know the paint would eat away at his tire tread?” Luke asked. “I thought you could just wash it off.”
“If I wash my tires with water and soap, and they turn orange, the color doesn’t just wash out,” North said.
Luke flipped around his phone to me, showing me North’s black Jeep, only with bright orange tires. The tires were wet, with North standing by, looking angry and confused. Some chemical reaction must have happened causing the tires to change colors. 
Luke beamed at the shock on my face. “Looks awesome, doesn’t it?”
“You’re costing me a fortune,” North said. “You’ve been going too far. One of these days, you’re going to piss off the wrong person.”
“I only mess with my favorite people,” Luke said. “If I don’t like you, I won’t care enough to do anything.”
North shifted his feet, stretching out his legs while sitting on the floor, and then bent them again, putting his arms over the knees. He peered over them, his dark eyes showing just a hint of amusement. “Please, Luke, don’t like me anymore.”
I smiled, tempted to tell Luke the same thing. Was it better to be pranked? It was kind of fun, but I could see North’s point that if he didn’t think ahead, it might cause problems, like costing North some new tires.
Kota returned with a bottle of sunscreen spray and a roll of paper towels. “According to the internet, this works.”
“I don’t know if we should trust it,” Gabriel said, trailing behind him. “That’s just the first one we came across. And someone in the comments said it didn’t work. I don’t know if this will just streak the marker.”
“We need a guinea pig,” Kota said and then turned to Luke, shaking the sunscreen spray. 
Luke chuckled. “Yeah, I guess I’m it.” He pumped his fist once. “For science!”
“Or if makes it worse, let’s just call it karma for starting this whole mess,” Gabriel said. 
Kota sat down cross-legged on the floor in front of Luke. “Let’s just focus on getting this stuff off. If this doesn’t work, we’ll need to try something else.” He adjusted his glasses quickly. He shook the sunscreen can again and then picked up Luke’s arm. He started spraying the stuff thickly over the black marks. 
The ink started to streak, and at first, I was worried Gabriel was right. He’d end up with a coated partially blackened arm.
Kota took a paper towel and started to wipe. The marker came off cleanly. I blew out a quick breath, relieved and hoping that this still worked when it was my turn to get cleaned up.
“We might need more sunscreen spray after this,” Kota said. 
“I’ll put it on the shopping list,” North said.
At least the marker was coming off easily. Kota continued to work on Luke by spraying carefully over his face and wiping away from his eyes. 
I got up, heading to the bathroom and checking the mirror, looking over the damage. Luke had lied about the curse word on my face. There weren’t any words at all. There were stick men, and stars and a moon and something that looked like an alien. 
And then I remembered my ear and I checked. There was a tiny heart, small and cute, right on my lobe.
I smiled at it, and then combed out my hair a bit, letting the locks that frame my face hide my ear. I didn’t want Kota to get rid of it just yet. If I could get away with it, I’d keep it. At least for a little while.
When I got out of the bathroom, Luke was wiping at his skin with a dry paper towel. Kota was collecting the stained dirty ones into a plastic bag. Gabriel was lying on the bed now, looking like he wanted a nap. 
“I smell like I’ve been to the beach,” Luke said.
“Get over to the diner,” North said. “Take your shift back from Nathan.”
“I know what I need to do,” Luke said. “You don’t have to tell me.” He got up and started walking toward the stairs.
“You’ve been running off lately whenever you get a break from the diner,” North said. “Nathan needs a break. He doesn’t need you running off now.”
“I never miss a shift. I’m always back on time,” Luke said, pausing to turn and look at him. He held his hands out. “I do my job. Just because I’m not a slave to it like you are—”
“I’m not talking about working more at the diner,” North said. “I’m talking about you disappearing every day.”
“I don’t go anywhere,” he said. North opened his mouth to reply but Luke waved him off in a very abrupt way and rushed to the stairs. His footsteps shuffled quickly over the carpeted steps. I listened to the noises he made going through the house, and finally when he closed the door as he left.
I eased over to sit next to Kota on the floor, feeling odd about being there while North was fussing at Luke. Wasn’t North being a little harsh on his brother? I wasn’t sure what Luke might be up to, but unless Luke was really needed somewhere, like for the Academy jobs or for the diner, if he wanted to spend time alone, shouldn’t he be allowed? Just because North didn’t know where he went, did that mean Luke was going to get into trouble?
And where was Luke going? I hadn’t noticed him disappearing anywhere. The boys were coming and going all the time, so it was difficult to keep track, and I always assumed they were either at home or on some Academy job.
North scooted over across the carpet, heading my way. He took the sunscreen spray from Kota and motioned to me. “Let me get that shit off of you.”
I checked in with Kota, who wasn’t looking at me, but at the window, as if he following Luke with his eyes. Absently, he passed over the supplies to North. “Just be careful around her eyes.”
“I know, I know,” North said. He tried to look at my face while on the floor, but frowned. He got up and sat on the bed, nudging Gabriel over. “Don’t go to sleep. You’ll be up all night.”
Gabriel rolled over and faced the wall, giving North more room. “I’m a teenager,” he said. “I need lots of sleep. Science people said so on YouTube.”
North curled his fingers in my direction. “Get up off the floor.”
I sat on the bed next to North, and let him clean off my face. I wrinkled my nose at the heavy scent of sunscreen filling my nose. It was a little much and my eyes blurred as I wanted to sneeze. He ignored my ear, and cleaned my face and the marks on my arm. I didn’t need to say anything about leaving the heart. Either he forgot, or he liked it, too, and left it alone.
“Gabriel,” Kota said and got up to sit at his computer chair. He turned on his computer and started clicking on different files. I could see little over his shoulder, only the edge of Internet windows. “Where has Luke been going lately?”
“Shit if I know,” Gabriel said. “We haven’t really been hanging out lately.”
“What have you been doing?” Kota asked. “Are you two okay?”
“I’ve been busy.”
“Doing what?”
“Just trying to stay out of Pam’s way,” Gabriel said. “She’s still into that new guy, the one that basically kicked me and Sang out. He stinks and is always looking for money. They fight about it. I might start storing stuff at Victor’s house before the guy thinks to sell things off while I’m not around. And whenever I see Pam, she’s handing me condoms. Like she thinks I’m fucking around with Sang every time I leave the house.”
I blushed, staring at the floor, embarrassed to think of if I ever had to go over to Gabriel’s house again and see Pam. Could I look her in the face? 
Suddenly, I realized Kota might not know the truth. I stared at the floor, afraid that Gabriel might reveal some hint of we’d been caught kissing or something else. Kota may not be ready for that. I hadn’t been ready…
“Don’t talk like that,” North said, spraying sunscreen into a paper towel and using it to wipe closer to my eyes. The cool spray wetted my skin, and my eyes watered at the strong smell. I wanted to wipe at them, but knew better, as I’d probably get ink and sunscreen in my eyes.
“I can talk how I want, North,” Gabriel said in a deeper tone.
I gritted my teeth. Was everyone grumpy?
“Guys,” Kota said with his eternally patient tone. “Back to Luke. Is he okay? The last time he ran off like this was when we were talking about starting up at the high school and he wasn’t really into the idea. Is he upset with something?”
I turned to look at Gabriel, who was still on his side, facing the wall, but he didn’t say anything. There was a heaviness in the silence, and while I couldn’t confirm his feelings, I could only assume we were thinking the same thing. If Luke was upset about anything, it must have been the recent discovery he, Gabriel and I had made. 
Luke was the one who had discovered North had been having secret conversations with someone about me joining the team. He’d found Lily and her team, and had invited Gabriel and I along to find out what they were up to. 
Unfortunately, the answer was something we hadn’t expected at all. I wasn’t even sure I understood how their plan would work. To keep the team together, we all needed to stay together. For Lily’s team, that meant she and the four guys on her team got married. They’d fallen in love and lived together in a house in the middle of nowhere without neighbors. 
It might not be the only way, but it was their way, and from what we’d heard, the only real way it worked out for the long term. After talking it over with Mr. Blackbourne later, we learned other teams had tried it, but hadn’t been successful. 
Lily kept in contact with me, but I didn’t know what to say to her. I wasn’t really sure I had processed the idea. Gabriel and I talked about it on occasion, but we hadn’t broken off to talk to anyone else yet. I think we were still trying to get used to the idea, and what it meant to us. Luke hadn’t talked too much about the encounter since it happened, although he was always nice to me when we did talk, like today.
The silence continued. Kota went on. “If we don’t know, maybe one of us should ask him.”
“I don’t think he wants to talk to me right now,” Gabriel said. “I’ve tried a couple of times, but whatever he’s got bottled up, he’s keeping to himself.”
“He sure as hell won’t talk to me,” North said and then sighed. “I’ve been pushing at him to get his head together and he’s been fighting back, like how he fights me on everything lately.”
“You may need to back off for a while,” Kota said. “Whatever he’s going through, you don’t want to push him too far.”
The problem was, without North being able to talk to him and Gabriel bowing out, I wasn’t sure who else could get through to him. I didn’t have a chance to talk to anyone personally about where everyone else stood on this. Maybe Victor, although he’d had to spend more time at home in the last week, with an upcoming concert happening for a charity event. 
It couldn’t be Kota, and I wasn’t totally sure how the others would talk to him about the issue. It left only one person, and since Luke hadn’t talked to me about it yet, I wasn’t sure he would. “Maybe...I should talk to him,” I said.
North made a last swipe at my face with a dry paper towel. “That might be a good idea.”
“I just worry if it’s a guy problem, that he’s not going to explain it to her,” Kota said. “Or he’s just going to tell her it’s no big deal when it really is. Or maybe it’s some assignment in the Academy he’s not sure about and doesn’t know how to refuse.”
“It’s either her or Mr. Blackbourne,” North said. “Personally, I think she should give it a go first. Mr. Blackbourne’s busy.”
Out there somewhere was a fake Sang in a blond wig, along with another Academy guy, sometimes it was Nathan or Kota, and sometimes it was someone else, running around ahead of Mr. Morris and other teachers, and Mr. Blackbourne followed them for extra protection. This was to keep Mr. Hendricks’s spies busy while Mr. McCoy was scouting a fake Academy school. It was meant to distract them all and allow Mr. Hendricks to feel like he had an advantage over us now. 
Mr. Blackbourne had to stay away from the real me and the rest of us, though. We were lucky we hadn’t had any unusual cars or any other activity for the past week. All of the spies were in downtown Charleston with the fake Sang and Mr. Blackbourne.
We couldn’t keep up this charade forever. Tomorrow, I’d be back at school, and so would Mr. Blackbourne. 
If we couldn’t subtly draw them out, we’d do it loudly, according to Kota, relaying what Mr. Blackbourne had told him. If this was the subtle part, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know about the louder version. I didn’t even know what it really meant, but whenever I heard a door open or a car passing by, my heart raced. Kota watched the street, as did the other guys, and we waited, either for orders as to what to do, or a sign that Mr. Morris or someone else had returned and had given up the chase. 
Until then, we had a bit of breathing room, but it was like waiting in the lounge right before you went in to see a doctor, on the edge and uncomfortable.
Kota sighed, sitting back as he touched the corner of his glasses. He corrected one of his sleeves of his sweater, which had fallen around his wrist, and adjusted it back up his arm. His eyes shifted back and forth, probably calculating a plan of some sort. “Sang might be the best one for this, at least for now.”
There didn’t seem to be an alternative. I was pretty sure I knew the reason Luke was so distant. In a way, it was my fault. I was the one caught in the middle. We’d gone out to look for answers, answers North had already sought out, only to find more problems. Problems we weren’t ready to face. 
“I can do it,” I said quietly, not totally confident, but not having much choice, either. “Let me get some time with him alone. He might open up.”
Kota smiled a little. “You’re getting more Academy every day.”
“Isn’t she?” North said with a proud spark in his dark eyes.
My cheeks radiated with heat. I wasn’t sure how to respond. It was odd that Kota seemed oblivious to what was going on, and guilt threaded its way into the center of my heart. I wasn’t sure how to talk to him lately. It was odd to know what I knew and not talk to him about it. I didn’t like keeping the secret but the others thought it best to wait a little. Victor especially thought I should wait, and perhaps let them explain it to him instead. 
However, they were hesitating and I thought they were waiting for me. They wanted to know how I felt about it. I didn’t really have an answer for them. Could I even start to consider this? What if I tried, and they all didn’t want to? Could I bear to lose any of them at this point? 
The other thing on my mind was how I was going to bring up the topic to Luke. I hadn’t really noticed anything wrong with him earlier when we were talking. If he’d been taking off to think, was it wrong? Maybe that was what he needed.
Kota and North were concerned, though, and they’d known him longer. I checked on Gabriel, who appeared to be really asleep now. I thought if I got a chance later, I’d talk to him and get his real opinion. After jumping ahead last time, I was hesitant to be the one trying to help. 
North passed me the spray sunscreen. I took my time working on his face, all except a small heart on his cheek, real close to his hair line, which I pretended not to notice. I wasn’t sure if he’d be mad about it later, but I couldn’t bring myself to wash it away.
After I was finished with him, he stood up and stretched. As he lifted his arms up, the black T-shirt he wore shifted, revealing his stomach. My eyes went to the dips and lines in his hips, and I absently stared, curious about how male hips did that. Mine didn’t look like that. 
There was a gentle hand on the top of my head, causing me to pull myself out of my daze and look up. North smirked at me. 
My cheeks heated, embarrassed to have been caught staring...down there.
“I’m going back to the diner,” North said, looking at me as he said it, but seeming to be talking to everyone. He held on to his smirk as he did so.
“You should take the rest of the day off,” Kota said. He had turned toward his computer, looking over some files and emails. “We’ve got a lot to do this week, and it might be your only chance.”
“I’m just going to check the schedule,” North said. “I might give Luke a bit of time off.” He released my head but still looked at me. “Maybe you can get him alone this week.”
I nodded. That sounded like a good idea. Maybe he was like Gabriel, and needed time off to figure things out. I’d have to figure out how to approach him. What does Luke like to do when he has time off? “I could take him to the grocery store and get some snacks he likes,” I said. “And maybe a movie night in?”
North had a funny look on his face for a moment, a little pained. Was it the suggestion about letting Luke buy snacks? Did he not want to encourage his junk food habit? I considered it a nice way to get him to relax and then ask him things.
“I guess,” he said. “Whatever you think will work.”
“It’s a great idea,” Kota said. He turned in his chair, looking at me. “If he agrees, you can borrow my car to go.”
“He’ll probably want to take the Jeep instead,” North said with a small smile.
Kota’s lips dipped slightly and he touched the corner of his glasses. “What’s wrong with my car?”
“That old green sedan is going to kill you one day,” North said.
“It still works. Why get a new one if it still works?”
“I offered to get you a new one. Or to keep the one you used when yours was taken.”
“And I said give it to that family in Moncks Corner.”
“And I gave it to them after you wouldn’t shut up about getting your old car back.”
Kota shrugged. “I like my car.”
North rolled his head back until he was looking at the ceiling light and sighed. “Fine. Keep your damn car. But I want to check it out again this week. Maybe rebuild the engine after this whole school ordeal is over.”
“There’s nothing wrong with my engine,” Kota said. 
North made a noise that was a mix of a grunt and a groan. He snapped his head back to look at me. “Do you want to come with me? You can walk back with Luke. Maybe keep track of him so he doesn’t run off before you get a chance to take him out.”
“Okay,” I said, starting to get up, and then looked at Gabriel. He was still facing the wall, possibly already asleep, even through the talking. I glanced at the others. Kota turned to his computer, seeming busy. North checked his pocket for his phone and then headed for the stairs. 
I quickly bent over Gabriel, gently squishing at his chest as I held myself up.
“Urg,” Gabriel said in a sleepy slur. I caught the lilac scent he wore today in a wave. His two locks of blond hair partially covered his eyes, and then he reached up an arm, moving it over his brow to block light. “What?”
I bent over, and while I was trying to appear like I was whispering, I gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek. “Bye.”
He said nothing, but the crests of his cheeks dotted with pink. 
He might not even remember it, but it made me feel good to at least tell him goodbye. 
And then I felt guilty about leaving Kota without saying goodbye, so when I got up, I went to him, standing behind him at the chair. 
“Am I forgetting something?” Kota asked, typing something on his computer as he talked. He turned when he finished and looked at me. “You okay?”
I smiled and then held out my arms like I wanted a hug. I was getting better at this touching thing.
He smirked and then stood, the computer chair rolling back a bit. He wrapped his arms around my shoulders in a tight hug. “You’re coming right back, aren’t you? I mean, you’re getting your food and heading to Nathan’s?”
“Maybe. Who knows how long this might take. And if we do take the Jeep, we might leave from the diner and Luke likes to pile in the food.”
“I’ll be here all night tonight,” he said. He smoothed his palm down my back. My face was pressed into his chest, the green sweater smelling like sweet spice, the pattern making dents in my cheek. “I don’t know if you want to bring him here if you need to talk to him. Nathan’s home tonight. I don’t know if Luke will talk if he’s around.”
I hadn’t thought about that. “Maybe...maybe Nathan could stay with you tonight? We can just assume Luke will spend the night and this might take time? And if we get interrupted, who knows when this week I’ll be able to get a chance to talk to him with school and all.”
Kota was silent for a long moment. To most people, asking to spend a night with a boy was probably not acceptable, but in our case, it had turned into our normal. Still, there was a small bit of hesitation from Kota. 
“Fine,” he said. “Just remember that you’ve got school tomorrow, too. Don’t stay up all night. And brush your teeth.”
I mentally giggled at his reminder to clean my teeth. “Okay.” I stepped away and turned, surprised to find North still standing at the top of the stairs, looking in at us.
Again, there was a slightly pained expression on his face. It made me hesitate. 
North shook his head and the look was gone. “Coming?”
I sighed and walked toward him. Was I just paranoid? North had mentioned he approved of a situation similar to what Lily had, a complicated relationship of one girl and a bunch of guys. He wasn’t sure how it would work, but he said he wanted it to work.
But the look on his face made me wonder, did he truly like the idea, or did he say he liked it, and then when confronted with my kissing Gabriel’s cheek and hugging Kota, had second thoughts? 
This was going to be more complicated than we thought.
 
 



 
TRICKS AND MASKS
 
 
Downstairs, I put on a pair of sneakers and looked around for a jacket, before I remembered I’d come without one. It’d been warmer that morning, and now in the early afternoon, the wind had shifted outside and everyone was wearing light sweaters. I was in a thin shirt. “I should go get a jacket,” I said.
“Here,” North said, pulling a thin black hoodie from the couch, the one he’d taken off and slept on. He passed it to me. “Wear this.”
I was going to refuse and say he should use it, but I wanted to get going, and it was a short walk. I took the hoodie, getting my arms into the sleeves and zipping it up. It was big around me, covering my butt. I rolled the sleeves up to my forearms.
The scent of his musk filled my nose then, heavier than before. I relished the scent, letting it fill my nose.
He waited while I made the adjustments and then nodded toward the front of the house. “Let’s walk,” he said. “I think we should go through Nathan’s yard and the woods. It means less time in the street, just in case we get Mr. Morris or someone else coming along.”
“North,” I said, falling in behind him as he headed toward the door. My eyes went to the many knick-knacks in the house, the Lee family photos and a gold clock and plants. Now that I had a moment alone with North, I wanted to talk about all the things I couldn’t with Kota around. “Do you think Luke’s upset about when we went to see Lily?”
“I have a feeling he is,” he said. “Any time there’s a change in his life, he takes off to adjust. I’m glad you didn’t say anything to Kota about it just yet. I want to talk to him first when I can. For Luke, he probably hasn’t adjusted to it, although he hasn’t said he disliked the idea, which I guess means he’s at least considering it.”
It seemed reasonable. I’d probably do the same thing, although I wasn’t able to really be alone much with the boys around, I still found moments in the bathroom, or in bed after the others had gotten up, to just consider what we were doing. “You mentioned he went off to think when you all chose to start at the school?”
“It was when we were having the discussion,” he said as he undid the lock on the front door and held it open for me. With the way the light shone in from outside, it shadowed his features, making him look a little scarier than normal, even though he was calm. “Luke’s a little different. He gets used to a routine, because then he can predict what his days are going to be like. When you change it, he has to change his idea of what’s ahead of him.”
“He daydreams about having regular days?” I stepped out onto the front porch, but then turned to look at him, sticking my hands into my pockets. 
“It was like when we started talking about the diner idea, too,” he said. He stepped out and started to dig for his keys in his pocket. He selected a green one and put it in the door, locking up behind us. “He had to picture himself in a diner and working there. It’s not his ideal career, but he liked the fact that there would be apple pies, and macaroni and cheese being served all the time.”
That seemed to make sense for Luke. When I’d first met him, he had a set idea of what he wanted for the diner. He had me imagine with him what it might look like. While the finished diner wasn’t exactly as I pictured it, it was still very nice and Luke seemed to enjoy it. “And you think he just needs to think about this new situation?”
“We all have to think about it. A lot.” He turned to me. He stuck his own hands into his pockets, which bulked up his shoulders a bit. “Sweetheart, you don’t just jump into something like this without a lot of thinking. I’m not even sure if I’ve fully thought it through.”
My lips parted and my mouth hung open. I wanted to respond, but it made me incredibly hesitant about the whole thing when he was unsure. If none of us were certain about it, how could it be a good idea at all? 
He stood close to me, so his head was bent forward as he looked down at my face. “We’re young, Sang. I can’t forget that. We think we know what we want now, but in the future, that might change. Sometimes I wonder if we shouldn’t put this off for a while, and see how we feel then.”
The thought made my heart sink, and I was shaking my head before my brain could register his meaning. “I don’t understand,” I said. “I thought you wanted this.”
“I want you to be happy, Sang,” he said. He reached out, putting a warm palm against my neck and holding me. “We haven’t really talked about this since last week.”
“I kept meaning to talk to you,” I said. I touched my forefinger and thumb together inside my pocket, smoothing my skin, anxiety building in me at his words. “I should talk to Lily, too, but I don’t even know where to start.” Every time I tried, it was like I expected some magical solution that would have it all make sense to it. Nothing she said made me feel different. I felt stuck, wanting them to be sure, and not feeling stable enough to say I was into it until that point. 
North pressed his lips together and blinked slowly, considering. “Maybe you should talk to Luke,” he said.
“I’m going to,” I said. “He’s probably having a tough time thinking through it.”
“I mean, because I’m not really sure if you’re ready for this, either. Maybe this will be a dual purpose. You can find out together what you want.”
I had to grit my teeth against the wave of sudden sadness that filled me. Did he not believe that I cared about him? Or that I cared about the rest of them? “I want you to be happy, too,” I said in a desperate tone, giving away more than I meant to.
North sighed and then pulled his hands from his pockets and tugged me to him. He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and neck, pulling me into his chest. 
We hugged for a while, the warmth of his body against mine, my cheek against his chest. He pressed his face down toward the top of my head, his lips moving against my scalp when he spoke. “I will be,” he said, “but only if you’re happy.”
I buried my face into his black T-shirt and tried to catch myself before I teared up. It felt wrong that he should wait to be happy. Wasn’t this what he wanted? For us to work together to bring the family closer? “I’m just so nervous,” I said. “I don’t know where to start with this. And it feels selfish to consider it. I don’t know what I’m doing.”
He held me tighter, the muscles in his arms firm around my shoulders. “No one does, Sang. No one. Relationships are always hard.”
I sniffed, getting a lungful of his musk. I breathed it in again, finding comfort in his arms. “Even families,” I said, repeating something Mr. Blackbourne had told me. “Even friends.”
“Even families and friends,” he echoed. He dipped his head down, until his nose buried into my hair and he kissed my scalp. “The really good relationships are extra hard. You have to put a lot of effort into it.” He lifted his head and pulled back enough that he could look at me. “I don’t mean to sound down. I’m just realistic. All of this really relies on you.”
“Me?” I said.
“What’s the point if you’re not into it?” he asked. “That’s the core issue. I think Mr. Blackbourne might have been wrong to wait to see if us guys were into this before we approached you about it. What would any of that matter if you weren’t at the heart of it?” He let go of my shoulder to lift my chin between his fingers. “I should have come to you first when we learned about it. Why put them all through this if you were never going to accept it?”
I wasn’t sure if I could have handled that then or even now. I wanted to believe; I liked the idea but the execution was hard to picture. How would it work? What about jealousy? What if Kota wasn’t interested? There were so many questions, and with each additional guy that seemed to agree to it, the more complicated the puzzle became. 
The biggest concern I had was if they learned I was really interested that they might turn away, unwilling to try. There would be no going back and our relationships would change. 
North licked his lips and then opened his mouth like he was going to say something, when he looked up over my head. His eyes narrowed, head tilted slightly, like he was unsure what he was seeing. 
Suddenly his grip on me tightened, and he bared his teeth. “Shit,” he said.
I started to turn. Was it McCoy? Had he gotten away? Was it one of Mr. Hendricks’s spies watching us? I was supposed to be hidden, but the street had been clear. We had meant to hurry along and I’d distracted us.
I pulled myself free of his grasp, and looked around, trying to identify what was bothering him. I was looking out toward the street, but then realized he wasn’t looking at the street, but up at Kota’s front porch window.
My heart stopped. Was it Kota? Had he seen? Would he be upset?
But then I focused again. Somehow, I had missed the white mask hanging mid-pane on one of the windows, looking out at the street, as if placed there for Halloween. But Halloween was long past and the mask hadn’t been there before.
I stepped back, into North, as if the face could turn and look at me. The mask stared blankly out at the street.
North turned, looking at the second window on the other side of the door. Another mask was there, in the same position.
North pulled away from me, going into the lawn. I followed, dreading it but also needing to see.
I stood with him in the lawn, looking back at the house. Each window had a similar mask, including one on Kota’s upstairs bedroom. We were just up there. How did one get put up there?
Several white masks looked back out at us. Every window had one.
“Volto was here?” I asked, stepping closer to North, reaching for his hand. It was obvious Volto had been there, but I was hoping North would say it wasn’t true and that the masks had been there for another reason. 
Volto had a habit of leaving his calling card whenever he showed up lately. What did he want now? 
North looked at the different windows, frowning. “Kota, Nathan or Gabriel would have seen these when they came in. It had to have happened after they got here.”
“Luke didn’t say anything about it when he left,” I said.
North’s frown deepened. He put his hands on his hips and then looked toward the garage. “Max also didn’t bark.”
I didn’t fully understand why this was important, but the intensity in North’s dark eyes struck right into my center. “Max?” I asked.
He nodded toward the garage and I followed his gaze. Max was on his lead, padding around the driveway. The lead was long enough to allow him to start down the small sidewalk that led to the front steps. He couldn’t get far, but he would have noticed anyone out front. 
“He didn’t bark,” I said, considering North’s comment and turning back to look at the masks. “He knows whoever did this.”
North shifted his jaw, grinding his teeth. “Luke left for the diner just a little while ago. I can’t picture Volto being able to do this after Luke left and keep Max from barking.”
“Do you think Luke would do such a thing?” I asked. “This seems a little too far of a prank, even for him.” Luke had been upset, but was also very sweet. He would have known something like this was too serious to joke about.
However, I considered the most logical answer, and I didn’t like the results. Luke had the ability to get up to Kota’s window quietly enough to not cause us alarm. Max knew Luke and wouldn’t have barked. Luke had access to masks, ones we’d collected from Volto when he’d left them behind. The more I thought about it, the more Luke seemed to be our best guess. 
North brushed a palm against his cheek. “I hate to say this, but I really hope it is Luke pulling a prank.” He turned his head, looking down at me. “I don’t want to think of the alternative.”
“What’s that?”
He pressed his lips together, shaking his head. “No. Don’t make me say it.” 
He turned toward the house and jogged to it. He took one of the masks off the window. He flipped it over in his hands and checked it out.
I glanced nervously at the road. I was spending a lot of time in the street, but I didn’t see any new cars driving up. I went to the steps, looking up at him, a little afraid to see for myself what he might be looking at. “Is there something there?”
“Nothing,” he said. He looked at the other one on the opposite side of the door. He marched over and ripped it off. “Help me get these off.”
We did the bottom row quickly, but Kota’s second-floor window was a little more complicated.
As we stood on the lawn, considering how to get it down, I thought about the night, not too long ago, when Luke and I had climbed a roof very quietly. He could have done this. It saddened me to think he might have. He could get into some serious trouble, especially with Mr. Blackbourne. 
But if Luke hadn’t done it, it meant a host of other problems for us. It meant Volto was just as sneaky, and he could get past Max, which meant he’d spent some time here. That was too close. 
“I’ll have to go upstairs to grab it,” North said, still looking at the last mask. He went over to the trash cans and opened one of the lids, dropping the stack of masks inside before shutting it again. “I’m not sure if I want to draw attention to it now if Kota hasn’t noticed. Give me a minute to think about this. Let me get you to the diner.”
“We should tell him.”
“I know,” he said, gritting his teeth. “Just give me a minute to think about it. Luke’s in enough trouble, and if this is his way of getting back at us, things might be worse than we thought.”
In a way, suddenly I understood why North had been grumpy with Luke. If Luke was messing up like this, maybe he was trying, in the only way he knew, to straighten Luke out. Would the Academy punish him somehow if he went too far? “What should we do?” I asked.
He tugged me toward the street and over toward Nathan’s yard. “We don’t know who it was,” he said. “But I want you to do me a favor. Don’t confront Luke about this now. If you’re going out with him tonight, check his phone for evidence.”
“Steal his phone? You mean look at the pictures?”
“I’m really hoping he did this. But I also don’t want to yell at him, which I might not be able to help if I ask him directly. I don’t want to add to it if he’s feeling too much pressure and is lashing out at us. Pretend we walked quickly to the diner and didn’t even see it while leaving. We almost didn’t.”
I was never good at lying, but I had to agree with him. “Okay,” I said. “But what if it is Volto?”
“If he is back, there’s nothing to do about it now since we don’t know why or what the masks mean. Take off with Luke in my Jeep. Behave like normal but don’t run off alone anywhere. I’ll check in on you.” He sighed as he hurried around Nathan’s house, guiding the way through the woods. “God, though it’ll piss me off, I hope Luke did this. Otherwise things have gotten way more complicated.”
I understood. If Volto was around and could slip in and around Kota’s house even with Max on patrol, we were really helpless to stop him and what might he do next? I snapped my fingers. “The cameras!” I exclaimed. “What about them? Doesn’t Kota have cameras at his house?”
“They aren’t recording all the time,” he said. “There’s too many at all of our homes and they’re meant for us to check in, not record all the time. The only ones that record constantly are on Hendricks at the school. Or McCoy if his signal is in range, and they aren’t around.”
I sighed. It was too bad. It would have been easy to at least try to identify who it was if they had been recording.
“But maybe we need to start recording all the time,” North said, cutting through the woods to the path. He looked at me, reaching for my hand to assist me along. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
I followed, leaves crunching under our feet, and the shadows of trees around us cooling the air. I dipped my free hand into the hoodie’s pocket for warmth, a little worried about Kota and Gabriel alone in the house after we left. I supposed if they were together, it would be fine, especially if Luke was the one doing the pranking. I pulled my phone from where I kept it in my bra. “Should I text Kota about the one on his window?”
“Let me handle it,” North said, but nodded his head toward the path. “Let’s hurry so I can get back.”
I was worried, though. That was a very, very Volto-like threat. If Luke had done this, it was a horrible prank. If it was him, I’d be disappointed in him for doing such a thing, knowing we were already stressed about Mr. McCoy and with everything else going on.
As we walked down the path, my thoughts kept going to the masks. After several encounters, I had no clue who Volto could be. I’d gone through my own list of suspects, but even then, the clues never added up. 
I thought about the day we went to get outfitted for the Halloween homecoming dance. Luke had been there. We had all been separated at one point or another. Luke had plenty of time to himself. Alone. We hadn’t been able to figure out how Volto knew we were there. It seemed Volto had stolen Kota’s car. 
Luke had keys for his car. He could have moved it. Did we bother to look for it? Or did we get too spooked seeing Volto masks and ran for it too soon? 
And then on the night of the dance, Volto had pranked our outfits, so they’d glowed with his masked face.
And then he’d managed to work out our radio system, and had assisted us with finding McCoy who was talking to Hendricks in secret.
I hadn’t seen a lot of Luke that night. There were times he was missing, but it was a dance, so I hadn’t thought about it.
I thought about it now. There were more instances, and I was thinking up scenarios where it might have been possible that Luke could have planned such things. Was Luke using Volto’s masks as a way to prank us all without ever owning up to it? Would he do such a thing?
Or…no. I couldn’t consider it. While I might not know who Volto was, it couldn’t be…
I pressed my lips together, and kept my eyes on the leaves at our feet, smothering the idea. 
Not Luke. Not him. Couldn’t be.
 



ELUDED 
 
 
North emerged from the woods first, checking the parking lot before letting me go on. 
“No cars I recognize,” he said. “But put the hood up. Let’s not take the risk.”
We were in view of the highway as well. While further in the street, you could see any new and unidentified cars coming, the diner was a more dangerous place to try to get to, even though it was close. 
I pulled the hood over my head, having to tilt to see out since it fell over my forehead. North put a palm against my scalp through the material and rubbed once, released me and then nudged me forward. 
He led the way to the back door, unlocking it with a key and then holding it open to allow me to go inside ahead of him. I glanced once at the cars and the street. Nothing interesting. 
We went down a narrow hallway that led to an office, what was once the minister’s office in the former church but was now where Uncle did his paperwork. 
North sat down heavily in a wood and leather rolling office chair behind a desk, facing the computer. The desk was dark wood, in sharp contrast to the off-white walls and beige utility carpet. There was a faded beige and brown plaid couch along the wall, and a shelving unit behind the computer chair, similar to the ones in the pantry, only this one held paperwork and folders and a small printer. Nothing elegant, simply functional. The only decoration was a Virgin Mary painting on a very small canvas, framed in gold above the door; another leftover from the church that didn’t get removed.
I lingered near North, not wanting to stray too far. I hadn’t seen anyone on the way in, but I could hear the clank of dishes and the low murmur of customers through the walls. The diner wasn’t too busy at the moment, but there was a whole lot of clanking coming from the kitchen. 
“I just want to clear his schedule,” North said, typing at the computer. “I may go ahead and give him the week off. That’s a good break.”
“Are you going to have to take over the shifts?”
“Not all of them.” 
I went to the couch, sitting quietly on the edge of it, pulling back the hood. My nose wrinkled at the smell of must from the couch. Couldn’t they have gotten a new one? Maybe the next time I worked here, I could bring in some cleaner. “I could help,” I said.
“No, you should focus on Luke. That’s more important.”
I agreed, but I was still feeling a bit weird. This was a little intrusive of Uncle’s business. We didn’t really have permission. “Doesn’t Uncle wonder why I seem to disappear all the time? Sometimes for a week?”
“Yeah,” he said, “but he knows there’s Academy people working here. They come and go all the time.”
“But I’m not Academy.”
North blew a breath out from between his lips and looked up at me. “Luke just tells him you’re busy with school. I vouch for you, too. Don’t worry. He’s not going to fire you.”
I shifted my feet against the carpet, but stayed quiet. It was my first real job and I couldn’t help but want to do the right thing, be a good employee. Uncle was nice enough to let me babysit the register on slow days and do small projects around the place. Not many bosses would let you disappear for a week or more and then pop in again.
North stood and stabbed a forefinger at the Enter key. “Done. I guess. I never know if this software actually works. Sometimes it deletes what I’ve done.”
I got up slowly, smoothing the hem of the hoodie down over my hips. “Should Victor upgrade it?” I asked. “Or fix it?”
“We’re lucky we’ve got it at all. Luke and I talked Uncle into it. He wanted to us a paper-based schedule. Only with our crew, the schedule gets reworked a lot. Pages got torn, it looked a mess.” He stepped around the desk and headed toward the door. 
“Do you like working at the diner?” I asked, standing to follow him.
He turned at the door, taking a step back toward me and tilted his head. “What? Why are you asking?”
“I mean, you do it a lot. I know you like to keep busy, but I was wondering...do you enjoy it?”
North brushed a palm against his shadowed chin. “I don’t keep busy just to keep busy. There’s lots of shit to do. To be honest, I spend a lot of time here, when I should be back at the house fixing it. I haven’t made that much progress. And then there’s the car maintenance I’m behind on. I end up being the one covering shifts when people are out.”
I remembered the old Victorian house out in the middle of nowhere. Luke and Uncle lived in the house now and North continued to live in the trailer across the yard. There was a large metal garage in the back, too, filled with a lot of black vehicles. I heard from North that he’d work on cars from other Academy people, too. I thought of it as the Taylor Compound for all the buildings and the seclusion. “You’d rather be there?”
“Cooking isn’t really my thing. Unless it’s for you.” He put a hand on my head and this time, he kept it there. “The few times you eat vegetables is when I cook them.”
I hated to tell him I liked his cooked vegetables or he might have me eating them all the time. It was true, but I did like other things. I smiled and shrugged my shoulders a little. “I didn’t realize you didn’t like cooking so much.”
“I appreciate what I’m doing, providing food for people, and I respect what Uncle does and enjoys, but food service is a bit too repetitive for my tastes. Cook a dish, serve a customer, wash the dishes. The routine is nice sometimes but I miss the challenge of figuring out what’s wrong with a car, or figuring out how I’m going to build a bookcase into a wall.” 
I nodded my head, easily picturing him building things and working on cars. I could understand he’d prefer solving puzzles and creating something new. I imagined it to be more fun, too.
“Do you like it?” he asked.
I blinked, unsure what he meant. Did he want my approval of his car and house building work? “Uh...”
“The diner?” he asked. “Are you telling me you want to work here more?”
“Oh,” I said, lifting my brows. I sorted through my thoughts to think of something polite. I stuffed my hands into the hoodie pockets. “It...it’s fine. It’s my first job.”
“But it’s not your life dream?” he asked. “I mean, do you enjoy it enough to do it forever?”
“I don’t know,” I said. I could see the security in routine work, and I could appreciate it, but I wasn’t sure I enjoyed it that much either. Some of the waitresses really loved their work, loved the customers and the tips. I was too shy to be a waitress. Uncle seemed to always be under pressure to cook something quickly. Other than babysitting the register on slower days, and maybe washing dishes, I didn’t know if I could handle the work. “I don’t really know what I want to do.”
North smirked. “Life’s changed a bit for you. I don’t know what you pictured for yourself before you met us.”
I didn’t really have much of a picture at all. I spent a lot of my time trying to survive my parents. Now my parents weren’t around. My dad was gone. My step mother was still sick. Back before I met the guys, it felt like I was living in a fog, in a bubble my parents had created, even when I managed to slip out and take a walk in the woods. I was still tethered to my parents and their will to keep me as cooped up as possible. My only desires were to be released and have the opportunity to live a life that was normal. 
Little did I know there was a darker reason why my real mother had deposited me on their doorstep. My stepmother disliked being reminded that my father once had an affair...or from the way she said it, had raped my mother and left a little girl for them to take care of. And my father...I imagined he was trying to forget and avoid the mean-spirited wife my stepmother had become since she got had fallen ill and had become so bitter.
Since I’d been given a chance to be normal, life wasn’t normal at all, at least, not what I thought it would be. The guys and the Academy had me so wrapped up, I didn’t know what I was supposed to do now. 
North watched me, waiting for me to answer but I couldn’t express what I was feeling. I wanted to, but the words slipped around my tongue and everything sounded like a complaint, blaming it all on my parents. I’d only wanted out of the life I had lived, but I had no idea what awaited me out in the real world. I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. “I don’t know,” I said. 
He nodded slowly. He reached out, holding my chin, and looked at me. “You still want to be with us, don’t you?”
I nodded enthusiastically against his hold. “Yes,” I said quickly. “I just don’t know what that means, really. You do Academy things and you have this job at the diner, and school and your cars and construction. I don’t really have the Academy, at least not yet. I haven’t thought of what type of job I would want, and I don’t have anything that I’m good at.”
“It means you need time to think,” he said. “And you’ve got plenty of options. There’s no rush.” He slipped his fingers up my jawline, brushing his rough fingers across my cheek. “We are still young, Sang. You shouldn’t expect to know it all now.”
It felt like I should. I hadn’t realized how out of balance my life was. Most students around us were thinking of college, or a specific job, or backpacking across Europe after graduation. Even sophomores like me were thinking of junior classes, of which ones colleges would want to see, or what would be most helpful to learn for the future. 
I couldn’t make plans, because I wasn’t sure what I wanted. A lot of it depended on the guys, on this Academy that I still didn’t really understand. If they accepted me…I couldn’t picture what would happen after that simply because I didn’t know.
There was a shuffle at the door, and North dropped his hand from my face and turned.
Uncle was at the door. He was bald, wearing a black bandana around his forehead. He was tall, his body wiry. I’d started to see a few similarities between him and Luke, like the jawline and they had the same nose. He had on a blue shirt, jeans and a blue apron with the Bob’s Diner logo on it. He looked at North, at me, and then his eyes widened and he looked at North again. “What are you doing back here with her?”
“Talking,” North said, his lips dipping instantly into a frown.
Uncle’s eyes narrowed at his face. “Alone? Back here?”
“This isn’t the 1800s,” North said. “I didn’t compromise her reputation.”
The odd conversation had me taking a small step behind North, shy. I moved to put a finger to my lip, but my hand got stuck in the pocket of North’s hoodie.
Uncle’s attention wavered from the angry look he was giving North as he turned to me. He focused on the hoodie. “Isn’t that yours?” he asked.
North groaned but stared at the wall instead of looking at him. He shoved his hands into his pockets. “It was cold. I let her borrow it.” He grumbled and then rushed to say, “She’s here to get Luke. She asked to take him out on a date tonight.”
This lightened up the darkness in Uncle’s eyes. His white eyebrows arched up. “Oh really?”
The issue he took with North doing things that, to me, seemed simply friendly made me nervous. What would he think if I’d told him I’d actually kissed North, and I hadn’t officially kissed Luke yet? Or that I’d kissed the other guys? Or even the secret plan North and I were working on to keep the family together?
I only nodded to confirm what North had said. “Is that okay?” I asked.
“Fine by me,” Uncle said. He pushed his palms to his back, holding it like it was sore. “That boy gets into more trouble around here without you.”
By his expression, I could tell Uncle meant it to be a compliment, although it had me worried about Luke, especially given the current circumstances. Had he been in trouble?
North’s phone buzzed. He took it out, looking at it and frowning. 
Uncle lifted a brow. “Need a moment alone?”
“Yeah,” North said. He looked at me. “Find Luke.” There was more to it, but he wasn’t going to say it out loud. I wondered if it was about the masks. Maybe Kota finally found the one outside his window. Either way, he wasn’t going to talk to me more in front of Uncle. 
“We’ll go find him,” Uncle said. He reached out and tugged at my arm. “Come along, little bird.”
I kept looking back at North, feeling odd. Was Uncle a member of the Academy? Yet North wouldn’t talk in front of him about Academy things? I understood the Academy had different teams. Why wasn’t Uncle part of North’s team? They were family. North and Luke were stepbrothers. 
And what about Volto? What if he was back? If Uncle didn’t know about Volto, then he might be in danger. The whole of the diner might be if there were other Academy people working there.
I followed Uncle out into the hallway, leaving North alone in the office, hearing him shut the door behind us. I was worried about him, too. It wasn’t good for him to be alone. Volto seemed to like to splinter us, for one reason or another. I was paranoid, knowing if it was him, he was obviously close by, and wanted our attention.
Uncle headed to the kitchen. There was another chef at the stove, cutting meat up with a metal flipper for a steak sandwich. Another man was washing dishes at the sink. They were familiar, but I didn’t know their names.
“Luke must be out front,” Uncle said. “I haven’t seen him, but I’m sure he’s around here somewhere.” He went to the silver table in the middle, looking at a printed list attached to a clipboard. “So you want to take him out on a date, huh?”
I nodded, but then realized he wasn’t looking at me. “Yes,” I said. “Unless you’re busy and...”
“No, it’s fine,” he said. “He’s been weird lately. He’s always been a weird kid, but you just get a feeling something’s off sometimes. I was wondering if there wasn’t trouble at school.”
I checked behind me, looking to the hallway, worried he might walk in and hear. “He has been kind of distant lately,” I said. I didn’t know how to admit to the truth, and Uncle couldn’t possibly understand, but I wanted to see if he had another possible cause for Luke’s recent mood.
Uncle returned his dark eyes to me and leaned against the silver table with his arms crossed over his chest. “Listen, little bird, if you want my opinion, you should become a little less friendly with North.”
My lips parted as I tried to come up with a reply. Less friendly? “But...”
“I know you’re friends with him,” he said, “but you’ve got to understand. You’re a pretty girl. North’s very particular about girls and you’re one of the few he tolerates. You spend a lot of time with him.”
This made me question North and what other girls he tolerated on a regular basis. I smothered the thought. “We’re friends,” I said. What else could I say? It’s not like I could explain the new plan, or what it might mean. It was hard enough to comprehend within our group. Would Uncle ever understand it, if we chose to make it a reality? I needed to talk to North.
“I get that,” he said. “He’s also a young man full of hormones. Spend your time with Luke. North will find someone else if you leave him alone long enough.”
I tried to hide my tension with a small smile and a nod. He wanted North to find another girl. It made sense. Or it would if things were different for us. It made me consider how this whole situation would work. Uncle could run into North and I one day, or even one of the others. Maybe what we were thinking was impossible. Good in theory, but no one else would understand and accept it.
Uncle tapped a finger on the table, the metallic sound echoing. “If you like Luke, that is,” he said.
I lifted my head and nod more. “Yes,” I said. “I do.” That wasn’t the problem.
He smirked and rubbed a palm across the bandana on his forehead. “Save the I dos for when he asks.” He turned from me toward the stove and started cleaning up his area. 
I shifted from foot to foot, considering what he might have meant. Then I considered leaving to find Luke, but I didn’t want to go out front alone. I considered going back for North, but given the circumstances, I wasn’t sure if I should.
Uncle shouted over his shoulder. “Hey, Tony!”
“Yeah?” said the guy washing dishes. 
“Go find Luke.”
Tony was a lanky guy with dark hair and an olive complexion. He looked at me once, wiped his hands on his apron, turned off the water and walked out of the room.
He didn’t ask why. Then I realized the two other people in the room had probably heard the conversation. Heat washed over me, until I was sure my whole face was red. 
I was flustered and embarrassed that they thought I’d been getting too close to North and needed a reminder of who I was dating. Why did Uncle have to say all that in front of them? Maybe he thought it was innocent enough…It was my own circumstances that made me uncomfortable. If they only knew…
I considered washing dishes if I was just going to stand there anyway. Uncle turned back to cooking. The other cook finished up his sandwich, walking it out to the hallway, where a waitress took it to the dining room.
Nathan came through the door into the kitchen. He still had on his jeans, but had traded the red shirt for one of the blue Bob’s Diner T-shirts to match with everyone else. The chest was a little tight, showing off his muscles.
He approached the silver table that separated the sink side from the stove and oven side and spotted me. His reddish brown hair shone a bit redder under the fluorescent lights of the kitchen. He stopped mid-step and turned with a puzzled expression in his blue eyes. “Something wrong?” he asked.
“I came to see Luke,” I said carefully, unable to give him the full answer. I made my eyes go wide, letting him know there was more to it and I needed him to go along with it. “I was going to take him out.”
He slid a look from me to Uncle and back at me. “You thought he might be here? I thought he was still at Kota’s. I’ve been waiting for him.”
I pressed my lips together before I could utter the surprised sound that had started in my throat. I forced a smile at him. “He said he was headed here, to relieve you from work, but...” I wasn’t sure what else to say in front of the others. This wasn’t good. Luke wasn’t here. What was I supposed to do?
“He’s probably run off again,” Uncle said. He hadn’t turned around, still cleaning up. “You should call him. Make him come pick you up.”
“Right,” I said. “I’ll do that.” I pressed my teeth together, grimacing at Nathan. I needed to talk to him, but away from Uncle.
Nathan’s face shifted from curious to something much more serious. He frowned and then took off his blue apron. “Is anyone else here?”
“North’s in the office, or he might still be.”
“Let’s go find him.”
Uncle made a noise, and I put my head down, feeling guilty but unable to help it. Did he expect me to avoid North completely? 
I followed Nathan out into the hall, right on his heels. Even on the short walk, I wanted to reach out to him, to hold his hand or touch him in some way, but I feared Uncle would see it, even through the walls. 
Nathan opened the door to the office. I stood on my tiptoes to peek around his wide shoulders.
North was still inside, looking at the computer but then picked his head up with a dark eyebrow lifted as we came in. “Don’t complain to me. It was her idea to give Luke the night off. But don’t worry. I’m not going to keep you. I’ll take over...”
Nathan ignored him, waving a hand through the air. He stepped inside, giving me room to enter. When I did, he closed the door and hit the lock. He turned to me, his hands on his hips. His shoulders rounded out and his blue eyes took on that serious expression again. “What’s wrong?”
I hoped no one was listening in on us. I needed to talk to someone about Uncle, but finding Luke seemed to be more important right now. “Luke left us not too long ago to relieve you from working,” I said. “But if he’s not here, then…”
“Well, then he’s run off again,” Nathan said, wiping his hands on his jeans. “I haven't seen him. It wouldn’t be the first time.”
“But now there’s a problem,” I said. I checked in with North, who shrugged but then nodded. “Volto might be back.”
Nathan’s face reddened, and he turned toward North. “Are you serious? Where?”
“Just wait a second,” North said, raising his hand. “We don’t know if it’s really him yet. Now that Luke’s not here, I’m wondering more if it was him playing a prank and then realizing he needed to hide because it was too over the top. So you haven’t seen him at all?”
“No,” Nathan said. “I’ve been working since I left Kota’s. I was waiting for someone to show up. Tony said she was here looking for Luke, so I came back to check it out.”
“We need to find him,” I said, feeling the panic in my heart. What if Volto had taken him? He’d done the same to me. Luke had been alone on his way here. I turned to North and Nathan, my finger fluttering to the base of my throat. “What if he’s got him?”
“Calm down,” North said, standing and pulling out his phone. He pushed a button and then held it to his ear. 
I eased closer to the desk. “Who are you calling?”
“Him,” he said. He waited and then held it out so he could look at the screen. “He’s not answering.”
“Track him,” Nathan said. “We should find out where he is. I don’t think he’s on any Academy assignment. Kota would have known.”
“Should I call him?” I asked. “Maybe he’s thinking you’ll yell at him. I could try.”
“Yeah,” North said, and then pressed at his phone. “I’ll track him. You call him.”
I came deeper into the room to distance myself from the door, and then sat on the couch again to steady my shaking. I pulled my phone out but before I called Luke, I looked at Nathan for a brief second, feeling strange about the situation. I just hoped it would work.
Nathan pressed his lips together in a grim expression. “Do it.”
I looked at my phone, finding Luke’s icon—a stack of pancakes—and pushed the buttons that would call him.
The phone rang and kept ringing. At first, I wasn’t sure he would answer. 
Right before a voice mail message would have started up, the phone clicked. There was breathing on the other end amid other sounds, but no voice.
My heart stopped. Volto did that. I breathed out slowly. “Luke? Is that you?” I tried not to sound panicked, but my voice was soft.
“Sang?” Luke said through the phone. “Everything okay?” His voice was concerned now. 
My heart crashed back into my chest at hearing his voice. I brightened a bit, looking at the other guys and nodding. “Yeah, I’m okay.” 
North started waving at me, getting my attention, and signaling that I shouldn’t let on that we were looking for him. “I just...came by the diner. I thought you were here.”
“Oh,” he said. “I was going to, but...I don’t know. I got distracted.”
“Oh,” I said. I didn’t want to get after him about not going to work. Hadn’t he had this same discussion with North where he’d promised he’d relieve Nathan? How could he skip out and make it sound like it was akin to daydreaming during class? “I was going to see if you wanted to...maybe...do something tonight.”
“Tonight? Like what?”
I bit my lip and looked at Nathan and then North. I couldn’t think of what to say, feeling awkward that they were watching me while I was trying to ask Luke out and find out what was going on at the same time. “Oh, I thought we’d get a pizza and watch a movie? Or maybe something else? Whatever you want to do.”
“Are you asking me out? Sang, if you’re feeling threatened by that girl giving me her phone number, there’s nothing to worry about.”
I swallowed and continued, unable to turn back now. Nathan was looking at me, a frown on his face and it was more than the situation. I was worried about jealousy. It made it more awkward to be sweet to Luke and try to lure him to take me along wherever he was going. “Maybe it’s a little bit of that,” I said closing my eyes so I didn’t have to look at Nathan. “But to be honest, I...thought we should hang out. We never get to. I haven’t gotten a chance since...”
“Sang, listen, I want to, but I’m halfway across town right now and I might not be able to get back.”
I sent a puzzled look at North. He looked at his phone and was shaking his head. “Oh,” I said, unable to hide my disappointment. “Where are you going?”
“Academy stuff. You know how it is. Save some pizza for me? I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”
I frowned. He’d said he was distracted. Now he was saying it was Academy stuff and he’s too busy? This didn’t seem like him. “What time will you be back, Luke?”
“Have to go. Bye!” 
He disconnected. I pulled the phone from my ear, looking at it in disbelief. I’d never been brushed off by any of them like that before. I recalled what he’d just said, and it made me question the Luke who had been at the house earlier, friendly and funny. He didn’t even seem like the same person. 
I turned to North. “At first he said he was distracted, like he was doing something else… and then he said he was doing something for the Academy. He said he was halfway across town.”
“According to the GPS on his phone, he’s...” North’s eyebrows moved together, and his lips twisted in confusion. “Back at our house.”
“We should go follow him,” I said. “He shouldn’t be alone. If he didn’t do the prank, then Volto...”
“Shouldn’t we warn him about Volto?” Nathan asked. “If we aren’t, then we need to keep an eye on him so he isn’t alone.”
North sighed and then went to the door, opening it. “Sang, you go with Nathan. I’ll stay here and cover the shift. Uncle will get the wrong idea if you and I leave together.”
“You shouldn’t be here alone,” I said.
“I’m not,” he smirked and then tapped me on the nose. “Uncle’s here. As are a couple other people...”
He meant there were plenty of Academy people here. Volto would have to get by all of them to get to North. Kota and Gabriel were still up the road, too. “Just be careful,” I said. “Don’t go home alone.”
North rolled his eyes and walked into the hallway. “Stick by her Nathan.”
Nathan grunted in agreement. He took me by the elbow and nearly carried me out to the hallway and toward the back door. “Let’s go find Luke.”



HIDE AND SEEK
 
 
Nathan had me keep the hood over my head while we were out, just in case anyone was following us or if anyone working for Mr. Hendricks spotted us. 
When we got into the Jeep, I told Nathan quickly about finding the masks, and how we weren’t sure who had hung them. Then, I reluctantly told him about Luke acting strangely and how we wondered if he’d had something to do with the masks. 
I kept the part about Uncle being weird about North to myself for now. I wanted to talk to North about that first.
As I was talking, I got a buzz on my phone: texts from North.
 
North: I got word back from Kota. Told him about the masks and he got the one off of his window. He said there were eight. Wasn’t sure if there was anything significant to the number.
 
I read this to Nathan. He was quiet for a moment and then counted on his fingers. “That’s just how many windows Kota has on the front of his house.”
I wrote this to North and got a quick response.
 
North: He wonders why it was the front of the house and not the side or any of the back windows.
 
“He’s overthinking the numbers,” Nathan said to me. “You know him. He assumes there might be answers in them sometimes. It might just be Volto only had eight masks, or he just wanted to do the front and didn’t worry about the back.”
“I guess he’s looking at all the information, and not dismissing anything,” I said. 
Nathan nodded and glanced at all his mirrors and then out the front. He combed his reddish hair, shorter since Gabriel had cut it not too long ago. Now it stood up in the back at times, but was soft. He continued to brush his head, still not used to it being so short. “I just don’t like over-thinking the details instead of looking at the obvious. I don’t like knowing he’s out there and we haven’t been able to figure out who he is yet. He’s already done a lot of damage.”
“Has he, really?” I asked.
“You’re not telling me you like what he does, are you?”
“No,” I said. “But what has he done? Informed us about where Mr. McCoy was?”
“He set up that dangerous stunt on the football field. Someone could have gotten seriously hurt. Then there’s the photos he took of you. And he kidnapped you.”
“Just to talk to me,” I said. I didn’t have an excuse about the football field. “He said Muriel did the photos.”
“He could say that, but it might not be true. We can’t trust him.”
“I’m hoping this recent thing is Luke,” I said. “I’m hoping he just did a trick because he was mad at North. He might know we’re on to him about it and is just trying to avoid getting into trouble.”
“I’m not so sure he’d do something like that,” he said. He stopped at a red light and continued his constant looking toward all mirrors. “Besides, the problem is, Volto is still out there. Whether or not Luke played another prank, and is laying low now to not get in trouble for it, it doesn’t change the fact that there’s a potential danger. Not knowing who Volto is and not being able to stop him is making what seems like a stupid prank into something we have to take seriously.”
I agreed with that. “It still doesn’t explain what Luke has been up to, and why he’s skipping out on work when he promised to be there.” I really wanted to talk to him.
But would he talk to me about it if he knew I wanted to? He dismissed me earlier, even though he might be at home just thinking. Maybe this was more serious than I thought.
The light turned green, and Nathan rolled the car forward. The afternoon light was bright and I shielded my eyes from it. 
“So, were you going to take him out for pizza tonight?” Nathan asked in a quieter tone. 
My fingers shifted, until they covered my view of his face. There was drop of jealousy in his question. I remembered the promises he made to me in one desperate moment when he’d confessed his feelings. From what I’d learned since, it wasn’t clear if he knew about the plan or not. I didn’t want to be the one to tell him if he didn’t—I had a feeling he wouldn’t like it. 
I tried to talk vaguely, just in case. “Kota asked me to find out why Luke keeps running off,” I said in a quiet tone similar to his. “North couldn’t do it; he’s been harsh on him lately and he’s not so sure Luke would open up to him right now.”
“And Kota can’t do it?”
“He wanted me to try first, before he goes to Mr. Blackbourne and asks him to talk to Luke. Even Gabriel tried talking to him, but Luke’s been eluding him for a week or so.”
“It’s not a bad thing if he does need time to think,” Nathan said. “And Mr. Blackbourne’s not a last resort. He’s not going to kill him or punish him if he’s really having a hard time with something. Has anyone told Mr. Blackbourne about any of this?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I assume Kota has or will. Or North.”
“Maybe you should text him.” He turned his head to look at me briefly before refocusing on the road. 
I picked up my phone, hesitating. “I don’t know. I’d hate to bug him now since he’s being chased all over the city. I don’t know who might be listening on his phone... Is it a good idea to do that now?”
Nathan tilted his head. “I don’t know. I don’t feel like dealing with Luke should be your sole responsibility.”
My fingers traced the outside of the phone, debating. Did he think I couldn’t handle it? I didn’t feel like I was doing it alone, but I would be the only one to go talk to Luke. It wasn’t that I minded telling Mr. Blackbourne about it, but I didn’t want to worry him about both Volto and Luke before we even know exactly what’s going on. I also didn’t want to get Luke in trouble if it was one of his pranks. “I’m going to tell him about the Volto masks,” I said. “But I don’t know what to say about Luke.”
“He’ll want to know why Luke needs time to himself.”
I sighed, putting the phone in my lap and pushing my head back against the headrest. “What should I do?”
“Text Kota,” he said. “See if he’s mentioned any of this to Mr. Blackbourne. And let him know what we’re up to.”
That sounded like a reasonable idea. If anything was important, Kota would know what to tell Mr. Blackbourne.
I picked up the phone again, eager to reach out to him so he could help me figure this puzzle out.
 
Sang: Nathan and I are on our way to check on Luke at his house. He ditched work. Should I tell Mr. Blackbourne, or can you tell him about the masks and Luke? I don’t want Luke to get into trouble.
Kota: Already letting him know. I’ll check the cameras.
It took me a minute before I realized he meant Luke’s cameras at his house. I touched my forehead. “Oh yeah, we could have just checked the cameras,” I said.
“I thought you wanted to take him out,” Nathan said, glancing over at me. “And talk to him?”
“If he says he’s busy, but wants to be alone, then we probably need to give him some space, right? Maybe we can just get a visual, and stay nearby in case it was Volto. He shouldn’t be alone.”
“Yeah,” Nathan said and then sighed heavily, shifting his body in the seat. “Looks like you and I might need to babysit. What do you think is wrong with him, anyway? He hasn’t done this in a while.”
I didn’t want to tell him what I was really thinking, but instead of lying, I shrugged. 
My phone vibrated in my hands. I touched the button to light up the screen.
 
Kota: I used the GPS to track him in the house, but he’s not with his phone. You’re on your way to his house?
Sang: Yes, with Nathan.
Kota: Pick up Silas and head there with him. One of you should stay nearby, even if he wants to be alone. I want a visual on him as soon as possible.
 
I agreed even if I just talked to Luke for a minute to make sure he was okay. “Kota said to pick up Silas,” I said. “He wants us to take him with us.”
Nathan sighed and then looked over his shoulder before changing lanes. “Good thing I hadn’t gotten too far,” he said, waiting in line to make a U-turn. He looked over at me. “So he’s updated Mr. Blackbourne?”
“Yeah, and he checked cameras for Luke, but he doesn’t see him at the house, even though his phone is there. He wants a visual and at least one of us to stay near Luke.”
“Should we warn Luke about Volto?” Nathan asked. “Maybe we should text him.”
I pressed my lips together, as I thought about it. There were a hundred little decisions to be made, and my brain was getting tired trying to anticipate possible outcomes. I didn’t know the right answer. 
“Let’s check in with him first,” I said. “Don’t you think? Let Kota figure out about Volto. Let’s just make sure Luke’s safe for now. We can only figure out so much, right?”
Nathan nodded slowly and then a small smile turned up the edge of his lips. He reached out, pulling my hand toward him, and brought my fingers to his mouth, gently biting a knuckle. He lowered my hand and put it in his lap to hold. 
I smiled. “I’m sorry,” I said. “We kind of got roped into this. They wanted to give you some time off before school tomorrow.”
“Peanut, we do what we have to do. I’ll happily sit in a car for a few hours with you watching over Luke.”
I squeezed his hand gently as a quiet thank you. He squeezed back and drove on, my hand still in his.
The way to Silas’s building was becoming familiar. The apartment complex seemed quiet at the moment: mid-afternoon on a Sunday. The pool was covered over in a blue tarp, done for the season. There were clear bags of leaves left near the dumpsters. Some of the doors had jack-o-lanterns and pumpkins left over from Halloween. 
When we made a turn toward the last apartment building, Silas was already waiting at the foot of the steps and came out when Nathan stopped the car in the middle of the drive. 
Silas was wearing dark blue jeans that were a little tight around his thighs. I did a second glance when I realized that what I thought was a jacket, was actually a workman’s shirt. There was a patch over his chest, something in a script I couldn’t read, and below, it said ‘plumbing company’.
I hopped out quickly, leaving the door open, and opened the back passenger door, about to get in.
Silas walked up, and grabbed the frame of the back door, getting my attention. His black hair was longer now, dipping across his eyes, darkening the olive complexion around his face. 
“Aggele mou,” he said. “Where are you going?”
“Giving you the front seat,” I said, pointing. “There’s more room up there. The back is small.”
He moved his thick lips, like he wanted to protest, but before he could, I got into the back. He couldn’t argue if I was already settled. 
Even for me, the back was crowded; I sat upright with my knees nearly touching the back of the front seat. He would have been completely uncomfortable.
Silas got in, stretched a bit and closed the door, looking over at Nathan. 
Nathan glanced down at Silas’s shirt before he raised his eyebrows and smirked at him. “He had you working?”
“I mentioned I had a day off, and he drags me on an emergency job with him,” Silas said. “I’d take off the shirt, but I didn’t bring a T-shirt to wear underneath.”
“Yeah, keep it on,” Nathan said, turning the Jeep around. “Can’t let Sang go crazy seeing you shirtless.”
I held my lips together so I wouldn’t giggle. Was this a clue? Was Nathan okay with the plan? Plus, once he mentioned it, I couldn’t help but think of Silas shirtless.
Silas gave Nathan a small punch in the arm. Nathan laughed, turning the car back onto the main road. 
Silas peered over the back of his seat at me. I reached forward, touching his shoulder to let him know he had my attention. “So you were working?”
“My dad’s still on my case about going into plumbing.” He shook his head, and combed his thick fingers through his hair, pushing the strands aside. “He thinks college is expensive and a waste of time.”
“Are you going to college?” I asked, suddenly very interested. The only time I ever really heard any of them talk about the future was that they couldn’t wait until after they were out of Ashley Waters and back to whatever was ‘normal’ for them. “You said you’d already taken some college courses.”
“Just for fun,” Silas said. “But he thinks the reason I’m in the Academy is into get into a better college later. He’s telling me unless it’s scholarships the whole way, I wouldn’t be able to afford it, so what’s the point in trying? Plumbing school to get a license is much less expensive.” He let out a heavy sigh and tilted his head back onto the head rest. “Maybe on my days off, I should tell him I’m working at the diner and hang out at your place.”
“I just can’t wait until we’re all eighteen and can tell people we’re off at college,” Nathan said. 
A little alarm went through me. “College?” I asked quietly. “Were you planning on going?”
Nathan shrugged. “It’s what we’ll tell people if they ask what we’ve been doing all day. It’s easy to blend into a college if you really needed to.”
I wanted to ask why we would need to blend into college, but was he talking about me, or them? Before I could think of how to ask, Silas started talking to him about the plumbing job he’d been working at. 
I lifted my feet onto the seat, resting my knees against the door. I stared blankly at the scenery as we drove back toward Luke’s. It bothered me that I hadn’t thought of much about what would happen after high school, whether I would stay through senior year, which was what I’d assumed would happen before I met the boys.
What did it mean to belong to the Academy and not have to go to high school or college? What did you do for work? How did you learn?
What happened if I didn’t join the Academy? Would I have to stay at Ashley Waters then? The boys had told me often if they didn’t stay, I wouldn’t either. But the reality was, I had to do something. Perhaps they’d have me working at the diner while they were on Academy jobs or whatever they did when they weren’t in school. 
I leaned my head against the seat, tired of all the questions I didn’t have answers to. 
I stopped thinking about it for now. Instead, I considered what I would say to Luke if he found us poking around and watching him. 
When Nathan finally pulled into the laneway that lead to the Taylor Compound, he paused halfway down the drive and stopped the car. “If I go any further, it’ll trigger a warning bell for Luke if he’s here. Do we want him to know we’re coming?”
“Didn’t Kota say he wanted a visual?” Silas asked. “That’s all I heard. Is he grounded?”
“He might be,” Nathan said. “I might ground him if he’s done what we think he did.”
“Do I want to know?” Silas asked. “Are Kota’s tires orange now?”
I peered out the window at the trees but couldn’t see anything. “Do we need to walk up?”
“Yeah,” Nathan said, opening his door. “Let’s walk it from here. Depending on where Luke is, we might just camp out in North’s trailer.”
We got out. The road ahead was gravel. I could see little of the sky, the light blocked by trees around us, making it appear to be closer to twilight than late in the afternoon. Everything had a green-orange hue from evergreen trees and the fallen leaves and my nose was overwhelmed with the smells of pine and decaying leaves. 
Before I could step around Silas and start down the road, he held out a hand, catching me by the waist. “Hang on there, Aggele,” he said. “Hang on. Let me toss you over the line.”
I didn’t understand what he meant, but walked behind him. 
I watched as Nathan walked up to a spot and then took a jump, hurtling himself over to land on his feet several feet further. He turned back, looking both ways down the drive. “Did I trip it?”
“I don’t see a light,” Silas said.
“There’s a sensor somewhere?” I asked.
“A pressure plate,” Nathan said. “Walking on it will trigger it. North says if a deer walks over it, it’ll go off. Anything about the size of a dog and up will set it off.”
Silas came around me and held onto one of my shoulders. “Do you want me to toss you over? Or can you jump it?”
I guesstimated from where Nathan jumped from to where he landed was doable. “I can run it,” I said, “and jump, but I may need Nathan to catch me.”
Nathan moved to face me, stepping back a bit to give me room, but spread his arms out. “Why am I always catching you?”
“I’m not in a tree this time,” I said. 
“Huh?” Silas asked, but stepped away to give me room.
“Long story,” I said, and dashed toward where Nathan had jumped from. I lifted off and in a second, I was crashing into Nathan’s shoulder. “Ugh,” he grunted but held me upright so I didn’t fall on the gravel.
Silas chuckled. “What’s wrong? She too heavy for you?”
Nathan made a face, and then bent over, scooping me up and draping me over his shoulder. I wasn’t expecting it, and ended up with my face in his hip, and my hair spilling, the clip falling from my hair.
“Just for that, I’ll carry her all the way to the trailer,” Nathan said in a deeper, challenging tone. He turned toward Silas, and from that point I was just looking at the gravel.
“Do it,” Silas said, challenging him back.
I shifted on Nathan’s hip. The phone in my bra fell out, clattering to the gravel. I gritted my teeth. Luckily it landed face up, so if anything, it was probably the cover that was scratched. “Hang on, I’m dropping things.”
Silas scooped up my clip and phone and held onto them. “I’ve got them, Sang,” he said. “Don’t fall off. I want to see him carry you all the way.”
I made a noise that was supposed to be a sigh, but when Nathan adjusted me, it ended up as a snort.
Silas laughed in his big, booming tone. “Shit. Too cute.” 
“What, you don’t think I can do it?” Nathan asked, shifting me higher on his shoulder as he started walking again.
It wasn’t worth getting between them, so I just accepted that I was going to be carried. I wondered about Silas egging Nathan on. Did he do it a lot? 
Nathan moved quickly while Silas trailing behind—I could see him smirking, even though I was upside-down. 
I kept expecting the edge of the Taylor Compound to come up soon, but remembered any previous time I’d been here, I’d been in a car, so hadn’t noticed how long the drive was. 
Nathan didn’t seem to have any trouble carrying me until we turned a bend and then he kept trying to adjust me. I almost fell off once, and Silas swooped in to catch me, before Nathan turned away. “I’ve got her,” he said.
“Don’t drop her,” Silas said with a chuckle. “You need me to do it?”
“She’s just unbalanced,” Nathan said with a grunt. “I keep thinking she’s going to slip off.”
“Uh huh,” Silas said, sarcasm in his voice.
Nathan mumbled something that I didn’t catch, but as they continued to walk, Silas stayed right behind Nathan.
All I could see was the gravel and the lower parts of trees and the boys’ legs. It was easier just to relax and lay limp. 
“Almost there,” Silas said. “I think it’s coming up…”
“I thought there was a tree,” Nathan said. “Isn’t there a white oak before…” He stopped abruptly, rocking forward.
I felt something, too, a strange prickling feeling through my body.
“Shit,” Nathan said, and shuffled me more as he arranged an arm over my thighs. With one hand, he reached back quickly for his pocket, pulled out his phone and brought it around out of my sight. “Yeah?” he said.
“What the hell are you doing? What’s wrong with Sang?” North’s voice still was deep, even through the cell phone. 
Nathan stopped and then put me down onto my feet. I stayed standing, but not without a wave of colors flashing over my eyes and as the blood rushed out of my head, making me dizzy. I held onto Nathan for a bit of support until my head stopped spinning.
“Did you just shock me?” Nathan asked and then turned his head. The breeze flattened his reddish hair as he gazed at the trees. “You didn’t tell me you had cameras out here.”
Silas stepped around Nathan, taking my hand and leading me on, chuckling. “Sounds familiar.”
I sighed, feeling a little funny after having been carried upside down for so long. I combed my fingers through my hair. “He shouldn’t be spying on us like that.”
“Are you going to shock him again?”
I shrugged, but then paused to let Nathan catch up to us.
Nathan mumbled complaints into the phone. After a while, he shook his head. “Fine,” he said, shoulders relaxing, defeated. He hung up on North and pointed the phone at me. “I could have carried you all the way to the house.”
“Why is he watching?” I asked.
“He’s keeping an eye on the cameras for Luke; Kota said he didn’t see him anywhere. He spotted us coming up.” He stuffed the phone into his back pocket. “When he realized you weren’t actually hurt, he got after me for…I think he said wearing myself out during an emergency.”
I felt a little put out since I’d wanted to text North about spying on us, but now I realized I didn’t have much of a leg to stand on in that fight. He was probably right. We didn’t know if this was an emergency and we had been goofing off. “Let’s just find Luke,” I said. 
Nathan and Silas nodded, their blue and brown eyes now serious and trained ahead at the road.
The Taylor Compound was quiet as we approached. Silas and Nathan skirted the perimeter to the left, closer to the trailer. I moved behind them, studying the house. It looked quiet. A couple of lights seemed to be on, but it was hard to tell since it was still daytime. 
The boys stopped right behind the trailer. We were facing trees, hidden from the main house.
“This is stupid,” Silas said. “I feel like an idiot. We should just go up to the house and look for him.”
“We need to leave him alone,” Nathan said. “We just need to see him and make sure he’s okay.”
“I don’t know,” Silas said, looking steadily at a tree, thinking. “I mean he knows us, he’ll know where to hide so we can’t find him.”
“We don’t want to bug him,” Nathan said. He wiped his fingers across his brow and then across the front of his Bob’s Diner shirt. “Look, let’s just find him, and when we do, we’ll just keep an eye on him. That’s what we’re here to do.”
Silas looked back at him, frowning slightly before he looked at me. “You’re okay with this?”
“We don’t need to snoop,” I said. “I just want to make sure he’s safe. That’s all.”
He inclined his head slowly forward, almost a nod. “Let’s just get this over with.”
I fell behind them as they peeked in North’s trailer windows. I wondered if he was watching us from the diner, or if he’d gone back to the house with Kota and Gabriel. 
Silas and Nathan wanted to start at the trailer, circle the woods to the garage, and then travel around to the back of the main house.
The trailer was dark, empty. We only had to glance through one of the garage windows to see Luke wasn’t in there, unless he was sitting in the dark behind one of the vehicles inside. 
The main house was an old Victorian, with a turret and huge porches. A lot of the windows had been replaced with new ones, but the outside looked shabby and was in bad need of some paint. 
Silas asked Nathan and I to stay in the woods while he peeked into the lower windows of the house. The windows were high, and even he needed to stand on his toes to look in.
 “I don’t think he’s here,” Nathan said as he put an arm around my shoulders. 
I leaned into him, feeling odd to be standing in the dark woods, sneaking around. Since Silas had said he was uncomfortable spying on Luke, I was starting to feel the same way. I wished there was an easier way to check on him. Even spotting him on the cameras would at least confirm he was okay. “When I called him, he said he was on his way to town. When we checked where his phone was, it said he was here. How could he answer his phone if he wasn’t here?”
“He could have left before we made it here,” Nathan said. 
“I don’t know…” I said, getting worried. “Something just doesn’t feel right.”
“Spying on someone never feels right,” Nathan said. 
Silas waved at us, signaling for us to come along. He walked onto the back porch.
Nathan and I joined him. We each peeked into windows, seeing rooms filled with ladders and wood and paint buckets and wallpaper. It wasn’t a wonder that North was still living in the trailer; the house didn’t really seem livable.
“Let’s just go in for now,” Silas said. “Let’s just tell him McCoy was spotted nearby and we were checking to make sure he’s not inside the house.”
“Okay, but say it was someone else,” Nathan said. “We wouldn’t have Sang here if it was McCoy.”
Silas shrugged, thinking. “Rocky? Maybe looking for North?”
Nathan nodded and then pointed to the door. “That’d be strange enough.”
Silas tested the back door, finding it locked. He pulled out his keys, unlocked it and let us in.
The back hallway led to a kitchen to the right. Further on, there was a front parlor and to the left there was a set of stairs, and beyond that, more rooms. The smell was a mixture of paint, wood, and must. My nose tingled and I kept my elbow near my face, waiting for a sneeze that never came.
Silas lifted a roll of wallpaper that was on a side table. “I wish North had told me he was still sanding the walls down. I could have helped.”
“He likes to wait until you have a free couple of days,” Nathan said. He bent down and scooped up a stack of used-up sandpaper. “You know him. He wants to go nonstop for two days and then chill for a week to do Academy stuff. He works in stages. Some of this is probably Uncle. He’s the one that leaves a mess after he works. He doesn’t clean up until the job is done.”
I walked around them, tidying up a bit. I couldn’t help but smile to myself at hearing their talk about wanting to help North. It’s not like we’d had loads of time lately.
I wandered through a downstairs hallway, feeling small as the rooms were large with high-ceilings, our footsteps echoing off the bare walls. One was lined with a bunch of empty bookshelves. Another was a bathroom with really old black and white tile and a claw-foot tub but was missing a toilet and a sink. 
When I circled back, the boys were in the kitchen, looking around at the work that had been done. I left them and climbed the stairs quietly. Luke wasn’t here if we were making this much noise and he hadn’t come down to see what was going on.
The stairs were solid and I could sneak up them very quietly without much effort. Either they were original and built well, or North had fixed or replaced them and had done an amazing job.
Once I was up the stairs, I was faced with a lot of closed doors. I opened the first one to the right and found a large bedroom. There was a lower level toward the front of the house, and then two steps that went to an upper room. 
On the upper level there was a white metal-framed bed covered with light blue blankets. On the white painted nightstand sat a soda can and an empty candy bar wrapper.
This had to be Luke’s bedroom. 
I stepped in quietly, closing the door behind me. I stood just inside the door, surveying the room. 
It was strange to be in the room without permission, and yet at the same time, I felt comfortable being there. 
I noticed the lower level had a couch and an entertainment center with various game systems. His 3DS was on the couch and I went to it, opening it to find a paused game: Animal Crossing. He was still playing? I’d almost forgotten about my little town.
I put the DS back where I’d found it. Boxes were lined up against the wall, some filled with wallpaper and tiles, and others holding personal objects, stacks of books, collectables. 
I tried not to be too nosy, but I couldn’t help wanting to poke around. I did a circle of the lower level, peeking inside the boxes, but not reaching in for anything. I spotted a box filled with very random items: a black-handled hammer, a blue Frisbee, a worn and faded leather wallet, a couple of old day planners. 
Several had names that weren’t his. Did he…steal these? And kept them?
I went to the second level and sat on the bed. The mattress was firm and felt new, even if the frame seemed to be an antique. There were posters on the walls, mostly of faraway places like exotic beaches and waterfalls.
Did he want to travel? Or did he just like the look of the places?
The smell of the bedroom was like a lot of the rest of the house, musty and of wood and paint, but there was a layer of sugar and vanilla the deeper I got into Luke’s bedroom. 
I noticed a closet and got up to look inside. Clothes, many sorted by—I assumed—Gabriel. There was a lot of blue, white T-shirts, and jeans. There were a few nicer clothes, and several sets of the faux uniform they wore at school. There was a small bucket for dirty clothes.
The smell of vanilla was the strongest in here.
I was about to leave when I spotted some pink. It was hanging behind a lot of his other clothes. It was just a small little bit of cloth that poked out. 
What would Luke wear that was pink?
I leaned in, pushing the other hanging clothes out of the way for a look.
It was a pink tank top, very girly, and familiar. Was it mine?
I tried to recall how Luke would have it. 
Then I spotted another shirt, a lightweight yellow hoodie.
There was a skirt, too, blue, older. One I hadn’t worn in a while.
I froze then, seeing more clothes in the back that had once belonged to me. It was a small section of clothes that had been used when I’d gotten them. 
Clothes I hadn’t seen since…
My mouth fell open. I couldn’t move at all. I just stared. Disbelief. No. He wouldn’t have.
Danielle, the neighbor up the road, had stolen a bunch of my clothes. The group consensus among the boys was that she’d keep them, but Victor and the others had bought me new items. 
She’d thought she’d won, even if none of the clothes fit her and she didn’t even wear them since once getting sent home from school for having too short a skirt.
I’d already forgotten about them.
But thinking back, Luke had been upset. Maybe he hadn’t forgotten.
I’d told him not to sneak into Danielle’s house and take the clothes back. He clearly did at some point, yet he didn’t give them back. When would he have done it?
And why didn’t he tell me?
Was it because I told him I’d never talk to him again if he tried? I was sure back then any confrontation with Danielle, like stealing the clothes back, would result in Danielle confronting my stepmother and causing many more problems than a few missed outfits. 
He had asked me to trust him, and I had begged him not to do it.
He’d done it anyway, for whatever reason. When and how was unclear, but he obviously hadn’t been able to let it go like I thought he had.
I backed out of the closet and returned to sit on the bed. Mixed feelings crossed through my mind. Should I be flattered he cared so much to take them back? Upset that he had taken such a risk?
Scared that he’d do it and not tell anyone?
How many other secrets was he keeping?
I blew a warm breath from my lips. I wished he was here. I wanted to believe in Luke, but I needed some reassurance. He was so playful and fun, and yet…he cared so deeply. So much so that he’d put himself at risk just to right Danielle’s wrong against me. 
But he had done it in his own way: secretly, alone.
“Sang?” Silas’s voice floated from downstairs before his footsteps sounded on the stairs..
I rushed to the closet, moving the clothes back into place to hide what I’d found, and then closed the door. I wouldn’t betray Luke by telling the others. 
I returned to the lower part of the room just as Silas opened the door. He peeked his head in, looking around the room first before looking at me. “He’s not here?”
I shook my head. “Not here.”
Silas tilted his head forward, black strands of hair crossing in front of his eyes. “Check the other rooms?”
“Not yet.”
He lifted a dark eyebrow. “You okay?”
I forced a smile and hurried to the door. “Just worried about Luke.” That much was true. 
Still, I wanted to ask Luke about why he’d taken the clothes. But how could I? I wasn’t sure if I should admit I had poking around in his stuff.
Should we even mention we were here? The reluctance Silas had about spying on Luke made sense, and I realized how complicated this would be if we did have to confront Luke about anything.
But I wouldn’t be able to confront him about anything unless we could find him.
I just hoped I could be the one to talk to him first. 
 
 



HUNTING A SPY
 
 
After checking the rest of the upstairs, Silas and I started down the steps to find Nathan standing in the foyer. He had his hands on his hips, his blue eyes dark and serious, his lips tight.
“His phone’s in the kitchen,” he said, looking up toward us when we were about halfway down the staircase. “It was in the pantry, behind some cereal boxes. I put it on the counter.”
Silas stopped on the stairs, tilting his head as if straining to listen. After a pause, he continued down, ahead of me until the three of us gathered in the foyer. “So he is here somewhere?”
“I don’t see him around,” Nathan said. He looked over at me. “I don’t know why he hid his phone. What time did you call him?”
I searched my bra and then my pockets before I remembered Silas still had my phone. I tugged at his sleeve, cuing him to pull it out from his pocket to hand to me. The pink case had a few scratches from when I’d dropped it, but the rest seemed fine. I checked the call list. “Maybe an hour ago?”
Nathan frowned, looked around the space and then shook his head. “I don’t like this. Something’s wrong.”
I pressed my lips together, anxious. “What if it’s Volto?”
Nathan’s frown deepened and he pulled his own phone from his pocket. He pushed a button and then held the phone out, putting it on speaker. He pushed a finger to his lips, indicating to us to keep quiet and let him talk.
The phone in the kitchen rang. I silently stepped toward it. Why was Nathan calling Luke’s phone?
It rang a few times and I expected it to go to voicemail, but then the phone in the kitchen stopped, although the ringing coming through Nathan’s phone continued.
After two more rings, there was a click. “Hey man, I’m sorry I didn’t stop by the diner. I got roped into some Academy work.” Luke’s voice sounded like he was in a tunnel, but it was certainly him.
Nathan’s jaw tightened and his shoulders dropped before he forced a smile on his face and said, “Oh no, don’t worry about it. I wasn’t calling about that. Just had a quick question.”
“Shoot.”
Nathan pointed to me and Silas and then toward the phone in the kitchen. “Uh…I found this empty pickle jar with money in it. Looked like one of the tip jars, but there wasn’t a name on this one.”
As we listened to Nathan’s made-up story, Silas shooed me on further into the kitchen. Luke’s iPhone was on the island near the sink. It appeared to be silent now. 
“Did you ask around?” Luke asked—we heard his voice from Nathan’s phone in the other room, not the phone on the counter.
“Yeah, no one’s claiming it. I thought it might be yours since you were here earlier. If no one claims it, I was just going to dump it into Sang’s jar.”
Silas pushed a button on Luke’s phone. The screen showed a timer running, like he really was on the phone, but I didn’t see anything else. Silas put the phone back down, frowning with deep concern.
“Might be mine but give it to Sang anyway,” Luke said and then chuckled. “Girl makes bank even when she’s not there.”
It was odd to hear Luke so casual, even laughing, when he was hiding from us. On the phone, he sounded completely normal.
“Okay,” Nathan said, leaning into the doorway of the kitchen, his eyes on us. “Heading this way tonight? You know, maybe if you’re not busy this week, we’ll have a game night like we used to.”
“Sure,” Luke said. “Maybe tomorrow. I’ll have to let you go now, though. Stuff happening.”
“Understand,” Nathan said. “Be careful.”
“Always,” Luke said, and hung up.
After Nathan disconnected the call, we all stood in the kitchen, looking between Nathan’s phone in his hand, and the phone on the counter. 
“Kota would know if this was an actual Academy job he’s on, right?” Nathan asked Silas.
“Supposedly,” Silas said. “Unless Mr. Blackbourne didn’t tell Kota.”
“Would he ever tell him to leave his phone?”
“Yes,” I said, frowning, remembering a night when we’d taken an emergency cell phone only, leaving our own phones behind. We didn’t want our own phones with us when we were committing a crime: breaking and entering, theft. 
They looked at me, their expressions concerned.
“There’s no way we can tell what he’s doing then,” Nathan said. “And we can’t go after him, especially if he’s doing something dangerous.”
“He is answering his phone,” Silas said, his voice subdued and low. “He’s clearly okay.”
Nathan shook his head, lifted his eyebrows and gave another sigh. He moved forward and picked up Luke’s phone. “Damn Luke. You’re too good for your own sake.” He took it over to the pantry and positioned it back where I could only assume he’d found it. “This is why Mr. Blackbourne probably didn’t tell us about it. We’d sit here and worry and want to go help him out, but we can’t.”
“We should stop calling him,” I said quietly. “And looking for him. We might blow his cover or something.”
Nathan grumbled and headed to the door. “I don’t know what he’s up to, but if you’re trying to ask about his little pranks, we’ll all have to wait until later…and just hope he’ll get out of this job clean.”
Silas and I shared a look. Luke might be safe for now, but I still didn’t like the situation. Kota had seemed to know Luke would be on the last job. This time, Kota didn’t know. We were told to trust, and we tried, but Luke going off alone without any of us really bugged me. 
Silas headed out. I followed, my head down, not wanting to leave so soon, but without much choice. Luke wasn’t here. Trying to find him now could put him in danger.
We’d have to trust him this time.
 
♥♥♥
 
Later, we were on the road, headed back to Sunnyvale. Silas asked to go to the diner. “I want to help North out,” he said. “And ask him about the house. Maybe make plans to finish one of those rooms next weekend.”
Nathan pulled the Jeep into the diner’s parking lot, leaving it there for North. Silas went into the diner.
Nathan and I scurried into the woods and then went across the small plank of wood to his back fence. He opened the gate, letting me in.
I walked ahead of him toward the pool, now covered with a thin blue sheeting to protect it from leaves and keep it clean through the winter. I dipped down, pulling the sleeve of the black hoodie up on my arm, so I could touch the cold water. 
“I was tempted to push you in again,” Nathan said behind me, nudging me with his leg. I stood, spinning on him and he smiled. “But I wouldn’t want to have to jump in after you. Too cold for that.”
I smiled, but it wasn’t genuine. Things didn’t feel right, and I couldn’t let go of the sensation that there was a puzzle I needed to piece together. 
Nathan fixed his gaze on my face and then lifted his hands to cup my head in his palms, forcing me to look into his eyes. “Sang,” he said softly, gently tracing his thumbs across my cheeks. “What’s wrong?”
What could I say? The whole day had been a rush of what Luke had been doing and discovering secrets, and now I had so many questions hanging over me, some I couldn’t even tell him about. “Long day,” I simply said.
The corner of his mouth lifted a little. “Worried?”
I nodded against his hold. 
His lips twitched and then he leaned in. I closed my eyes as Nathan kissed my lips gently. 
I was expecting something short, friendly, but he held his lips there, like he wanted to continue, but wasn’t sure.
I opened my lips a little.
He dipped in again for a kiss, a little deeper, drawing me in.
I tried to want it, and I did, but my head wasn’t clear. I knew he was trying to distract me. He wanted to make me feel better.
I hated that I was concerned about Luke and not completely mindful of Nathan in this moment. I breathed in his leather scent. My mind pictured his handsome jawline and this blue eyes, even after I’d closed my eyes. 
Still, in the back of my head, I couldn’t enjoy his kiss if someone else on the team was upset. I appreciated Nathan so much, but I couldn’t help my concern.
The sound of the back sliding door opening startled me, breaking us apart. I had a horrible feeling it was Nathan’s dad, or worse: Volto.
Nathan looked over my shoulder toward the back porch. “Gabriel?”
I spun around to see Gabriel leaning out the door. Still in jeans and the bright orange tank shirt. His blond locks framed his face, with the russet brushed back neatly. He put a long lean arm out and waved frantically, signaling us to get closer.
Nathan sighed, took my hand and guided me around the pool.
Once we were close, Gabriel spoke, his voice low through clenched teeth. He was glaring at Nathan. “Are you crazy?”
“What?” Nathan asked.
“Kota’s in the kitchen. You’re lucky I was in there playing video games. He could have seen you.”
Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “So?”
Gabriel frowned and then looked at me. “Fucking shit, that hoodie is horrible.”
“She’s fine,” Nathan said. “Stop picking on her clothes.”
Gabriel’s crystal eyes flashed at Nathan. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you snapping at me?”
We could have said the same thing to Gabriel. Nathan started an eye roll but then rocked back on his heels quickly, looking at the ground. “Luke,” he said.
Gabriel straightened and his lips curved downward. “Thought he was up to something. He’s been acting funny.”
“Could be just Academy stuff,” Nathan said. “Long story.”
Gabriel stepped aside and curled his fingers at us. “Get in here. Explain it to Kota. Let me go through Sang’s clothes with her. That closet is looking a mess again.”
I didn’t particularly want to go through clothes, but I was grateful for a moment to think. Knowing Gabriel, he would go through the clothes on his own while I sat on the bed and watched.
Kota was in the kitchen, wiping off counters with a sponge, sweeping crumbs into his palm. 
“You don’t have to clean,” Nathan said, going in and straightening some stuff on the counter, moving used mugs and spoons into the sink. “I was going to hit it tonight before going to bed.”
Kota shrugged. “I was just doing a little here and there. Couldn’t sit still.” He still wore the green sweater, with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows as he worked. He rinsed the sponge in the sink, flushing the crumbs down the drain. He looked up, caught me watching, his green eyes brightening. “Any luck?”
I offered a sympathetic smile but shook my head. “Road block.”
“Come on, Sang,” Gabriel said. He grabbed my elbow and tugged, catching more sweatshirt than elbow. “Nathan can tell him. Let’s get you into something that doesn’t make you look like you’re wearing a tarp.”
I grimaced at Kota and he shared a tight, sympathetic smile. I could have protested, but Gabriel seemed to need some down time. 
We walked into the hallway as Nathan started talking to Kota, telling him about leaving the diner. I didn’t hear much before I was in Nathan’s bedroom and Gabriel had closed the door behind us.
The room was actually cleaner than I remembered from that morning. The CDs on the dresser had been straightened, alphabetized. It looked freshly dusted. The laundry basket was missing, and as I listened, I heard a dryer running. How long had Kota been over here? 
I immediately crawled onto the freshly made bed, finding a pillow, and sinking my head into it. My face still felt a little cold after being outside. I rubbed at my nose, and then took the pillow and put it over my face just to warm it. 
I heard a gentle click as Gabriel locked the door. This wasn’t unusual when Gabriel had me trying on clothes and didn’t want the guys walking in when I might be undressed.
The bed shifted as he climbed onto it, and then walked over me on his hands and knees, until he was hovering above me. I could see a little of him from under the pillow. He lowered his head until his lips pressed to my shoulder, lightly kissing it through the black cloth, and then brushing his cheek against it. The coarse hairs on his jaw snagged the cotton material. “Trouble,” he said softly. “Sweetheart…”
I swallowed, feeling strangely emotional at his words. I turned slightly, pushing the pillow aside. It fell to the floor as I reached for him. 
He settled in beside me, and wrapped his arms around my body, pulling me close. I snuggled into him, relaxing. He smelled faintly of roses.
He kissed my forehead and then kept his face pressed against my skin. “What happened?” he finally asked.
I didn’t know what to say. There was too much going on for me to sort through.
I couldn’t keep it to myself, though, and I didn’t want to keep secrets. 
“Meanie,” I said, my face pressed into his chest, the ribs of his tank shirt making lines against my skin. “Do you think Luke’s not…not into the thing we learned about?”
He rubbed my back with his warm palm. “I don’t know.” He was quiet for a long moment. “Is Nathan? I thought he was, but then the way he…outside. Or am I reading into it too much?”
I backed up a bit so I could look at him. His crystal eyes fluttered open, the dark lashes striking beside the light blue color. He did have pretty lashes. “I don’t know where anyone is with this. And it’s making me paranoid.”
“No shit,” he said. “I thought I’d have a heart attack if Kota had seen that. He doesn’t know yet, but North wanted to talk to him, and he’s waiting for something. I guess Mr. Blackbourne told him not to talk to anyone without him, and to not even start unless something significant happened. We jumped the gun on learning about it. We weren’t supposed to yet according to their plan.”
I groaned, tilting my head back and rolling it a bit back to put some space between us. I wanted to be able to look at him and not hurt my eyes with him so close.
Gabriel reached for the pillow that had fallen and picked it up, flattening it out and offering it to me. He and I stretched out on one side of the bed to share it. 
I studied his face, noting the orange crystal studs in his ears. “Maybe we did learn about it too soon,” I said. 
“We can’t help it now,” Gabriel said. “It’s not going to do us any good just wishing we’d waited. How were we supposed to know?”
“North said he wants to, but he’s hesitant, because he’s not sure if I want to.”
Gabriel reached up, taking pieces of my hair that had fallen across my cheek and pushing it back behind my ear. “This isn’t like what Lily went through. She didn’t even know until all the guys had decided. Even then, she had to be convinced that it was what they really wanted. She thought it was selfish to want it.”
“That’s how I feel,” I said, suddenly very eager to talk about my feelings, which had been weighing on me a lot. “It feels completely selfish. I don’t…I couldn’t…” I coughed as I stumbled over my words, trying to get too many syllables out at the same time and couldn’t finish the thought.
“Hey, don’t get sick on me,” he said. He covered my mouth and nose with his palm, not smothering, just covering while I coughed. 
I finished but when he glared at me like he didn’t trust that I was done, I reached my tongue out, licking his palm.
“You licked it, you bought it,” he said and then wiped his hand on my sleeve. 
Wanting to talk more about how I was feeling, I forced myself to be serious. “Earlier today, when we did the marker thing...”
“Yeah, I remember. You still have the heart on your ear.”
I gasped and then reached up. It must have been showing now that he’d pushed back my hair. I’d forgotten. 
“I’ll let you keep that one, fucking shit girly desire to keep everything cute…” 
I smiled wide now, trying not to giggle, and covered my own mouth with my fingers to hide it.
He smirked, his lips protruding out, his crystal eyes smoldering. “What were you going to say?”
I kept my fingers over my mouth, but just pulled them back a bit so I could talk. “Luke had a phone number on his arm. Some girl wrote it on him. It…I didn’t like it and he scribbled it out.”
“Then that’s a good thing,” Gabriel said. His eyebrow arched, almost disappearing behind a blond lock hanging over his forehead. “Right?”
“Well, it’s the same worry,” I said. “It’s okay for me to be jealous, but I’m asking you…and him, and the others not to act the same way?”
Gabriel sighed, and did a partial shrug since he was on his side. “I don’t think it’s like that. I’m still jealous. A little.”
I pulled my hand away from my face, letting him see my pout. “But I don’t want anyone to be.”
“Trouble,” he said in a long, drawn out almost-whine. He clamped his hand over mine, to push it back against my mouth. “Don’t do that.”
I flattened my lips as he squished my hand against my mouth. I couldn’t talk, so I just looked at his face, staring him down.
“Fuck, I don’t know,” he said. “It’s making me think a lot, though.” He tugged my hand from my mouth, and his gaze shifted from my eyes to my lips. “And I…like this.”
“Like what?” I said, assuming he meant being able to kiss me.
“We talk,” he said, his eyes lifting again to meet mine. “Sang, we talked before, but now… I don’t know. I love this part. You and me here and we’re talking. But it’s deeper.”
I hadn’t thought about it, but before when we would talk, it was about clothes or goofing off. But maybe he was right. I’d never thought of relationships much before. Now I was thinking about them all the time, and I’d never been as open to talking.
“This isn’t the same as the shit you get in high school romances,” he said. “I don’t ask you out, you say yes, and then we’re just boyfriend and girlfriend.” He paused and then he squinted a little at me. “We are that now, aren’t we?”
I started to nod and then hesitated. “Is that what you want…”
“Fuck yeah,” he said. “Though I probably can’t call you that in front of other people.”
“Oh, that’s the other thing,” I said, squeezing his hand. “Uncle thinks I’m too close to North and wants me to stay away from him.”
“Yeah, see, Pam’s on my ass about you. And I know Erica thinks you and Kota are a thing. What happens if one day Pam and Erica and Uncle are at the grocery store?”
My eyes widened, staring at his face, but picturing Pam and Uncle…maybe Erica and even Charlie, Silas’s dad. If one of them brought up my name… “They might not understand.”
Gabriel growled in frustration and then sighed. He brought my hand to his face, covering his eyes with my palm. “Fuck us both, this is a lot harder than we thought.”
“How did Lily handle it?”
“I don’t know,” he said. He left my hand over his face, talking to me with his eyes covered. “I’ll have to ask Liam. He’s the one I’ve been talking to.”
I was trying to work it out when there was a gentle knock at the door. “Sang?” Kota’s voice drifted in.
“Yeah?” I said quickly. “Need something?” I started pulling my hand back, expecting Kota to ask us to come out.
Instead, the door opened slowly, his head peeking in.
Gabriel rose up on his elbow, looking over his legs toward Kota as I lay next to him, wondering if we looked awkward. 
Kota looked at Gabriel and then at me, tilting his head, his glasses flashing a reflection from the overhead light. “You okay?”
“We were just talking…” I said quickly. 
“About Luke,” Gabriel finished for me.
Kota’s lips twisted up into a smirk and then he chuckled. He came in toward the bed and sat on it. “There’s a whole half of a bed here you aren’t using. You’re all squished up on top of each other.”
I twisted my lips as I smiled, trying to appear nonchalant about it. “Just sort of happened.”
Gabriel sat up, pushing himself back to sit against the wall. “What’s up?”
“I just came in to ask Sang about Luke,” Kota said, reaching out for my ankle, patting it gently, and then wrapping his hand around it, holding me. “Nathan said you checked all over, and he said he was out at an Academy job?”
“He told me earlier, before we left to go look for him,” I said, feeling awkward lying down on the bed, so I got up and sat cross-legged. “And then he told Nathan when we called him from his house.”
“I’m usually told about those assignments,” Kota said. “Although if it was last minute, Mr. Blackbourne might have asked him to go and not have been able to get back to me yet about it.”
“He used his own cell phone to redirect the call,” I said. “He didn’t take his own.”
“But he usually leaves the emergency phone off, right? I don’t remember him redirecting the calls. And that’s why I’m usually told. So that I don’t try to call him during something dangerous.”
I hadn’t thought of that. I just assumed it could be done and that’s just how it worked somehow. I shook my head without an answer for him.
Kota sighed. He twisted to face me, one knee up on the bed with the other foot still on the floor. “It’s probably nothing. If he said it was Academy work, that’s probably what it is.”
“It’s the Volto masks throwing us off,” Nathan said, coming in with a basket full of crumpled clothes. He dropped it on the corner of the bed near Kota and picked up one of his T-shirts and started folding it. “If it wasn’t for those masks you found, then we wouldn’t think twice about this.”
“I agree,” Kota said, reaching for a pair of jeans in the basket. He folded as he spoke. “I might have to ask him directly if he left the masks on the windows. I wanted to give him a break, given he seems to be upset. He can’t lie, but if he confesses, he might get grounded. We just need to know.”
Gabriel crawled to the edge of the bed and then reached over the basket for the jeans Kota was folding. “Nathan hangs his jeans. Are you folding them at your house?”
Kota gave up the jeans to Gabriel. “He used to fold them.”
“It’s easier to match if I just hang a shirt with pants,” Gabriel said. “If I fold the jeans and leave them on top, he gets them mixed up, even though I tell him left to right, up to down…” He shot a look at Nathan and carried the jeans with him to the closet.
“Yes, Mooooom,” Nathan said in a grumbly whine, and tossed the shirt he’d just folded at him.
Gabriel caught it, snubbed his nose at Nathan and disappeared into the closet.
I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to ground Luke right now. “Maybe…maybe you could ask and then tell him I grounded him?”
Kota touched the corner of his glasses, adjusting them. “You’re grounding him?”
“Tell him…the masks scared me and if he did it, I’m grounding him?” I looked between Nathan and Kota. “Is that how grounding works?”
“Why do you think it’s different coming from you?” Nathan asked. “He’d still be grounded.”
“Can’t we be grounded together? I don’t know. Like I ground him to me?”
Nathan and Kota looked at each other, having a silent conversation between them.
Eventually, Nathan shrugged. “It’s your call.”
“I don’t see a problem with it,” Kota said. “That’s just if he did it. We still don’t know for sure.”
“Do we have them do something if he did? Some sort of retribution?” Nathan asked. “Or do we just keep them here?”
“They could just do some of the work at the diner this week,” Kota said, looking at me. “They’re getting ready for the Thanksgiving rush.”
The diner would get busy around Thanksgiving? How did they know, since the diner hadn’t been around during Thanksgiving before? I nodded to his idea though. A couple of days making pies with Luke after school wasn’t a bad idea. And it might get Uncle off of North’s case about him spending too much time with me. Maybe it would prove to Uncle that I really did like Luke. “I’d do it anyway,” I said.
Kota smiled and shook his head. “I know you would. We’ll all probably be there sometime in the next few days.”
Gabriel stepped out of the closet, tugging the basket of clothes closer as he got to the bed, going through it. “Shit, Nathan.”
“What?” Nathan asked, an eyebrow going up. “I didn’t fold anything.”
“All your T-shirts are stretched out. They won’t even stay on the hangers.”
Nathan pouted. “Are you calling me fat?”
“Fuck, no. You’ve got the shoulders of Batman and I’m putting you in Robin’s clothes.” He shook his head, tossing T-shirts over his shoulders.
A pink one flew by and Nathan caught it. “Hey, that’s Sang’s.”
“I don’t like it.”
Kota let out a sigh as he looked at me and winked.
I shared a small smile with him, still concerned about Luke, but grateful we’d come up with a solution.
The only trouble now was…when would we get to talk to Luke if he was out on an Academy mission?
 
 



RETURN TO CLASS
 
 
Gabriel ended up spending the night at Nathan’s. He sent a text to Luke to let him know where we were and inviting him over, but Luke never showed.
Kota eventually went home for dinner. I went to bed early. 
By morning, the only news was from Mr. Blackbourne that Luke would be at school. I hoped we wouldn’t have to confront him right before going to class. I didn’t want to upset him before having to do any tests. 
Gabriel selected my clothes for the day: a grey skirt, knee length socks and a light pink sweater, a bit nicer than what I normally wore. The plain grey Keds shoes made the outfit casual.
Nathan, Gabriel and I piled into Kota’s car when he arrived. Nathan had brought me a coffee, and I drank it quickly on the way. Gabriel gave me a bite of his heated breakfast sandwich. Kota passed around a bottle of gummy vitamins and everyone took some.
At school, I followed the guys inside, walking behind them. My eyes scanned the other students in the main hallway as we entered. Did they know where I was while I was out? Would anyone say anything about me returning?
Just as we were about to head through the doors to the courtyard, I spotted a couple of familiar faces, and paused.
Wil was headed in our direction, but he was talking to Ms. Johnson, our English teacher. Wil had a look of surprise on his face, and Mr. Johnson looked upset.
There was a gentle tug, and Kota pulled me to him before Wil and Ms. Johnson got close. 
We went through the doors, but through the glass, I watched as they walked by, still absorbed in conversation.
“Ms. Johnson looks upset,” I said.
Kota paused, looking in. “And that’s Wil,” he said.
“Is he okay?” I asked. “Mr. Blackbourne seems worried about him.”
“I don’t see him at school much, but I’m supposed to report whenever I do see him.” He watched through the glass as Ms. Johnson and Wil disappeared into the crowd. “I don’t think Wil is her student.”
“Maybe he was a student of hers,” I said. “It still doesn’t explain why she’s upset.”
He shrugged. “Speculation,” he said. He turned to me and smiled. “Let’s not make a mountain out of it. We’ll look in on her.”
I let it go. Maybe it meant nothing.
In the courtyard, I quietly sat next to Gabriel on one of the concrete benches in the courtyard. I scraped the rubber soles of my shoes together, making a flicking sound as I idly waited for Luke to show before classes started. He and North weren’t usually late, so I expected him any moment. 
A gentle elbow nudged at my arm, and I looked up to find Victor smiling at me, holding out a glass bottle: A Starbucks Frappuccino.
“Something to wake you up?” Victor said, his face framed by his wavy dark hair. The fire in his eyes were sparking with amusement. He was wearing the full faux uniform all the Academy guys wore, sans the tie, and his collar was open at the neck, revealing the silver medallion. He seemed tanner than the last time I’d seen him. Had he gotten out in the sun? I wondered how since it was November.
I thanked him and took the bottle from him. “I had one earlier, but I could use another. How did you know?”
“Lucky guess,” he said and then winked at Kota.
I shifted my gaze to Kota, who sat on the opposite bench, wearing his uniform, this time including a sweater underneath his jacket that matched the blue and gray of the coat and pants. It was a little cool this morning, but I wondered if it’d get hot later, making him want to take off the sweater. He smiled at me warmly and waved a brief hello with a finger. 
I grinned back at him and snapped open the bottle. 
“You can’t keep feeding her those,” North said, walking up to us. He had on just the gray slacks and jacket of the uniform. His T-shirt was black, he wore no tie, and had on his black boots. His hair was combed down on either side of his face, lengths of it fell into his eyes, making him appear scarier, if that was possible. “One is enough. She’ll bounce all over the room today. And she’s got tests.”
“If she’s got tests, she’ll need the caffeine,” Victor said. “She’ll need to stay awake for them.”
I stopped listening, looking around North for Luke.
Silas was walking up, and it was only when he turned to sit on the bench near me that I saw Luke, trailing behind them, his head down as he looked at his shoes.
I grinned eagerly, but tried to contain my relief at seeing him. 
There was something off with him though. I didn’t realize it until he passed by Silas and saw he wasn’t wearing his school uniform. He was wearing a light blue T-shirt, and jeans, and white Keds shoes, nothing like their uniforms at all. His hair was tied back, but in a sloppy bun at the back of his head held by a black band. It looked like he’d rolled out of bed and simply grabbed what was closest.
I glanced quickly at Kota, but he was looking at Luke, an eyebrow up. “You okay, Luke?”
“All my clothes were dirty,” Luke said, lifting his head as he strolled forward, moving to the ground between the two benches. He sat down heavily, dropping his book bag, and rolled his head back, gazing at the sky for a moment before closing his eyes. “I couldn’t find the jacket.”
“He didn’t get in until four in the morning,” North said, in a tone that started out grumbling, and then surprisingly softened when he added, “Maybe he should take the day off.”
“I can make it,” Luke said, his eyes still closed. “I have tests. I don’t need to go home.”
Kota stood up, and shrugged off his jacket. “Hey, Luke? Come walk with me to the library?”
Luke groaned softly, but then popped up to his feet, keeping his head down. He followed Kota through the courtyard. I wondered what Kota was going to talk to him about.
“Poor Luke,” Victor said, drawing my attention and echoing my thoughts. I turned to him as he watched them leave. “This school schedule has been hard on everyone.”
“No shit,” Gabriel said. He leaned back, stretching his body. “Are we anywhere near ready to get out of here, though? I mean, with Mr. Hendricks…”
“We can’t talk about it here,” North said, cutting him off. He turned his shadowed eyes toward us. I wasn’t so sure he’d slept, either. “After school.”
He was right about that. We’d been gone for a week, and it was easy to forget we were back in school again and had to watch what we said.
I tuned out as the guys started to talk about their upcoming tests and then absently chatted about some of the other students around us. 
By the end of the second bottle of coffee, I was buzzing. The bell rang for homeroom, signaling North and I to walk to class, but as we made our way down the hall, my brain wasn’t registering anyone around us. 
When we got to the classroom, I sat in my chair, hoping Luke would show up on time. I was on my knees in the seat, leaning over it and waiting.
A firm palm smoothed over my back. “Sit down, Sang ba…please.” North corrected himself as he glanced around the room, making sure no one had heard him.
I sat on my chair just as the bell rang. The door opened and Luke walked in, wearing Kota’s jacket, though it was a little loose in the shoulders on him. He dropped his bag on the top of his desk, and then dropped into his seat, sliding low, folding his arms across his chest.
I hesitated, unsure what to say to him. He looked so tired; did I want to bug him?
I reached out gingerly, toying with his hair, trying to make loops. 
He allowed it, but didn’t turn around.
So I continued through the morning announcements that came in over the speaker, wanting to let him know I was there and that I cared about him. Maybe he didn’t want to talk. Maybe he couldn’t say anything here. 
Just after the announcements finished, the speaker crackled and then a voice came over: “Mr. Ferguson, please send Sang Sorenson to the front office immediately.”
“I will,” Mr. Ferguson said. The speaker crackled again, but then silenced. Mr. Ferguson looked at me from where he was sitting at his desk in the front corner of the room, gray eyebrows shifting up his brow. “You’re really popular up there. You don’t seem like a troublemaker.”
North spoke up before I could respond. “She volunteers in the office,” he said. “So they ask her in for some help whenever she’s not busy. Maybe they can’t find something.”
“Oh,” Mr. Ferguson said. “That’s nice of you. Hurry along.”
I forced a smile to help validate North’s lie…or was it one? Technically I did get called up to the office for help, although I wasn’t helpful to Mr. Hendricks, and it’s not like I was even trying to be helpful. 
I supposed Mr. Blackbourne would vouch for me if Mr. Ferguson ever asked around the front office. I sighed, and gathered my book bag. I should have figured Mr. Hendricks probably wanted to have a chat. I’d been gone from school for a week while a fake Sang ran around Charleston. They’d prepared me for what I might be asked, telling me to be vague, say I was around town and then try to turn the questions back on him. If Mr. Hendricks got after me about not being in school for a week, I could say I was doing my best to do what he asked, to stick by the boys if they seemed suspicious.
There was a chance that someone following the fake Sang might get notified that I was at school. The big question would be: how would Mr. McCoy or Mr. Hendricks respond when they found out I was here when they thought they were chasing me around town? 
It was part of the plan to confuse them and hopefully cause them to mess up. 
I glanced at North, who sat still, not making a move to get up. Then I looked at Luke, who had turned around now with interest, but who wasn’t moving, either. Wouldn’t they be following me in the hallway? Maybe they were relying on Mr. Blackbourne or someone else following me with cameras in the school.
I didn’t have much of a choice but to get up and leave without them, assuming they knew better than I did. Sure enough, no sooner had I closed the door behind me, then Dr. Green came around the corner. “Oh hello there,” he said with a light smile. “Fancy meeting you here.”
I nearly floated on my toes toward him and had to stop myself from appearing too eager or getting too close. I hadn’t seen him in a while. 
“Hi,” I said. I wanted to say so much more, but I feared I’d give too much away at school. He wore light tan khaki pants and a green sweater on top of a white shirt and yellow tie. The green matched the warmth in his eyes and his hair seemed longer than usual, slightly curly, especially around the ears. I admired his happy, nonchalant smile.
“I’m heading to the front office,” he said, already positioning himself to walk beside me. “Do you happen to be heading that way?”
“Yup,” I said, unable to help the small smile. I joined him, the soles of my Keds squeaking as I walked. “Are you in trouble?”
“Probably,” he said with a grin. “Actually, I’ve been called in by...I think it’s HR. I don’t know what about.”
“Human resources?” I asked. “Is it a bad thing?”
“It could be anything,” he said. “Ms. Johnson, your English teacher, Kota said she was upset, and it looks like they talked to her, too. Maybe a pay cut. Or they might be going over schedules for next year. Like they want me to cover another class, or they’re going to offer me a full time job, or ask me to do a number of other things.” He shrugged, the sweater shifting on his lean shoulders. “Too bad I’ve got this other thing going on. I’m a little too busy to teach more classes. Did I mention I’m a doctor?”
I giggled. “No kidding?” I said. “I heard a rumor, but I wasn’t sure if that was true.”
“Girls are always impressed. They really like the thought of marrying a doctor. I thought you might like to know.”
I rolled my eyes but kept my grin. “Funny how I’ve yet to see you doctor anyone. I seem to recall a time when a doctor was needed, and I was the one doing the doctoring.” He’d done more, of course, I just wanted to pick on him a little. Teasing him was relieving a lot of the tension I was feeling about having to see Mr. Hendricks again. 
Him walking me to the office also reaffirmed they would always be just outside listening, and would pop in if I needed them. 
He scoffed, grinning the entire time. “That was one time, pookie, and I’ll have you know, I’ve done plenty of doctoring since that time. Usually on you.”
I tried to hide my smile. He drifted toward me as he walked and his arm brushed mine. I wished I could reach for his hand, but I restrained myself. 
We turned the corner into the main hallway. Dr. Green put his hands in his pockets. I walked with my arms folded across my stomach. The closer we got to the front office, the more my nerves started to rattle. I told myself it wasn’t anything to be nervous about. I knew what to say, and for any surprising questions, I could get away with saying I didn’t know, or—as Kota said—telling him I could find out. 
I had answers for where I was all week: I was out sick and even had a doctor’s note. If he asked about the look-alike that they’d been following, I was to simply look surprised and say, “What do you mean? I was home all week.”
Dr. Green and I fell into silence. I rehearsed the lines and took deep breaths, preparing myself so I could handle any yelling and threats. I shared quick looks with Dr. Green, but I didn’t feel much like giggling with him now. Time to be serious.
He opened the door for me and held it as I walked in. He waved to me quickly as he headed down the right hallway. The principal’s office was down the left, so I wouldn’t get a chance to swing by. Would he be going to his office before he went on to his meeting? Or was who he needed to talk to behind one of the other doors down that same hallway? 
I sighed and went to the counter, holding onto my things this time, as I wasn’t sure if I should leave my book bag or take it with me. It depended on how paranoid Mr. Hendricks was, and if he didn’t want my bag, I hoped Dr. Green would come back for it. “Hi,” I said, checking in with the woman behind the front desk who was familiar. I’d been in here too often.
She looked up at me. “Sang Sorenson?” she asked, although she said Sang more like Song, like she wasn’t sure how to pronounce it.
I nodded. 
“Third door on the right,” she said, picking up a pile of papers and straightening them with a smack on her desk.
Out of habit, I turned left but she stopped me.
“Ah, ah,” she said. “To your right, third door on the right.”
I wanted to check in with her again. Had I been mixed up with another student? I was sure this was wrong. I gulped, and turned right, tempted to go past the third door on the right, and on to the unmarked door down the hallway. Instead, I tightened my arms around my stomach and paused right outside the third door. Was Mr. Hendricks throwing me off by meeting me in another room? That could be it. Maybe it was a just a meeting room of some sort. I had no reason to be anxious, I told myself.
I hoped Mr. Blackbourne was paying attention. I checked down the hallway, and the unmarked door was closed. Dr. Green had probably gone into that office. I wished he had stayed a bit longer. I could use some reassurance.
I touched the phone in my bra with my fingertips, feeling the rough scratches on the cover from when I’d dropped it. I considered a quick message, but was sure they were listening and watching by now. Whatever was going to happen, I couldn’t use my phone. 
I sucked down some air and held my breath, wishing for courage.
 
 



UPHEAVAL
 
 
There was a sign on the door: School Counselor. The sign was faded and it made me wonder if it really was the school counselor or if it was now used for another purpose. Like many areas of this school, signs didn’t mean much: an old janitorial closet could be a new teachers’ break room.
The door opened. A pudgy woman who was about my height, with fluffy curls around her head peered out at me through the thick lenses of her purple-framed glasses. “Sang Sorenson?” she asked, her lips tight and cracked around the corners. Her voice was steady, clear. 
I nodded. My heart thumped hard in my chest. This was wrong; I was supposed to be meeting Mr. Hendricks. He was going to ask me where I’d been. He was going to ask me about the Academy. 
I wasn’t prepared for whatever this was. I wanted to feign sick. I wanted to request to see Mr. Blackbourne. 
The door opened further, revealing the rest of her. She wore dark slacks and a dark burgundy sweater, the collar making it appear that she had no neck at all, just shoulders and her head sitting on top. She was shaped like an apple, round in the chest and torso. 
She motioned for me to enter the small, windowless office. The room was furnished with file cabinets in each corner, a desk in the middle and three ugly orange chairs sitting facing the desk. “Have a seat,” she said.
I went in, placing my book bag on one of the extra chairs before I sat on the middle one, folding my hands into my lap, lips pressed tightly together. Would Mr. Hendricks come in soon? I hoped Mr. Blackbourne was paying attention, as I had no idea what to expect. I planned to mostly not talk at all unless forced. 
The woman sat back in her chair, an old wood and black leather one with some duct tape patched in the corner. Her age was hard to tell; she seemed old with cracked lips and squinty eyes behind her glasses and her outdated hairstyle, but her eyes burned with a sharpness of someone younger. She lifted a folder on her desk to read whatever was inside. “You’re new to this school?” she asked before scowling at me over the folder.
“I started the beginning of the school term,” I said, my voice monotone. I didn’t want her to think I was nervous, although I wasn’t sure how well I was hiding it.
A small brass nameplate sat on her desk: Ms. Wright, School Counselor.
I wondered why I was here. Was she with Mr. Hendricks? How come I hadn’t noticed her before? 
Ms. Wright dropped the file folder onto the desk, and then folded her arms over her ample breasts, leaning forward to peruse the file some more. “I didn’t approve this schedule,” she said.
I hesitated, unsure of what to say or if she was even looking for an answer. She hadn’t asked me a direct question. She called me in to go over my schedule? “Another administrator approved it,” I said nervously. “I wanted to take some specific classes.”
“And you didn’t come to me? You don’t go above my head to get classes,” she said in a hostile voice. She shook her head, reaching for a red pen on her desk and making marks across the printed paper. “This breaks all the rules of scheduling for new students. You’re not allowed more than three college prep classes in a year. And how are you in Japanese? There’s a course requirement and you don’t have it.”
My heart raced, fear filling in every corner of my brain. “I got special permission.”
“He’s not your school counselor,” she said. She looked up, narrowing her eyes at me. “You may have gotten permission from Dr. Green to take his class, but that doesn’t give you the right to take it early. How was I not notified for this long about this? Every seat you take up means other students are not able to have a spot in those special classes. We don’t have enough to go around for everyone.”
“Oh,” I said quietly. But wasn’t it too late to move people in and out of classes? “I didn’t realize, and he might not have known it, either.” It was on the tip of my tongue to negotiate and say I wouldn’t take any special classes next year. Not that I knew what was going to happen next year, but…
“We’ll have to fix this,” she said. She lifted her eyes to the computer and then started typing into it, her eyes darting to the paper as she entered the information. “Sang... Sorenson...” 
My heart raced, feeling positive this shouldn’t be happening. I pushed my hand to my chest, afraid to ask, “You’re...changing my schedule?”
“I’ll have to leave you in the English class, all the other ones are full.” She looked at her screen.
“I can’t keep what I’ve got now?” I asked, unable to stop myself. It was ludicrous. I’d be forced out of the classes I shared with the guys. “Isn’t it too late to change it?”
Ms. Wright snapped her head around, her eyes fired at me. “Are you kidding me? Did you hear what I just said? You can’t have this schedule at this point.”
She was changing it! My brain flew into a panic. It was hard enough scheduling now with the boys following me to escort me to class. But how would we work it if I was in different classes? What about all the work I’d missed in two months of school? “Are you going to move someone into my spots?” I asked. Once I’d started questioning her, the questions kept coming. I tried to sound polite about it, but inside, I was panicking. “Is someone waiting to take my place?”
“That’s not the point, Ms. Sorenson,” she said. She released her mouse and turned her plump body until she was facing me head on. The edge of her mouth twisted up. She’d been waiting for a fight, and she was armed. She pulled a piece of paper from my file and held it up for me. “I might have overlooked your schedule if you bothered to show up for classes.”
My lips stumbled to say I had a doctor’s excuse for this past week. My fingers itched to gather the slip I’d gotten from Dr. Green if anyone asked. “I…was sick…”
“You couldn’t have been sick twenty-five full days of school since we started,” she said. “Not to mention all the times you skipped out on your P. E. class, and in some cases skipped out of...” She glanced down at her file. “You missed third period, attended fourth, skipped fifth and went on to the next class after lunch.”
“There are times when Mr. Hendricks called me into his office,” I said. “And then all those fire alarms. Everyone missed classes that week. And then...”
She shook her head, and then while she was frowning, her eyes lit up in amusement. She seemed to like the drama. “While you might have technically been in school, you weren’t in class, which means you were absent. As it is, the law states you can only have ten unexcused absences for the year. The only reason you haven’t been called down before now is that someone has been going into the school system and marked you as there, but when I was double checking with the individual books from teachers, I found more absent marks. I did what I could to save you from getting turned into truancy officers for this. You’re already looking at summer school.”
My head snapped back, surprised. Why would she go back in and investigate my records? “They were excused absences. And...my grades...”
“Yeah, sure, you turn in your homework and get A’s. That doesn’t matter. The law says you have to be here for so many days, and you’re not. If this went unnoticed, who knows how many additional days of school you might miss. You still have to attend summer school to make up for the lost attendance.”
My mouth fell open. Was this normal for schools? What if a child was sick a lot? I remembered in grade school getting chicken pox and I was out for a week. Teachers asked what happened, I explained, and they said it was fine. There was never a problem before when I’d been off sick.
It was hard for me to believe I’d been absent for so many days. Then again, between missed classes, and the times I was out for a week, perhaps it was adding up. 
I swallowed hard, afraid to say anything more and knowing defending myself wouldn’t matter. My silence and lack of a reasonable defense seemed to fuel her irritation. What could I say? Most of why I was out had to do with the Academy, and how could I begin to defend that?
Where was Mr. Blackbourne? Was he going to stand by while this happened?
“I don’t know how you did things back in Yankee-ville,” she said, her disdain clear. “Whatever they taught you up there is not how we do things around here. You don’t get to waltz down here like you’re in charge and do whatever you want and enroll for whatever you want, going around me to do it. I’ve talked to your mother, and she sounded very surprised to hear you were skipping classes. She said she wasn’t informed. She even suggested your notes had to have been forged somehow.”
The stab at where I came from was forgotten the moment she mentioned who I could only assume was my stepmother. “You called her?” I asked, my hands in fists under my folded arms. My eyes watered and my throat thickened in emotion. 
This woman didn’t know me at all, but she was lashing out at me for things she didn’t understand. She probably was following the rules, but did she have to be so mean about it?
And she was bringing my step mother into this...how?
“Of course I did,” she said quickly, rolling her eyes. “I had to tell her I was calling you into the office to discuss your truancy, and to warn her that you were going to summer school, not to mention all the in-school suspensions you’ll be required to complete for all those absences.”
I strained to keep still, to not surrender to the bullets she was firing at me. Suspension, too? Why? There was something suspicious about her speaking to my stepmother, though. I couldn’t let it go. “What did she say?” I asked. 
“She was surprised and said she had no idea where you were during all of your absences,” she said. “If she wasn’t aware of you being sick, as was the excuse on a few of them, then what else could I think? Maybe you forged them. I had to mark most of those absences as unexcused.”
I stiffened, but then suddenly couldn’t stop myself. “The excuses weren’t signed by her, but by a doctor. And you managed to reach my mother who has cancer and is in the hospital undergoing treatment?” That was the part I couldn’t believe. The boys had my mother at the hospital where Dr. Green works so they could monitor her. Wouldn’t they have told me if someone from the school had called for her and what was said? 
Not to mention, my excuses were often signed by Dr. Green, or Mr. Blackbourne, never my mother, so forging her name shouldn’t have come up at all.
Was she lying? She seemed pretty confident.
Ms. Wright snapped her head back and glared at me. “You will not talk back to me, young lady,” she said instead of answering the question. She leaned forward against the desk, the weight of her body making the wood in the old desk creak. “Twenty five absences is enough to give you a withdrawn from all classes you’re attending this year. You’ll have to take all of them over. Some you can make up in summer school since you’ll be there anyway.”
This wasn’t right. Where was Mr. Blackbourne? Was he listening? Was he just as shocked as I was? I had to trust if he wasn’t interrupting, there was a reason.
She sat back, looking again at my schedule on the computer screen. “You’ll keep the English class, but...” She scrolled through, from the odd angle that I was at, I couldn’t read much of what she was looking at, just the shapes of windows and the flicker of a mouse cursor moving around. “Pre-Algebra...”
“But I had algebra last year,” I said. “I had to take Geometry this year, and then the second Algebra I’ll take next year.” Should I work with her on this? I wondered. Could Mr. Blackbourne fix it after she made changes? Would she even notice as long as my attendance records showed I was in class? Maybe that’s why Mr. Blackbourne wasn’t coming in. He would simply change it later. Maybe I should just help her and move things along.
“You have to take some sort of math class, and you can’t be in college prep classes. You’re lucky you get to keep your English class.” She looked again. “Violin? Class of one? That’s ridiculous. Who approved that? I’ll need to move you anyway, as the only available Pre-Algebra is in that time slot.” She clicked some buttons. “US History instead of AP World History. We don’t have another science class open. I might have to put you into one of the health classes.”
I sat back in my chair, fighting a sigh. It wasn’t like what I said mattered, but I said it anyway. “I took Health last year,” I said quietly, more to point out I’d be repeating a class I already taken. Had she even looked at my records from last year? 
She looked back at my folder. “You would probably have had to have taken it again anyway,” she said. “It’s not the same curriculum. If you would have come to me instead of other administration, I would have been able to fix it.” She returned her gaze to the screen.
Was health class different for different schools? I gave up trying to do anything. She didn’t really seem to care, and was just trying to give me as useless a class schedule as she could, as long as it fit her own agenda. I was in a daze, thinking about what she’d said about suspension. 
She clicked on the mouse, looking over the screen. “Japanese is out. The class is being cancelled, so you’re lucky to get a new schedule now before the other students. You’ll get first pick of what’s left over for that time slot. Some might have to just sit in study hall.”
“What?” My eyes widened. Why would they cancel the entire class? “What do you mean the class is cancelled?”
“That Dr. Green is about to be suspended without pay himself, from what I’ve heard,” she said. She shrugged dismissively. “Maybe going to trial. Some investigation about a student.”
My mouth formed an ‘o’ while that sunk in. A student he was seen with? I pictured Dr. Green’s face as he had escorted me to the office this morning. I didn’t think he knew then what he was headed in for.
Was it even true? She seemed to have lied about talking to my step mother. She glossed over it after I questioned her, yet she seemed certain when she was saying it.
However, her reasoning for mentioning Dr. Green wasn’t clear. There wasn’t a reason for her to lie in that instance. She had the authority to change my classes without bringing it up.
If it was true, why would Dr. Green be suspended? 
I had a dreadful feeling right then. I’d slept at his condo. I’d kissed him there, and then later in his car. 
I couldn’t think of any other instances that would be considered questionable. Had someone spotted us together off of school grounds? Ms. Wright gave no indication that might even be the case.
Maybe it wasn’t me. Maybe it was another student complaining about something else. I didn’t know what Dr. Green did here when he wasn’t in class. Was it the same as the other boys? Breaking up bad fights, and investigating teachers?
Poor Dr. Green, getting blindsided by this. How much trouble would he be in? What could he do? Maybe that’s why Mr. Blackbourne couldn’t walk in right now. Maybe he was dealing with Dr. Green.
What would happen when those in charge, or if Ms. Wright, found out I was the student? That’s if it was me at all. Could I be double-suspended? Was that such a thing? 
I wouldn’t admit anything. I could deny it. Tell them it was all rumors. 
She continued changing my schedule, and for the most part, I wasn’t paying attention, only that she removed class after class. The only two classes I kept were English and P. E., but P. E. got swapped with another time slot, so it got all mixed up. Everything else was completely new.
“What about my grades so far?” I asked. I assumed it was the same process as admitting a new student mid-school year. 
“You’re looking at withdrawn on your record,” she said. “You’ll have to take all of these classes again.”
“You mean the old ones?”
“The new ones, too. Your grade will be a W for Withdrawn.”
I paused for a solid minute, letting what she was saying sink in. Another exasperated sigh escaped me. “You’re changing my classes but even the new ones won’t count at all?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“So why is my schedule changing? What does it matter if I take these or anything else?”
“Oh my god, child,” she said, pointing a thick finger at me. “Did you not hear me say that your butt has to be in a seat? It doesn’t matter which seat you sit in, as long as you’re in one, and consistently.” She rose slightly, lifting herself to hover over the desk. “But what if I have a student, top of her class, missing so many days, hm? Am I supposed to just let her continue? If anyone collected your records at the end of the year and really looked at the details, they’d say it would be impossible to be a top student if you were never here. They will look at your records, too. Don’t think they won’t. I’m doing this so they don’t put you on the express lane.”
“What’s an express lane?”
“Where they put the kids they think will drop out before graduation. They’ll put you in GED training classes, and have you take the test over and over again until you pass. You’ll be sixteen with a GED and out of school, which means no college, no real career to speak of. This isn’t a good route.”
I pressed my lips together to hold back any more questions. Clearly, there was some rules I wasn’t familiar with. Did Mr. Blackbourne know about any of this?
Why would they push a kid missing classes into a GED? Maybe for most kids, if they at least give them a GED, there’s some restitution. They did their best, but if a kid wasn’t going to stay in school anyway, maybe it did make some sense.
When I didn’t respond, she resumed her changing my schedule and typing at the keyboard. What else could I do? Ms. Wright had her mind pretty set. If I was going to 
“I’ll do you a favor,” she said. “If you manage to get through this year with good grades and don’t miss another single day of school, I’ll change these Withdrawn marks for your new classes to a passing grade. But only, and I mean only, if you don’t miss another class. Not a single one.”
I pressed my lips together. Was that going to be possible if Mr. Hendricks called me out of class? Or if I really was sick? 
I hoped Dr. Green was doing far better than I was.
Mr. Hendricks might have arranged this; he might have found out about me being at school, figuring out it wasn’t me in the car going around town. That would be like him to punish me, blaming me for it all.
That was until I saw the notice on her desk, in one of her many paper trays. It was on letterhead for the school. The page was upside down, but I could still read it.
It was a formal notice from someone on the school board, asking Ms. Wright to send in a report about any students whose attendance was more than ten days, excused or unexcused. The name requesting it was unfamiliar: Vera O. Lottie. 
Coincidence? Was Mr. Hendricks even aware? 
Ms. Wright’s annoyance might have been fear because she hadn’t been doing her job. She’d only now looked into the absences, and uncovered my large number. Most other school counselors probably would have done something about it ages ago.
That must have been the trigger. She was making it look like she had been paying attention and had noticed before Vera Lottie—whoever she was—came back and asked her why no one had talked to me or what was going on.
Ms. Wright printed out my new schedule and then stood up with it. “Come with me,” she said, putting one hand on her desk as she leaned on it to walk around it. “You’ll go to in-school suspension starting now and for the rest of the week. You’ll start your new classes when you return from break.”
I clamped my mouth shut, taking the paper from her. In-School suspension. What was suspension like? Was it anything like detention? I hadn’t even completed an actual detention, thanks to Mr. Blackbourne. Could he even fix this?
Ms. Wright moved around the desk and opened the door. “I’ll escort you there.”
No chance to escape. Ms. Wright had me walk in front of her, giving me directions as we went, so I couldn’t even send a quick message from my cell phone.
Out in the office hallway, everything was quiet. I expected to hear Dr. Green, maybe Mr. Blackbourne lurking around. Or if they were in a meeting about Dr. Green, that there would be some sort of uproar, a fight. I wished I could hear their voices or bump into one of them. Anything to let me know they were aware of what was happening.
Nothing. All I could do was what I was told. I had to hope that going along with Ms. Wright’s plan was what they needed me to do right now. 
There was just the low murmur from the main office: the tapping of keyboards, someone on the phone, the hum of a printer. The woman at the front desk looked up as we passed through. Ms. Wright shared a look with her, and the secretary shook her head, seeming in sympathy for Ms. Wright, like she’d seen this before.
They had no idea…not a clue. They would never know why I was missing for so many days. The reason was usually because the Academy requested it of me.
Without me being able to tell them, I was shoved in with the bad kids. 
There was no way I could defend myself. I couldn’t go into details about Mr. Hendricks. I couldn’t tell them about the Academy, how I was involved, or anything that could possibly save myself. 
I was now just Sang Sorenson, a new girl who couldn’t hack it, who appeared to be very spoiled and skipped for whatever reasons they decided to dream up. 
But as Ms. Wright walked me out, I couldn’t help but wonder where was Mr. Blackbourne? If he hadn’t come to interrupt, what did it mean?



SUSPENSION
 
 
I’d known the school was too small for the over two thousand students it currently housed, but I was still surprised that in-school suspension wasn’t held in a classroom. Instead, it was in an old, unused service hallway, at the end of a T junction. On either side of the T, there were doors with signs marking them that they were the school heating and air conditioning units, and at the center top of the T, there was an emergency door. 
Ms. Wright marched me down the bottom of the T, passing the nurse’s office and a couple of other rooms, all the way to the top. She walked quickly, unconcerned about matching my pace.
At the intersection was a wide teacher’s desk, facing a row of student desks, separated by movable walls, making a line up and down the hallway. The students faced away from us, everyone quiet, some with bowed heads.
An older woman was sitting at the teacher’s desk, her hair in tight grey curls. She wore a nurse’s uniform. Did she work two jobs, as a spare nurse and for the in-school suspension? 
As we approached the desk, I kept my eyes on the floor, not wanting to look at the students, though I could hear some noise like they were turning to see what was going on. My cheeks heated at my embarrassment. Sang Sorenson used to be a straight A student, and was now being pulled from classes and under suspension. If the students talked about me before, they would love this news. 
These were the bad kids. I was now one of them.
Ms. Wright waved to the woman at the desk. “I’m sorry to drop another one off with you.”
“I’m going to be out of desks soon,” the woman said and then focused on me. “You’re not one of my regulars.”
“She will be for a few days,” Ms. Wright said. She picked up a basket from the desk that was filled with cell phones and shook it at me. “I know you’ve got one. Everyone does.”
I considered saying I didn’t have one. I needed to reach Mr. Blackbourne or anyone else to let them know where I’d gone. However, I was a horrible liar. I was worried if I tried to lie about it, if Ms. Wright wouldn’t suspend me for longer. I bit my lower lip, and with an embarrassed drop of my head, I reached for my phone in my bra and held it out. Luckily with the jacket, it might have looked like I was reaching for an inside pocket. Neither one of them seemed to notice.
Ms. Wright didn’t take it, but shook the basket at me. I placed my phone next to the others before she put the basket back down on the desk. “You’ve got her from here?”
“Yes, of course. Have a nice day,” the old woman said.
Ms. Wright nodded and waddled down the hallway without a look back; I was forgotten. She was off to do whatever, maybe call down another student with too many absences.
The woman at the desk shifted through stacks of papers, neatly organized across the top. I eyeballed my phone in with the collection of others. “Don’t worry about your phone. You’ll get it back at the end of the day. Your parents will have to call the school if it’s a real emergency.” She started rifling through her papers, like she was trying to decide which to give me. “I don’t suppose you have anything to work on.”
Did I? Not really. I’d completed homework, but now that my classes had changed, I didn’t think that mattered anymore. I shook my head.
“Normally we’d have you work on homework and missed assignments from your classroom, but since we weren’t prepared for you, and it’s a Monday and you probably don’t have any, you’ll have to work on SAT prep.” She reached for a packet and an answer sheet and passed them along to me. “It’s just like a regular SAT test. Finish what you can. Whenever you have spare time the next few days, you’ll work on it. Let me know if you need a pencil.” She moved a clipboard to have me sign in and then pointed to a seat. “Go ahead.”
I held my breath, still avoiding looking at any of the students. I didn’t want to make eye contact and have someone there recognize me. 
I signed my name, took my test packet, and with my head bowed, quickly identified an empty seat near the left side of the hall and went for the desk. When I sat down, I could barely see the woman with the wall in the way, and I certainly couldn’t see anyone else when I sat close to my desk. At least I was mostly isolated. The monitor could probably see my back, but she probably couldn’t tell what I was working on.
The hall was cold. My lungs filled with stale air. It felt like the first time I had taken a full breath since leaving Dr. Green at the office. 
I held the SAT packet in my hand, and all I could do was stare at it. So much had just happened, overwhelming me. But now my brain was completely blanked as I realized I’d been cut off from the others. 
What was I supposed to do now? Excuse myself to a bathroom? What would I do if I got there? I didn’t think I could slip back into the front office and down to the office with the unmarked door. Not that it would do much good, especially if Dr. Green was in some kind of trouble.
 Maybe I could calculate what period it was, and find one of the boys. 
I couldn’t even fully blame Ms. Wright; she was obviously under a lot of pressure, and I imagined with a school full of misbehaving kids, that she had her work cut out for her. 
And then she’d lied to me about talking to my mother. It was just so unbelievable that she would. Or was that what she said to all students to get them to confess? Either way, why had she done it? I couldn’t tell if what she did was something sinister, or she was just following policy and was simply bad at her job.
Maybe she made so many calls, that she mixed me up with some other students?
I wondered about if my parents really would be notified. What would happen if the school tried and found out about my situation?
Despite knowing the real reasons for my absences, I was still ashamed about my behavior. There were times I could have been at school, like when I just discovered information about my real mother. I’d been out for a week during that time, but could I have sucked it up and just went in? Even if I didn’t participate in class, would it have hurt to have been there? Mr. Hendricks had warned me not to do that, even though I claimed to be doing what he wanted then.
I breathed in deeply but unable to find some relief, feeling hollow and helpless. Perhaps it was mostly shock that left me almost without feeling at all. 
But no matter how upset I was, I knew I shouldn’t be worrying about myself; Dr. Green might have been in real trouble. There was a possibility that someone might show up to confront me about it. 
I was so worried about him: Was he okay? Would they kick him out of the school? Ms. Wright had said suspension without pay and possibly worse. My only hope was that while I was miserable and didn't know what was going on with the guys, they’d focus on Dr. Green and help him. It was different for a teacher to be called up. While I didn’t have details, because I suspected we’d been discovered, it made me paranoid.
What else could it be?
A scraping sound pulled me from my downward spiral of thinking. A foot slid under the wall from the desk beside me. It lifted and then moved away, revealing a note underneath.
I rolled my eyes so hard, that I was almost left with a headache. I received a lot of random notes from other students. While North or one of the others were usually around to intervene, and North kept and read them all, getting one right now was about the last thing I needed. 
I picked it up quickly and was going to expel some energy ripping it apart. 
The outside of the note had a carefully drawn paintbrush, looking almost lifelike.
I stared at it, and then exhaled a really slow breath, my heart suddenly in a rush. I looked at the wall, as if I could see through it. Either Gabriel was there, or he was down the line and had managed to pass the note to me. 
It had to be him. The more I looked at the brush, I was sure. 
How did he get here? 
And then I realized if he’d taken time to draw the paintbrush, he might have been waiting for a bit. Had they known this was going to happen?
I checked over my shoulder but the monitor had pulled out a book, and was reading. All she had to do was babysit, and didn’t hide the fact that she was bored, too. I opened the note, trying to be quiet and shielding it with my body in case the monitor looked over. 
 
I can’t leave you for two fucking minutes without you getting into trouble, Trouble. What the hell?
 
I smiled, a wave of relief washing over me. I could have kissed the paper. I did bring it closer to my face, detecting a smidgen of rose with a mix of something leathery, the smell he wore since he’d slept at Nathan’s. I went back to reading.
 
I gave the old bat at the desk a dead phone. Mr. Blackbourne wants to know anything important about what happened in there. Anything he might not have been able to see, because he could only listen and couldn’t watch. We heard everything. Ms. Wright is a lying fuck. She kept saying you were out for 25 days, but you were marked excused for nine, and you were out sick for five and had a doctor’s note for a lot of the rest. You were in the office for some. I don’t know how she came up with that number. I don’t know who she called, either, but it wasn’t your step mom at the hospital, that’s for sure, and it wasn’t your house. I hope we get out of this school after this. This might be the last straw, even for Kota.
 
I had to agree. I wrote quickly on a piece of paper from my notebook.
 
How’d you get out of class? Was what she said about being put into the express lane something they can really do? I was worried. How’d you get in here?
 
I was about to write more when another foot, this one on my left, slid under the wall. The nice leather shoe was familiar, but I wasn’t sure until I picked up the note under it and recognized Kota’s handwriting.
 
Pass me your answer sheet. Gabriel’s too. All the packets are the same. I may as well do something while we’re all waiting.
 
All waiting? For what? I put the notes down on the desk and put my hands over my eyes for a moment. I couldn’t believe this. A sinking feeling hit me right then, but I had to pull myself together before I could confirm it.
I checked on the monitor, who was completely absorbed in her reading. I scooted back in my chair a little, reaching back in a pretend stretch; I had to see for myself.
Seven familiar heads and backs sat quietly inside their cubicles. I couldn’t believe I’d missed them before. Kota was the only one to my left, everyone else was down the right: Gabriel, Luke, Nathan, Victor, Silas, North. 
North was easier to see than the others because he was further away and his chair was out more. He had removed his uniform jacket, down to the black T-shirt he’d worn underneath. He was slumped over his chair, and might have been sleeping for all I knew. 
There were a few other students sitting beyond where North was, and a few more on the other side of Kota, but the Academy boys managed to sit all together and seemed to have saved the seat between them for me.
I tucked my chair back closer to my desk, putting my head down and smiling through a flood of relief tears. I remembered back to the first time I got a detention when they’d all volunteered to stay with me. Here I was again in trouble, and somehow they’d gotten here even before I did. 
When one was in trouble, they did the punishment together.
I swallowed several times and was suddenly grateful there were walls between us so they couldn’t see me in my messy state. 
After I put a heart up in the corner next to a ‘Hi’, I sent my answer sheet to Kota, amused he wanted to play with the SAT prep test and finish mine for me. I then quickly finished a note to Gabriel.
 
Send me your answer sheet. Kota said he’d do our tests. How did you all know I was down here and get here ahead of me? 
 
I quickly jotted down what I could remember, important things Mr. Blackbourne often asked me after I dealt with Mr. Hendricks, like things I noticed on the desk, or gut feelings I had when I was actually in the room. When I was done with my note, I passed it along, I didn’t have much else to do. I checked the time from a clock on the wall, but I wasn’t sure if it was right. If it was, we were still in first period. If Mr. Blackbourne didn’t come for us and we had to stay here all day, then what were we going to do?
Gabriel sent a note back. I picked it up.
Inside was the start of a tic-tac-toe game, with an X already in one of the spots. 
Below it was another message.
 
Victor wants to know if you want his cell phone to play with. If you do, you should probably have mine. He might get caught if we’re sliding it all the way down. Just wait until I get done with texting Mr. Blackbourne.
 
I tried not to laugh and swallowed back the emotion, trying to calm myself down. I sighed and took in more air, this time feeling relieved. They were here. It might work out okay.
I thought of what I had in my bag, nothing but textbooks and homework, which was useless now. None of it would matter next week if I changed classes anyway. 
Did anything I’d done matter? I thought of all the work I’d done, the homework and studying for tests, and none if it would count. I might as well have not done it. 
It was in that moment I realized exactly how useless homework and classes were to the guys. It seemed like in the Academy they didn’t do any homework, at least not in the traditional sense. Going through an entire year of classes that didn’t count for anything, didn’t have any importance to their future, seemed even more tiresome. 
And with my future in question, I started thinking of how grades simply didn’t matter, when they used to be so important. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to do well, but that if my future was with the boys and the Academy, withdrawing from classes wouldn’t make a difference.
But what was going to happen for the rest of the school year? 
I supposed if the boys weren’t worried about it, then I shouldn’t be, either. Or maybe they simply were waiting to make a decision about it later.
Besides, there was Dr. Green to worry about.
 
I wrote back:
 
How’s Dr. Green doing? And if anyone has a book that isn’t a textbook to pass along, I can read.
 
I didn’t want to take one of their phones, but if we had to sit there for a while, I wanted to do something. I wasn’t sure if I could focus on a book, but at least they would think I was entertained. I appreciated the semi-alone time to think.
There was some shuffling down the line. The woman at the desk seemed to either not hear or ignore everything we were doing. She got after some other students for talking, but that was it. As long as we didn’t try to talk or do too much that was obviously not what we were supposed to do, she didn’t seem to care.
The next time Gabriel passed something over, it was a small hardback edition of one of the Hardy Boys series, with some folded notes sticking out of it. I opened it to find Silas had written on the inside cover.
 
I like this one. - Silas
 
Silas seemed to like the Hardy Boys. He’d used the reference more than once. 
The notes were from the other boys, some just saying hello, the others offering phones and reiterating how mean Ms. Wright was and how ticked off they were about me getting ambushed like that.
Luke sent down a wrapped piece of gum taped to some paper.
It was a nice offering, but now that I wasn’t in too much trouble, at least for the moment, I was wondering if I couldn’t write to him and talk.
No one was talking about Mr. Blackbourne or Dr. Green though, not even Gabriel, and I’d asked him specifically.
Were they avoiding the topic? 
I studied the Hardy Boys book while I thought about what was happening. I wondered where Mr. Hendricks was and what he would have to say about this. 
As time passed, staring and waiting began to get tedious. My thoughts were going around in circles and I suddenly envied Kota, keeping himself busy. I passed the tic-tac-toe game back and forth with Gabriel and in between moves, I read the book. I thought about what to write to Luke, wondering how to pass it down to him without anyone else reading it. 
Maybe I should write a note to each of them, folding them nicely with their names on the outside, so they wouldn’t be tempted to look and read each other’s’ as they went down the line. 
Suddenly, Kota’s foot slid under, and I picked up his note.
 
We’re trying to get to the bottom of why Ms. Wright went after Sang. Mr. Blackbourne doesn’t know who this Vera is, but it does seem more than one name was dropped by her into different office at once, essentially pointing out things that are wrong inside the school that went unnoticed before. We don’t know if Mr. Hendricks is working with this Vera, but he’s continuing what she started by pointing out what he knows, including rumors about Mr. McCoy when he isn’t even here. There’s something else going on here. He was overheard talking about something about the police. Pass this on. We may just need to leave so Sang’s not in the middle of an investigation.
Luke: check that door in the middle of this hallway and see if it’ll open. Do it the moment the monitor takes a break.
 
I stared at the page, worried that Dr. Green wasn’t mentioned again. Was it not a big deal enough to mention? Had the concentration turned to figuring out what’s going on with these letters this Vera? 
I quickly passed the note on to Gabriel, and then stared at the book, forgetting about reading for now and temporarily about my plan to talk to Luke. My heart raced. We might need to leave soon. 
Why would Mr. Hendricks add to the mess? Was he trying to point fingers at everyone else so no one looked at him? That seemed likely, but was this planned by him, or brought on because Vera started it? 
What it meant for the guys was confusing me as well. They wanted to leave. It didn’t seem they got what they wanted. They wanted to get to the bottom of what Mr. Hendricks was up to, and possibly find some missing money. They hadn’t found it yet. Could they just walk away? 
Could I if they asked?
I waited quietly, listening to the shuffles as the note got passed down the line until it ended with North. From the sounds of zipping up book bags, it sounded like things were being gathered, like they were ready to walk out now.
Were we really about to leave? Forever? I couldn’t believe it. What did that mean for me? My heart was in my throat, sure that the school board would call my father if I left. 
He might have to come back, which would mean I’d have to go back home. 
In a panic, I started writing a note to Kota.
 
Should I leave the school if you do? If I’m absent one more day at this point, then the school board may call my dad about this, or there might be some sort of hearing because I’ve been absent. However that works. Even if it isn’t true that I missed so many unexcused days, Ms. Wright, believes it. If you have to go, I understand, but if I leave, they might send the police or someone, won’t they? Mr. Blackbourne said not to do anything that might involve police or officials.
 
I dropped the note to the floor and slid it under my foot to pass it on to Kota, intending to lift my foot to reveal the message.
Kota’s foot slid over mine, the rubber sole of his shoe covering the material in the Keds I wore. The touch shocked me. I wondered if he’d heard me shuffling and writing quickly. 
He didn’t let go at first, simply holding on to my foot with his, the pressure of his foot encouraging. 
I almost felt he knew what I was going to say. He was telling me not to panic.
I appreciated it, but then checked over my shoulder to make sure the monitor wasn’t paying attention. 
Kota bent over in his cubicle, and lifted my foot to remove the note. He tapped my ankle and I slid it back into my own area.
I heard Kota open the message. I put my head on my desk, staring at nothing, and simply listened to the boys shuffling notes back and forth and pencils scratching on paper. My heart was in my throat. I almost wanted Kota to tell me I was wrong, that it was all going to be okay. More than anything, if they had to leave, I wanted to leave with them. I wanted to dismiss Mr. Blackbourne’s warning that we should go. My school year was ruined already, so what did it matter?
Kota’s pencil began scratching and I began to tremble with anxiety. I wrapped my arms around my stomach, trying to hold myself together while I waited. The suspense was agony. At least in classes I could carefully text them, or could see them and get a reassuring glance. There was so much going on, and I was electrified with energy, but yet I had to sit still and try to stay calm.
Kota finished and slid his note over. I picked it up, unfolding it and swallowing, trying to gain some courage to read.
 
You’re right. We won’t leave unless it’s a dire emergency. I’m sorry. I’m as frustrated as everyone else and wasn’t thinking. We’d still be able to fix things, but let’s not cause more problems for us. Unless there’s an emergency, we can sit here today and maybe through until the holiday weekend. It will give us time to come up with a plan. Maybe we can fix your schedule, or give you a different one that will still work. 
We’re not finished here at the school, but we may have to change a few things. I don’t know what this all means yet, and we’re just waiting to see how far all this pointing fingers at everyone goes. It’s a matter of not drawing attention of the police at the wrong things, like us, or at Mr. Hendricks before we find the missing money and replace it.
Try not to worry. No matter what happens, I’ll fix it.
 
I swallowed the emotion swelling through me again. I held the note and breathed out a sigh. Part of me had hoped he was going to tell all of us to leave right now, but suspension would have to do. A plan was what we really needed. 
Waiting was going to be painful.
I only hoped this was the right path.
For the rest of the day, the boys napped or read or played phone games as we all waited for news. By lunch, they were all antsy and I was second-guessing my decision to stay put. I was sure Kota or one of the boys would be notified if we really did need to leave. 
For a while, I sat up, ready. If they said again we should leave, I wouldn’t hesitate. I just hoped the police wouldn’t come after me, or my father would return. 
I was very aware of the possible consequences: My father could pull me out of school. The school could put my parents into serious trouble.
The truth about my existence might be found out, about my mother and what my father had possibly done.
Or the authorities could find out that I was living with boys, that my sister was living alone in a house. Would we be put into foster homes? 
The more I thought about things, the more anxious I got and when nothing happened, the seconds on the clock seemed to tick away too slowly. 
Finally, at lunch the monitor asked one of the regular students who was in suspension to take orders and figure out what everyone wanted. We were given the option of the regular school lunch, which the student would get for us with our money, or we could eat what we had brought from home. We were permitted to shuffle and talk a little so we could sort ourselves out. 
The boys opted for whatever we had in our bags, and we were permitted to quietly share. Among us we had Kota’s sandwiches and Silas’s chips and Luke had a couple of extra candy bars. Victor asked for permission to get bottled water, and came back with several for us. 
I slowly ate a half of a sandwich and a candy bar, sipping some of my water and saving the rest.
After that, suspension turned into nap time. Heads were on desks and everyone was quiet. I think even the monitor was nodding off. 
Hours passed, and everything was quiet. After something of a nap, the monitor started working on knitting, her needles clicking in the otherwise silent hallway. 
There was no word from Dr. Green or Mr. Blackbourne. Chairs creaked. Shoes shuffled across the tile. I pulled my jacket around my body tighter. The air was cold.
When it was finally time to pack up to get ready to go, there still hadn’t been any word. 
“Are we ready to go home?” The monitor asked five minutes before the bell rang.
“C’mon,” one of the kids down the row said. I couldn’t see his face. “Let us go early?”
The monitor smiled at him. “Hold your horses,” she said. “Give it two minutes more. If I let you all go too early, the front office will notice.”
I leaned back, checking out the other guys. All of them were dressed, book bags on, ready to go. North was even standing, stretching and waiting.
I shoved the book in my bag and readied myself.
After a couple more minutes, the monitor leaned forward, checked the time and then waved her hand at us. “Head on out,” she said. 
It was such a relief to be freed. I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting in school suspension. It was a long day of not doing anything—going to class would be better.
We would have to do this tomorrow?
Before the rest of the guys even stood up fully, kids around us bolted. Some down the hallway, two through the emergency door.
We stared at that emergency door, and then looked back at the monitor.
She smiled and waved her hand dismissively at it. “That alarm’s been down for years. Even some of the administrators cut through here during the day to get to the parking lot without having to walk all the way around.”
“We can go through?” Kota asked.
“Sure,” she said. She stood up and started packing up a tote bag with her book and her knitting.
She never even asked us for our SAT sheets. Silas was at the door first, and pushed it open. He held it open, allowing us all outside.
The fresh air was warm compared to the chill of the hallway. I hurried along with the other guys, free and longing to get away from the school.
“I don’t think I’ve ever been so bored…” Gabriel said as everyone gathered on the sidewalk just outside the door. We were on the parking lot side, closer to the teacher spots.
“What’s the update?” North said, getting closer. “What’s up with Dr. Green?”
Kota was checking his phone. “No word yet. I don’t think they are arresting him or he would have been gone by now.”
“Arresting him?” I said, my voice almost a higher pitch.
“I mean, if they haven’t done it, it couldn’t be that bad,” Kota said. 
“Where is he?” North asked. “Should we go in after him?”
I leaned a little toward Victor, who was standing beside me. He reached for my hand, fingers sliding between mine and then he gripped it firmly, bringing it to his face. “Sang, you’re freezing,” he said. He blew a warm breath over my skin.
“It was cold in there,” I said quietly. My cheeks felt heated now thanks to the others talking about Dr. Green. Would they know it was me? What exactly had happened?
“I still don’t understand what’s going on,” Silas said. “Are we done at this school?”
Kota looked up and addressed us, his face serious. “We need to wait for details, but right now, Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green had to go downtown to the school administrator’s office and have a chat with their contact.” 
“Contact?” I asked.
The boys turned to me, but it was Kota who answered. “The one who called us about this job.”
“Oh,” I said, the heat of a blush rising on my face. “So what do we do?”
Kota looked at North. “I need to take someone with me to go find out who this Vera is, and how much she might know about Sang, or anything else going on for that matter. We need to figure out how bad this situation actually is.”
“We probably should have left sooner,” North pulled out his phone and checked the time. “We’ll have to get downtown and hope she’s still at the office.”
Kota’s lips curled up. “North, you go with Victor. He needs to check out everything Mr. Hendricks is doing right now. We don’t have anyone on him. We are relying on other teams to follow McCoy. We don’t have enough hands as it is now.”
“Who’s going with you?” North asked. 
He looked at all of us and then settled on Nathan. “You okay to go?”
“Who stays with Sang?” Nathan asked.
“Luke and her will head to the diner. They’re going to wait there.”
“Oy!” Gabriel said before I had a chance to question why Luke and I were going to the diner when they were short-handed. “What about us left?”
“You and Silas need to go figure out damage control. How far are people taking this? Are the police even interested?” Kota sighed and then frowned. He dropped his bag on the ground and then took off his sweater dropped it on top. “I guess we can get rid of these stupid uniforms now.”
As the bell rang and voices and footsteps sounded around the grounds to signal the end of the day, the boys joined in throwing off their jackets, shedding them possibly for the last time.
They seemed determined this was it: the final showdown. Changes were coming. I’d been a part of it, even though I wasn’t sure what my place would be in the future. What was going to happen to me? Would I get to stay with them? 
Kota led the way to the parking lot. He was going to ride with Nathan in the car Dr. Green had left behind, leaving his vehicle for Luke and I to use.
Numb and with questions and what-ifs whirling around in my brain, I quietly followed Luke to Kota’s car. There was nothing else I could do.


 



WHERE THE GAME CHANGES
 
 
Luke drove Kota’s car in silence, and it was a couple of miles before I realized we had even moved. I was so dazed out, sure that we should have stayed behind, or gone with one of the others. I wanted to obey Kota, and yet was in shock over what was going on. 
When I came out of my thoughts a little, I watched Luke driving. The afternoon sun was giving his blond hair an almost halo-like glow. “Luke,” I said quietly, looking over at him.
He turned his head slightly, locks of his blond hair falling in front of his light brown eyes. He’d gotten rid of the jacket, wearing only the T-shirt he’d worn to school with the jeans and white shoes. He had a strange look in his eyes, tired but something else, too: worry, anxiety maybe. 
I wasn’t the only one worried about what was to come. Things were changing.
North had mentioned Luke didn’t adjust well to change.
Plus, Luke seemed different to me now. Maybe something had transformed the way I thought of him after yesterday, especially after finding those clothes in his closet. 
I wanted to talk about him, but couldn’t figure out a way to begin. 
“Isn’t there some other way we could help them?” I asked instead, determined to figure out how to talk about him later. “I feel like we should do something.”
Luke raised an eyebrow and then refocused on the road. “You’re the one who grounded me,” he said, his voice a little scratchy.
My breath caught in my throat and I choked as I spoke. “Wh—what?”
“Didn’t you tell Kota that if I was the one who did the masks, you were grounding me?” he asked. “Now we have to go sit in time out.”
I sat back in the seat and looked ahead at the road, my eyes drawn to the yellow and white lines and yet not paying attention to them. He’d confessed to Kota about the masks. It was a relief, knowing it hadn’t been Volto. But at the same time, I was disappointed. Had he been that upset with North? What about the rest of us? Wouldn’t he know we’d be worried, too? It didn’t seem like him at all.
I swallowed my urge to scold him. I needed to get on his good side and find out what was troubling him. I realized now that might be why Kota had insisted we were to stay together. Maybe getting to the bottom of this was just as important as everything else going on. 
“You scared me,” I said quietly.
“Sorry,” he said. He smiled lazily and pushed his foot on the gas, going over the speed limit. “Don’t be scared. Try to forget about it. Let’s get to the diner. Maybe if it isn’t too busy, we can get in another good nap in the office.”
Was that it? Something still didn’t feel right about him being so dismissive. I wasn’t really up to working at the diner now that I was so distracted and anxious, but if North and the others were gone, we were the only ones left to take over. 
When we finally got to the diner, Luke parked and we left our bags in the car. The sun was warm, but a slight breeze was setting in and there was a bite to the air. I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my light jacket.
Luke stood in front of the car, his hands in his pockets, too. “Man,” he said. “It’s a bit early for this sort of weather. I guess after Halloween, it does start to get a little cold.”
“Are you still really tired?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Got a nap in after lunch. I can make it.”
I gazed at the diner. There were only a handful of cars in the lot, and I had to guess that some of those were employees’. “Do we need to go in?”
Luke tilted his head as he focused on me, his blond locks sliding across his forehead before he swiped them back with his fingers. “Not in the mood?”
This was my chance. I could confess anything to him, but I needed to find the right place. I couldn’t talk to him at the diner where there would be customers or Uncle around. “If they don’t need us,” I said carefully, “maybe we can go get some food and just relax? Being grounded doesn’t mean we have to go work at the diner, right?”
The corner of his mouth lifted. “Maybe…”
“Are you really in the mood to wait tables?” I asked, knowing I was pushing him a little. “We just need to stick together, right? What if we went in and told Uncle to call us if it gets too busy? We can stay close by.” 
Luke looked over at the diner and then at me. His lips slowly shifted up in the corners, as he pulled his phone from his pocket. “I could just call. No need to go in.”
I waved a hand at him, trying to be encouraging, hoping Uncle would be honest. I wouldn’t want Uncle to tell us it was fine if he really needed the help. “Make sure he knows that North isn’t going to make it.” Then I paused. “And…Maybe…”
He stopped pressing buttons and looked up at me. “Yeah? Something else?”
I sighed. “Make sure your Uncle knows I’m with you, and we’re going out together?”
Luke cocked an eyebrow, lowering the phone a bit as he gazed at me. “He needs to know?”
I shoved my hands deep into my pockets, stretching the material. “I was talking to North in the office yesterday, and he got after me to leave North alone and hang out with you.” As I said it, I realized too late that it sounded like I was being forced to spend time with him. I didn’t want him to think that, so I smiled and rushed to say, “Only he didn’t realize I was actually there to see if you wanted to go out. I’d asked North…you know when I called?”
“When you called…” He trailed off and then brought his phone back up look at it, but didn’t push any more buttons. “Did he give you a hard time?”
The heat of a blush trailed over my cheeks, despite the chilly air. “Your Uncle was adamant that I focus on you, and not be so friendly with North. I had to convince him that I wasn’t interested in North as anything other than a friend. And that I wanted to…to go out with you.”
His eyes lifted, meeting mine. In the sun, the dark brown turned lighter, amber mixed in. Some of his blond hair whipped around the sides of his face, framing his jawline. Out of all the guys, I’d always thought he was the most model-like with his features, lean and yet beautiful.
He stepped toward me, lowering the phone to his side, and stopped just short of stepping on my toes. 
I stilled.
He tilted his head to look at me and simply stared down at me for a moment while I wondered what he was going to do next.
“I’m going to call Uncle,” he said quietly, his smooth, rich voice low and almost hard to hear. “But do we have to stay on this street?”
I didn’t want to go too far in case Uncle did need us, or perhaps Kota or the others came back. “Where do you want to go?”
“My house,” he said. “Will you come with me?”
I considered if I should suggest Nathan’s house.
I nodded enthusiastically. Maybe it was wrong to leave, but perhaps he’d feel more comfortable talking at his own house, maybe in his room. “Will we be able to get back if we need to?”
“Probably,” he said, and then stepped back and dialed the phone. He held the phone to his face and talked to Uncle. As he spoke, he walked away, facing the diner, his back to me. I could hear his voice, but not the conversation.
My body began to shake with anxious energy. I was still very concerned about the others, but we hadn’t heard from them and I assumed that meant nothing was terribly wrong. I hoped I was making the right decision to get Luke alone and away from the diner. 
If I could help Luke, wouldn’t that help the team? 
 
 



A DATE WITH LUKE
 
 
When Luke got off the phone, he shooed me back toward the car. 
He turned the key and the car roared to life. “I wish we had someone else’s car. Kota’s is such a clunker.”
He started off driving without his seatbelt. It bugged me but I waited for as long as I could, before Kota was in my head telling me to say something. “Luke?” I said, wanting to be delicate.
“I have this place in mind,” he said. “Hang on, I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”
I leaned over to check his speed. “Are we in a hurry?”
“I want to stop by and grab some food,” he said. “Don’t make me tell you—it’s a surprise.”
I was glad he seemed so upbeat. There was a new excitement in him, as he sat straight, eyes wide, both hands on the wheel. “Don’t forget your seatbelt,” I said.
He looked down quickly, like he didn’t believe it wasn’t on. “Whoops,” he said, slowing down as he pulled the seatbelt over and clicked it into place. “You sound just like Kota.”
I giggled. “My voice doesn’t sound like his.”
“I mean the way you make it sound nice. You’re just reminding me. You aren’t telling me off for forgetting like North does.”
I settled into my seat, my head turned to look at him. “He did seem a little harsh on you yesterday.”
“That was pretty nice for him, actually,” he said. He brushed a hand over the steering wheel, tracing his fingertips along the grooves. “He can get really mad sometimes. Or paranoid. Lately, he’s been asking where I’m going every time I move, even if I’m on the way to the bathroom. And he keeps talking about…” He paused and then his shoulders relaxed. “Sorry. I don’t mean to vent.”
“No,” I said, reaching to touch his elbow. I held onto it, encouraging. 
He sighed and looked down at my hand for a moment. He shifted and grabbed my hand, tucking it between his arm and his ribs, hugging it a little as he resumed driving. “I need a third hand, I think.”
I was a bit uncomfortable with my arm stretched out, but I left it there, happy that he was open to being touched. “I’ve missed you,” I said, and then blushed hotly, even though it was true. I hadn’t seen him or been around him like this in a while.
The smile on his lips broadened, and he tightened his arm against his body, squeezing at my hand. “I could tell yesterday. You don’t usually call me.”
I looked at the dashboard, trying to work up some courage. Mr. Blackbourne had once said that to get the guys on my side, I had to be completely honest. It had become easier to talk to Gabriel about nearly everything. I was working to get that way with North, and the others as well. 
It was time to spill my thoughts as honestly as I could to Luke. 
“I’m not used to all the attention,” I said quietly. Tears teased my eyes but I tried to make them go away and be brave. “My parents never wanted to hear what I had to say.”
“They’re gone, Sang,” he said gently. He released my hand and sat up a little in his seat. His turned to me. “You don’t have to be like that anymore.”
“I know,” I said, trying to smile, even thought my lower lip trembled. “And then there’s trying to figure out my place in the group. With school and where I had to hide from Mr. McCoy and with everyone following us. And now worrying about everything that’s happening…” I pressed my lips together and then put my fingers over my mouth, taking a moment to calm myself. “Sorry,” I said through my fingers. “It’s hard to explain.”
“I understand,” he said with a soft smile. “I’m a little nervous, too, now that it seems like stuff is going down. And we’re not even there.”
“No,” I said, feeling like I hadn’t explained what I needed to at all and wanting to make my point before I got too distracted talking about what was going on. “I mean, I was just trying to say that I’d been thinking of you and wanted us to spend time together. I don’t want you to think I wasn’t thinking of you.”
There was a long silence between us. “Are you okay?” he asked, slowing the car and looking over at me every few seconds. 
I hesitated but then asked, “What do you mean?”
“You don’t usually talk like this.”
“We…aren’t…alone a lot?” I said.
“You’re usually so quiet,” he said. Then he smiled and refocused on the road. “Sang, you sit in the group and we all talk around you. Maybe I’m just not used to hearing your voice so much. You get in a good couple of sentences, but never a lot.”
“Sorry.”
He glanced over at me. “No, no. Don’t be sorry. You should talk more. I never hear your voice much but I love it.”
“Oh,” I said quietly, my heart fluttering. “Luke…” I searched for something to say.
“Oh no, I broke it,” he said with a chuckle. He reached out, poking me in the ribs. “Come on. Start again. You were talking about…uh…how you weren’t really close with your parents? And then it’s been hard to adjust? Tell me what it was like before us.” He took back his hand and put it back on the wheel. “Tell me what you did all day back then.”
I started out slowly, trying to explain to him what life had been like before the boys. It wasn’t always punishments like he’d known. There was loads of time where I never even saw my mother, or even my father or sister. I went to school, worked on schoolwork at home, read books to pass the time, took walks. 
I told him all this, and then he started shaking his head. “What about when you weren’t doing anything?” he asked.
“Huh?”
“You spent a lot of time just hanging about, right?”
“Yes.”
“What did you think about?”
I paused. “I don’t know… Lots of things.”
“Like the future?” he asked. “What it would be like to get away?”
“Kind of,” I said, nervous to tell him about my old daydreams. “Honestly…it’s silly.”
“No. Don’t stop. Say it.”
I remembered what Mr. Blackbourne had said about being honest—this was probably the kind of thing he’d been talking about. “I used to think about…one day going to school and not feeling so shy. That I could walk up and just talk to someone like it was no big deal.”
“You wanted friends?” Luke said in a quieter voice. “That’s all?”
I blushed, feeling silly, but went on. “I spent a lot of time alone, even at school. No one sat next to me at lunch. At recess, I would sit and watch everyone else playing. I’d sit on the swing alone…or by the time I got to middle school, I’d go to the library and avoid being around anyone.”
“Aw…Sang,” Luke said. He sighed and shook his head. “Hang on. We’re almost there.”
I’d been concentrating so hard on what to say to him, that I hadn’t watched where we were going and was surprised to find us pulling off the interstate and in an area I wasn’t familiar with.
“Now we just have to find a place to park,” he said, pulling onto a road with a little traffic. “I hope it isn’t too busy. Shouldn’t be on a Monday.”
We drove on about another mile before he pulled the car into a strip mall. A few of the shops were empty, but there was still a bar, an Army recruiting station, a Chinese takeout place, and a gym, so there were still people going back and forth, mostly to the bar and gym.
I was worried we might have been followed by Mr. Hendricks and his team. Luke didn’t appear fazed though and parked the car. He got out, hurrying around to open my door. “Can’t forget to do this part,” he said with a smile.
I got out and he closed the door behind me. The light jacket and thin skirt weren’t enough to keep out the chill. I dipped my hands into the pockets of the jacket and held on tight to myself.
“Cold?” he asked, taking me by the elbow, guiding me beside him.
I shrugged, not wanting to worry him. “I’ll live.”
“Just wait until we get to the house,” he said. He looked up to the sky. “Looks like it might rain.”
I didn’t see any rain clouds, just some white puffs high up in the sky. We weaved through cars and headed toward the shops. He crossed his arms over his chest, over the T-shirt he wore, like he was cold, too.
When we got to the sidewalk, Luke pointed to the door of the Chinese food place. “You like Chinese, right?”
I had to shake my head and shrug, with a small smile. “Never had it,” I said.
Luke opened his eyes wide and his mouth formed an o. “Saaang,” he whined. “I have to fix this. I know you’re a clean slate and everything…but I still assume…” He sighed and hurried in front of me to pull open the door.
The restaurant was smaller than other places they’d taken me to. There were oriental paintings in nice frames along the wall, and several rows of tables with chairs. It smelled good, like roasting meat and spices, different than the heady stuff I’d smelled before in fast food places.
An Asian woman stood by the counter. She spotted Luke and smiled, then started reciting. “Hello! One order of beef and broccoli, no broccoli, one order of barbecue beef, one order of pork lo mein noodles?”
“Sounds good to me,” he said with a smile and approached the counter, leaning his elbows on it. He looked at the paper menus stacked in a pile near the cash register. “You’ve got duck today?”
“Yes, yes,” the woman said, her short black hair falling into her eyes as she nodded. “And I have new shrimp toast.”
Luke made a face. “Shrimp toast? That sounds awful.”
“No, no, you’ll like it.”
“Okay, I guess. I’m trusting you,” he said and motioned to me. “And whatever she wants.”
I had no idea what to pick. I felt pressure to do it quickly as they both looked at me, waiting. I was dazzled by the pictures above the counter, the ones in light boxes showing different items. And then I looked at the paper menu; there was so much more. I turned to Luke, shrugging. “What’s good?”
Luke tilted his head and pressed his lips together, leaning into me as he studied the menu. “Girls usually like the sweet and sour chicken.”
How many girls did he know that he brought to get Chinese? I suddenly didn’t want sweet and sour chicken. “You got all beef items? Are those good?”
He nodded. “Yeah. I like the barbecue.”
The woman leaned over the counter and pointed at the paper menu. “Not had Chinese before? Try this,” she said, although I wasn’t really sure what she was pointing to. She turned and motioned to the display. “Honey chicken. And I’ll throw in some Sesame beef to try.”
Honey chicken sounded like a safe bet and the picture looked good, with fried pieces of chicken in an amber sauce. I didn’t know what sesame beef was, but I’d try it. “Okay. Sounds good.”
“Egg rolls?” She asked Luke.
Luke made a face and shook his head. “Do you have any of the good wontons? The ones with the meat? Not the crab though, the actual meat stuff.”
“I just made some,” she said and then left us to go through a clear plastic curtain into the kitchen. Two Asian men stood in an aisle between two stoves, working back to back. The woman started shouting at them, in what I presumed was Chinese, speaking very fast I wondered how the men understood her. They must have, though; one of the men replied and then started reaching for items on the counter.
Luke tugged me toward the rows of tables.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s have a seat while we’re waiting.”
“They’ll bring it out to us?” I asked, unsure the procedure and feeling awkward to step away from the counter. Shouldn’t we pay something now? The woman had gone into the kitchen. Maybe that was normal.
“Sure,” he said. “Don’t worry. They’ll take care of everything.” He pushed back a seat that faced the counter and sat in it. I sat across the table, facing the door and the wide window out toward the parking lot. 
Luke fixed his hair, redoing a sloppy man-bun at the back of his head. “I broke your clip,” he said. “And I think Gabriel stole the other ones. He really hates those things.”
“I’m running out,” I said, pointing to the one in my hair now. “This is my last one.”
Luke chuckled lightly. “Next time I think of it, I’ll pick up some more. Maybe dozens.”
I smiled widely. “Gabriel might yell at you for encouraging me.”
He shrugged, and leaned in, his shoulders bunching over the table. “He’ll get over it. And it’ll be great to see his face.”
I could just imagine Gabriel getting very upset at seeing more clips, when he was probably counting down until he was sure I didn’t have any left. They did mysteriously disappear from time to time, more than what Luke took for himself.
“So, our first real date, and we’re getting Chinese food,” Luke said, still leaning forward, his elbows on the table. It felt like he was trying to get closer to me, but the table was in the way. “I really hope you like it. Otherwise, a year from now, you’ll be suffering with stuff you hate.”
“A year?” I asked. “What’s in a year?”
“Don’t you want to remember our first date?” he asked. “Have a one year anniversary?”
I blinked at him. “For a first date?” I said it, but without really asking, but more out of surprise, as I’d had first dates with a couple of the guys, but they never mentioned this. Could I remember each first date and the exact day it happened? Did it mean when they said official first date or…
“You can have it for any occasion you want,” he said. He leaned back with an arm slung over the back of his chair. It was a position I’d seen in magazines; it showed off his shoulders and made them appear wider. His shirt was smoothed out over his chest, and his collarbone was more prominent. “We could have one every week,” he said, drawing my attention back to his face. “First date, first time we met…what was that, three months ago?”
I lowered my eyes to the table. The way he spoke was like we’d been dating for those three months. 
He knew about the situation with Lily and what that meant. Did the easy way he was talking to me now about dating mean he approved of it?
His silence made me feel like he was waiting for an answer. “Maybe? It feels like longer.”
“Doesn’t it?” he asked. Suddenly, he sat up and snapped his fingers. “Hey, do you want to go check out the pet store? It’s only a couple of stores down. We can visit the puppies.”
I scooted to the edge of my seat, ready to stand until I remembered why we were there. “Shouldn’t we wait for the food first?”
“We’ll be right back.” He stood up quickly, going to the counter, and rapped his knuckles on the counter a couple of times. “Hey! We’ll be right back. Just heading next door.”
“Oo-kay!” cried the woman from the kitchen.
Luke turned to me, his blond eyebrows lifting up. “Come on. Maybe there’s a new batch of turtles, too.”
I’d never seen him so excited before, at least not about anything other than junk food. 
I followed him out into the sidewalk and then he reached over for my hand, and held it, palm to palm, as we walked.
Luke breathed in deeply as we walked, and then out through his mouth. “Man, I haven’t been grounded in a while. But I have to say, this is the best one yet.”
He was in such a happy mood that I didn’t want to ask him why he’d done the prank, even though I wanted to know. “I am a little worried about the guys. I wish there is something we could do.”
“Honestly, unless Kota calls and wants us out there, it’s better if we stay home.” He squeezed his fingers around mine, and tilted his head to look at me. “Sang, I do a lot of stupid things, like when I invited you to go get that camera with me, but Kota knows what he’s doing. If he says stay put, we should stay.”
“Like that time after Gabriel was in the hospital when we went to check on Victor’s computer?” I said with a small smile. 
He rolled his eyes and wagged his head from side to side, but there was amusement in his tone. “Really, Sang. You’re just looking for stuff to pick on, now.”
He was right, though. We had our phones; I didn’t need to worry about it. 
Luke suddenly stopped and then turned us toward the store we’d just walked past. “Whoops,” he said with a laugh. “Almost forgot where we were going. We were heading toward the Army office.”
He pulled away from me to open the door. The smell of wood shavings and ammonia hit me on the way in, and I shoved my fingers under my nose to try to prevent a sneeze. 
“Strong smell,” Luke said, stepping behind me as he came in. We were in a path between shelves of dog food and cages that were on sale. He weaved his way around me, taking my hand again, and tugged me deeper into the shop. “Let’s go.”
I followed, dazzled by the array of cages and pet toys. There was a row of small pets: tiny lizards and what looked like a giant spider in a tank in the corner, but Luke avoided those.
As we weaved our way through the store, I noticed there were fish in tanks along the one side. I was dazzled by the colors, surprised at being drawn to fish and little turtles. 
“I like to start on this side,” he said with a grin. “Save the cuddly things for last.”
He stopped by nearly every tank, studying the contents, reading the sign underneath that identified what type of fish they were. I was amazed at the variety. 
Did Luke like fish? As he studied the fish, I studied him. I knew some things about him, but this was new. 
“Hey look,” he said, pointing to one of the tanks. “Mini jellyfish.”
I came up next to him, pressing on his back so I could look over his shoulder at the tank in front of him.
His eyes were wide, and he was smiling at a tiny jellyfish, his finger on the glass, pointing at it. “Pretty, isn’t it?”
It was cute, a pink jellyfish floating alone in its own tank. You could keep one as a pet? I supposed if it sat in a tank all day, maybe it was easy to take care of. “Are jellyfish a lot of work?” 
“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never had one. Actually, I haven’t ever thought of taking something home.”
He seemed to be familiar with the pet store but he hadn’t considered owning a pet? I wondered if he liked animals, why he never got a puppy or a cat. Would North not like it if he got one? 
“I don’t think my parents would have let me,” I said. “My sister and I found a stray cat once when playing in the yard, but we were told to leave it outside and it was gone the next day.”
Luke turned to me and smiled. “You could have one now, you know.”
A cat? No, not without at least asking Nathan. I wasn’t so sure he’d want one. I assumed if he did, he’d have one already. “You could, too,” I said.
He opened his mouth to reply, when we heard talking near the cashier area. At first it was just distracting but when Luke went to say something again, the voices sounded angry, mostly cursing.
I turned away from them, staring at the jellyfish, not wishing to interfere. 
Luke turned toward the voices, and squinted his eyes, checking out the scene. “I wonder if the lady needs any help.”
This caused me to turn. There was a woman behind the cashier’s counter, her eyes narrowed, lips twisted into a frown. A couple of guys were standing in front of her counter, with red blotchy faces. They were looking at each other, holding onto their wallets.
“You’ve got to have enough money,” one of the men said to the other. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Tell me you have enough.”
His friend opened his wallet wider, like he’d see more money inside if he just unfolded it all the way. “You didn’t tell me a skunk costs three hundred bucks. We should just go find one out in the woods.”
“For fuck’s sake,” the first man said. He held open his wallet again. “We need an ATM.”
“There might be one at the corner store across the street,” the woman behind the counter said tightly. She had on a uniform work shirt and slacks. Her face was red and she was biting her lip, nervous or maybe to stop herself from saying something. 
“There might have been one back at the bar,” one of the men said. He nudged his friend. “Let’s go get more money. Then we can take the skunk and scare the shit out of your wife.”
“She’ll shoot it, most likely. She’ll finally get some use out of that .22 I got for her. It’ll be hilarious.” The men walked out of the store, laughing and talking.
“Hmm,” Luke said with a frown.
The woman was shaking her head as she watched the men leaving. She wiped her hand across the counter, and then looked at the phone on the desk, before she picked it up slowly and then put the receiver back in the cradle.
Luke walked away from me and approached the counter. I had a sinking feeling but I was also wondering how the men were buying a skunk from a pet store. Skunks weren’t pets.
“Excuse me,” Luke said as he approached. I followed him, wanting to stay close. “Were they going to buy a skunk? Did I hear that right, or were they too drunk to realize it’s a cat?”
The woman frowned. “It’s a skunk. But I don’t want to sell it to them for a prank, though I don’t know if I could get away with refusing to sell it. I don’t own the store.”
“Where is it?” Luke asked.
The woman pointed toward the back of the store. “The boss wanted me to move him to the front, but it scares a lot of parents. He’s back with the exotic pets.”
I followed Luke to the back of the store. There were other crates for dogs and cats. Some of the dogs barked as we passed, but most of the animals were sleeping.
Near the very back was a circular pen, open at the top. 
Inside was a black and white skunk, waddling around as it played with a little plastic ball. It grabbed the ball, holding onto it and dragged it backward toward a bed.
The woman came up next to us as we watched it. “It’s trying to take it back to the nest,” she said. “I should give it a dog house, so it’ll feel comfortable.”
“I didn’t know skunks made good pets,” Luke said.
“They are legal to keep here, but require a bit more work. They’ll take things from around the house, and you have to watch them around wiring and small objects.”
“Is it going to bite though? I didn’t know they were really tamable.”
“It’s cuddly, like a cat. But you can train it a bit like a dog. It’s too domesticated to just dump in the woods.”
“Can I pick it up?” Luke asked.
“Sure. He’s friendly.”
Luke bent over, snapped his fingers a few times, and then whistled. “Here, kitty kitty.”
I smiled at Luke pretending it was a cat.
The skunk perked up his ears, spotted Luke’s hand, and raced over, stopping just short of it. It sniffed at him carefully.
Luke bent forward, scooping it up in both hands, and cuddled it in his arm. Luke turned toward me so I could see it. It had a chunky belly, and small black arms. The white along its back and tail were very pretty.
I slowly reached out for it, petting the fur, keeping my hand away from its mouth and claws.
It seemed okay with my touch, until it reached out and a little hand held onto one of my fingers. Its big brown eyes appeared doleful. I wondered if it was really happy to be in that pen. 
“He’s like a fat cat with hands,” Luke said, pulling him close to cuddle against his chest. 
“Kind of like a cat,” the lady said. “But they get into stuff. They’ll steal your keys. They are a little better than a raccoon, though. And they’ll use a litter box.” 
“And it won’t spray?” Luke asked. 
“Scent glands were removed,” she said. “There might still be a bit of musk smell, but if you bathe him enough, you may not notice it. No worse than ferrets. And he’s neutered so you don’t have to worry about him wanting to run off and make little babies. They don’t have a rabies shot for them, so you have to keep a close eye on him and not let him get close to any other animals. Don’t count on taking him with you out of the country.”
I felt sorry for the skunk. It did seem like a lot of responsibility. “Those men will be back to take him soon.” I didn’t want to be there if they came back and were upset, thinking we were interfering.
“I hope they don’t come back,” the woman said. “They’ll just be back in a week demanding a refund, if they don’t set him loose. Or shoot him like they were joking about. You shouldn’t buy pets as a joke.”
“No,” Luke said, turning to her. “You shouldn’t. Say, what do skunks eat?”
She smiled a little. “You really want to know?”
“And how much does a skunk cost? It was three hundred, wasn’t it?” His eyes were clear, determined. He glanced at the door of the pet shop and then at the skunk in his arms, its eyes actually starting to close like it was falling asleep. “Sang, I hope you like skunks.”
My heart raced. It was really cute, but then, we were talking about buying it out from under those men. Should we dare? “Luke?” I said quietly. “They could be back any second.”
“Is it okay if she takes him out of the store?” Luke asked. “I don’t want her here when they get back. We can tell them someone else bought it while we figure out what I need.”
“I won’t tell if you won’t,” the woman said, then turned to me. “He might stay in a pouch, sweetie. I can let you borrow something that will work.”
“We’ll just buy it,” he said. “That’ll make it easier.”
My heart was going so fast; I couldn’t believe we were being so impulsive and the woman was helping us. A skunk! 
I kept looking at the door, waiting to see if the men came back in. Would they be very angry if I was walking out with the skunk they wanted?
Luke held onto the skunk while we followed the clerk to a selection of bags meant to hold pets. The woman handed me something like a book bag that you wear on the front. I put it on and Luke gently placed the skunk inside. “There,” he said. “Hold it like a baby.” 
I’d never held a baby before. I supported the skunk as best as I could by wrapping my arms around the harness.
The skunk popped his head out the top, but settled in, seeming comfortable for the moment.
The woman ripped off the price tag. “I’ll just hold on to this,” she said.
 “You should go back to the restaurant,” Luke said. “Wait there for me.”
I grimaced, worried about being alone, not to mention that the restaurant might not let me back into if I brought in an animal.
When he saw I was hesitating, Luke turned to me, smiling. He held onto my cheeks and then kissed me gently on the nose. “Sang, don’t worry. I’m coming right behind you. Just let me get the basics and pay.”
That gave me a little courage. This was the Luke I was more familiar with, the one from before yesterday. He was jumping in to help, willing to risk a possible fight with those men, just to save a little animal.
He shooed me on so I walked toward the door. It was strange to have walked in without any intention, and then so suddenly be walking away with a new pet skunk.
I smiled to myself, holding him close. We just bought a pet together!
I opened the store door, and peered out to the sidewalk. I didn’t see anyone so I squeezed out of the door. The skunk in the pouch was warm against my stomach.
“I can’t believe the rate they charge to draw out money,” a male voice said. “Four dollars for every two hundred?”
I turned my head, spotting the men coming out of the bar further down the strip of mall. I panicked, concerned I should go back into the pet store. Maybe there was a back room.
“It’s shit,” the other one said. “They rip you off at every chance. Now let’s go get this skunk.”
I stiffened, but walked ahead, trying to hide the fact that I had anything other than a regular backpack, desperately hoping not to draw attention to myself. I hurried to the Chinese place, and went inside.
The woman wasn’t at the counter. I sat down quickly at one of the tables, holding onto the skunk, hoping that Luke would be back soon. 
The woman came out, spotted me at the table, and then disappeared, coming back with a full brown paper bag. 
I waved to her but stayed seated with my front turned toward the wall, trying to hide the face of the skunk. If she did see the harness, I hoped she’d think it was just a baby. Maybe we were babysitting. “He’ll be back in a moment,” I said quickly. “He’s still at the store.”
She nodded and left the bag on the counter, before she headed back to the kitchen.
I turned to look out the front glass of the restaurant. Would Luke try to confront the men? What would happen when they discovered someone had just bought the skunk? What if they walked by here and noticed me?
Suddenly, I heard angry shouts. I sat up straight, but touched the skunk on the head, trying to gently push him down into the pouch.
I listened carefully and watched out the window, but nothing came into view. I was tempted to get up and check it out, but didn’t want to leave with the skunk and be spotted by the men.
I touched the phone at my chest, waiting, getting more anxious by the minute.
When a figure finally came into view, at first I didn’t see the face, and my heart leapt into my throat. But it only took a moment before I saw it was Luke.
He was heading for the door, and opened it, his hands empty, but with a smile on his face. He spotted me and then came forward, showing me a thumbs up.
“I got everything,” he said, his eyes glowing. “Food, a water bowl, and I even bought a dog house, but I think it’ll have to stay in my room.”
“What happened to the men?” I asked quickly.
“Oh they were mad,” he said, and he laughed. “But I was buying what the little guy needed right in front of them, and they had no idea. They thought I was buying stuff for a dog. The lady told them someone else bought it, but they didn’t believe her. I told them I was there and saw that it was some old crazy lady.” He looked up and noticed the food on the counter. “Hey, I’m back,” he said.
The woman came back and smiled. “Thirty three, forty six.”
Luke pulled out his wallet and then started to count cash.
My heart was going a mile a minute, and I was holding a skunk in a pouch. What a strange afternoon.
As I stood there watching Luke pay, there was a sudden thunder clap that shook the building. My head turned quickly, almost cracking. 
Storm clouds were rolling in, rain drops falling, darkening the pavement outside. At first it was a sprinkle, but it quickly started really coming down after a few minutes.
“Well, we didn’t beat the rain,” Luke said with a knowing smile and then looked at me as he picked up the bag of food. “Do you have him? Ready to go?”
I nodded. “How did you know it would rain?” I asked.
“Because I can predict the weather,” he said with a wink. “You might know directions, but I can smell the rain.”
I was impressed, but suddenly really overwhelmed. A lot had happened today. I was glad we had food and could go settle down.
Luke stood by the door and peered out. “It’s really coming down.”
I couldn’t believe how the weather had changed. Luke had been right; sheets and sheets of water came down, splashing into puddles. A small river was forming just next to the sidewalk, flowing downhill toward the street. “Should we eat here?” I asked. “Maybe we should wait.”
“We don’t know when this will pass. It might be here for a while.” He put the food bag under one arm and dug his keys out of his pocket. “I can drive the car up.”
“I’ll go out.” I didn’t want to be in the place alone in case the men walked by. I hoped the skunk could handle the rain. I covered him as best I could with my body. He wasn’t moving much and seemed to be sleeping. 
I scooted close to Luke. The car wasn’t within view and I’d forgotten exactly where it was.
Luke held the bags close to his chest, bracing his body for the wind. “One, two, three,” he said, and hurried through the rain to the car.
I followed, holding onto the skunk.
Water splashed mostly at my feet at first as I waded against puddles. 
Then droplets fell around my head.
I stopped, my heart beating crazily. 
I didn’t know why at first. In all the excitement, my mind was in getting to the car, on the skunk in my arms.
Luke disappeared ahead of me. I stood there, trying to catch my breath as water splashed around me. 
When more drops hit my face, I covered my head, rather than holding onto the skunk.
I fought off a wave of nausea, and sunk to the ground, crouching between two cars. I covered my head.
My eyes closed. Fear enveloped me. 
What’s wrong with me? I’d forgotten my reaction to rain. Since I hadn’t been out in actual rain in a while, I’d let the memory slip away.
The splashing of water against my face somehow reminded me of a shower.
I considered going back to the restaurant, but I couldn’t move. My legs, once bent, could only hold me up, and my arms were over my head.
Just when I thought I was going to be stuck there forever, I was pulled, and then lifted, skunk and all, cradled into arms.
“I’ve got you,” Luke said. He breathed heavily, carrying me along.
I swallowed, trying to push back nausea.
I couldn’t help but look at him, embarrassed.
The look in his eyes were frightened. 
The car door was already open. He put me in the passenger seat and then knelt against the door’s frame as he eased my arm from over my face.
“What happened? Did you fall?” he asked in a rush. “Sang, you okay?” 
I sniffed and then forced a nod. My brain wanted to freeze up, but I fought it. Streams of water streaked down my face, and my jacket and jeans soaked through to the seat. I hoped Kota would understand. I thought to send him a text and offer to vacuum out his car, or however you get the moisture out of seats.
“I should have picked you up. Did you scratch anything when you fell?”
The thought I fell? Oh, he did ask. I’d been responding to the being okay part. This time, I shook my head.
“Do you need a bandage?” he asked. He reached in and rubbed at my back, keeping his other hand on my knee. “Sang, come on, don’t look like that.”
“Let’s go,” I said in a weak whisper. It was too much to explain. Rain on my face set up similar feelings as being in the shower, and I was trying to talk myself up. It’s silly. Why should I be afraid of rain?
My beating heart, frantic, and the wave of exhaustion told me if I tried it again, it might be too much.
How would I get out of the car if it was still raining?
Luke rushed around, hopped in and slammed the door. He wiped his face and slicked back his hair, undoing the clip and letting the long strands of blond fall around his shoulders. “Whew!” He said with a big grin. “Hasn’t come down like that in a while. Must be the end of that tropical storm.”
I swallowed, trying to talk to him, to somehow convince him I was fine. “Tropical storm?” I asked. “Don’t those show up during the summer?”
“Storms don’t always follow a schedule,” he said and pushed the key in, starting the car.
I settled back into the seat. Now that I was out of the rain, the wash of nausea had faded. I had my arms wrapped around the skunk, who was satisfied being cradled. 
Luke pulled up to a stop sign just before turning onto a main road, when he sat back, and looked at me.
His eyes lit up and he started laughing.
I giggled, more out of surprise and for some relief of pressure, and then shook my head and realized how ridiculous we’d just been. The whole situation felt like something out of a television show. We’d bought a skunk, Chinese food, and had gotten caught out in the rain. “Was this what you pictured for a first date?”
“Nowhere close,” he said, then drove the car out onto the road.



THE PERFECT KISS
 
 
By the time we got to the Taylor compound, the clouds overhead made it appear much later in the day than it was. Puddles had formed around the yard. North’s trailer and the garage were dark. Only the front porch light, and one in a single window in the main house was on. No one appeared to be home.
Luke pulled the car as close to the front porch as he could, even pulling up into the yard. He turned off the engine, ran around and opened my door. He reached in, tugging me by my arm.
I jumped out, still wet but getting hit with a fresh splash down into a puddle before getting to the porch.
The skunk shifted, but stayed in his pouch.
Luke kept his arm around me, like he didn’t trust me to make it without him, and I was grateful. 
“Safe,” Luke said with a laugh once we were close to the door. He had left the food in the car, and guided me toward the door. “Let’s get you and the little rascal inside. I’ll come back for everything else.”
He used his keys to open the door and once it was open, Luke stood aside, letting me inside. The space was now familiar, but I still looked around at the old staircase, and then the kitchen to the left, and the rooms to the right. The rooms were big and echo-y, and the rain overhead sounded like it was going to come right through the roof. 
My body trembled, but without the splash on my face, I sucked down some air, and courage and tried to forget the rain.
The skunk shifted in the pouch, and I wondered if it knew we were at his new home.
Luke flicked on some more lights then turned to me, looking at the skunk. His hair was stuck to his face, and his white shirt was soaked and see-through. Everything was sticking to his body. He came forward, holding his arms out. “Let me take him,” he said, gently sliding the harness from my shoulders. “You go upstairs and get a nice warm shower. Do you want some pajama pants?”
At the mention of a shower, I hesitated. I should go get dry, for sure. It would help to get a moment to myself and clear my head. I was just grateful he seemed to think I just fell or slipped. “I could use a towel,” I said quickly.
“There’s some in the bathroom,” he said. He pointed up the stairs, and held the pouch in his arms like carrying a baby. “Go get warm. I’ll sort out the food and this little guy. My room is on the right. I’ll be up there in a bit. Go shower.” He shooed me toward the stairs.
I grimaced, knowing he was being nice. I supposed I didn’t really have to shower. I could just run water out of the sink, or if there was a tub, I could take a quick bath. I’d have to hurry. He may want to warm up, too.
Now that the skunk wasn’t against me, warming me up, I was starting to get cold. I eased my way up the stairs and I started to shiver. I held onto the banister so I wouldn’t slip.
The doors upstairs were all dark wood against white painted walls. I knew which room his was, but I wasn’t actually sure which was the bathroom. I peeked inside a linen closet and an unfinished bedroom before finding the bathroom.
The bathroom had a stone tile floor with a new toilet and a sink but missing the large wall mirror most bathrooms seemed to have. No countertop, just a sink on a pedestal stand beside the tub. The walls were white, and I understood a bit why North would stay in the trailer. All the unfinished rooms made the house on the inside seem rather cold. It was almost depressing.
I pondered what the difference was between the bath and the rain and shower. Now recalling what happened, my cheeks heated, completely embarrassed and afraid. Why was I so messed up, that I couldn’t get out in the rain, or take a normal shower?
I started up the warm water in the tub, and tested the temperature. I checked for towels and when everything was ready, I got out of my cold, wet clothes and climbed into the tub.
I didn’t want to stay long, even though the water felt good. I warmed up as I washed my skin and hair with the shampoo that was there and then hopped out.
Only as I was drying my hair did I realize I hadn’t thought to bring in any clothes with me.
I stood there in the bathroom, considering what I could do. Luckily, the towels were big enough to hide me; I almost felt like I was wearing a strapless dress. 
Still, I wouldn’t want Uncle walking down the hallway and finding me like this. Maybe not even Luke. I was sure he’d understand, but he might tease me.
I quietly opened the door to peek out. I was carrying my cell phone in my hand and peered out into the dark hallway, the light coming from the stairwell. It had gotten darker. The storm must be overhead. I left the bathroom light on to help guide me. 
Suddenly, I heard something—a voice—and I froze, my wet feet slipping a bit on the hardwood floor. 
I heard footsteps. Was someone coming up the stairs?
I turned left, and found a room with a bed against the left wall, and a row of tall wardrobes to the right. Not Luke’s room, but I dashed into it anyway. 
I went in, closing the door, and flicked the light on. A single bare bulb turned on in the center of the small bedroom. The walls were plain white. There were two utility nightstands near the head of the bed and one pillow on the made bed. No headboard or footboard. The room was fairly clean, with a half-full laundry basket on the foot of the bed. 
The basket was filled with all black clothes. North’s room. Had to be. I’d thought he lived in the trailer. Then I remembered someone had said he did keep some stuff in the main house. The bed didn’t look used. Did he sleep in the house at all?
It would do, I supposed. I could at least change into one of his T-shirts and get something on before looking for Luke. 
The clothes in the basket appeared dirty. I went to the wardrobe, opened it, and shifted through rows of black T-shirts and jeans. It seemed like all of his clothes were in here. If he kept his clothes in here, what did he keep in the trailer? 
There were several other types of outfits other than T-shirts and jeans, including tuxedos and some nice suits. 
They air smelled musty and stale with only the very barest hint of any of the musk scent he usually wore. He wasn’t in here very often. Maybe these were clothes that didn’t fit in his closet in the trailer. 
I didn’t think he’d mind if I borrowed something. I made a mental note to remember to send him a text message to let him know I was in here.
I placed my phone on the bed and then selected one of the more faded T-shirts and a pair of boxers. I took off the towel and pulled on the boxers. They were big on me and I wasn’t sure they would stay on. 
I was standing in the room half-naked, thinking I needed a safety pin to tighten the waistband of the shorts when there was a quick knock at the door and it opened. 
“North?” Luke said as he opened the door. “Why are you here? I thought you’d be...” 
I froze for just a second, shocked. I grabbed the shirt, drawing it to my body before I turned, trying to cover myself. Why hadn’t I locked the door? Was there a lock?
Luke spotted me and froze. His mouth fell open, his eyes wide. He was in pajama pants, barefoot, no shirt. His hair was still wet, hanging around his face in dark blond locks. He looked around the room in confusion and then back at me.
I blushed and forced a cheesy grin. I held the shirt to my body, and I was covered—technically—but the boxers were edging off of my hips. I clamped one arm around my breasts, holding onto the shirt, and then reached for the boxers to tug them up.
“Oh,” he said. “Sorry...” He turned away. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. 
He laughed. “Why? I’m the one who walked in on you. Why are you in here?”
“I forgot to bring clothes into the bathroom. I went out in the hallway in a towel and then I thought I heard someone, so I ran in here.”
“You didn’t realize this is North’s room?”
“Only after I came in,” I said, tugging the clothes closer. “And then I thought I’d just borrow his clothes instead of running around in a towel...”
“Sang,” he said, laughing. He turned back toward the door. “I swear…”
He turned away, I thought to give me some privacy, so I quickly flipped the shirt around, seeking out the bottom hem so I could slide it on. 
I heard footsteps while the shirt was over my head, but then by the time my face was free I saw Luke was coming back, heading toward me with a determined look in his eyes. Had he seen me?
It surprised me and I backed up, my thighs bumping into North’s bed.
He reached for me, holding my cheeks in his palms. He held me like that as I let go of the shirt and pressed my palms to his bare chest. 
“Luke?” I said, a little afraid and yet drawn to him. It’d been a long afternoon, and the way he was looking at me now was serious. He needed something. 
His eyes traced over my face. “I promised you I’d kiss you the next time we were alone together,” he said quietly. “I’ve been putting it off, waiting for the right moment.”
I froze, my hands on his chest and my heart pounding beneath my ribs. 
Luke leaned in, closed his eyes and kissed me. 
At first, my eyebrows went up and I was still. Part of me was surprised, sure he had meant to do something else. 
But then my eyes closed and my mouth moved, as if knowing what I wanted before I did. I parted my lips, trying to deepen the kiss.
Luke responded by dropping his hands from my face, settling them on my hips, holding me as he kissed me. 
His kisses were light and playful. When I would deepen the kiss, he would back off, teasing my lips with a quick peck, and then when I thought he was done and was about to back off, he’d come in again, more intense, deeper. His lean body pressed up against mine, warming me, even despite the chill in the house. 
Everything we’d done through the day was forgotten. School felt like ages ago. 
Luke was kissing me and that was all I could think about. It swelled up my feelings for him and my hope that maybe our plan might work. 
He knew about Lily’s plan. This had to mean he approved, didn’t it?
Luke shifted a little, pushing me back, but I was already against the bed, so I ended up nearly falling backwards.
Luke caught me, but urged me to sit on the bed. He kept nudging me back and I picked up my feet, scooting up the bed. He moved forward, and then crawled on his knees, reaching for my hips again. He repositioned me, and then scooted in beside me, until I was on my back, then and he was lying over me.
My breath caught in my throat as he kissed me. This was more intimate than I’d experienced or expected from him. 
Yet I was comfortable and my arms went around his neck. I’d been so worried about him with other girls, with the girl that had written her phone number on his arm. But here he was with me, perfect, beautiful Luke, so talented and nice. 
Luke stopped kissing my lips to drop a sweet kiss on my nose. He hovered over me, his knees on either side of my thighs, and looked down my face. His eyes appeared bigger now, the brown and flecks of amber throughout, the light reflecting in them. “This was better,” he said quietly.
“Better?” I asked.
“Better than I imagined it would be,” he said. He smiled, closed his eyes and leaned in again, kissing me quickly before he leaned back and looked at me again. “I’d been reworking our first kiss a lot. I wanted to pick a good place, like in the movies. I’ve watched a lot of romantic movies…”
I smiled. “What?”
“I thought I could do better,” he said and then pecked me on the nose again. “Sang, it doesn’t matter. This is better.”
I was glad he thought it was. I stumbled for words, not knowing what to say. I wanted to let him know it was good for me, too, but everything seemed silly. “Luke,” I said quietly.
He smiled, bright and playful, and then leaned in, kissing my lips.
We kissed for a long time, and at one point, I had to turn my head a bit, needing some air. 
He didn’t stop, and continued to kiss my cheek, and then moved down toward my jaw.
I closed my eyes, unsure of what to do, but it felt good. I thought I’d be so nervous, but for some reason I wasn’t. 
His hand drifted up over my hips, catching on the shirt. 
One moment, I was lost in his kisses, but the next, I suddenly became aware that his hand was moving the shirt up. He placed a gentle palm against my side.
I sucked in a breath. While it felt good, I was concerned about being tickled, worried I’d start laughing during a kiss.
When he returned his lips to mine, I deepened the kiss, opening my mouth and letting my tongue out like Gabriel had shown me. I licked at his lower lip, hoping to distract him if he was thinking about tickling.
It seemed to work. He pressed his body into mine and groaned. His tongue came out, touching my lips and then dipping in when I opened my mouth.
I was captivated, dizzy, but in a good way. 
His hand slid up, dragging the shirt with it. His hand was almost to my ribs. 
Then his other hand was on my hip, sliding down my outer thigh. When it got to my knee, he tugged gently, repositioning it further out.
My heart was now out of control. He was pressing against me, and my body reacted, wanting his weight on me. It felt good, surprising, but really amazing. His hips were pressing against mine while he hovered over me, and I wanted more of his body against me. I didn’t even know exactly how. I liked the pressure, of feeling him covering me.
He stayed like that, kissing with a hand still on my thigh. My shirt was up my stomach, his bare stomach pressed against me, skin to skin.
Luke was breathing heavily into the kiss. I was, too, finding myself so excited, my breath unable to catch up. He nuzzled at my nose once, looking at me through half-closed lids. 
“I don’t want anyone else but you, Sang,” he said. “Don’t ever leave. Please?”
My eyes went wide, surprised at his words. I looked at him, so close, his eyes were so big, pleading.
I gasped, then swallowed, trying to summon up some words. Something. Anything. Why wasn’t my mind working? “Luke,” I whispered, the only thing that would come out. Had I dreamt it? Why would he be so desperate for me not to leave?
My head was buzzing so much, my heart pounding so hard, but then Luke started to pull away from me. He was looking confused, then turned his head toward the door.
The door was open wide and North was standing there, a strained look in his eyes. His black T-shirt was wet, his slacks sticking to his skin. His mouth was open in shock. His dark eyes took in Luke, on top of me, in his own bed.
And then when I checked at the state we were in, I realized my shirt was askew on my body, and the boxers I’d put on had slid down a bit, really low on my hips. Luke’s pajama pants were down, too, almost off his butt. 
Luke got up on his knees, dragging the pillow from behind me toward his waist, partially covering himself. “Hey,” he said, his voice a throaty grumble, waving his hand at North in a shooing motion. 
North gripped the door handle until it creaked, the muscle in his arm tightening. He growled and then shot a look at Luke. “You can’t fucking be on her like that,” he snapped at him. “What the…I…” His face reddened, jumbled up curses falling out.
Luke’s head reeled back. “North, just go,” he said, pulling away from me.
I panicked, pulling the shirt down over my body, unsure what to say. My cheeks were so hot and I wanted to pull the pillow over my face. The look in North’s eyes was hard to understand, but he was clearly upset. 
He broke away from the door, stepping into the room, pointing a long finger at Luke. “This house is upside down and you’re in here with her and...”
“Whatever it is, tell me later,” Luke barked, sitting back on his heels and then fixing the pants he wore, adjusting them on his hips. “You can’t just barge in.”
“This is my room! And why the hell isn’t your phone on? What’s wrong with her phone? And why is Kota’s car door still open in the rain? And what is that thing in the living room hiding in a dog house?” 
The more questions he asked, the louder his voice got. His eyes darted from me to Luke and back. There were more unspoken questions he wasn’t asking, ones that were etched all over his face.
Jealousy. 
Despite everything North had said, reassuring me, despite both of them who had said they were okay with this new plan, it still didn’t stop the jealousy. 
I pulled back, sitting close to the frame of the bed, my knees pulled in to my chest. This wasn’t going to work.
Luke dropped the pillow, his feet, squaring off with North. “That’s our pet skunk. Sang and I just bought him.”
North pushed a palm against his forehead, his eyes somehow going wider than before. The floor under his feet creaked as he took a step back. “God, please don’t tell me you two found a skunk in the rain…”
“We bought him at the pet store,” Luke said. He pointed back at me. “She wanted it. I got it for her.”
That wasn’t totally true. He wasn’t explaining it right and I thought North would understand if Luke would just explain it correctly. 
North’s eyes flared. “I find that hard to believe. She doesn’t need a skunk.”
“How do you know?” Luke asked. 
“She’s never…” He looked at me, his face twisting in confusion. “Sang, you’ve never said anything about a skunk. Why would you want a skunk of all things?”
“It was at the pet store,” Luke said, stepping between North and me. “She thought it was cute. Stop yelling.”
“Well, now it’s here!” North said. He pointed his finger at Luke again. “And I’m not yelling. Where are we going to keep it? And that still doesn’t explain the mess in the kitchen. And the car and your phones. And then with Sang…”
Luke raised his hands in the air, waving them. “Whatever!” He walked toward the door, making a circle around North. “You’re not going to listen. You’re just going to yell.”
“Where are you going?” North said, turning to face him in full.
“Maybe if I leave, you’ll stop yelling,” Luke said. “You’re scaring Sang. If you’re going to keep yelling, follow me and leave her out of it.”
North spun to face me, sizing me up.
I pulled myself further back against the wall, dipping my head toward my knees. I wanted to help, but my mouth and brain refused to connect. I’d fought with North before, and I knew I should stand up to him in that moment but I’d been caught in such a compromising position, and felt so awkward. Not to mention, my brain was just done from the long day. 
I didn’t blame Luke for wanting to get out of the room. North seemed so angry, I wasn’t sure if even I could do anything about it.
“If I hear yelling, I swear, North…I’m not doing this in front of her.” Luke disappeared into the hallway, his footsteps echoing.
I understood why he left, but the moment he was gone, I was sad that he had. Things were left unsaid and the fun time we were having was gone.
Silence filled the space as North looked at me. Then, suddenly he turned toward the door, like he meant to go after Luke. Only he just stood there, his shoulders heaving as he breathed. 
My mind was in a frenzy, and I wished that I could turn back time. Luke had said something important to me, and now I wasn’t even sure if he had really said it. After everything else, it had shocked me and I was still warm all over. It felt like something I had dreamed up during a heated moment, and now even the kiss felt like it had happened to someone else, perhaps in a movie.
Luke had said it before though. He admitted to being afraid I would leave. Since it wasn’t the first time, he must have really been worried about it.
Was that why he was so distant? Was he afraid that I’d be leaving?
 
 



THE CHOICE
 
 
North slammed his palm against the frame of the door. His shoulders were rising and falling with every deep breath he took.
Should I try to explain? I waited. I didn’t want to say anything first. 
North started to whisper. It was the same line over and over, rising in volume with each breath until I finally heard him.
“I don’t know,” he said in a rasp, deep and unnerving. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know.”
“North?” I said quietly, scared but too afraid to let him continue. 
He turned slowly toward me. 
In a flash, I recalled the first time I’d met him, with the shadows around his eyes and that dark hair, the black clothes, and the way his face made him look so scary. He was so intimidating.
He was that way now, his expression a mix of confusion and anger. Yet there was something different now, but I couldn’t tell what it was. 
He stepped backward, leaning with his back against the door as he looked at me. He swallowed, breathed in deeply and then exhaled through his lips. “I think I just fucked up,” he said.
I pressed my lips together, inclining my head in a nod. I wanted to talk him through—no more arguing. “Are you okay? You came to look for us?”
“I saw you on the cameras when you were both downstairs,” he said, “while driving in from downtown. I was just trying to get here and make sure nothing was wrong.” His eyebrows shifted up. “Your phone’s broken? I couldn’t reach you.”
“I’d probably be worried, too, if you tried to call and couldn’t reach us.” Especially after the Volto scare. Slowly, ensuring the T-shirt was covering me and the boxers were in place, I searched on the bed for where I’d left the phone. I found it at the foot, underneath the towel I’d used. I swept back some of my still wet strands of hair as I checked the screen and pushed a button. It turned on but there wasn’t a recently called icon. “Are you sure you called me?” I asked.
“Yeah, I’m sure,” he said. “I called Luke, too.”
I checked messages and then the recently called list, but there was no record of North or anyone else having called. I held my phone out to him. “It doesn’t show it.”
He came over, taking it from my hands and looking at the screen. “What the hell? Is it broken?”
“Maybe it’s the storm,” I said. “Maybe it didn’t go through?”
North sighed and dropped my phone back on the bed. “Maybe,” he said, his voice deep. He looked at me, his eyes softer now. “I didn’t mean to yell.”
“You were worried.”
“It’s been a long day.”
I scooted back on the bed, offering him some space to sit.
He sat down heavily, tilting the bed a little so I was sliding into him.
He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees, and his face into his hands. His T-shirt tightened across his back. I touched it, feeling the wet material. “Maybe you should change,” I said.
He seemed not to hear me. “Maybe this is too much for us,” he said, still with his hands covering his face. “Especially right now. We’re in the middle of everything. This is huge. It’s a lot to process. In theory, I’m okay with it and I thought I had a handle on it. I just…I couldn’t keep myself together seeing him with you like that.”
I left my hand on his back, trying to be supportive. 
His admission of jealousy filled me with doubts “It’s all because of me,” I said quietly. “This is my fault.”
North straightened up quickly, twisting his torso to look at me. Lightning flashed in his eyes. “Stop talking like that.”
“Tell me if I wasn’t here in the middle, that you’d still be like this? Would you be this upset with Luke if I hadn’t been here? None of you would be so distracted if I wasn’t involved.”
He growled and leaned over, putting a hand on the bed over my thighs as he glared at me. “Do you think you would have been better off staying in your house with your parents?”
I might have been dead if it wasn’t for them, but that wasn’t my point. “I didn’t mean that part. This is about a complicated relationship that not everyone seems comfortable with. If we decide this isn’t for us…then it means I may have to leave.”
He scowled at me. “We can figure something else out.”
“I can’t…I can’t be with you and Luke, and then have you come in yelling at him. You’d hate it if Luke walked in on anything we were doing, right?”
“I didn’t mean to,” he said. “I was coming home. Neither one of you were answering your phones. This is my room, I never thought for a second you’d be in here…with him…like that. Now there’s a mess of the Chinese food downstairs. Apparently, there was a hungry skunk in the house.”
I sighed. “The skunk is a long story. We were just…Sorry.”
He frowned and then reached up, capturing my chin between his fingers. “I have been worried. You need to decide, Sang. You need to figure out if this is for you.”
“I’m more worried about you,” I said. “And Luke and the others. I don’t want to say yes, sound selfish, and then what if someone doesn’t want to belong? I won’t just be able to take it all back.” 
“But I can’t be in this if you’re not in it,” he said. He released my chin to cup my face in his hand. “I need you to believe this. That this is what you want.”
“I want to,” I said, although my voice faltered. “I just don’t know what to want. I don’t what it all means. And I’m worried. Plus there’s the thing at school…”
“Don’t worry about school,” he said. “But I need you to figure out if this is for you. Despite what Mr. Blackbourne said before, you have to be at the center of this, or it’ll never work.”
I wanted to believe in the plan. Lily had it easier. She didn’t know anything until they confronted her about it. She’d mentioned she had a hard time with it, but I thought if I’d just stayed out of it until they were all in agreement, it would all work out. 
North eased closer, scooping me up to move my legs over his thighs. He leaned over me and his nose bumped mine. “Baby,” he said, the anger gone, his voice deep and soothing. “If you tell me you can’t, I won’t push it.”
I sighed. “I just need to think on it. It’s hard to know what you’re working for when you can’t see what it might be like. I’ve never…It’s not like I’ve had much experience with relationships in any normal sense.”
He smirked a little and then shook his head slightly, his nose touching mine. Then he tilted his head, his lips tracing mine as he spoke. “Fuck normal,” he said.
I started to smile, but he stopped it with a kiss. 
 
 
 



UNUSUAL CIRCUMSTANCES
 
 
Despite what North was saying, I still felt I needed the boys on my side before daring to suggest I was for the plan. A few of them were for it, some I wasn’t sure about, but knowing at least the majority was interested would at least meant maybe it wasn’t such a crazy idea.
If I could only be sure they were really okay with this, perhaps I would start to believe.
Before North and I finally got downstairs, Luke had taken Kota’s car and left. 
I stood on the front porch, rain coming down, looking at where the car had been. I’d hoped he was downstairs waiting. “Will he be back?” I asked. “Where did he go?”
“Probably to get away from me.” North grunted and then turned toward the dog house in the corner. “Now guess who has to figure out what to do with the skunk.”
I was supposed to get to the bottom of what Luke was running off for and now we’d gone and driven him away again. 
Maybe it was because of North being so grouchy around him. Could Luke totally avoid his brother? Maybe they needed to get together and talk it out. 
We changed-- North into dry jeans and a t-shirt, and I was wearing his pajama pants—tied tightly—and one of his black shirts. We sort of matched with all the black. I wasn’t wearing a bra, mine was still wet and hanging to dry. I held my phone in my hands, feeling the scratch marks on the back cover.
I helped North piece together a makeshift pen for the skunk so he couldn’t get into too much trouble around the house if we left. For now, he seemed content sleeping in the dog house. 
“What are we going to do with a skunk?” North asked, peering into the pen and all the supplies.
“I’m not sure,” I said. “Are you really upset about it?”
“I just don’t know what to do with one. Do you leave it alone like a cat? Or do you have to work with it every day like a bird?” He crouched, looking into the doghouse. “What are we going to name it?”
I wanted to suggest something, but I didn’t want to name him without Luke being around. “Maybe Luke should come up with it.”
“He said it was yours,” North said. He sighed, stood up and then motioned for me to go into the kitchen. 
North and I ate some of the Chinese food. After, Kota called and had North drive me back so we could go over what to do the next day.
When we got to Nathan’s, North was opening my door, when he stopped and squinted at the house.
It was dark now and the drizzle eased once we got to the neighborhood, although the clouds remained dark, promising more rain later. A deeper chill had settled in. I thought he was seeing Kota or someone else at the door to welcome us in from the cold.
It took me a minute to realize he was looking at a white mask on one of the windows. I stared at it, too, suddenly panicked. Where there more? Even with the porch light on, I couldn’t see any other windows. 
 “Not this shit again,” North said. He groaned and opened my door wider so I could walk around him and then slammed it closed. He turned and urged me on toward the house. “I’m too tired to deal with this.”
It was on the tip of my tongue to agree with him. Is this where Luke went after he left? How was this his way to get back at North, if that’s why he was hanging up the masks?
I was angry, at first, for Luke pulling such a stunt again. Confusion was stronger, as I reasoned out why he would, and nothing really added up.
I was in a pair of North’s boots, too big for my feet, but more protection from puddles than my soaked Keds I’d left at the Taylor Compound. I hurried along, trying not to slip as I looked at the mask. 
Once we were closer to the front door, I finally saw another one at a different window. If there were two, I suspected there were more. Disappointment seeped through my brain. How could he?
Once we were under the shelter of the porch’s overhang, I reached for North, catching his wrist, and urgently tugged him to a stop before he could put a key into the lock. “We can’t tell Kota this time.”
North lifted an eyebrow. “Baby, he’s got to know. We can’t keep secrets like this.”
I pouted. “Isn’t yelling at Luke about this just going to make things worse?”
North sighed and shook his head, putting his arm around my shoulders and tugging me toward the door. “Kota doesn’t yell,” he said. “I do.”
Still, it didn’t seem right. What did the masks mean to Luke? And why was he trying to scare us? I didn’t understand. 
When we got inside, I kicked off the wet boots by the door and shirked the jacket as North went ahead, announcing us.
Kota and Nathan were at the dining table, mugs of steaming cocoa in their hands. Kota was wearing a green T-shirt, Nathan a red one, and both looked tired and ready to get to sleep. It seemed they were waiting on us.
I held my phone in my hand after having taken it out of the jacket. Even though I was happy to be dry, I felt like a lump in North’s loose clothes. 
Seeing Kota and Nathan with cocoa, and finally being close to a familiar space, knowing there was a bed nearby, I yawned, my face feeling droopy with exhaustion. 
Kota and Nathan had been asking North how things were going when I appeared. Kota stopped mid-sentence, took one look at me, and sat up straight. “Sang? What’s wrong?”
I blinked at him. I wanted to tell him what had happened, until I realized I’d been grounded with Luke under the expectation that I would get to the bottom of what was bothering him. If I didn’t, Luke would have to talk to Mr. Blackbourne. I’d failed in my attempt but was too exhausted to explain. “I’m tired,” I said simply. “I didn’t have enough time with Luke.”
“There’s masks outside on the windows,” North said quietly. “More Volto ones.”
Kota frowned. “I didn’t hear anything.”
Nathan got up from the chair, his clenched fists on the table as he leaned on it. “Right now?” he asked. “Why would he do it again?”
“Probably because I yelled at him,” North said.
Kota stood up slowly, touching the corner of his glasses. “Are you sure it was him?”
“He confessed last time, didn’t he?” North said, a low grumble. “It makes sense, though. I yelled at him while…well, interrupting Sang and him…when they were…”
I’d never heard North stumble with his words so much. He was protecting me and Luke from Kota. I understood now why keeping secrets was an issue with North, especially when I suggested we not tell him about the masks. We were already keeping a deep secret from Kota, and if we piled on more, he may never forgive us.
“It wasn’t North’s fault,” I said quickly. I moved to the table, sitting down in one of the chairs. I wanted to go to bed, but I needed to be here for this discussion and didn’t want North to take the blame for all of it. “He was worried and my phone wasn’t working.”
Nathan stood up fully and moved around the table toward the front of the house. “I want to see the masks,” he said. “I want to take them down.”
“Bring them in” Kota said, scooting closer to the table. He passed his mug of hot chocolate over to me. “Do you want some?”
His mug was still full. “Don’t you want it?”
“I’ll make another one,” he said. “You look chilled.”
I thanked him and took his offered mug. Nathan and North went outside to circle the house.
Kota got up and heated another mug of milk in the microwave. As he was waiting, he turned to me, looking at me across the kitchen island. “How is Luke?” he asked.
I pressed my lips together, absently turning the large mug, making a grinding noise as it dragged along the wood table. “I thought he was okay. He seemed sorry to have spooked us with the masks before.”
“What did you do with him?” he asked quietly. “You didn’t go to the diner.”
“I thought it would be better if we went somewhere quiet where I could talk to him,” I said. “Remember yesterday when I suggested we get his favorite junk food and stay the night here?”
He nodded as the microwave beeped. He took out the mug and shook a packet of cocoa mix before pouring it in. He found a spoon and brought it and his cocoa to the table, moving a chair next to me and sitting close. “I hope you don’t mind, but I did track your phone to keep an eye on where you were. It’s okay if you change plans like that, but next time, try to let me know where you’re going.”
“Sorry,” I said. “I assumed it would be okay. Maybe I relied a bit too much on Luke to let everyone know.”
He swirled his cocoa with the spoon, scraping the sides to mix it thoroughly. His elbow nudged mine. “I don’t want to be the guy who needs to know where you are every five minutes, but we do have unusual circumstances ourselves.”
“I know,” I said. 
“Tell me if it bugs you.”
“It doesn’t bug me,” I said. “I know why.”
“Knowing why, and being comfortable with it might be two different things,” he said. He reached for a napkin to place his spoon on and then took a sip from his mug. After he swallowed, he spoke again. “And your phone wasn’t working? Do you mind if I have a look at it?”
I pressed my lips together, worried about him being able to see what was on there. 
I needed to not keep secrets from Kota, but I hoped he would understand. “Some of the guys tell me things I don’t think they want everyone to know,” I said, taking the phone I’d placed on the table, and sliding it over to him. 
Before I could let it go, he reached over, covering my hand with his, warming my fingers, drawing my attention. I looked up; his green eyes were soft, concerned. 
“Sang,” he said quietly. “I understand you’ve gotten pretty close to them. I won’t read your messages. I’m not like that.”
My sister or my mother wouldn’t have hesitated to read anything of mine if I left it around. Even my diary had been written in code so my sister wouldn’t be able to snoop. 
But that wasn’t Kota. I stretched my fingers underneath his hand around my phone. “I know. Sorry. I didn’t mean…”
Kota reached around my shoulders, pulling me into him for a hug. I accepted it, surrounding his torso with my arms. He kissed my brow quickly before I moved to lay my head on his shoulder.
I sighed into his neck, breathing in the sweet spice that was so familiar to me now. “I feel bad that I haven’t been able to help Luke,” I said. 
“It’s not your fault,” he said. “Things happen and some of it is out of our control.”
Maybe he was right, but I hated to ask for Mr. Blackbourne’s help when he had so much on his plate. “Would it be okay if I talked to Mr. Blackbourne about him?”
Kota rubbed his hand smoothly along my back, his breath hot on the side of my head. “If you’d like. You’ll have to tell him everything.”
“Okay,” I said, pulling back a bit.
Kota released me, but kept a hand on my back, rubbing soothingly. “Have some of that cocoa and then you should probably call him tonight.”
“Should I tell him about the masks?”
“Yes,” Kota said. “Tell him everything.”
“Is Dr. Green okay?”
He looked down, turning to grab his own mug, staring down at the liquid. “I think so, but I’m more worried about what might happen. I’m worried that Mr. Hendricks is panicking and may expose a lot of people and take off, but I don’t think he started it…”
He was about to say more when North and Nathan came in. North dropped a pile of masks onto the table and sat down heavily into one of the chairs. He flicked some rain droplets off his brow. “Eight of them,” he said.
Kota raised an eyebrow, and then reached over, tracing a finger over the mask on the top of the pile. “Again? Are there eight windows?”
“No,” Nathan said, picking up his mug. He walked around to the sink with it. “There’s twelve, unless you count the tiny bathroom windows, and then there’s fourteen. Do the sliding glass doors count as a window?”
Kota frowned and then picked up a mask, inspecting it. “So why eight?”
“Ask Luke,” North said. “Maybe he found the set we threw away and that’s just how many he had.”
“I kept two,” Kota said. “So unless he found the ones I hid in my room…”
“Wouldn’t be the first time he borrowed stuff from someone’s rooms,” North said.
Kota adjusted his glasses and then flipped over the mask to check the back and then back to look at the front. He frowned. “Are these the same type?”
“Looks like them,” North said.
Kota flicked his eyes between North and Nathan, asking them silent questions but no one said anything.
Finally, Kota looked at me, and then slid my phone back at me. “I guess you know what to do. Let me know if your phone still won’t work, okay?”
I finished my cocoa, and excused myself to get ready for bed and to make the phone call. 
My nerves started to rattle when I realized I’d promised to call Mr. Blackbourne before going to bed. I brushed my teeth and lingered in the bathroom, but the longer I put it off, the more nervous I got. It wasn’t that he’d yell at me, but I didn’t want to bother him, and I also secretly worried I would freeze up as soon as I heard his voice.
The boys continued to talk in the dining room. I went to Nathan’s bedroom and closed the door behind me. I left it unlocked, not wanting to forget and fall asleep after the conversation and lock them out.
Not that the lock would keep them out.
I sat on the bed, looking at my phone. To make sure he wasn’t in the middle of anything too dangerous, I sent a quick text message. 
 
Sang: Hi. If you aren’t too busy and have a moment, could we talk?
 
I knew it was a copout, but I waited with the phone in my hands for a text or answer of some sort. Part of me hoped he’d say he was busy.
Moments passed and I was worried maybe my phone wasn’t working again. I considered leaving another message, or asking Kota for help to check and make sure.
I hoped nothing was wrong.
When the phone vibrated in my hands, my heart leapt into my throat. For a split second, I thought he was calling. The vibration somehow seemed stronger, like my phone understood that if it was from Mr. Blackbourne, it was too important to miss.
 
Mr. Blackbourne: I’ll be there in thirty minutes.
 
I gritted my teeth, sucking a breath through them, suddenly filled with energy. I stood up, pacing the carpet in my bare feet in front of Nathan’s bed. I held the phone, looking at his message again.
He was on his way. Had my message sounded that desperate? 
My body shook where I stood. My eyes darted from Nathan’s dresser, the closet, the bed, as I tried to figure out what to do.
Should I change? I looked down at my clothes, at North’s pajama pants and the T-shirt. They were still a bit damp from the rain. 
I went ahead and changed into a set of my own pajamas, feeling too awkward to change into proper clothes so late at night. I selected a pink T-shirt, and some soft gray pajama pants. The outfit would almost pass for normal clothes, if a little casual. I made sure to put on a more comfortable bra, one I could sleep in.
After that, I sat on the bed and waited. But then nerves got to me again. I decided I would lie in the bed. There was no way I would fall asleep knowing Mr. Blackbourne was on his way.
I stared at the ceiling with the pillow underneath my head. I thought about how he would enter and probably talk to the boys. They might think I asked him to come here.
I sighed. If it was inconvenient for him to come, he wouldn’t have, I was sure. I felt silly now for having been so nervous to call. I did feel a little better that I could talk to him face to face, though.
Sure that they’d call for me to come into the kitchen when he arrived, I allowed myself to try to relax, to warm my body and wait. 
 
♥♥♥
 
 
A gentle touch on my shoulder woke me. My eyelids parted, taking in the darkness and the ceiling above me as my brain struggled to catch up. 
“Miss Sorenson,” said a quiet, yet powerful voice.
I breathed in sharply through my nose, and started to sit up in a rush, even before I realized it was Mr. Blackbourne. Syllables came from my mouth, but nothing that resembled actual words.
Mr. Blackbourne was sitting on the edge of the bed, turned toward me. He hadn’t turned on the light, but even in the darkness, I could see the jacket of his usual gray suit was gone; I spotted it draped over the foot of the bed. His tie was a little loose, but other than that, he was still perfect. The black-rimmed glasses masked his gray eyes, and it was difficult to tell his mood in the dark.
How could I have fallen asleep? I swallowed, clearing my throat of sleep. “Mr. Blackbourne,” I said.
“May I turn on a light of some sort?” he asked. He motioned to the closet. “Will the closet light be too bright for you?”
“It’s fine,” I said, warmed that he was being so thoughtful. Where were Kota and the others? I glanced at the time, ten-thirty. It wasn’t incredibly late. I didn’t hear any voices coming from the rest of the house. Had they all gone to Kota’s? 
Mr. Blackbourne stood up and went to the closet, closing it partway. He flicked the switch, a sliver of light brightening the room a little.
The glow reflected from his glasses. While his clothes were what I was familiar with, I noticed a few wrinkles in his pants, like he’d been sitting for a while.
“Is everything okay?” I asked quietly. “How’s Dr. Green?”
“He’ll be fine,” Mr. Blackbourne said, but offered nothing further as he turned back to the bed. 
I shifted my legs to sit cross-legged on top of the blanket, giving him room.
This time, he sat closer. His outer thigh brushed up against my folded knees.
My cheeks heated as I was very close to his face now. I recalled a time he’d sat with me on my own bed, back when I still lived with my parents. Had he been that close then? 
“Are you extremely tired?” he asked.
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly through my lips. “Unless there’s been a change, I’ll still be in in-school suspension tomorrow. There’s not much to do; I’ll be fine.”
“I’m afraid you’ll have to endure another two days of that. I’m glad you suggested staying to Kota. They were all upset over your getting suspended, and are emotional about the situation with Dr. Green. No matter what happens now, we should continue our assignments at Ashley Waters unless it becomes impossible. We shouldn’t abandon this now when we’re so close.”
“Are we close to answers?” I asked.
“We hope so,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Right now, Victor is working overtime to see if Mr. Hendricks and his partners start pulling in large sums of money.”
“Why is Mr. Hendricks doing this now?”
“Something’s happened,” he said. “We’re not aware as to what, but it’s making him expedite his plans. According to our information, this wasn’t supposed to happen until closer to the end of the school year.”
“Was it me returning to school?” I asked.
“I don’t exactly know, but I don’t think so,” he said. “We do know he was surprised to hear you were back at school. I don’t think that was the single determining factor, but it might have been one of a few last straws that triggered his need to move quickly.”
“You really think it’s best if I stay in suspension?”
“I think it’s best that we all follow the rules for now. If we keep the police out of it by making it all look like just school-related trouble and nothing criminal, then it will not be the big distraction Mr. Hendricks was hoping for, and we may save this school yet.” He leaned back a bit, sliding a hand across the bed as he turned more toward me. 
Part of his arm cut across my leg, and his elbow hovered over my knee. It was close enough that I felt the starched material of his shirt tracing over my pajamas. It might have been an unnoticeable thing to him, but for me, it was very close. I froze, fearing he’d pull away.
“This might be the hardest thing we’ll ever have to do,” he said quietly. “Sitting still, waiting patiently. It won’t be easy.”
I breathed in slowly, noting his signature fragrance--the spring soap—and how it mixed with the smells of the house and Nathan’s leather scent that lingered in the room. “What about next week? The new schedule?”
“I don’t want to plan that far ahead,” he said. “Let’s get through the next two days. We’ll talk about Monday over the weekend.”
It wasn’t like it would be very difficult, but I felt useless to be stuck in in-school suspension. “Let me know if you need anything,” I said.
The corner of his mouth lifted, a slight millimeter smile forming. “Didn’t you call me here for a reason?”
My heart fluttered at the way he said that. I suddenly wanted desperately to say something other than have to talk about Luke and the masks. I didn’t want to put more on his shoulders. 
I was tempted to pretend I wanted to talk about him just to talk. It was something we’d never done. Could I ever ask Mr. Blackbourne simple questions about himself? What would I even ask him?
“You didn’t have to come all the way down if you were busy,” I said.
He shook his head slowly. “I’m always here for you, Miss Sorenson. I wasn’t busy, so it seemed a good idea to visit you in person.” His head tilted toward me. “How is everything?”
I pressed my lips together, not wanting to admit things weren’t good. Perfection seemed to be the only acceptable answer for him, and everything I had to say wasn’t even close.
He waited for me to answer, but the more he looked at me, the more the words jumbled in my brain. 
He lifted his hand from the bed, sitting up. He reached over and touched gently to the underside of my chin, lifting my head, commanding my attention.
“Tell me,” he said simply.
It was all the encouragement I needed. I explained quickly about the permanent marker, the small spat between North and Luke, then I told him about the masks, and everyone’s concerns about Luke and how he’d confessed to orchestrating the prank. 
I kept it about Luke and tried to be brief about our date, but I couldn’t help but admit to my own doubts about the plan, and my nervousness in trying to figure out if Luke was for or against it.
 “We’re not sure why he would do it again,” I said when I got to the part about the second set of masks. “Or if it is him.”
“Did you feel uncomfortable around Luke?” Mr. Blackbourne asked. He’d returned his palm to the bed, his arm close to my knee. “How do you feel about him? What’s your instinct telling you?”
I pressed my lips together, unsure about trusting my instincts. “He said he did the first set of masks, but he never explained why.”
“Does that bother you?”
“A little,” I said. “I didn’t want to press, when there were other things to talk to him about. Like where he goes when he disappears. And why. Well, I know he was on assignment the other day…”
“He wasn’t,” Mr. Blackbourne said quietly.
My head rose and I looked at him carefully, wondering if we were talking about different times. “He said he was, maybe…”
“He lied to you,” Mr. Blackbourne said, his lips pursing into a slight frown before he spoke again. “He wasn’t on assignment. I would have been notified immediately.”
My heart dipped then. I tilted my head down, hiding the shock and the sudden sweep of emotion. “Why would he do that?” I asked, forcing my voice to be steady.
“That’s what we’ll have to find out,” he said, his voice soothing. “He may have used it as an excuse for you to not worry about him. I’m afraid he might be having a hard time dealing with the new information you’ve learned.” 
“He kissed me,” I said, still looking at my lap. “I thought meant he was accepting of it.”
“Perhaps he was,” he said. “However, there were only eight masks.”
“So you do think it means something?”
“It might be a coincidence, but there’s nine of us in the original group. That might be significant.”
My heart started pumping hard, and I began to tremble at the implication. “Do you think it means…that he is telling everyone he doesn’t feel he belongs? Or that he wants out?”
“It might be a reasonable argument to make as to his meaning, except…I’m not convinced,” he said. He reached again for me.
I stilled, expecting him to draw me up by my chin again.
Instead, his palm grazed my cheek. He drew me up, cradling my face with his hand.
His thumb slid across my skin, over the hairline by my ear.
My heart, and my breath, stopped simultaneously.
“He would never leave us, or you,” he said. “I may not understand what he’s up to, but I know Lucian Taylor. There’s something we’re not seeing, or we’re looking too closely at the wrong information. He may be upset right now, but he’s too far smitten by you to ever pull away.”
My tongue pressed to the top of my mouth. I swallowed back emotion, and begged my eyes not to let the tears I was feeling right then fall.
He held me a minute longer and then released me his arm returning to lay across my leg. Now, however, it wasn’t just barely touching. It was close, his arm pressed to my knee. It was a comfortable touch.
It warmed me from the inside out.
“Do you feel the same for him?” he asked.
I opened my mouth to answer, but the guilt of admitting it to him, when there were others to think about, made me pause.
A perfect eyebrow lifted, crossing above the top edge of his glasses. “Miss Sorenson?” he asked in a demanding tone.
I nodded. “I feel…strongly for him,” I said. I wasn’t going to admit how strongly, especially after tonight, after the kiss. He’d seemed so determined about the first date, and how he talked about a year later. He thought of the future, he’d been trying to picture me in it. For me, someone so unsure about her future, his day dreaming seemed to help me believe this might work out.
I’d skimmed over the words Luke had said to me. Luke hadn’t said anything about himself leaving. He was worried about me leaving. 
“Mr. North Taylor mentioned you were a little hesitant about the plan. Did I misinterpret your intent?”
“I don’t dislike the plan,” I said as honestly as I could. “I fear the result, though. If I agree, and someone isn’t on board, I am afraid I’d have to leave the group. Or the group would break up. I don’t know how it would work.”
“There’s a thousand factors that could lead to it not working the way we want to. To be honest, the odds are against us.” He took a breath, sighing before he went on. “Maybe we’re thinking too far ahead.”
“What do you mean?” 
He was quiet for a minute and brushed his palm down his thigh as he seemed to be thinking. “You’re worried about the end. But if the idea is sound and you want to try, maybe we should focus on that—on trying. There’s no harm in trying, right? If it’s not meant to be, we’ll know after we’ve tried. And if we have set parameters and clear boundaries, even if it doesn’t work, we should still be able to maintain our relationships as they are now.”
It sounded reasonable. “If everyone else wants to.”
“If you want to, I imagine they will. But you have to tell them you’d like to try, and then give it a good effort.” His gaze drifted over my face. “If you doubt it, they’ll doubt it, too.”
“I’m scared of what might happen.”
“Sometimes, you have to fake courage in order to find yours,” he said gently. “You have to put yourself out there and forget about the results. You just have to try your best and trust your instincts.”
North had seemed to lose his faith when I’d started to doubt. The others seemed reluctant—maybe he was right, maybe they were waiting on me. “So you think if I told them all I wanted to try, they’d believe in it more?”
That millimeter smile returned. “I don’t think any of them would dare fail in trying to make you happy,” he said. “Including me.”
My lips trembled as I kept them together, not daring to breathe or say anything that might ruin the moment. While I considered what all of us being together meant, Mr. Blackbourne was the hardest to imagine in that picture. I wasn’t even sure if he included himself in the plan.
These small slips of affection—a kind word, a gentle touch, his millimeter smile—hinted that he did think of me that way, but it was possible I was misinterpreting his actions.
“I should get going,” he said suddenly as he leaned away from me and turned to collect his coat. “You should sleep and be ready for tomorrow.”
“What about Luke?”
“I’ll talk to him,” he said. He turned, the silver in his eyes appearing to glow from the little light spilling out of the closet into the room. “You, Miss Sorenson, should summon up some courage. Talk to the ones you know have agreed to the plan, and have a strong heart-to-heart with them about trying. Luke should be included, when you get a chance.”
“I will,” I said, determined, even though I suspected it would take a lot of that fake courage he’d talked about.
He stood up, moving to the door and opening it before he turned and flicking off the closet light. My eyes took a moment to adjust.
When they did, Mr. Blackbourne was still standing in the doorway, looking in at me. 
The silence loomed. I waited.
“Goodnight, Miss Sorenson,” he said in a whisper.
“Goodnight, Mr. Blackbourne.”
 
 



THANKS
 
 
“Now that two people are missing, things are going to get more complicated,” Kota said to Nathan and me one morning on the way to school. “Now that Hendricks is apparently off on sick leave, he left behind damaging evidence about a lot of the faculty, and even some of the students. There’s memos about pot being sold to students by a teacher. There’s the JH14 that got passed around. Coaches have been caught altering grades.” He shook his head before he went on. “Once someone started pointing fingers, others started firing accusations back. He’s probably off to avoid all the fallout, but I don’t know what his exit strategy is.”
“There isn’t a Vera at the school board, either,” Nathan said. “Someone got a hold of that stationary and made it up. That Ms. Wright didn’t even know her supervisors’ names, just blindly followed protocol at the very hint she thought she was in trouble. I wonder if Sang wasn’t under Mr. Hendricks’s thumb, and he was the one that might have suggested she compare to the paper books and get to the bottom of Sang being absent out of spite. That might be Mr. Hendricks using Sang to get her into trouble. If she’s in suspension, she’s not around to talk about Mr. Hendricks and what he’s been getting her to do—spy on us. Or to make her look like a bad kid, so no one would believe her.”
If I was in suspension, would that make me a less reliable person? That didn’t sit well with me. “She also lied to me,” I said.
“That’s something Dr. Green and Mr. Blackbourne are looking into,” Kota said. “She did seem rather confident, but we need to go over her phone records and see if maybe she called another Mrs. Sorenson and the mix up set off a more complicated case against you. Right now, we just have to seem like we’re behaving. He’s trying to make this as low key as absolutely possible. This is the plan for now. Hopefully, it works.”
We’d given up on bringing school books after the first day. We did bring our bags, though, with food and supplies. Nathan had been going to bring his Nintendo DS with him, but Kota said it would be too obvious if he was smashing buttons. So instead, Kota had three tablets and had us load games and books onto it. We made sure to mute them ahead of time, and Kota dimmed the screens and slipped covers on them so they looked like actual books. We each had a small paper notebook inside our bags, along with a pencil in case she gave us actual work to do. 
I gave up my real phone and the boys put their fake ones in the basket, though we could use our tablets to communicate. Kota warned us though that we shouldn’t send anything private. We needed to be more careful about our messaging.
I’d managed to read the Hardy Boys book Silas gave me, and had given it back. I started a couple of the books Kota had loaded on my tablet, but I found I couldn’t really focus for longer than a half hour. 
It was a slow two days. Luke was there, but since we had to sit quietly, and I didn’t want to send him any private messages that might would be upsetting, I simply sent him little smile faces and hearts.
He sent hearts back.
I couldn’t tell him about what Mr. Blackbourne told me to do. Not during school. 
We did, however, go over names for the new skunk. Luke sent me pictures. He’d moved the dog house and the makeshift pen into his bedroom. There was a short video of Luke tossing the sunk a tennis ball, and the skunk would scoop it up, and waddle backwards toward the dog house, dragging it inside like he wanted to keep it.
After a debate that lasted a good portion of the first day and well into the second, we finally settled on Sprinkles. He’d told me why in a message.
 
Luke: The back of his tail reminds me of the black and white sprinkles on my favorite kind of cupcake at that one bakery I like.
 
I was amused he could associate cupcake sprinkles with a skunk, but every other name after that point didn’t seem as interesting. Sprinkles kept the name.
After each day, though, I did get to be with Luke at the diner but when we were together, we were also watched by Uncle, who was directing us to make pies and chop vegetables.
“Thursday will be a big day,” Uncle told us. “It’s Thanksgiving.”
By the time that night came, I was so tired from chopping and being very careful about pie making that I slipped into bed way before anyone else.
 
♥♥♥
 
The sound of water spraying against tile had become familiar to me since Nathan’s bathroom had been completed. On most mornings, I didn’t pay attention. 
But now, on Thursday morning, the shower sounds were hard to ignore, for some reason. When I closed my eyes, I kept picturing being in Nathan’s bathroom with the shower running—with me actually in the shower. 
I shivered, and covered my head with one of the pillows. It usually didn’t affect me just to listen to the shower, today it felt amplified and raw. 
A lump formed in my throat. I swallowed to push it back, telling myself it wasn’t a big deal. Trying to convince myself that perhaps it was just a heavy rain. Or maybe the television was on loud and there was a waterfall scene in a movie. Was the sprinkler running and hitting the window pane? I closed my eyes tight to avoid looking at the window to keep my imagination going.
The opportunity to tell the others about being unable to shower had slipped away since Nathan’s new bathroom had been completed. Guilt seeped in whenever I went in that bathroom and realized I should have said something. I often bathed when Nathan was away, or just told him I felt like a bath. As far as he knew, things were normal.
I knew I’d have to tell them eventually. If life ever settled down, I would. 
I held the pillow over my head, willing myself to forget about showers and wait until he was done.
“Sang.”
Through the thickness of the pillow, the voice calling for me was muffled. I ignored it for a moment, mostly out of sheer laziness, not wanting to get up.
“Sang…”
I groaned and peeked out from under the pillow. No one at the door. The shower was still running.
I sat up quickly, suddenly terrified. What if he had fallen in the shower and hurt himself? Was he in there all broken and calling for help? 
I scrambled to get out of bed, quickly padding down the hallway. The door to the bathroom was closed so I touched the handle. Finding it unlocked, I twisted and opened the door a crack so I could peek in.
The bathroom was steamy but I could still see. The shower was big and took up half the room. The bottom was covered in stone tile, and the top half was a big glass pane. It had an opening wide enough to walk into and no door. Very modern.
Nathan was in under the spray, his head tilted back. He was rubbing his hands through his reddish brown hair. His back was to me, and with his arms flexed, his shoulders bunched, big and muscular. His biceps were large and defined: perfection.
He didn’t seem hurt. “What?” I called out so he could hear me over the water.
He jerked around, his blue eyes bulged out in surprise. He dropped his hands in front of himself even though the stone wall covered him from the waist down. “Sang! What are you doing?”
I blinked hard, trying to understand his surprise. Maybe it was because I had just woken up and had been thinking he had called me, but I was in such a panic that it took a minute for it to click. “Oh!” I said, blushing. My eyes darted to the stone wall, the one he was naked behind, but then I turned away, averting my eyes. “Sorry,” I said. “I thought you were calling for me.”
“Huh?” he asked in a strained voice. “What are you talking about?”
“Sang?” Kota’s voice drifted to us and he materialized in the hallway. “You’re finally up?”
“Kota,” Nathan said in a mock whine. He moved, until I could tell he had his hands on his hips. He wasn’t even bothering to cover himself, even if there was a wall between us. “Sang’s trying to look at my dick,” he teased.
My eyes flared and I gasped. “I am not!” I cried out. “I thought... I heard...I thought…Kota...” Not what I meant, but I was feeling too awkward to formulate an actual sentence as my brain reeled with embarrassment.
“Kota! She’s trying to look at your dick.”
“Ugh!” I groaned, throwing my hands up in the air. I stomped out into the hallway, slamming the bathroom door behind me. Nathan’s laughing echoed as he continued his shower.
Kota chuckled and then cleared his throat. The crests of his cheeks were pink. “So. You were looking for me?”
My face was still hot. I paced the floor a bit, tempted to head back to bed, but instead I spun toward Kota. “I heard my name being called,” I said.
“I was trying to wake you up,” he said, walking around me into the kitchen. I followed him, the smell of breakfast making me realize I was hungry. There were three plates sitting on the table, each filled with eggs and toast. “Do you want coffee or juice?”
I sighed, glad he wasn’t going to tease me too much about what just happened. “Do we have coffee?” I asked and went to the table, standing by and looking at the plates. It occurred to me that it was Thanksgiving. It dawned on me that most of them would be at home with families getting ready for dinner. “Shouldn’t you be at your house?”
“Huh?” he asked, pulling a bottle of Starbucks Frappuccino from the fridge. “Should I be?”
 “Don’t you go visit relatives or something? My dad usually just made a turkey on Thanksgiving, and that was pretty much it. My sister and I watched the parades. But I know other families make a bigger deal about it.”
“Do you like the parade?” he asked with a small smile, bringing the drink to the table, and then getting himself a cup of hot coffee. 
I was about to shrug again when Nathan appeared from the hallway. He was wearing a red tank shirt, along with a clean pair of new jeans. He looked over the kitchen counter at the table, and the plates. “Kota, you made Sang-size food portions for both of us?”
Kota shrugged and added a bit of sugar to his coffee and mixed it in. “Lunch will be in a few hours. I thought you’d be hungry.”
“I will be,” Nathan said. “It’s good to eat a little bit, right? So you don’t overeat all day? It’s probably better for your metabolism.” He went to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of Frappuccino. He looked at it and tilted his head. “Is this sugar-free?” he asked.
Kota looked up from his mug at the bottle Nathan held. I looked at my own, now noticing the blue band around the top when it was usually brown. 
“North went to the store,” Kota said. He came around with his cup of coffee and picked up my bottle, examining it. “It’s not sugar-free, really. Just fake sugar and skim milk. Fewer calories.”
“Does he think I need fewer calories?” Nathan asked. He lifted the front of his shirt, revealing his stomach. He bent slightly forward to look at it, poking at his abs, and then tugging at the skin, pinching it between his thumb and finger. “He thinks I’m fat, doesn’t he?”
I smothered my giggling, only because he sounded serious. Nathan fat? Even the bit he pinched seemed to be more skin than anything else. His stomach was a ripple of muscle. His chest and arms flexed as he pinched.
“Don’t read so much into it,” Kota said, putting his coffee down next to my plate. He sat, giving his coffee another stir. “He probably thought it was healthier than the extra sugar kind. You know him.”
Nathan pouted a bit, giving him a funny face with his serious eyes as he considered his stomach and pinched in different places. He looked up at me questioningly.
I hesitated, shaking my head slightly, unsure what to say to him. He was being silly to me. 
Nathan huffed. “Sang thinks I’m fat.”
Kota blew out an exasperated groan. “Nate, she didn’t even say anything.”
“She didn’t have to. She’s staring at all the fat.”
Kota took off his glasses, pinching the bridge of his nose close to his eyes and sighing. “Nathan, what’s your body fat percentage?”
“Five hundred.”
“It’s probably closer to six—not six-hundred—just six,” he said, looking up at me and smiling while he put his glasses back on. “The same it was last time you measured. Which is still really low. Unless you’re in training, it should be fourteen percent, like mine.”
“If it was that low, why did North get the low calorie coffee?”
“Probably for Sang? She drinks them all the time.”
“Sang’s not fat! She’s six percent.”
I had no idea what to say to any of this. I ignored the coffee for now and just picked at my eggs. 
Kota looked at me, his eyes sweeping down my body, making my face heat up. “If she were four percent, she’d be dead. She looks like she’s just over twenty percent, which is healthy because she’s a girl. Girls have a different health requirement than we do. She might actually be a bit under. North wouldn’t have gotten it for her to lose weight. It’s probably because, like I said, the normal stuff is filled with sugar and he was trying to cut it a little. He’d tell her to eat another piece of bacon with it.”
Nathan frowned and sat in the chair next to me. He picked up the bottle and looked at the ingredients. “Maybe I shouldn’t drink it at all. There’s still some carbs in there.” Still, he held onto it like he wanted it. “Do you think if I skipped the pumpkin pie, it’d be okay?”
Kota rolled his eyes. He leaned in to me and whispered in my ear. “Every year, he worries about overeating at Thanksgiving and losing all the progress he’s made in one night, so he complains about body fat and calories for the week. He still overstuffs himself at Thanksgiving and on leftovers, and then tries to diet for a day and then he’s back to normal. He’ll be fine.”
I chuckled a little at the revelation, looking at Nathan. 
“I don’t suppose you want to go for a jog after breakfast?” he asked.
“Not sure if we have time,” Kota said. “The good news is, we don’t have to go to the homeless shelter across town this year, since it’s covered, but we do have to go to the diner.”
“Huh?” I asked, blinking at him.
Kota smiled and put a warm hand on my thigh. “Just eat your breakfast. If you don’t like the low-calorie coffee, I’ll go get you a new one.” He leaned over, kissed me on the top of the head and then released me to start on his own breakfast.
The movement was quick but the sudden surprise of him doing this in front of Nathan had me in a panic. Had he found out the plan? Was he aware of it at all?
I locked eyes with Nathan, who looked at me with a different expression now, something much more serious. He changed the direction of his gaze to his food, and then quietly pushed the unopened coffee away from his plate. He ate the eggs without a word, and then had just one of the slices of his toast.
Did Nathan know the plan? And how much? I couldn’t remember if anyone had said, but I thought I recalled he was, but didn’t want to say anything to be sure. I was suddenly anxious to say something, anything to get this out in the open. At the same time, I couldn’t risk talking about the plan and not knowing if either of them were okay with it and wouldn’t dare try. I needed to wait until they said something to me, unless North could confirm with me that they know.
Kota’s small token of affection seemed to bother Nathan. It was different now. This wasn’t like before where I could sit in someone’s lap and no one flinched or gave such conflicted stares. 
I focused on my eggs and drank the coffee, finishing quickly so I would have an excuse to go get dressed. I needed the reprieve from the sudden tension in the kitchen. 
 
♥♥♥
 
I skipped trying to fake a shower entirely, hoping no one noticed. I’d had a bath the day before and hadn’t done much since except sleep.
I took a little time getting dressed. I’d put on another gray skirt—a little darker in color—with a pink T-shirt and a nice light jacket. Gabriel had left me more knee-length socks to wear with closed-toe shoes for the cold weather.
When I emerged, Kota was already ready, wearing tan slacks and a button up white shirt with a green tie. Nathan kept on his jeans, but wore a long-sleeved blue shirt with a red tie. Everything looked freshly pressed. I wondered if Kota had ironed their clothes. 
“Will we need to bother with uniforms on Monday?” Nathan said as he looked over our clothes. “We skipped them while in suspension. Can’t we just wear normal clothes?”
Kota patted his pockets to make sure he had his keys and his wallet in place. “We’re going to go over the plan this weekend. Today, let’s try to forget about school.” He looked over my outfit. “Are you going to be warm in that?” 
I hesitated. I did have on a jacket. We were just going to walk over, right? 
Before I could say anything, Nathan stepped up beside me and put his arm around my neck. It was a casual move, something they did all the time. This time, though, it felt different. He held me closer, and his eyes were completely on Kota. 
There was confusion in Kota’s eyes as he looked at Nathan and then at me.
“You don’t have to worry about her,” Nathan said. “We’re not going far. If she gets cold, I’ll bring her back to change.”
There was an awkward pause and I looked at the wall, as I wasn’t sure what to do. Should I change now so I might not have to come back? Or casually suggest I bring clothes if there might be a problem?
I also got the feeling there was something more to what they were debating. There really shouldn’t have been this much tension around what I was wearing. 
“Right,” Kota said finally. “I guess.” He turned, opened the door, and held onto it for us.
I clenched my teeth, looking up. Kota was simply holding the door, the confusion gone from his face. Nathan urged me on. I wished one of the others was around to help relieve the tension. 
Could I be mistaken? Was I just imagining it? Being paranoid? I wondered if my own feelings were putting off my judgement of their behavior.
Nathan closed up the house while Kota and I waited on the porch. Then, we walked together toward the road, and when I started to turn toward Kota’s house, Kota redirected me.
Surprised, I followed, realizing we were heading to the diner. Nathan walked to my left, Kota on my right. I stayed quiet, remembering Kota’d mentioned the diner, but I wondered why we got so dressed up if we were heading over to help out.
I don’t know why I hadn’t thought to ask what Thanksgiving was like for the boys. I just assumed everyone had their own family traditions. In my mind, I figured if Nathan did anything special, it was probably to go to Kota’s house, or possibly with one of the others. Nathan and I were pretty much the only ones without someone for Thanksgiving. 
I realized the diner must have changed things for them. I hoped it wouldn’t be too busy so we could relax a bit. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do for the holiday?
We rounded the bend in the road and the diner came into view. The lot was packed with cars. The front porch had a line going out to the parking lot.
I slowed, suddenly uncertain about heading into such a crowded area. 
Kota stopped, and when he did, Nathan did as well. Kota looked back at me with a small smile. “Something wrong?”
“What are all those people doing here on a holiday?” I asked, my voice scratchy with panic. “It’s so busy. Are you sure we should go? What if Mr. McCoy…or Mr. Hendricks is there?”
Kota opened his mouth to speak and then looked at Nathan, perplexed. “Did we not tell her?”
Nathan shrugged and then started to laugh, rubbing a palm over the back of his neck. “I guess we didn’t. I just assumed you did.”
Kota broke into a big smile, seeming to immediately break the tension between them. “They won’t be here. If they swing by, they’ll realize they’ve stopped in at a bad time. On Thanksgiving, we usually go down to the homeless shelter and pass out food. Funny enough, it actually gets overcrowded with volunteers down there at this time of year. A lot of the college students take it over.”
“So Uncle thought up a new tradition for us,” Nathan said. He waved toward the lines of people waiting to get inside the building. This time when I looked, a group of teenagers—about our age—left together with armloads of cardboard boxes. From the way they carried the boxes, they appeared to be full and heavy. They piled each box carefully into the back of an SUV. Once the boxes were secure, they talked briefly to each other, before they split up—half going to the SUV and the rest into another car—and drove away. 
Kota put his arm around me, pointing to the SUV driving away. “See that?” he asked. “Remember the food you made all week?”
“Yeah,” I said, getting where this was going, yet wanting him to tell me.
“It’s not just the homeless that are hungry,” he said. “They deliver these to the poorer parts of the city, areas we manage. It can really help out.”
“We manage?” I asked.
Kota cringed. “Not sure if I was supposed to tell you.”
Nathan stood with his hands in his pockets, staring at the collection of people standing in line. “She’ll be finding out sooner or later.”
Kota’s eyes drifted to the crowd, and then back at me. With a fingertip, he shifted his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. “The Academy,” he said simply.
My heart fluttered at the name. I’d been getting acquainted with the organization, yet still was surprised when I learned a new part of what they did. There had been hints before, but seeing these people taking food from the diner away, forced me to realize how much bigger it was than I’d previously thought. “The Academy manages parts of the city?”
“Entire neighborhoods,” Kota said. “Poorer sections. But not like slum-lords; we put good people in secure homes. When neighborhoods are safe, the children get good grades, better themselves, and there’s less crime in general. Once they become a true community, they require less management. Just the occasional helping hand can be enough. We have an application process that’s a little different.”
“There’s lots of good people that have important, but low paying jobs,” Nathan said. “There’s no reason neighborhoods they live in shouldn’t be as safe as one like ours.”
I remembered how, not long ago, we had helped some children who were living in an abandoned store. I wondered if they ended up in one of these neighborhoods. “So we donate food around Thanksgiving?” I asked.
Kota laughed. “We sell the food to teams, and then they deliver them to different neighborhoods.”
Sell? They ask the individual teams to pay for the boxes they take? “What? They don’t just donate the food?”
“The teams buy the food,” he said. “It’s a genius idea.”
“The money goes into a pool,” Nathan said. “Each team collects the money and pays for so many boxes. Then the money gets put into a charity pool and gets dispersed. It’s like a double giving. There’s some accounting reason they do it this way; Mr. Blackbourne helped put it together.”
Donations and giving food away. I turned again toward the diner, curiously studying the people who were waiting, and those who emerged from the diner with boxes. So this meant the majority of the Academy was here? Was that safe? If it was supposed to be so secret, how could they be so open like this? 
Was the Academy such a secret, or only as secret as they led people to believe? 
As we drew closer, I started to study faces. Some were older, around the age of Dr. Roberts, some our age, and a few a little younger but with an older adult around, directing them. The majority were in-between, adult men and women standing together. I wondered which ones belonged to what teams. They all seemed friendly and talkative.
It worried me that they were so exposed, when Volto or Mr. Hendricks could be nearby. But what did it really look like? Anyone coming by who perhaps didn’t know about the Academy for what it really was would just assume it was just a busy diner, or even if they approached and asked, it would look like an organized charity event. The fact that it was run by the Academy didn’t seem to matter. It wasn’t like they were doing anything illegal.
I stayed close to the boys as we headed toward the fray. I was nervous about bumping into these Academy people when I was still an outsider. I brushed my hand down over the material of the skirt, wondering if I should have worn something more formal, or should have done my hair better than the usual twist in a clip.
It was Nathan who drew my hand away from my body and held it in his. After a quiet, serious look at me, he squeezed my hand.
When Kota pulled away to open the back door of the diner, Nathan leaned in, and whispered, “You’re beautiful. Don’t worry.”
My cheeks warmed. I wanted to enjoy the compliment, but my nerves were rattling hard. I breathed in some courage, but squeezed his hand back in thanks. 
Kota lead the way down the narrow hall. From that moment on, it was a shuffle and I forgot to look at faces or watch for secret handshakes or whatever the Academy did. 
Even in the back, there was a line and people shuffling along. To me, it looked like chaos, and I scooted close to Kota, staying at his back, peeking around his shoulder at the crowd.
We ended up in a moving line and I wasn’t even sure where we were headed until we got close to the kitchen and I started to smell the food. My cheek was pressed to Kota’s shoulder, and Nathan was standing right behind me. Without them, I probably would have fainted from nerves. 
The line moved slowly, but steadily. Soon, we were standing just inside the doorway to the kitchen. There were two lines of people standing around the large silver table in the middle. Now, under the bright florescent lights, I was able to recognize the others: waiters, waitresses, dishwashers and others employees of the diner. 
Behind the silver table was Uncle, along with a couple more of the diner chefs. He had on a plain blue button up shirt, although the buttons were open, revealing a T-shirt underneath. The kitchen was warm, so I imagined he was working up a sweat as he worked.
As people got closer to the silver table, they picked up one of the large cardboard boxes from a stack. They went down the line, stopping in front of each chef’s station. 
Each box received a small, already cooked and wrapped turkey and ham at the bottom: the largest items. On top, containers of vegetables, breads and desserts were piled in, along with napkins, plastic cutlery and paper plates. Every container was made of disposable materials.
I was shuffled into the line, and given my own box to hold. Uncle was in charge of the turkeys. He kept the rhythm, moving us along and encouraging the others to keep up—an important job with all the food that needed to go out. 
Kota went first and Uncle dropped a turkey container into his box. Uncle seemed to be so absorbed in what he was doing, that he didn’t say anything to Kota at all. He was just another face who passed by.
However, when I went next, holding my box open, Uncle looked up at me and offered me a frenzied smile. “Good morning, little bird,” he said. “About time you joined us today.”
My smile wobbled. I’d had no idea I was even going to be here until ten minutes ago. 
But he winked at me, so maybe he was joking. 
As I made my way down the line, receiving the rest of the items, I was unsure what I was supposed to do after I filled the box. Was I supposed to buy it? Would I have to carry it back to the house to put it in one of the cars?
Kota went through the line and paused to wait for me and Nathan. Grateful, I shuffled in behind him. We threaded our way back down the hall, except this time, Kota turned and pushed through the swinging door of the main dining room.
My heart beat rapidly. Though my arms were quickly getting tired, I held the box close to my body, the bottom starting to warm with the hot turkey and ham. I held it like a shield, as if they would only see the box, and not me behind it.
The large dining area had changed. The usual tables and booths had been moved to the far sides of the room. There was a line to the counter. Some people had gathered near the stage off to the side, near the jukebox that was playing holiday music, talking and watching the line.
North was at the counter. He wore a black button up shirt and dark jeans. He was talking with someone as he counted cash and put it into a cash box next to him.
Victor stood beside him, dashing in his black slacks and white shirt, but this time, he wore a red tie. His wavy hair was brushed back away from his face and his fire eyes were simmering, friendly. He was jotting down things in a notebook as North spoke to him—taking notes or keeping tallies. 
Dr. Green was there, too, wearing tan slacks and a green button up shirt and a yellow tie. His hair was a little messy, the light curls to his sandy blond hair occasionally flying into his face as he moved. He took boxes from people coming up, placed them in sets of two or four or six, and handed them off to the people on the other side of the counter. 
He was here! It was a relief to see him. I wanted to talk to him, but with the flurry of activity, I was so distracted. 
Luke and Gabriel stood by in front of the counter, but I only saw them for a moment, before they both picked up boxes and joined other groups in carrying them out.
I scanned the crowd, seeking out other familiar faces. Silas walked in with a group of young kids, leading them to the spot in front of the stage where there were other kids playing with trucks and Legos. 
Silas sat down with them and seemed to be playing with them. Was he babysitting while parents got what they needed?
Finally, I noticed Mr. Blackbourne standing by the main door. Last night seemed like almost a dream now. He was in a fresh suit, the usual gray and maroon tie. His hair was perfection. His eyes showed no signs that he was tired at all. He greeted people as they entered and directed them to the lines. 
It was controlled chaos. They were all working together to get the job done. Should I have expected any less from people who belonged to the Academy? 
I didn’t dare look at anyone’s face, worried they might know I wasn’t really a part of the group yet. Did they all know each other?
Kota put his box on the counter. I put mine next to his and stopped, watching. Most people handed off their boxes and then went back into the kitchen again, presumably to make up more.
But instead of going back, I lingered, slowly shifting to stand next to Victor.
Victor wrote something in his notebook and then quietly looked up, smiling when he saw me. “Good morning, Princess,” he said. 
I’d seen him throughout the week, but like always, when I hadn’t seen one of them alone in a while, I missed him dearly. It was too loud and busy to tell him, so I settled for a smile and reached for his hand.
He seemed to understand and grasped mine, his thumb tracing the back of my hand. “I can’t take a break,” he said. “North will—”
“Hey,” North said gruffly. “Keep up, will you? Twenty-seven fifty.”
Victor grimaced, squeezed my hand once, and then let go, returning his focus to his notes.
I retreated and found Kota standing nearby, waiting for me.
I smiled at him and clasped my hands behind my back, feeling out of place, yet strangely…happy, even with the big crowd of people rushing around. I didn’t understand my feelings at all. 
Kota curled his fingers at me, encouraging me to follow him. When I got close, he put an arm around my shoulders, drawing me back to the line that lead into the kitchen. “Stay near me,” he said quietly. “Don’t be nervous. It’s easier if you just keep going. Carry boxes to Dr. Green. If we get separated, and you need a break, just come find me.”
I was nervous, but found comfort in the simplicity of the task: collecting a box, getting it loaded, and giving it to Dr. Green. As long as I was moving forward, it felt like I was blending in, part of a team, of something much, much bigger.
 
 



GIVING
 
 
It was almost noon before the line from the door thinned. I didn’t know if all of them were in the Academy—there were so many. Kota later told me that they were work mates or friends, who had heard of this special event, and decided to take part. 
I’d just carried another box to the counter and was wiping the thin film of sweat from my forehead when I felt a gentle touch on my elbow.
I turned, surprised to see Dr. Green. He’d loosened his yellow tie, but was now putting it back into place. “Looks like the crowds have gone. Ready for a break?” 
I smiled, hesitating. I hadn’t spoken to him since his incident with the school. I felt horrible about it, and I wanted to say something, but wasn’t going to when there were other people around. Things wouldn’t be right between us until I could apologize for being part of the reason behind him being accused.
He didn’t seem to notice my hesitation. He side-stepped to stand next to me, put his arm around my shoulders and then walked with me toward the front door. 
I cringed, wanting to be comfortable, but aware that people would look at us and know what had happened. Even if I hadn’t been the cause, which I wasn’t sure of yet, I strongly suspected, simply because no one had said anything to me. I’d kissed Dr. Green. Someone who didn’t know us, know the real us, might have tattled and caused the trouble. Rather, he’d gotten into trouble, and for whatever reason, I hadn’t even been asked what had happened. I’d been grateful that hadn’t been, but at the same time, wished I could have defended him. 
I got the feeling that Mr. Blackbourne might have prevented anyone from speaking to me about it.
Right now, with his arm around me, I wished we could be alone. It was a shame that he’d started out as my teacher, even a fake one. He shouldn’t even be a teacher at his age, only nineteen? He should be starting college, still a student himself. 
But that’s not how it appeared from the outside. If someone at school had spotted us kissing, all they saw was a teacher and a student. Just like if someone knew I slept in the same bed as the other boys, they would see what they wanted to see, and not the circumstances behind it or the truth.
I was considering this thought when Dr. Green paused in the hallway as we headed to the front door.
I looked up to see Mr. Blackbourne holding the door open. The buttons of his gray jacket were in place, and he looked just as handsome and as perfect as earlier. The rush hadn’t fazed him. “Is it time?” he asked Dr. Green quietly.
“There’s not much left. We might have underestimated the turnout a bit,” Dr. Green said, picking up the pace again, removing his arm from my shoulders. “I thought she could go with us ahead of the others.”
“Where are we going?” I asked.
Mr. Blackbourne’s steel eyes took in the clothes I wore. The millimeter smile appeared, a relaxed one that gave me some insight into his feeling. He was excited, happy. It was a side of him that was mostly unfamiliar to me, and yet it drew me to him. “Has no one told you?”
“No one has told me anything about what would happen today,” I said with a small smile in return. “I’m starting to suspect it’s on purpose.”
“Well then,” Dr. Green said, nudging me toward the door and then walking around me to get ahead. “Let’s not tell her, Owen. It’ll be a great surprise.”
Mr. Blackbourne inclined his head slowly. “In this case, you might be right.”
Had they just agreed on something? I sighed to myself, resigned that this mystery was going to continue for a while. They seemed to delight in surprising me.
I followed Dr. Green out and toward Mr. Blackbourne’s BMW, parked in the back of the lot. Once we were close, Dr. Green moved ahead, opening the front passenger door and holding it open for me.
I suspected I would be overruled if I suggested he should take the front seat, so I kept quiet. Just before I got in, Dr. Green brushed his fingertips against my forearm. I paused, looking at him. He smiled, returning my gaze.
We shared a moment. I silently asked him if there was something wrong. Or was he just being sweet? 
His gaze was steady, and then he broke the connection and waved his fingers, encouraging me to get in. I wondered if he was just excited to get me to see this surprise. I sat down, and he closed the door.
Mr. Blackbourne was already behind the wheel. I buckled up as Dr. Green got in behind me and Mr. Blackbourne started up the car.
When he backed up, something shifted in the trunk of his car. I looked back, beyond Dr. Green, as if I could see what was in there. 
Mr. Blackbourne used the rearview mirror to look at Dr. Green. “Are you sure it’s secure back there?”
“It’s just settling,” Dr. Green said. “It won’t hurt anything if it shifts.”
Mr. Blackbourne opened his mouth, possibly for a retort, but he changed his mind and drove forward. 
Dr. Green clapped his hands together, and rubbed them. “I think that was quite the success. And she was visible through the whole thing. What a great idea.”
“Who?” I asked. “What do you mean?”
Dr. Green’s bright eyes danced. His smile grew bigger. He nudged my shoulder. “You, of course.”
“You’re due to be introduced to the Academy, soon,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “However, at this point, we’ve taken the initiative. You involved yourself in the proceedings today. You’ve shown you’re capable to take direction and jump into the fray of helping others without much prodding. You kept a good attitude throughout the whole thing and worked tirelessly. Those are several fine qualities the Academy looks for in a recruit.”
Had this been a test? My breath caught in my throat, my hands clutching the material of my skirt. I went over every move I’d made back in the diner. Had they all known who I was? That I didn’t belong? “I...I didn’t know,” I said quietly.
“Kind of the point,” Dr. Green said with a lopsided smile. He reached forward, his hand molding to my shoulder and massaging gently through the jacket. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. You did beautifully.”
I wasn’t so sure. I had simply been doing what others told me to do. It couldn’t have been that impressive, but I worked as quickly as I could and got the hang of it. “Is that what this next part is?” I asked.
“No,” Mr. Blackbourne said before Dr. Green could respond. “This is what our family does on Thanksgiving.”
“Oh,” I said quietly, the touch of a happy smile spreading across my face. Our family.

I relaxed in the seat as Dr. Green talked with Mr. Blackbourne about the weather and the surprising lack of traffic for the holiday. I dazed out for a good portion of the drive. After being around so many other people, I was grateful for the moment of quiet.
Part of me suspected we would be going to Dr. Green’s place. Maybe we’d gather at Victor’s house, where there was more room. Would his parents be there? 
When Mr. Blackbourne’s car shook and bounced a little going over a railroad crossing, I finally sat up, surprised to find us in a desolate part of town on a narrow, pothole-riddled road. Trees lined either side and there was no hint as to our location or what lay ahead.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“North Charleston,” Mr. Blackbourne said. 
“The southern bit,” Dr. Green added. “Away from the highway. A quieter area.”
My first thought was we were heading toward Gabriel’s house, which was a small trailer. The route wasn’t familiar to me, though. My second guess was that this was the way to Mr. Blackbourne’s house. His was the only house I wasn’t familiar with, and it seemed likely he would pick a location more isolated and away from people, especially if he was doing secret work for the Academy.
My heart fluttered at the thought of seeing his private residence, but I looked out the window so they wouldn’t notice my sudden nerves.
I watched, waiting for something notable to appear, but it was a few miles of more trees along the road before there was an end to the forest. Ahead of us were several roads, each one leading to a tidy, yet poor-appearing neighborhood, with small, older homes. 
At least, I thought the areas were poor. Mr. Blackbourne pulled onto a long road leading into a cul-de-sac, with at least twenty homes along the street. The homes had old wooden porches, small yards, and cracked sidewalks. The homes were mostly single story, with wood siding, in styles I’d seen in other run-down areas around North Charleston.
The differences, however, grew more apparent the longer I studied the neighborhood. The paint seemed new on each house, each one a clean blue, green or yellow, with one pink one toward the end. The yards were all patchworks of gardens, each with a winter crop starting to bud, lettuce leaves sprouting, and a small section where potato plants grew out of stacks of crates. Two yards were filled with toys, and the grass was well worn, showing the dirt and sand underneath. 
Yet despite the signs that they were lived-in, the yards were empty of people, the houses were quiet and still. 
But then I noticed at the end of the street, in the circle there was a small group of people. They were standing beside a collection of folded tables and chairs that were stacked on a hand-pulled trolley. A man and woman were talking and pointing to the street, as if to decide where to put the tables.
Mr. Blackbourne pulled into the driveway of one of the blue homes, just behind a car under a carport. 
“Oh good,” Dr. Green said. “They haven’t gotten too far along.”
My tongue brushed up against the back of my teeth. I was ready with a load of questions. I swallowed them, and told myself I’d just observe. They said this wasn’t some Academy thing, that it was a family event. For some reason, I pictured it would be just us somehow. 
Perhaps this is was one of their managed neighborhoods.
Did they manage this one themselves?
Dr. Green opened my door. The air was warm, with a cool, gentle breeze and very wispy clouds overhead. Dr. Green waited me for me to step away from the car and then closed the door behind me. 
Mr. Blackbourne had started walking down the driveway. He stopped after a few steps and turned, looking back at me. Casually, he reached back and motioned for me to hurry along, his hand out for mine.
The few steps I took to reach him seemed a moment frozen in time, taking an eon to get to him. I glanced back once at Dr. Green. I anticipated jealousy and uncomfortable silences, much like what had been between Kota and Nathan earlier. The expectation of a quiet battle prickled my skin, dampening my excitement.
But it didn’t happen. When I got close enough to Mr. Blackbourne, I placed my hand in his. His cool, smooth hand encircled mine and he held on, palm to palm, patiently allowing me to set the pace as we walked. 
With my hand in his and watching the people milling around, I stumbled a little, not noticing an uneven piece of sidewalk. I inadvertently tugged on his hand as my other hand went out, grabbing Dr. Green’s elbow for support. 
Mr. Blackbourne paused to allow me to steady myself. Dr. Green bent his elbow, capturing my hand and covering it with his own. 
My cheeks heated and my gaze fell to the ground. It was odd to be approaching strangers in this way, with my hand holding onto Mr. Blackbourne’s and Dr. Green escorting me with his arm. Would the people of this neighborhood think it strange? But I held firm, wanting to please them both. 
“Do those shoes fit properly?” Mr. Blackbourne asked as we walked. “Will you be okay in them for the evening?”
“She’s spent all day walking in them already,” Dr. Green said. “I’d be more worried about blisters around her toes.”
“I’m fine,” I said in a small voice. We were getting closer to the group of people around the tables. They’d started to break up a little and a couple of them were looking toward us. None of them seemed surprised to see us, or at least they didn’t seem suspicious as we approached.
Mr. Blackbourne leaned toward me and whispered, “No need to be anxious.” He rubbed a thumb across the side of my palm, and I realized I was grasping very tightly to him in my nervousness. “We’re all friends here.”
I tried to relax my grip on him and Dr. Green. It was tempting to let go and try to appear casual, however, their support strengthened my own courage. The breeze blew gently across my face, allowing my cheeks to cool. I tightened my lips, forcing a friendly smile, but allowing the men to speak.
A thin black woman stepped forward ahead of the others. A yellow bandana on her head held back her relaxed curls. One lock had been left in front, dark strands to dancing around her face in the breeze or as she moved. She wore tidy tan slacks and a yellow blouse. She smirked directly at Mr. Blackbourne, a hand on her hip. “About time you all got here,” she teased, her voice was soft and feminine, but confident. “The men want to put all of the tables in a giant square. I told them they’re wasting valuable space by cutting off half the table.”
A man in a dark jogging outfit and sneakers stepped forward. His skin was dark and his features were perhaps Mexican or Puerto Rican. He had a handsome face, with a goatee and neatly-combed, slicked black hair. He rolled his eyes at the woman. “I just thought it’d be better if we sat together, instead of split up between different tables.”
“The kids can sit at their own tables. Give us parents a break,” the woman said. “It’s goddamn Thanksgiving, isn’t it?”
“You mean Thankstaking,” said another man in the group. He had very native features, with long dark hair tied into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. 
Another woman standing next to him—also native—tugged at his elbow. “You say that every year,” she said, her cheeks pink in her embarrassment. “You can’t keep talking about it.”
“I don’t blame them,” he said. I suspected they were married and when I glanced at their hands, I saw matching wedding bands. “They weren’t here hundreds of years ago. It’s just awkward to be part of a neighborhood Thanksgiving when for us, it really was taking our land.”
The woman pinched his arm, and he winced. “Our land is over there at the end of the block. We paid for it, remember? We choose to be here—today is about community.” She smiled at us and shrugged. “Sorry. Some people just can’t let things go.”
“Yeah, yeah,” the black woman said, waving her hand as she rolled her eyes. “You give us grief every year, but you’re always the one who eats nearly a whole turkey for himself. I’d call that a Takesgiving.”
The others in the group laughed and Dr. Green joined in. I smiled, but held onto Dr. Green as Mr. Blackbourne broke away to address the group. “Let’s focus on setting up a buffet table, so when the food gets here, we’ve got a place to put it. Then we can figure out where you want the seating tables.”
Everyone murmured in agreement, so Mr. Blackbourne pointed out the best spot for the buffet tables. The others worked together to start dragging tables to where he suggested.
I stood by and hoped to stay out of the way. Dr. Green lingered behind with me, a small smile on his face. “They’re a fun group,” he said. “Nice people.”
I nodded, watching them. I gathered they were all neighbors, but counted only six people. I looked around us, at the various homes, and especially the clusters of toys. Where were the rest of them?
Suddenly, I heard shouts coming from one of the houses down the street. Then more from the opposite side, a few homes down. 
“What’s going on?”
“The games,” Dr. Green said, turning slightly toward the houses, a small smile on his face. He looked at the homes with a knowing gaze. 
“The games?” I asked. I pictured board games, but couldn’t imagine people getting so excited about Monopoly or Trivial Pursuit.
“Football,” he said. “There’s a rivalry. Fans of one team go to one house.” He pointed to one of the noisy homes and then to the other. “And the others go to another house. They’ll come out when the game is done.”
I felt silly for thinking Monopoly. I’d forgotten that other people liked to watch football games on Thanksgiving. 
I considered what I might do when those games were finished. They’d all come out here. This was a planned Thanksgiving dinner. More people. My shoulders and stomach tightened. It was hard to relax with so many surprises; a lot to take in during a single day. I drew closer to Dr. Green.
He took up my hand without any hesitation, and then turned me toward Mr. Blackbourne’s car. He did a slow walk towards it, tugging me along. “Let’s unload. Mr. Blackbourne has enough hands to get the tables right. Too many cooks in the street can slow things down.”
I smiled at his strange phrase. He seemed to want to stay out of the way, too. Did he get jittery around people, too? Or was he doing this for me? 
Halfway back to the car, his hand drew tighter around mine. The laughter in his green eyes softened to something much more soothing. “You look a little nervous,” he said.
I tilted my head and shrugged, pretending I was better than I really felt. “New people and a new place,” I said. “There’s been a few surprises today already. I’m sorry if I’m acting weird.”
“You’re acting like Sang Sorenson, which is exactly how you’re supposed to be.” He winked at me and squeezed my fingers between his. “I like you the way you are. An introvert. A bit shy. But once we’re by ourselves, you open up. I like that. You’re a little flower, pookie. You bloom when I’m around, which makes me want to be around you more.”
My cheeks heated. I wanted to appreciate his compliments, but the casual way he pointed out my shyness made me feel even more flawed. Was it normal to be so nervous? I used to think I’d be excited to be out among people, curious about what life was like beyond the boundary my stepmother used to set for me. 
I slid my fingertips against the skin of his hand, fidgeting. “Everyone else seems so quick to open up to new people. I wish I could be like that.”
“You don’t seem afraid to speak your mind to us when it really matters,” he said. “Don’t be afraid to be yourself. It’s okay to be a shy person. It’s not wrong to be that.” He paused right before we got to the trunk of the car and turned to me. “I hope you’ll tell me whatever you’re thinking.”
I knew he was asking me specifically about my thoughts of learning about his troubles at school. I looked toward the car again, avoiding his eyes, embarrassed to admit my feelings. “I was worried about you,” I said after taking a deep breath. “When the school counselor mentioned you were in trouble, I thought I’d be called in. I never was, though, and no one talked about it. It made me worry something was very wrong.”
He chuckled, but it was forced. “You concerned about me?”
I nodded, still not able to meet his eyes. “That and I’m partially to blame, of course.”
“You shouldn’t be blamed at all,” he said. “Neither one of us should. Well, maybe me a little.”
“We were both in it together,” I said, looking up at him now. The lightness in his smile had diminished. I wanted to hug him, but felt it was inappropriate now in public. Sadly, the incident had made me feel awkward around him and I didn’t want to get him into further trouble. “I’m the one that got suspension, plus my schedule got changed. I wondered if part of it was because somehow Ms. Wright knew I was involved. Only no one would tell me directly.”
He sliced his hand through the air. “Your suspension has nothing to do with us,” he said. “Sang, you don’t have to worry. Really. We’ve got a family meeting this weekend to discuss all this and our game plan. Mr. Blackbourne didn’t want us to ruin the holiday with talk of school and he’s right; I shouldn’t have brought it up.”
I could understand that, but the whole ordeal had me stressed. It was easy for them, I supposed. Outside of Dr. Green, no one else seemed to be in any real trouble. The boys had volunteered to join me in suspension, but none of their teachers had said a word about it and I wasn’t even sure Ms. Wright noticed. I wasn’t even sure how they got away with it.
Maybe they weren’t her concern. The boys were confident that we would stay in school for now, but I’d be in different classes. How would that work and how could they relax when there were so many things to figure out?
Dr. Green’s elbow nudged me in the arm, forcing me out of my deep thoughts. “I’m worried this new situation has upset you. Has it made things awkward with us?”
I stilled, wanting to say no, absolutely not awkward. It would have been a lie, though. “It makes it harder now,” I said. “We didn’t have to worry before. Maybe we were hiding it a little, but no one was looking at us. Now everyone is looking at us. I worry about who else will notice and if they’d say anything.”
“That’s something neither of us should have to feel,” he said. He dipped his head down, looking at his shoes. “I didn’t want for us to focus on being teacher and student at all. We’re both young, about the same age. I want to get to know you. Damn it, we’re only three years apart.” He let out a frustrated groan and then proceeded to the BMW. Using his own set of keys, he opened the trunk. 
Inside, there was a crate filled with tablecloths, pumpkins, plastic cutlery, plates, cups and napkins. The sets of tableware were in a variety of shades of brown, orange and some deeper greens in honor of the holiday. 
He sorted through the items, although slowly, like he was in deep thought. “Owen agrees with me, you know,” he said over his shoulder. “But he blames me for being careless. I should have known better, perhaps taken you to my house. Although since we were photographed, he’s warned me to keep my distance from you and to keep things friendly. Mostly to avoid any more trouble until we can figure out who is behind this.”
Had I heard that right? He’d swept by it so quickly, that I wasn’t sure. “Photographed?” I asked.
“When we kissed, it wasn’t just someone watching us. Someone took a photo, and sent it in to the main office, letting it circulate. I’m sure it was the same person who started the rumors that I was with a student.”
My mouth fell open. My first thought was that it had to be one of Mr. Hendricks’s goons that had caught up to us. My face blazed, thinking of all the people would could see the photo at school, and how embarrassing it must have been for Dr. Green. Had no one recognized me somehow? The other kids at school would have surely said something if they’d heard about it. “When? Who took it?”
Dr. Green picked up one of the pumpkins and then held it in his hands, looking it over. “I think it was Volto.”
I gasped, then the world seemed to still around us. I’d heard that name too much this week. Was this what he had tried to warn us he was about to do? 
But it was Luke who admitted to putting up the masks. “Why do you suspect it’s Volto?”
“I shouldn’t be talking about this.” He smiled lightly again and looked at me. “It’s Thanksgiving.”
“I won’t feel comfortable until we do talk about it,” I said. I pressed my hand to my chest, feeling my heart racing. My gaze went to the street, as if Volto could be watching now, waiting for another opportunity to snap a photo.
“It’s done now,” he said. “Although luckily, the photos only really show me. It was only rumors that I was kissing a student. The photos don’t show you very clearly.”
“They don’t?”
“Owen thinks they’re blurred on purpose. He checked the photos, and they look altered. I could tell them it was a rumor and that it was someone else. But if Volto has these photos, he might send in the real ones or ones with more details. The fact that your face is blurred is the only reason I’m not getting into too much trouble. The faculty is pointing fingers at me, but they don’t have much in the way of proof.”
“Why would he only send in altered pictures?” I asked. 
“I have a feeling it is more to protect you than to help me,” he said. “He’s trying to get our attention and it feels like a warning. To stay away from you. Get too close to you, and he’ll make sure I’m caught in a situation where it’s more than rumors.”
“He thinks he’s protecting me…” The unease was like standing at the edge of a cliff and not knowing how to balance myself. “I wish he’d know that with you all, I’m fine.”
“For whatever reason, he’s warning me to stay away.”
What right did Volto have to be concerned for me? He was just misguided, but this upset me more than the other problems he’d caused. This could threaten Dr. Green’s reputation and career if anyone really wanted to press the issue. 
Knowing how parents and schools operated, even a whisper of a teacher getting too close to a student meant trouble. I remembered in my old school where a very handsome substitute teacher was often photographed by female students in secret. It went on for a while until a parent found the photos on a student’s phone, one where he seemed to be smiling at the camera. The student talked about him as if she was dating him. It was clearly a teenage fantasy, but it was a little too much for the parent who’d complained to the school principal. The teacher had never returned to the school. 
“Are you going to have to leave the school?” I asked.
“I’m considering it on my own,” he said. “I’m not one to give up, but all it would take is one overprotective parent to hear a rumor like that, and then we’d have a media parade. A million people making judgments on rumors and speculation will bring way more attention to us than we really want.”
I sighed. It didn’t look like there was a way around it. He could suggest it was a rumor, and continue on, but then he and I would absolutely have to stay away from each other, playing into what Volto seemed to want. Or he could quit, and then be giving up what they’d come to Ashley Waters to accomplish.
The other thing that bothered me was Volto’s knack for photography. This wasn’t the first time he’d used it against us. He made sure we knew that he could always take a photo, and show the world what we thought we did in private.
My thoughts fell to Luke again. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t help think about his collection of photographs. Could he be using it as a way to separate me from the others, so they’d keep their distance? Would he use such tactics because he didn’t like the plan North and Mr. Blackbourne had been working on?
I couldn’t imagine it, but some of the evidence might be pointing to him.
I needed to talk to North and press him for some help. Maybe he would have some insight into what Luke might do, and if he could be behind any of this and if so, how far he might go. Mr. Blackbourne had promised to talk to Luke, but I still wanted to help. I had no real proof to my concerns, only circumstantial evidence.
Dr. Green nudged me again and his smile was back. I pushed away my thoughts for now. “The important thing you should know is, this is all temporary. If I stay, you and I just have to be more careful for a while.” He paused and then his smile grew wider. “Actually, I might as well just quit. Then I could kiss you whenever I wanted.”
I shook my head, but I couldn’t erase my own smile. 
He poked me gently on my nose. “It doesn’t do us any good to speculate, when we’ll be having a meeting this weekend all about it. Don’t worry.” He picked up another pumpkin and then a stack of tablecloths. “Our job right now is to put on smiling faces and...”
A horn bleeped up the road, interrupting him. Dr. Green held his pumpkins as we turned to see a moped heading down the road our way.
Gabriel was on the bike without a helmet. A streak of blond hair was all I could see behind him, telling me Luke was hanging onto the back, no doubt without a helmet, either. 
Mr. Blackbourne would give them both a lecture…
Gabriel waved shortly at us right before he turned into one of the driveways along the street and parked behind a car. Luke hopped off the bike almost before Gabriel stopped fully, and without even a look at us, ran directly to the left side of the street, across from where Gabriel had parked. He raced up toward a particular door. 
Gabriel parked his bike and used the kickstand, but once he was done, he was up, off the bike in a flash and jogging straight for the door of the home he’d parked at. 
Luke had crossed the yard and reached his door first, opened it, leaned in and then ran off of the porch, the screen door to the house slamming behind him. “Gabriel!” He sprinted across the street toward Gabriel.
Gabriel stopped on the porch before he could reach the door, turned right around, spotted Luke coming and then jumped off of that porch, and raced for the door Luke had just left. When they crossed paths in the street, it was then I noticed their clothes, Gabriel in a purple jacket with an orange shirt underneath, and Luke wore a loose white shirt and a red and white bandana on his forehead.
Luke got to the house Gabriel had started to get to first, opened the door and disappeared inside. Gabriel reached the opposite house across the street, and he went in. There was a hollering in each home and a lot of loud laughing before the doors finally closed behind them.
Dr. Green laughed, holding his pumpkins closer so as to not drop them. I turned to him, very puzzled as to what they were doing.
He shook his head and chuckled as he spoke. “People are watching football,” he said. “Remember? They’re joining the ranks.”
“The ranks?” I asked. 
“They don’t usually watch football. They’re not very much into sports. They enjoy the rivalry though.”
I shook my head, looking at the homes they’d disappeared into. It was odd to have been thinking such dark thoughts about Luke, and then to see him now, enjoying the Thanksgiving events with everyone else. That didn’t seem like a Volto who was so worried about me being with someone else.
Still, the circumstances…
Dr. Green urged me to collect some of the smaller pumpkins. The others were setting up tables in rows spaced evenly apart, guided by Mr. Blackbourne. 
Dr. Green and I placed tablecloths on each unfolded table, and a pumpkin in the center of each one to ensure the tablecloth stayed put in the breeze until it was time to set food down on them.
The two buffet tables were placed away from the others, and Dr. Green directed me to begin loading it with the supplies that were still in the back of the BMW. 
“I’m glad we’re doing it buffet style this time,” he said. “North figured out a way to handle cleanup much faster this year, so no one is stuck with too much work after eating.”
It was interesting to hear the ‘this year’ part. So they did Thanksgiving in this neighborhood every year? 
If I were still with them next year, perhaps it would mean I would join them again. It changed my perspective of this a little to know I wasn’t just going to be here for the day and disappear. I peeked at faces of the others around when they didn’t seem to be paying attention. They seemed nice, but what did they think about me joining in?
After the tables were set and the chairs were unfolded and placed around the tables, I looked up to see Victor’s BMW rolling down the street. It was a relief to see it. Not that Dr. Green or Mr. Blackbourne weren’t great company, but they were often busy talking to the neighbors, and if I had nothing left to do, or had a question, I had to approach the group. 
Victor parked his car behind a carport in a different driveway. Just as Kota, Nathan and Victor were getting out of the car, North arrived with Silas in a black truck. Had I seen this one before? North had so many black vehicles, that they all looked alike to me.
North drove the truck all the way to the end of the cul-de-sac, stopping short of the tables at the end. Then he pulled around, so the rear of the truck was facing the tables.
He hopped out, wearing the same black ensemble as he’d been in at the diner, except half of the buttons down the shirt were undone, revealing the black tank shirt underneath. It was a striking look, showing of his chest and the muscles in his shoulders. It was also nicer than his usual black T-shirt and jeans. 
Silas was wearing tan slacks and a dark blue button up shirt with the sleeves rolled up beyond his elbows. Despite his more formal attire, Silas couldn’t hide his bulky, muscular body. His dark hair was combed neatly and the blue in his shirt complemented his olive complexion.
I wanted to say hello, but North had the truck door open and directed the attention of Mr. Blackbourne quickly. “I’m running late. The game will be over soon. There’s only thirty minutes left.”
“There will be plenty of time-outs and commercial breaks before then,” Mr. Blackbourne said. 
Like they’d orchestrated it, they suddenly fell into line, carrying boxes and containers out of the truck. It became a process of unloading the small turkeys, hams and side dishes, and arranging them into two rows down the buffet tables. The far end was loaded with pumpkin pies and a couple of chocolate cakes that Nathan said Luke had added to the collection. “Borrowed from Uncle’s freezer,” he said with a wink.
I helped where I could, but even then, it became impossible to follow after a while. They moved so fast, that I was left to watch, dazzled by the cheerful and cooperative way they worked together. 
In the end, it was a spread to feed a small army.
Eventually, Victor pulled away from the others as they were sorting dishes, and I moved around to join him. The red tie he wore was flipped over and I watched as he smoothed his hand down to fix it. His fire eyes lifted and met with mine as I approached; and a spark started, low at first but lit up to a gentle crackle when I reached him.
He waited until I was close until he spoke. “I don’t think I’ve had a chance to tell you I like the gray skirt with the pink blouse. I like those colors together.”
I blushed. “Thank you.”
A small smile formed on his lips. “You don’t have to thank me for a compliment.”
I didn’t know how to respond, so I changed the subject. “It’s been a really busy day so far,” I said.
“It isn’t the end for us yet,” he said. He nodded toward the tables. “This is our noon shift.”
My eyes widened. “Oh? What happens after?”
His eyes blazed with amusement. He reached out to rub the center of my back gently, smoothing the material of the jacket. “It gets easier,” he said. “It’s just more to do. Some of us have to go back for our own family things.”
So they did do something with their own families. “I had assumed that would be all we’d be doing today,” I said. “I had expected to have dinner with Nathan, unless he went to Kota’s. I was trying to figure out where I was going to go.”
“You can go wherever you’d like,” he said quickly, and then his smile faltered. “Well, I’d invite you to my house...except my parents will be there.”
I kept the smile, sympathizing with him. He didn’t have to say so, but I already knew his parents, Jasmine and George would be at his family Thanksgiving. George was someone I hoped to avoid as I’d found him to be very crude. Jasmine, I was unsure of; she’d seemed curious about me before, though sad her son wouldn’t allow her to talk to me. I trusted there was a reason Victor avoided having me around when they were home.
“In a few years, I won’t have to go, either,” he said with a smile. “Once I turn eighteen, I hope to be conveniently busy with life.” The palm of his hand smoothed down over my back again. “It’ll all be different.”
I got what he was hinting at, and yet, I still couldn’t picture our future. I didn’t think any of us knew for sure what it might look like. Truthfully, I had a hard enough time picturing next week.
Finally the food was ready.
“Let’s eat,” the woman with the yellow bandana said. “Why do we have to wait on those watching the game?”
“We wait because we should,” someone else said. “It’s Thanksgiving.”
“Not fair,” the woman said. “I’m pretty sure I saw Hugh stealing a bite already.”
They all laughed, but no one sat down, remaining patient as they chatted and waited for the others.
A few minutes later, person after person spilled out of the two homes, each of them wearing team colors and all of them headed toward the tables. Younger kids with some older adults and teenagers came out of a third house up the street and headed our way.
My insides trembled, and I backed up out of reflex, wanting to get out of the way. As more people emerged from the houses, I felt even smaller. So many people lived on this block?
Victor pressed his hand to my back, but stepped beside me, smiling. “It’s okay,” he said. “I know it looks like a stampede.”
I was grateful for his presence and leaned into him, using his body for support. He stayed with me, watching as peopled passed us. 
“I get nervous, too,” he said quietly. He leaned in closer, whispering to me. “Just stay near me, sweetheart.” He kissed my ear, and then began greeting people as they passed.
Gabriel and Luke trailed behind at the end of the group. Gabriel had removed his sweater, wearing only the orange T-shirt. He wiped at his forehead, brushing back the locks of blond and mixing it with the russet. “Whew,” he said. “Fuck a duck. It was roasting in that room. Two televisions and everyone crowded in that space.”
“Yours was hot? I think the heater is broken where I was.” Luke said. His fists were clenched at his sides and then he crossed his arms over his lean chest, shivering. “I was hoping it would be warmer out here.” He opened his arms up and went toward Victor, hugging him around the waste. “Vic…I’m so cold.”
“Luke!” Victor cried out, pulling away from me for a moment to grab Luke’s elbows and try to push him away. “Stop it.”
“Freezing,” Luke said, his lips in a pout, but his eyes betrayed his amusement. He held on tighter, nuzzled at his shoulder. “Fix that house.”
“If you’re talking about Marge’s house, she doesn’t like wasting electricity when you could be wearing a sweater,” Victor said, still pushing Luke away, and stepped around me, putting me in the middle.
Luke released Victor and then went for me, arms wide, and pulled me into him, holding close. He turned me so he could look back at the house he’d come from. “Oh, wait, is that Marge’s? Or is it Frank’s?”
This started a debate among them, as they pointed and worked out who lived in which house. I got lost after the first few, and didn’t know who was Marge or Frank or anyone else. Luke eventually let go, the teasing done. I stood beside them watching while the others were forming two lines around the buffet table. 
It was a little chilly, but the sun overhead gave off a gentle warmth. The jacket I wore seemed to be enough for now. 
Amid it all, the smell of food was getting to me. I stared at the turkey, potatoes and other sides, and absently started to rub my stomach. It’d been a long day, and breakfast felt like eons ago. 
As if reading my mind, Luke grabbed my arm and tugged me toward the lines of people. “Are you hungry yet? I’ve been giving out pumpkin pies all day and I haven’t had anything more than a slice or two.”
“You didn’t steal a pie out of a box, did you?” Victor asked, he and Gabriel following Luke and I.
“Of course not,” he said. “I took from one of the extras in the back.”
“You mean the ones meant for the diner tomorrow when it opens again?” Victor asked with a small smile. “Uncle will notice.”
“And he’ll know it was me,” Luke said. We got into line, and he released me to rub hands together. “Don’t guilt trip me now; I’ve been looking forward to this all week. It’s the one day North doesn’t yell at me about eating too much.”
Once we were in line, it moved really quickly. I was handed a plate, and all I had to do was hold it. Victor stood to my left, Luke to my right, and they took equal turns putting food on my plate. Luke loaded it with extra piles of mashed potatoes meant for him after his plate got too full to hold any more halfway down the line.
“We’ll have to come back for desserts,” Luke said, carefully supporting the bottom of his plate so it wouldn’t collapse under the weight of his food. I couldn’t believe how high he’d piled the turkey, ham, gravy, biscuits and marshmallow-topped sweet potato. 
“You can come back for seconds, too, don’t forget,” Victor said with a chuckle. “There’s no need to try to get it all in one go.”
“This is just firsts,” Luke said. “Seconds is coming. I’m not forgetting.”
I couldn’t imagine his stomach holding what was on his plate, let alone any more. Where would it go?
I was thinking at first we would all be sitting together, but the boys spread out among the different tables. I hesitated, unsure who to follow. I tried to follow Luke since I carried his extra food, but he and Gabriel weaved into a spot with two seats open and nothing beside them.
As I hesitated, scanning the tables for a spot, Victor urged me to the opposite side of the table, where there were three empty chairs. I’d be sitting across from Luke, which made sense. Still, I would be sitting beside someone I didn’t know. 
I was hesitant, but was at least grateful that Victor would be next to me. He moved ahead of me, put his plate down, and then reached for mine. As his slim fingers covered my hands, he brushed at them gently and held onto his light smile, the spark in his eyes a gentle simmer. He took the plate and placed it down before pulling out the chair for me.
“My, my, what a gentleman you turned out to be,” said a voice behind me. I looked over my shoulder, finding the woman with the yellow bandana in her hair. She placed her plate down and pulled out the empty chair beside mine, sitting heavily into it. She shoved the escaped lock of hair back behind her ear and unfolded a napkin, placing it in her lap. “Victor, you’ve grown up a few inches since last year. Last time I saw you, you were such a cute thing.”
Victor’s eyes flared with amusement, and his cheeks reddened. “You haven’t changed a bit.”
She laughed. “You get to a point in your life, right around thirty, I think, and then you seem to stop growing up, or growing old. You just get through life.” She started spearing her spoon at her food, mixing some gravy into her mashed potatoes. She looked at me. “And who is this girl? No one’s told me her name yet.”
“This is Sang,” Victor said, waving a hand in my direction. “Sang, this is Mackenzie.” 
The woman held out a hand. “Call me Mac,” she said.
I held out a timid hand shortly, and instead of shaking, she simply held it in a strong grip, releasing quickly.
I was going over if I should say hello, or what to say, but she tuned into her plate, and then to the people on her other side, still smiling. 
I sat down and delicately picked up my fork. Mac kept her conversation about the food in the plates of other people at the table. I kept one hand constantly in my lap, tucking my elbow into my body on her side so I wouldn’t accidentally bump into her. I leaned into Victor a lot. I wanted to relax, but I’d spent all morning with a rush of people—strangers—and had used up a lot of courage and energy to get through it. I wasn’t so sure I could get used to this type of Thanksgiving.
It was a little easier after I’d started to eat. Most everyone else around us focused on their plates, clearly hungry, too. With my mouth full, I wasn’t bothered for conversation.
Shortly after we’d started, Victor looked around and then frowned. “I forgot to grab something to drink,” he said. He wiped at his lips with his napkin and stood up. “Would you like some water?”
I did, but I panicked a little at the thought of him leaving. I nodded, though, knowing he was going anyway.
Once he was gone, I focused on my plate. Luckily Mac was in a heated debate with some of the men near her. There was an awkward feeling of being around friends who all knew each other but being new and not knowing anyone. My head dipped down, and I picked at a piece of turkey.
There was a nudge at my foot, and I slid it back, afraid I’d knocked into the woman next to me. I looked up in a shock to find Luke looking at me, his dark eyes intense and somewhat curious. Quietly we exchanged something of a conversation. He was asking me if I was okay. I nodded slowly, trying to tell him that I’d survive, but was a little uncomfortable.
He kept his foot on top of mine and then reached over, speared a piece of ham from my plate and brought it to his mouth with a grin. 
That forced a small smile from me and I was grateful for the distraction.
He moved one hand up where I could see, and he started to sign. “Is the food not good?” he signed.
I cringed. I shook my head and then quickly signed back to him. “The food is great. It’s just a lot of new people. I wasn’t expecting this.”
“Save your energy. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”
“What will happen later?” I asked.
He smiled wickedly. It was his plotting smirk, the one he’d worn when he wanted to draw over North’s face. Had he planted a trick somewhere here? 
My heart raced, but as much as I prodded him through signing to tell me what would happen, he refused to answer, instead busying his hands with his utensils and loading his mouth with food. 
Victor returned with a soda for himself and placed a bottle of water in front of me. When I looked back at Luke, he was talking with Gabriel again.
Victor opened my bottle of water for me and then gazed at me, lifting a curious eyebrow. “Something wrong?” he asked.
“No,” I said. With everyone talking around us, I couldn’t really hear what Luke and Gabriel were saying. I assumed that meant neither of them could hear if I talked to Victor. “I think Luke is planning something.”
“He’s always planning something,” Victor said. “Ever since I met him.”
“In elementary school, right?”
“Yup,” he said. He opened his soda and poured it into a plastic cup before taking a sip. “Back when there were only five of us. And no Academy yet.”
I widened my eyes, looking around. Victor said it so openly. Did they all know about the Academy? I turned back to him, wanting to learn more. “What was it like before?”
“What was it like for you before you met us?” he asked. He reached over, covering my hand with his. “Strike that. I was trying to think of a comparison, but it’s not really the same.”
I understood. “So it was normal for you?”
“Just the usual early school life, only we didn’t exactly all have great parents. I think that’s how we became friends initially. We could just look at each other and know something wasn’t right.” He picked at some of his vegetables, scraped them loose from his fork, only to spear them again. “Even back then, we were trying to fix things, in our own way.”
“And Mr. Blackbourne recruited you all?”
He nodded. “He caught us trying to fix a problem. He’d been told we were just causing trouble, but really, we were helping out another student. When he realized what we were up to, he had us all out of school in the next week, and onto something better.” He lifted his head, the fire in his eyes starting to spark with life. “Having that support changes you. Someone believed we were able to do good things, and now we do.”
“What about Luke?” I asked, my voice softer, not wanting to risk him hearing the question. “Did he have a hard time with the change?”
Victor tilted his head an inch. “Luke? Well, maybe. That’s just his personality, though.”
I glanced at Luke and Gabriel again, but they were both in a friendly argument about something with people sitting beside them. They were all smiling, just loud.
I knew they wouldn’t hear, but I turned to Victor again and leaned in to whisper. “He does know about the plan, but I think he’s having a hard time of it. He seems to be into it, but keeps disappearing. I don’t know if you heard about the masks. I don’t know what they mean.”
“I heard something about that,” Victor said. He kept his head close. We were inches apart, whispering, but it might have looked like we were trying to listen to each other with all the loud talking. “Do you think he’s going to go for it?”
“I need to talk to him alone,” I said. “I didn’t get much of a chance.”
“I have the same issue with talking to you, it seems,” he said. “I hope the changes at school will fix that.”
I didn’t know how it would. I wanted to ask about it, but I needed to bring the conversation back. “Have you heard from Luke about the plan?”
“I haven’t heard from anyone except about school and Academy things,” he said. “You’re still good with it, right?”
I hesitated, but only for a moment. I recalled my conversation with Mr. Blackbourne. “We need to try,” I said. “I hope you’ll help me convince the others to at least try.”
His eyes brightened until the flames were like bonfires. He reached up, catching a bit of hair that framed my face and traced it down my cheek. “Princess, all you need to do is ask.”
I was grateful for him. Maybe Mr. Blackbourne was right. Maybe I just needed more courage.
 



FOOTBALL
 
 
I ate my dinner and then went up for some dessert: a small piece of pie with whipped cream. I thought that would be the end of it, and then we’d start on the cleanup, when a football soared over my head. I followed the ball with my eyes to see Silas catch it and then turned to see who’d thrown it: the Native man. He’d tied his pony tail into a bun at the nape of his neck and had removed the shirt he had been wearing until he now simply wore a tank top. 
Silas stood and laughed as he bounced the football between his hands. “Are you ready to get creamed by Kota’s team again this year?” he asked, his voice deep and loud, carrying over everyone at the tables.
There was an uproar of voices at his challenge, people pointing at each other with delight in their eyes. The bustle of comments floated past me, and I tried to keep up, but it was difficult because of everyone talking at once. 
“Uh oh,” Victor said and tugged at my arm to get me to stand. 
I hesitated, not wanting to leave my plate, but everyone else did as most of them rose from the table.
“Did you want to play?” Victor asked as we weaved around the tables and into the street
“Play?” I asked.
“Football. We play every year,” he said. “Two teams.” He held onto my hand as he edged me toward the grassy front yard of one of the homes. “You could help coach, play, or be on the sidelines and just watch. Whatever you want; I don’t want to pressure you.”
“Coach?” I asked. How could I coach? I didn’t know the rules of football very well. And I didn’t think I could play in a skirt anyway. “I might just watch.”
Victor started to undo the tie at his neck, slipping into his pocket. “They might get me to play, or at least join a team to even out the numbers. I’m not very good.”
I was going to tell him he could sit with me, when Mr. Blackbourne approached, along with Kota beside him. Mr. Blackbourne had only removed his jacket, keeping on the white shirt and maroon tie, while Kota had loosened his and was unbuttoning his shirt.
“What do you know about touch football, Miss Sorenson?” Mr. Blackbourne asked me. He draped his jacket over his arm, and then put his hands on his hips as he talked.
“As little as I know about actual football. I’ve seen a couple of games. I’m more familiar with baseball.”
Kota slipped his tie from around his neck and hung it over my shoulder, before he tugged the shirt loose from his body. “I could try putting in more of the younger kids this year,” he said to Mr. Blackbourne. 
“We tried that two years ago,” Mr. Blackbourne said, shaking his head. “All the older kids were too gentle, and those younger ones took advantage of it. You’d win for sure.”
I tugged Kota’s tie from my shoulder, holding it in my hands delicately. “You’re trying to lose?” I asked.
“Kota’s team wins every year,” Victor said. “It doesn’t seem to matter who is in the other team.”
“I’ve been really trying to give them a win for two years,” Kota said. “So far, it hasn’t worked out at all.”
“Should I try coaching Mr. Taylor’s team this year?” Mr. Blackbourne asked. 
Kota shrugged and took off the shirt, leaving on his white T-shirt underneath. “Didn’t seem to matter when you tried that three years ago.” He pulled at the T-shirt, untucking it, and then handed his folded button up shirt to me before turning to Mr. Blackbourne. “Are you going to play this year? Or do you want to work for the other team?”
My mouth fell open. Was he asking if Mr. Blackbourne would play? I couldn’t imagine it.
“Might be too late,” Victor said, nodding toward the other side of the street.
Everyone turned looking toward where North and Dr. Green were standing, calling for people who were going to play to come forward and asking everyone else to move back.
Kota and Victor approached the circle, sharing looks. 
Mr. Blackbourne leaned into me, whispering. “It’s okay if you just want to stand back and watch. I coach, but I’ve never joined in the game. I prefer to not get directly involved.”
“Maybe this year I’ll just watch? I don’t really know the rules.”
“Most of the kids don’t know the rules either,” he said. “Some get changed during the game, especially with the younger ones making them up as they go.”
I started to smile at this, thinking he was kidding, but his were serious. He gestured at me to follow him closer to the group.
Kota move ahead to the middle of the circle of people, as did North. At first, everyone was talking, and then suddenly Kota and North raised their hands, waving for everyone to be quiet.
“Okay,” Kota said loudly, the power in his voice carrying over the breeze and the murmur of people still whispering around him. “It’s time for annual touch football. North versus Kota. How do we want to pick teams this year?”
I looked over at Mr. Blackbourne. He noticed my curious gaze and leaned in. “Yes?” he asked.
“It’s North against Kota every year?” I asked.
Mr. Blackbourne nodded and motioned to the group where North was suggesting new rules, and a few other people were trying to overrule. “It started when they were younger, from the first football game they ever played. Kota was the leader of one team, North the other. Kota’s team won. North asked for a rematch the following year, and it’s been going on ever since.”
“And Kota won last year?”
“Kota wins every year,” he said.
They had said so, but I’d thought they just meant the last few years and were exaggerating. I looked back at the group and shifted from foot to foot, wondering how Kota managed to always win, and how in the world North allowed it to happen.
North, however, didn’t seem at all angry or vengeful as he addressed the group. His expression was amused, his dark eyes wide and his arms folded over his chest, as he observed the people around him. After some debate, it was determined that the coaches would be picking teams this year.
“Mr. Blackbourne?” Kota said, directing his attention. 
Mr. Blackbourne looked at me, silently asking how much I’d like to be involved.
I wasn’t sure about playing, but I’d help him with whatever he needed. I gave him a tiny nod.
He turned toward the group. “I believe Miss Sorenson would like to help and be my co-coach.”
Coach? I’d told him I didn’t know the rules. I just thought he might want me to stand next to him.
“She can’t coach!” Nathan shouted from the other side of the circle. He had his hands on his hips and then laughed. “She’ll cheat.”
“Good!” Mackenzie shouted, her yellow bandana ends flapping a bit against a breeze. “She’ll fit right in. There’s never not been a cheating team in this ridiculous game.”
Everyone laughed. Kota waved his arms, asking for attention again. “Everyone okay with Sang coaching my team this year?”
My throat closed up a little, completely nervous about the attention as almost every hand in the group—even among the children—went up. I was worried that my lack of knowledge would cause Kota’s team to lose. They had to be joking about me coaching.
But perhaps that’s why he, too, had his hand up. And North did, too; did he see me participating as an advantage to his team? 
 “Seems like they want you to coach, Sang,” Kota said. “So you’ll have to help pick teams.”
“Hey,” North said. “If Mr. Blackbourne and Sang are co-coaches, then Dr. Green needs a co-coach, too.”
“Okay,” Kota said. “Pick one.”
A ton of little kids started jumping up and down, waving their hands and bouncing for attention.
North looked through his selection of applicants and picked a particularly bouncy girl who looked to be about six. She had long blond hair tied back into two braids and was wearing a blue princess dress, seemingly oblivious to the cold. 
North curled his finger at her, and she scuttled up beside him in her flip-flops. North redirected her toward Dr. Green. 
Dr. Green reached out his hand and the little girl joined him. He leaned down and whispered something in her ear, making her smile and nod as she looked up at him. 
Mr. Blackbourne put a smooth hand to my back, drawing my attention from them. “Don’t let them fool you. North’s looking for sympathy. He doesn’t think you or Kota will want to take the win from a little princess coach.”
I studied the girl, who seemed oblivious to what was actually going on, more interested in Dr. Green who was obviously making a big deal out of her dress, and the thumbs-up approval from North. It was a warming moment to see the boys acting so sweet to a little girl. 
I leaned in to whisper to Mr. Blackbourne, “Shouldn’t we let them win?”
“We don’t play to lose,” he said. “Otherwise North will request an immediate rematch.”
So he wants a true victory, I thought. Kota tries to give advantages but still plays fairly. So what was I supposed to do?
“Okay,” Kota said loudly, getting everyone’s attention again. “Given we won last year...”
“Don’t rub it in,” North said with a grumble, making everyone laugh. 
Kota went on. “North’s team gets to begin choosing players first. Everyone who isn’t going to play needs to go ahead and get on the sidelines.”
There was a great movement of people then. Some moved out of the way and grabbed chairs to set up around the grassy play area, either on the porches of the homes, or along the road, creating a far sideline. 
While everyone who wasn’t playing moved away, I was left with Mr. Blackbourne to pick a team. The goal was to lose to North without letting him know we were trying to, so I started looking for players who I thought might not be good.
But how could I know who was good, especially when the little kids changed the rules? 
Dr. Green encouraged the little girl to pick teammates. At first she started with her friend, another little girl in a yellow fairy costume. At least she was wearing tennis shoes on her feet and not flip-flops. Would it still be okay for her to play in a costume?
North smirked, amused by her selection. Was he pleased? Maybe his plan was to pile on the little kids.
“Now it’s our turn,” Mr. Blackbourne said. 
“Right,” Kota said. “Who wants to be on my team?”
Many hands went up, including from some of the parents. 
“I want to be on the winning team,” one of the adults said.
“I said don’t rub it in,” North grumbled. 
The little yellow fairy, who was standing next to him, reached up for his hand, tugging at it. He frowned, bent down. She whispered in his ear. 
He sighed, and stood upright. “Don’t rub it in, please.”
Everyone laughed again and then turned back to us, waiting for our pick. 
I checked in with Mr. Blackbourne, who leaned in to whisper. “We start with the younger ones, so they aren’t left at the end to get picked last. The grownups are aware and will wait.” 
I didn’t know who to pick, so I pointed toward the smaller children in the crowd, singling out a little boy who stood alone, looking anxious.
He jumped up and clapped his hands as he zoomed over. Without warning, he crashed into my knees, hugging around my thighs, nearly knocking me over. “Yes!” he cried out. “I never get picked first.”
I grinned, unable to help feeling good at my choice. He was a cute little kid. I patted him on the head and looked up at Mr. Blackbourne. 
Mr. Blackbourne smiled and then his expression changed. One of his perfect eyebrows went up. “Send him on to Kota,” he said.
I took the hands of the little boy, and gently squeezed them to get his attention. His bright eyes focused. “Do a good job,” I said. “Help Kota.”
He nodded in such a fierce way, that I was sure his head would rock off of his neck. He released me, running to Kota, crashing into his legs. Kota laughed, grabbing the boy’s hand and tugging him to stand beside him.
Dr. Green and the blue princess picked a bigger boy this time, one of the teenagers.
This time, I picked a girl. She had to be at least ten, and was composed. She wore glasses and her long hair fell along her back. She walked over to join Kota, but waved quickly to me, a quiet thank you for picking her.
This time, the princess pointed right at Silas.
“Oh no,” Dr. Green said with a roll of his eyes, although his smile betrayed his amusement. “Not him. He’s the worst player here.”
I didn’t understand how Silas, the biggest and probably more experienced at football—thanks to his time playing with the football team—could possibly be the worst player.
Silas pulled away from the rest of the crowd and sheepishly moved in behind North and the other players. 
“May I pick this time?” Mr. Blackbourne asked.
I nodded eagerly, relieved. If I’d wanted to really win, Silas would have been my first choice. With Dr. Green saying he was the worst, it simply confirmed that this couldn’t be any ordinary game of touch football. Did our choices matter?
While Mr. Blackbourne scanned his eyes over the group of kids, some of them jumped up and down shouting, “Please!” or “Pick me!” 
He picked one of the smaller ones, a girl perhaps six. She cried out in eagerness and raced at us, slamming into both of our legs in an odd hug.
I laughed, wondering if all this crashing into our legs was going to wear us out, and we weren’t even in the game. “Save it for the field,” I said, giving her a pat on the head.
The little girl giggled a lot. She still had a bit of pumpkin or something else on her lip. She peeled herself away from us and started heading toward Kota, who held out his hand for her. She took it and stood beside him, opposite the little boy, who was still holding on to Kota’s other hand.
“Interesting,” I heard Mr. Blackbourne say. 
When I turned to look at him, he was looking at me with a curious expression on his face. His lips and facial features didn’t give any hint as to what he was thinking. But his steel eyes had turned a shade of silver in the light. 
He held my gaze for a short while, and then broke away to look into the crowd. The moment was gone, but I was wondering what he was thinking.
In the end, Kota’s team ended up with Nathan, Victor and Luke. Gabriel joined Silas and North. There was an even mix of little kids, teenagers at first.
When the final adults were selected, the last one getting put on our team winked at us and got really pumped up, like he was enjoying getting put on a team at all and not worried about being picked last. I got the feeling he was doing this as an example for the kids. “Best for last,” he said.
The teams split up, one on each of the driveways at the ends of the playing field—the designated winning zones. Our team gathered on the right-hand driveway, waiting for instructions. 
Mr. Blackbourne had them all circle around so he could talk. “For the benefit of new players, I’m going to quickly explain the rules.”
“No biting!” said one of the adults, causing the rest of the grownups to laugh.
“Right,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “This is touch football. There’s no need to bite, pull hair or tackle.” He gave a stern look to the group, especially the eager little boys. “If you get caught in unnecessary violence, you’ll have to sit out of the rest of the game. Understood?”
All the little kids bobbed their heads. 
“The game has four quarters of time. Only ten of you get to be on the field at a time. We’ll try to equalize your time playing.”
“He means we have to take turns,” Kota said plainly, with a small smile. “We can’t all pile up on North.”
“If you get hurt, come back and sit down. We’ll send in a replacement,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “The goal is simple, if someone on our team has the ball, get out of his way so he can race to the end zones.”
“The driveways,” Kota said as he pointed to the opposite driveway from where we were standing. “If you have the ball, run for that driveway as fast as you can.”
“If someone from the other team has the ball, try to touch him on the back or arms. For you smaller kids, try not to get in front and get tripped over.”
Mr. Blackbourne went through the rules and how points were counted. I had a feeling they simplified it a lot for the little kids.
After the explanation, ten people were selected to be on the field for the initial kick off: five children, Kota, Luke and Nathan, one adult and one teenage boy. 
North started with mostly all children plus Silas, one adult, and himself.
I reached for Victor’s sleeve and tugged on it. “Why is he using Silas now if...” I stopped, realizing that it wasn’t Victor beside me; I was tugging on Mr. Blackbourne’s sleeve. I let go of him quickly, my breath catching in my throat as a hot blush crept up my face. 
Mr. Blackbourne caught my hand before I could pull it back. He held onto it, palm against palm. “Go on?” he said quietly.
“I...” I started to say, the heat in my cheeks rising. “I was just wondering why he’d throw Silas in the beginning. They said he was the worst player.”
“You’ll see,” he said. “The kids love this part.”
All this anticipation had me eager to watch the game. The crowd around the sidelines seemed enthusiastic as well. Moms held onto babies. Grandparents held onto children too little to play, or talked with other adults. A couple of teenagers, too cool to participate, sat together on one of the porches, but even they seemed excited to watch.
Kota and North took their time positioning little kids, trying to get them to stand still, and directing their attention. They may as well have been coaches themselves, and in a way, it seemed they spent more time guiding kids than they did actually playing.
The teams faced off in two lines, with Kota facing off with North in the center. Kota, with his white shirt and slacks, funny enough looked smaller than North, who only wore his black tank shirt now, his wide shoulders bare. Just by looking at them like this, in the moments before it started, I couldn’t picture Kota winning.
A man on the sidelines was designated the scorekeeper, and another the timekeeper. The timekeeper looked at his watch, held up a hand. “Three!” he shouted. “Two…” 
And the others around him joined in for a noisy: “One!” 
“Go!” Everyone shouted.
Distracted by all the players moving at once, I didn’t know who had the ball at first, but Kota emerged with the ball in hand and threw it right at Silas.
I gasped in surprise. Kota was openly helping Silas to win for his opposing team?
Silas caught the football and started to run toward their goal, when a mob of little kids rushed at him. He threw the ball to North right before someone touched him, but it didn’t seem to matter. Once Kota’s team’s little kids started his way, the ones on North’s team started in on it, too, and the game was temporarily forgotten. It was an all-out dash for the kids to race after him.
Silas turned, like he was trying to run away, but he wasn’t really going anywhere. All the kids jumped on him, tackling, obviously forgetting that this was supposed to be touch football, and not noticing that he didn’t even have the ball. One of the kids managed to grab his arm and Silas lifted her off the ground in one pull. It was the blue princess—their co-coach who had run in with the other kids. She squealed, but held on.
Silas played it up, and pretended the little kids were slowing him down. Eventually, he carefully sank to his knees, avoiding most of the kids, and then gently collapsed on top of one of the little boys, like he couldn’t help it. 
The little boy squealed with delight and tried to crawl out from underneath. Most of the little kids continued to sit on top of Silas, clapping and hooting in victory at their felled giant. Two tried to pull the little boy from underneath him, but Silas, coolly put an arm around his stomach, holding on while at the same time, pretending to be out cold.
I laughed as hard as everyone else around me and tears filled my eyes as I had to clutch my stomach. North held the ball at his hip, looking amused. Kota was nearly on his knees, laughing and wiping at his eyes behind his glasses. 
Mr. Blackbourne leaned in to whisper. “The rule is, if the kids can get Silas down, the opposing team gets a point.”
I was still giggling. “Even his own team?”
“Doesn’t matter what team they’re on. All the kids get to jump on him, eventually,” he said. “They love it. Silas has a rough Thanksgiving Day every year, but secretly, he loves it, too.”
Silas slowly lifted to his hands and knees and began to crawl away. The boy underneath tried to get up, thinking himself free, only Silas followed him and collapsed on him again as another kid, this one running in from a sideline, crashed into him and sat on his shoulder. The boy underneath laughed again, his small fists punching Silas in the arm as he begged to get up. 
“Here we go,” Victor said behind us. I turned, finding him holding three of the folding chairs. The others sat along the sidelines on the ground, and the rest of our team in the corner of the end zone. I hadn’t realized they were all sitting. 
Victor positioned the chairs for Mr. Blackbourne and me, and then sat on the third one on my other side. I sat delicately in the middle, on the edge of the seat. When Mr. Blackbourne joined us, I nervously glanced at both of them, delighted, and yet nervous. What if Victor reached for my hand? What was Mr. Blackbourne thinking sitting so close, with Victor nearby?
It was part of the problem I had with the plan. I didn’t know how to behave around them when we were all together. I wouldn’t have attempted anything in public, but it forced me to think of what would happen if we were alone in a house.
That thought vanished as another round of football began. Silas was out of the game for now. He was pretending to be injured, lying on his back in their end zone, while two children sat on his stomach, watching the game. 
“Does he stay out for the rest of the game?” I asked.
“Nope,” Victor said with a laugh. “He’ll come back in next quarter.”
“And he always collapses?” I asked.
“He’ll score a point back for his team,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “And then another point in the third, and in the fourth, they’ll lose one. Keeps the score even to be fair. It’s more to entertain the kids.”
“So his points don’t matter?” I asked.
“I’m not really sure if any of the points matter,” Victor said.
I wasn’t sure what he meant until the game continued. Once the kids stopped giggling and trying to be part of the lineup, things settled down and the game officially really started. North threw the ball to one of the little boys on his team, but then the boy was ‘touch tackled’ by one of the girls on our team. 
In the next round, one of our girls got the ball. Before she could move, Luke dashed in, picked her up and carried her, tearing around teenagers and adults, until he could get to the end zone and put her down. The girl spiked the ball on the ground and held up her hands in victory. Luke pumped a fist and held up his own hands behind her.
“Is that allowed?” I asked as everyone clapped and hooted. I hoped it was, because it was adorable.
“I don’t know,” Victor said, shaking his head as he clapped his hands together. “I don’t even remember all the rules anymore—not that they matter much. I guess if they change the scoreboard, it counts.”
The game went on like this for several rounds. For the first quarter, the score seemed to have both teams within four points. I lost track of points amid the chaos. It seemed as if the really small kids got the ball, it was one of the adults’ jobs to pick the kid up, and carry all the way to the end zone. If an older kid got it, it turned into a chase, with the adults trying to block too many of them from piling up on each other. Despite what Mr. Blackbourne said about no violence, a lot of the smaller ones seemed to forget not to tackle.
If an adult or teenager got the ball, it was like regular touch football. The boys played seriously, avoiding all the little kids when possible.
Kota was fast and sharp. He could rush after the adults or the teenagers and touch to force them all to stop. Then they’d do the same line up, something they called a down. He directed his little kids to run to the edge of the goal line, and he would either throw to a teenager that made it that far down, who would then pass to a little kid who would run for the goal, or he’d fake everyone out, pretend to throw, and then run, and later pass to another adult. 
North, however, took a different approach, and threw his little kids at Kota every single time. He told them whoever had the ball, run after him, but always go after Kota. This seemed to slow the first quarter down a lot, and the game would pause while the whole team had to set up again for the ball.
When kids got tired, they were switched out with other kids. North, however, always kept only three or four teenage to adult people, so there were more little kids on his side.
The number of people around started to make me curious, and I started to count off people, as well as the houses. “All of these people don’t live here, do they?”
“They might have come over from the next neighborhood,” Victor said. “Some are visiting relatives.”
I was going to say something else about it, when I heard a piercing cry erupt from the game.
The whole game stopped. Kota, who had the ball, dropped it to the ground where he stood. Some of the little boys, who weren’t paying attention, jumped on top of the ball, piling on each other while the rest of us tried to figure out what had happened.
One of the little girls on our team was sitting on the ground, holding her foot. Her sandal was several feet away.
“Player down!” Nathan shouted. He jogged over to her. Another teenager was nearby and the two of them talked to her, asked if she wanted to go home. She shook her head, face red. 
Everyone watched. North eventually went over, and bent down, saying something. Dr. Green started over, eyebrows up.
“I tripped,” she said. “I lost my shoe. There’s a rock.” She sobbed a little bit, still holding onto her foot.
Kota marched over quickly, beating Dr. Green to her. Kota kneeled down, easing her little hand away from the foot. He looked it over and then said something. She nodded.
Dr. Green stopped a few feet away. Kota looked at him, saying something. Dr. Green nodded.
Kota put his hand to his mouth, licked his palm, and then glided his palm over the little girl’s leg.
The girl instantly stopped crying. Her face was still red and she sniffled a few times, but she held herself together. 
“What was that?” I asked. “He licked his palm...”
“It’s a psychology trick,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “He probably asked if he could make her leg feel better. Children don’t understand medicine or how the body works, but if he told her licking his palm and touching her leg would make it feel better, kids will believe it, and the pain goes away.” He nudged my elbow a little, directing my attention to him. “I should take you to a lecture. It’s an interesting study on the human body’s ability to heal itself and even alleviate pain. It’s called the Placebo effect.”
I nodded as I turned back to watch. I hadn’t had much interaction with little kids. No one questioned Kota’s method. Even Dr. Green nodded his head in approval, giving the little girl a thumbs-up. I was impressed with Kota and wondered if maybe it was something he’d done on his sister, learned from Dr. Green.
Nathan carefully picked up the little girl and carried her to our side of the field while North picked up her shoe and followed. People clapped to show support.
Nathan brought her over to the edge of the end zone where we were sitting and held on to her. “Who do you want to sit with?” he asked. 
It was then I realized it was the same girl who had crashed into our legs earlier. She looked at Victor, at Mr. Blackbourne and then at me, before pointing in my direction.
My eyes opened wide in surprise. Didn’t she want her mother? Wouldn’t her parents want to come over and comfort her?
Nathan put the girl down and she carefully crawled into my lap. I hesitated at first, sure that her parents would protest. 
She turned herself around to watch the game, snuggling in with her back to my front.
I gently patted her shoulder, and then held onto her hips to keep her balanced. When no one approached us to take her, I had to assume no one minded. 
North handed the shoe to Mr. Blackbourne. “We’ll have to watch out for those rocks.”
Nathan poked the girl in the nose gently. “Want me to win a point for you?” he asked.
The girl nodded enthusiastically. 
“You can’t just award points for the injured like that,” North said. “That’s cheating.”
“You did it last year,” Nathan said. They both jogged off toward the field again, discussing the point.
I sighed and held on to the little girl. “Where’s your mom?” I asked her. I wasn’t going to feel comfortable holding to someone’s child when I was a complete stranger. I wanted at least confirmation from them that it was okay.
She pointed at the sidelines. I followed her gaze to a woman sitting amid the crowd. The woman waved shortly and smiled. She had a little baby in her arms, probably one of the reasons she hadn’t gotten up. She had trusted the boys to take care of a stubbed toe. She seemed to be okay with her staying with me for now.
I returned her wave. The girl seemed comfortable in my lap, so I sat back and watched the game over her head.
Victor leaned into me and chuckled. “Watch out,” he said. “Once you get one of the injured, they start to pile up when they get tired.”
“I only have so much lap,” I said.
“That’s never stopped them,” Victor said. “Look at Silas.”
I peered out toward the other edge of the end zone, where Silas was sitting on his butt on the concrete, his legs spread out and a pile of kids gathered along his legs, talking and trying to balance on his legs without falling off. He was like their personal playground equipment. Silas didn’t seem to mind, watching the game over their heads.
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Silas eventually rejoined the field in the second quarter. The ball got passed to him, and this time instead of going down, he carried at least eight kids around his legs and holding onto his elbows and back all the way down to their goal. The kids groaned, and got after him for cheating, but the point was tallied for North’s team. 
At halftime, the players scattered and took a break. When everyone returned, players were changed out, although Victor stayed beside me.
“You’re not going to play at all?” I asked him.
“I might,” he said quietly and with an amused smile on his lips. He looked at me. “If they need someone else. I’m usually pretty bad at this, though. Did you want to play?”
I shook my head. I wasn’t so sure the kids wouldn’t pile up on top of me. “Maybe next year,” I said. “I won’t wear a dress then.”
“Good point,” he said. “Even the little princesses wear shorts underneath.”
Once play started again, the girl in my lap eventually wandered off to play with some of her friends, drawing on the sidewalk at the end zone. A little boy took her place on my lap, having run head-first into someone’s knee. Victor took on his own tired little girl from the other team, who looked ready to go to sleep.
Even Mr. Blackbourne eventually found himself with his own little three year old who had wandered over from the sidelines. At first, Mr. Blackbourne played a quiet game of trading pebbles with him that he brought over from the small side garden. But when the little boy got tired, he crawled into Mr. Blackbourne’s lap holding onto his rock collection while Mr. Blackbourne watched the game.
I stole glances at Mr. Blackbourne, sitting casually with a kid in his arms. It was fascinating to me, seeing this other side of him, though I didn’t really understand why.
Silas won another point for North’s team and then Nathan scored two for ours. North pulled his team ahead by putting nearly every four year old on his team, including one I was sure had been on our team but got switched somehow at half time. 
“One,” Luke cried out in a happy huff. “Two.” 
He never got to three. One of the girls started to run toward the line on Kota’s side, made up of mostly adults and teenagers now, with Kota, Nathan and Luke. The other little kids started to follow. The barged after the guys, hanging onto as many as they could, taking a leg each, wrapping their bodies around them. If they were going to walk, they would have to carry them. If anyone with a kid caught the ball, it was an immediate down for the team.
Kota was going to race after the dropped ball Luke had thrown in a hurry, but midway, he had to slow, as a little girl crashed into his leg and held on tight. He stopped, dropped his hands, and waited where he was, shouting at anyone without a kid on his leg to keep moving and get the ball.
The ball, however, was picked up by Gabriel. He carried it for a little while, but then when he realized nearly everyone else on Kota’s team was occupied by little kids in a fray of grabbing legs, he waltzed over to a sideline. There were a few toddlers there, amid laps and chairs. He said something to them and one of them walked out. He gave the ball to him, held on to his hand, and escorted him the entire way to the goal.
The two adults who had been able to free themselves from kids started to run after Gabriel, although by this time, they were faking chasing after him since he had a kid in tow. Gabriel told the little kid to look behind him. The kid did, saw the approaching adults, and squealed. He let go of Gabriel, lifted the ball over his head, and ran head-first toward the goal line without looking. Once he got over it, he took a curve in his running, and headed straight for us in the chairs.
Mr. Blackbourne reached out quickly, catching the boy in the chest to stop him, while protectively covering the boy in his lap. The ball got close to Mr. Blackbourne’s face. I reached out, blocking it with my hand. It smacked right into my fingers, and then bounced away. 
The toddler squealed with delight and laughed. The boy in Mr. Blackbourne’s lap dropped his rocks, but was very curious about this new friend who had suddenly arrived. 
“Uhof…” Mr. Blackbourne said. He sighed, picked up the ball, and threw it toward Gabriel.
Gabriel came over, holding on to it with a big grin. “Oy,” he said. “Sorry. He crossed the goal line and just kept trucking. Want me to take him back?”
Mr. Blackbourne nodded, but as we watched, the toddler became interested in the other boy’s rock collection. The boy slid down, showing the toddler his rocks, and then wandered off with him, holding his hand, to show him where more rocks were. “He seems fine,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”
The third quarter was running really long, and Kota was looking like he was going to get way ahead of North, it seemed, until North called for a time out. 
“Hey!” He called to the timekeeper. “You awake? How much time left?”
The man seemed distracted in conversation and laughing at a dance party that had started at one edge of the field. He looked at his watch and then grimaced and held up his hand. “Whoops. We went over by about fifteen minutes.”
North groaned. Everyone took a short break to regroup and figure out their final quarter plans.
Early on in the fourth quarter, North’s team took the lead, taking advantage of tired kids. Silas did one last play for the ball and the rush of little kids ran after him, this time including Nathan, with two little girls holding onto his hands. This caused an uproar of laughing from everyone. 
Silas ran in slow motion. Nathan carefully lifted each girl to place them gently on his back, telling them to hang on. Once this happened, all the other little kids that were still participating were asking to be lifted and put on Silas, anywhere on his back and arms that were free. One small boy hung on around his neck—the same one Silas had collapsed on top of earlier.
Eventually, Silas went down, just a mere few feet from the end zone. Nathan continued to collect the smaller ones and pile them directly on Silas’s back, some on top of other little kids. It seemed nearly all of them, including the one in my lap, rushed out to join in the pile up. 
This gave everyone a bit of a breather. Most of the kids had given up the game to sit on Silas or to play other games. Kids ran through legs and were too excited to pay attention. It seemed like they would try to collect on legs no matter what team they were on, and the adults played through like a normal game.
This last bit of the game, however, seemed to be more serious, with North directing more orders to Gabriel and adults and teens. 
Dr. Green spent time on his end redirecting kids to go ahead and sit on Silas it keep them from playing around in the field. He treated a few more stubbed toes or knocked heads, before sending kids on to their parents—mostly by licking his palm. Each time almost instantly, crying stopped and the kids went on their way. 
The game was close, with the makeshift scoreboard someone made with a white board, drawing in numbers. Kota was able to get his team to catch up, and after that, it was point after point, back and forth, the score evening out.
Eventually, even the teenagers were worn out. Kota asked for a time out and returned to our side. He bent down, holding onto his knees in front of Mr. Blackbourne and me. He was breathing heavily. While everyone else had been in and out of the game, Kota and North were always on the field.
Victor leaned into the small huddle. “What now?” he asked.
“I’ve got an idea,” Kota said. He looked at me and smiled. “Want to play?”
I shook my head. “I’m wearing a skirt. What could I do?”
“You don’t have to play if you don’t want to,” Victor said. “I can go in.”
“I’ve just got an idea,” Kota said. He looked at me. “I think it’ll throw off North if I put you in. It’s a simple plan. You won’t have to do much. The game’s almost over anyway.”
I hesitated, unsure, but wanted to help out. If it was almost over and we only had a few minutes left, what could I really do? I sucked in some air, and then nodded. “I’ll do what I can.” 
He looked at Mr. Blackbourne. “Could she borrow your jacket to tie around her? If the little boys try to tug her skirt, they’ll just get the jacket, I think.”
And ruin Mr. Blackbourne’s jacket? He was crazy! He’d never...
“Of course,” Mr. Blackbourne said, and then smiled slightly. He reached back to where he had placed his jacket behind his seat, and then stood up. “Let me help.”
I blushed, feeling awkward but hoped I could help. I pondered where I could help. The rules seemed to change every quarter, and the kids tended to make up their own rules anyway. Even the point board showed 108 to 108, a really high number of points, considering they only gave out one or sometimes two, per touchdown. Sometimes, like in the case of Silas, they gave points for being cute.
Kota urged me to stand up and carefully tied the arms of the jacket around my waist. By the time it was wrapped around, it seemed the jacket could have been a skirt after all.
I didn’t like the idea of being in the middle of the game where everyone was watching. As much as I wanted to help, I didn’t want the attention.
Still, if Kota thought I could help, I guess I could try. “What should I do?”
“I need you to go after North,” he said. He finished making sure the jacket was secure and wouldn’t fall off if I had to run. Then he grabbed my hands and held them in his, getting me to focus on him. “No matter what, be in his way. Keep both hands on him at all times. Make it impossible for him to get to the ball.”
“I thought we were trying to help him lose,” I said in a whisper. 
“It’ll be harder than you think. You’ll have to keep up.” He leaned in quietly, kissed me on the forehead—a gentle peck near my brow—and then backed up and smiled in a huff of exhausted breath. “I know you can do it.”
I was suddenly aware of every boy around us, and how they were all watching and saw him kiss me.
It was innocent, something a relative might do, like an older brother with a sister, or even close friends.
In this group of friends, however, it spurred something else. My nerves shook, afraid to see any spark of jealousy. Kota was becoming more open about his affection. Had it been innocent? Or was it to show the others that he had an interest in me? 
I wished he had been told about the plan before I knew about it. Despite North waiting to talk to him about it, I was uncomfortable keeping such an important secret from him. 
What would Kota say when he found out the truth?
The game was about to start and I shook off my thoughts so I could focus. I kept my eyes down as I entered the main part of the field. There was some clapping, some kids laughing. I was only partially paying attention, thinking about what I was in for. I’d watched North bulldoze strong guys on the football field before. There was no way I could keep him down if this were regular football.
But here all I had to do was get a hand on his body. 
Once Kota positioned me in the line, I sought out North; he was angled directly ahead of me. 
There was a call, and the whole line started to move. In a rush, I ran forward, while North tried to go in another direction. In a panic, thinking he’d get away, I ran headlong into him, crashing into his side while reaching to touch him.
He stopped, turned and grunted. “Sang,” he grumbled. “I think you missed the point of touch football. No tackling.”
“Oh,” I said. “I couldn’t stop my momentum. The kids do it.”
A down was called with the others scrambling after the ball. North stopped dropped a hand on my head, rubbing at my scalp. “You’re not one of the kids,” he said with a small chuckle. “You just put two hands on someone, as best as you can.”
“Sorry,” I said.
“You okay?” he asked.
I nodded, although embarrassed for the tackling bit. I couldn’t help but feel everyone was watching me and laughing. 
We had to line up again. This time when I ran after North, he made it much more difficult, zooming and zigzagging between people. 
Each time, however, before anyone could pass him the ball, I managed to chase him down. It only took me a minute to catch up, and then I had my hands on him. 
After the third time, I had to lose the shoes and socks that were slipping in the grass; it was easier to run in my bare feet. Kota tossed my shoes to Victor, who caught them.
Time and time again, I chased North. 
Finally, he grumbled at Kota. “Why do you keep sending her after me?” 
“Because it keeps working,” Kota said, tossing the ball in the air in a spin before catching it in his hands. 
After two more times of me catching up with North, North called for a time out. Their team gathered on the field, including all the kids on top of Silas, who wanted to pretend to be in the huddle, too.
Dr. Green and the blue princess were in the middle of their huddle. Kota and I, along with Luke and the rest of our team, were together on our side, looking on.
“He’s about to throw in the kids,” Luke said. “We’re no match for all of them.”
“Then we’re going to think of something else. Something smarter.” He looked at me and then smiled. “How are you at catching?”
I shrugged. “Catching?”
“North is going to think you’ll be after him. He might send the kids after you. Try to get them to chase someone else.”
“What about me?” Luke asked. “I could start a random tag game in the middle of everything.”
Kota laughed, clapping his hand on Luke’s back. “Brilliant. Yes. Do that. Start a tag game.”
“And then Sang stands near the end zone?” Luke asked. He turned to me with a big smile. “Just don’t catch the ball with your face.”
I wasn’t so sure that wouldn’t happen. Kota could throw a powerful ball. “Just go easy on me,” I said. “I can’t jump-catch like you guys do.”
Kota told me he’d have me facing off North again, just to throw him off and let him think we’re on the same old plan. The guys laughed and the team broke off, ready in a line. 
North’s team assembled on the field, only this time he had a group of little kids with him. It seemed nearly all of them had lined up, including the blue princess. I supposed if one co-coach had joined the field, it was okay if the other did.
There was a countdown, a loud shout to start, and then a rush. North stood back as a flood of kids went after...everyone.
It was a mad dash to continue on. Two adults were mobbed by the kids, jumped on by several of them. Two little boys chased after me, and I ran with a hand on the knot of the jacket around my waist, fearful they’d try grab on.
North had riled them up. Even after a down was called, they raced around in circles after us.
That was, until Luke shouted above all the noise, “You’re it!”
The kids stopped, turning toward the shouting. It seemed the kid Luke tagged was in shock as well, as he paused, seeming to work out what had just happened.
Luke stood—barefoot and sans his shirt now—in his blue jeans and the red bandana. His blond hair was whipping around his face, loose from the bandana. He reached out, touched one little boy who had been chasing him on the shoulder, and called out, “Tag!” and then started to run.
The boy turned to the closest other kid, a girl, and touched her on the elbow. “Tag!”
The little girl turned on the others, and the kids started to scramble toward the street, to other yards, and a good distance from the field. It became a crazy game of tag, distracting most of the little kids to join in. A few still remained, but not enough for North to pull his trick again.
“Luke!” North cried out, although with a smirk on his face. “You can’t start a tag game in the middle of touch football. Most of my team is gone.”
“Half of them are our team,” Luke said with a chuckle. “We’re out players, too. And since when did we start following the rules here?”
North kept a few of the little kids on his team and had them all line up ahead of him. “Go after Kota,” he said openly. “And Sang.”
I was considering how much time we had. North was trying to score points. I looked at Kota, questioning.
“Stick with the plan,” he said.
Did he really want North to win? 
The line started to move, and I ran around people and toward the goal line. Some of the kids started to follow me, until Luke intervened and tried to trick them into a second tag game.
I almost stopped paying attention to watch Luke play with the kids when I spotted a ball zooming in my direction. It was a strong throw, and I reached up to catch it, sure that it would smack me in the face.
A broad hand reached out, blocking the ball before I had a chance to catch it. It held firm, and I’d heard the loud smack of the material against his palm. My heart raced, sure it hurt. I recoiled as if I’d been hit by it.
North recovered, pulling the ball back and then looked down at me, holding the ball in his hand away from his body. “You good?”
“Yeah,” I said, thinking I could easily reach out to him and touch him, causing a down. 
“You’re getting good at this game,” he said. “But if you’re ever looking at a ball coming toward your face, back up a few feet and catch it in the stomach, or somewhere else. Just not the face.”
A blush radiated from my cheeks. “I think I’ll leave the football games to you and Silas.”
“Swimming seems to be more of your sport,” he said. “Unless you like something else.”
I glanced at the sidelines where someone was urging North to start running. They were also telling me to reach out to get him. 
And then I realized we were still in play; he was running the clock down.
I let him distract me! I lunged at him, reaching to touch.
He let the ball drop on the ground, and then went in after me, scooping me up around the waist, and holding on carefully so I wasn’t showing any underwear, and held me over his shoulder.
I smacked against his butt. I couldn’t believe he would stoop to this. “North! Put me down.”
“Nope,” he said. “We’re about to win. You’re going to stay right here until it’s over.”
A dropped ball meant a free ball. Any team could grab it. No one on my team seemed to be able to get to it, though. I held myself up, calling to Luke and Kota, but both were preoccupied with little kids. Our adults were trying to pull them off of Kota. As soon as one kid was put down, he’d run right back, crashing on top of Kota again.
Right behind North was the blue princess. She’d followed North, and seemed to have been waiting for this. She scooped up the ball, but then hesitated, looking at me on North’s shoulders. 
North turned to her. “You! Run!” He said to her. He pointed to the long distance down the yard to their goal line. “Go! That way!”
The girl stared at him with wide eyes. 
Dr. Green was jumping up and down wildly on his side of the goal line, encouraging her. Everyone else seemed to be shouting at her, too.
The girl seemed confused, standing where she was. Her face started to turn red as her eyes darted around to everyone who was shouting. 
“Hey,” I said, in a cheerful voice, giving her a large smile. I spread my hands out. “Little princess.”
She looked at me, seeming perplexed as she hugged the ball.
“Dr. Green wants a hug,” I said to her. I pointed to Dr. Green, who was jumping around wildly, bright-eyed and excited, and yet always so friendly. “Remember your buddy?”
North whipped around to try to turn me away from her. “Don’t listen to her,” he said to the princess. “Go run down there.”
I squirmed, getting upright on his shoulder so I could look over it back at the girl. “Dr. Green wants a hug!” I cried out. “Hurry and go give him one.”
The girl looked down the field, at the long route it would take to get to their goal, where there were scrambling kids and a Kota trying to get other kids to run after her. Some adults were closing in from our team. 
“Go give Dr. Green a hug,” I said again and then laughed. I was trying not to scare her, since everyone else was yelling. “Sean. Your friend Sean. Over there. He needs a hug. Hurry, hurry!”
She spotted Dr. Green, and then started to march toward him. The crowd laughed and Dr. Green was waving his hands at her, trying to encourage her, but to go in the other direction.
North started to put me down. “You did not,” he said, although he seemed to have given up by this point. I couldn’t tell if he was just tired or he was allowing it to happen. He put an arm around me, and we watched as the girl, excited that Dr. Green was excited, raced toward him, holding onto the ball, but clearly looking for Dr. Green to give him the hug he needed.
When she was close enough that she would have crossed the line anyway, Dr. Green surrendered. She was too determined to get to him for him to resist. When she was close enough, he scooped her up, crossing the ball over the line.
“Three points!” the crowd cried out. “That was worth three!”
North slapped his palm to his face. “Jeez.”
“Time!” Kota called out under a pile of kids. He encouraged them to get off of him and waved at the timekeeper.
The timekeeper looked at his watch and then laughed. “It ended ten minutes ago.”
There was a good laugh among everyone, although North argued that they had been ahead in points ten minutes ago. It didn’t seem to matter. They declared Kota’s team the winner for scoring the last point. 
After that it was a confusing mess of people walking over the field. Some of the older kids took the ball to the street for a real game of touch football amongst them, and the parents found chairs and settled themselves together, talking.
North, with his arm around me, walked me back toward Kota. The others had gotten up, Luke and Mr. Blackbourne, Victor and the rest or our own family, and gathered in a circle.
“Well, well,” Dr. Green said with a laugh in his voice. “Sang’s a little too clever for you, North.”
“I thought for sure she’d run to the goal line,” he said. “She’d been talking about getting the goal all day.”
“She did,” he said. “Just not for our team.”
“Maybe next year,” Kota said in a huff. He had little dirty feet marks all over his shirt where the kids had walked all over him. Silas was the same way. Most of the ones who played were incredibly dirty. Even Mr. Blackbourne was rumpled, with dirt in his lap from the pebble collection.
There was a silent agreement between them all that their play time was done and it was time to help clean up. To me, it was a relief; it had been an overwhelming day.
When we walked toward the tables, I realized then that there was a lot of work to do. Clearing the tables probably should have been done before the game. 
However, it seemed North and Silas really had thought ahead. Victor, Luke and I collected pumpkins, placing one on the doorstep of every home along the street. 
Silas wheeled in a big trash can already lined with a bag. North and Silas, with Kota assisting, gathered up the tablecloth around the mess, picked it up and neatly dumped it in the trash can. 
That was clever. I was grateful North had thought ahead of time. 
The leftovers on the buffet table were collected by Dr. Green and Mr. Blackbourne. Mackenzie and the Native man came by, directing where the leftovers should go. Each box was given to a specific house. “People with the most kids should get the leftovers,” Mac said.
By the time Victor, Luke and I returned from delivering pumpkins, all that was left was to fold tables and chairs. Everyone folded their own chair and they were stacked with the tables back onto the trolley. One of the men rolled it away to someone’s shed where they were stored.
The kids were busy playing. The teenagers had disappeared to watch television in one of the homes. The grownups sat on porches, watching the kids play and talking about the game.
“Great Thanksgiving this year,” Mac said. She reached out with an open palm toward Mr. Blackbourne. 
Mr. Blackbourne shook it. “Fantastic, as always,” he said. “Thanks for providing the venue.”
“Thanks for providing the food,” she said. “We still have enough leftovers for the weekend. Maybe. Some of these men have bigger appetites.”
“Some of the kids have bigger ones,” the Native man said. 
By the time I was escorted to a car at the end, I didn’t even focus as to which car I had joined. I simply knew we were heading off, and that I was completely exhausted. 
My eyes closed. 



FAMILY
 
 
I didn’t wake up until we were pulling into Sunnyvale Court. I was in the back seat of Kota’s car, with Nathan in the front passenger seat. 
I sat up a bit, having slumped against the door, and yawned.
Nathan turned toward me. His hair was a reddish mess on the top of his head. His eyes had tired shadows under them. “The turkey get to you?”
“I think the kids got to her,” Kota said. He yawned, and stretched his back. “I think they got to me, too.”
I twisted my neck to get out a kink, looking at the dark and empty diner as we passed. There was a sign near the door, big enough to be seen from the main road, announcing that they would be open in the morning, wishing everyone a happy Thanksgiving.
The rest of the street was quiet. The sun was kissing the tree line, ready to sink down below the horizon, and driveways were either crammed with cars or completely empty. 
After such a long day, being on this familiar road was welcome. I’d enjoyed Thanksgiving but I wanted to quietly enjoy the rest of the day in peace, curled up in Nathan’s bed. 
Now that it was over, and I remembered all that had happened, I could see doing it again next year. I would prepare better and know what to expect.
The car was quiet as Kota pulled into his own family’s driveway. He parked the car in the far corner and then turned off the engine. He took out the keys, and kept them in his hand as he turned, looking back at me. 
I rubbed at my eyes and sighed. I’d thought I would merely be enjoying a good Thanksgiving dinner with Kota and his family, and possibly with Nathan and a few of the other boys. Instead, it had been busy and chaotic. My face felt windblown and I imagined my hair was a mess.
“I’m a bit gross,” I said.
“We can wash up before dinner,” Kota said.
I looked at Kota’s house. Lights were on inside. “Is this Thanksgiving part two? Or three?”
“Yup,” Nathan said. “Time to eat whatever Erica made. She knows we go do charity work most of the day.”
“Is she expecting me?”
“Of course,” Kota said.
I tried to comb my hair back, wondering if she’d see me coming in the door before I had a chance to clean up. Then I realized Mr. Blackbourne’s jacket was still around my waist. “Ugh,” I said, tugging at the sleeve. “I stole his jacket.”
“He’s got more,” Nathan said. He had gotten out but then paused, leaning in. He looked at me, still sitting in the car. “I’m hungry again, but I don’t want to overdo it.” He looked at Kota. “Stop me if I reach for more potatoes? Or a roll? I shouldn’t have any rolls.”
“I think you did enough of a work out at the game to warrant a second roll.” Kota said with a chuckle. “Are we ready for this?”
I shook my head, although to be honest, I was hungry. I was tired, too. I fought with myself over whether to go to sleep or be polite and eat first.
“Yeah,” Kota said with a chuckle. “I’m not sure I’m ready for this, either.” He got out of the car and then moved over to open my door. He looked in on me.
I had no energy to even reach out for him. My muscles wanted me to relax in the back seat and go back to sleep.
He reached in for me and then held on to my arm. “Come on, sweetie,” he said. “Just a little further.”
I found some energy and let him support me as I got out. I leaned on him as we walked toward his house.
Nathan followed quietly behind us. “Sang,” he said. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Just so tired. I shouldn’t be. I didn’t play in the game that much.”
“You’re very much an introvert,” Kota said. “Too many new people probably zapped your energy.” He patted me on the shoulder. “It’s okay. Victor gets the same way. That’s why he didn’t really play in the game. Loud team sports really aren’t his thing.”
I really did feel zapped. Once we were at the door, Kota turned the knob and opened it, letting me walk in first.
The smell of turkey hit me on a waft of warm air. It was a delicious mixture of other foods as well, and it startled my stomach into waking up.
“Kota?” called Erica from the kitchen. “Is that you?”
“We’re here,” Kota said, walking ahead of me. I lingered behind, looking at Nathan. I was nervous even though I shouldn’t be. Erica was nice, but this was a family occasion, and I was just the girl up the road. Wouldn’t she ask about my family?
I thought about my sister and how she was alone today. Shame filled my heart then. I’d spent so much time with the boys, that I’d forgotten about her, and that she was probably by herself on a day for families. 
Kota moved to the threshold between the hallway and the dining room. He paused there, blocking my view. “Mom,” he said. “We’re kind of dirty from a football game. Is it okay if Sang goes upstairs to shower and change? Nathan and I can take turns in the downstairs bathroom.”
“Sure,” she said. “You all hurry, though. Dinner’s ready. We were just waiting on you.”
“Let me just go show her where everything is,” he said.
It was amusing to me the way he said it, like I was so rarely in his bedroom, and had no idea where things were. Maybe it was still better his mother believed that. As much as Erica trusted Kota, it probably was still too much to ask every time I spent the night.
The boys and I clamored on up to Kota’s room. It was odd to be given permission to enter a boy’s room by a parent. My stepmother used to have a fit if I even spoke to a boy. The stark contrast between her and Erica still had me in such awe about her. I liked her a lot.
Upstairs, Nathan collapsed onto Kota’s bed in a heap. “I am so tired,” he said. “The kids were more interested in playing airplane landing on top of Silas than the game. My arms are like noodles.”
“And you were worried about gaining weight? I’ll be surprised if you’re not under by the end of the weekend.” Kota rolled out his computer chair and sat heavily into it. He leaned back, stretched and then proceeded to take off his shoes. “You should grab some clothes and go shower. I’ll come downstairs in a minute.”
Nathan got up quickly. “Okay. I’m going to pass out early tonight. I hope we don’t have to have that meeting tomorrow. I might jog.” At the door of the closet, he slowed, looking at me, and then at Kota. 
I waited, assuming he was about to say more. The tired smile changed to a worried, tight expression. 
Before I could ask him what was wrong, he shook his head and then collected some clothes for himself before he raced down the stairs.
I untied Mr. Blackbourne’s jacket, placing it carefully on the window seat. It was wrinkled and dirty now. I’d have to ask Kota how to clean it properly so I could before returning it to Mr. Blackbourne.
I looked out of the window, toward my old house. There was a light on in the downstairs living room. “My sister is by herself,” I said. I didn’t want to ask for her to come over now and impose upon Erica, and I wasn’t so sure Marie would come over anyway, but I felt guilty for forgetting about her. “Maybe we should bring her some food later.”
“Hm?” Kota said, collecting his shoes and socks and putting them in the closet. “What do you mean? She’s not by herself.”
I stared at the house although I only saw the light in the window and nothing else. For a split second, I wondered if he meant my stepmother had returned to join her. Would she return without them telling me about it? “How do you know? Who...”
He fished in the closet. “Derrick came by the diner earlier. I gave him a box of food, and he was going to go over to your sister’s house. He and Danielle joined her for lunch.”
My lips parted and I sucked in a breath. At first glance, the house appeared as desolate as I’d often felt inside when I used to live there. A car no longer parked in the drive at the end of the day like before. The open garage doors, with nothing inside, made it appear almost abandoned. The only hint that someone did live there was the light and the trampoline in the back yard.
But then I noticed the basketball sitting just under the basketball hoop hanging over the garage. Had it been there before? “He took time out to bring her food? Do his parents know?”
“He visits her a lot more now,” Kota said. He held on to two pairs of pajama pants and T-shirts and stood beside me, looking over my shoulder. “They had to go with their families sometime in the midafternoon, but when I checked on her earlier, he was back and hanging out with her in the kitchen.”
“You...checked on her?” I asked, surprised. “With the cameras?”
“Only the main rooms,” he said. “I promised you I’d keep an eye on her in case she needed anything since she’s by herself. I just checked in twice today because I’d been thinking of the same thing: of inviting her over. Only she wasn’t alone. Derrick was with her.”
I had asked him before to do this, but it surprised me to hear, still, that he continued. I saw Marie on occasion at school, but she usually ignored me. While I occasionally worried about her, she seemed content to be by herself, queen of the house now that no one else was around.
Old, haunting memories of my stepmother’s words unleashed in my brain. I couldn’t help it. Derrick, a boy, was alone with my sister in the old house. Would that be trouble? Derrick seemed fine, like he wouldn’t pressure her to do anything she didn’t want. But they were teenagers, like us...
Kota reached for my shoulder, massaging it gently. “Sang,” he said. “I didn’t mean to snoop. I was just...I know you worry about her.”
Slowly, I turned toward Kota with my head bowed slightly. “No, no,” I said. “Not that. I just wasn’t sure about...I don’t know. It’s silly. I’m here with you alone.” I’d meant to say I didn’t want to hold a double standard, or something like that. Who was I to be concerned, when I slept in the bed with Nathan, and occasionally the others, nearly every night?
Kota’s eyebrow rose. He reached around me to drop the clothes on top of the window seat. He put both hands on my shoulders and held me there, studying me with those determined green eyes of his. “Let’s not worry about her,” he said. “She’s not in any danger, and no matter what we do, she’ll make her own choices. Derrick might be good for her.” His hands massaged my shoulders. “Today was fun, wasn’t it?”
He was probably right. I tried to forget about Marie for now. If she really wanted to see me, or have me come over, she would have come along or called. She never did. She’d made it pretty clear that she wanted her own independence, away from me and seemed happier without me. “Exhausting. You do this every year, too? What happens tomorrow?”
“We sleep it off tomorrow,” he said. “And through the weekend. Hopefully no emergencies will crop up. Although the diner will be really busy, I think. Luke and North and some of the rest of us might put in shifts.”
“I should, too,” I said. It was only fair.
“If you’re up for it.” He leaned in and very gently kissed my forehead. “Can I ask you something?”
“Yeah.”
“Are you comfortable sleeping over at Nathan’s house?” he asked.
This caused a stir inside me. I sensed there was something deeper to what he was asking. I pulled back a little to look at his face. “Of course. What do you mean?”
He wore a tense smile, looking uncomfortable for asking. “I just...are you okay with it?”
“Yes,” I said. “Nathan’s house is fine.”
“I just know you and he... I mean we’ve all pretty much shared a bed. I trust him, but...girls need privacy. I was just wondering if you were feeling awkward now that it was a regular thing.”
 “It’s fine,” I said again, trying to not burden him with worrying. A normal girl might have suggested she needed her own space. Only I didn’t want that. I wanted someone, any one of them, in the room with me. I hated to say it, but I’d grown used to it.
“We can get you your own room,” he said. “We can set up that waterbed, and make that master bedroom your room.”
I shook my head rapidly at the thought. I didn’t want Nathan’s dad’s room. Even if he wasn’t there, it was too awkward. It was bad enough I used his bathroom. “What if he came back? And it would be weird to sleep there. I don’t think I could be comfortable with it.”
“I know you go to shower in there,” he said. “It’s okay if you say you need your own area. Nathan won’t mind at all.”
I hesitated, suddenly wondering if this had been a topic of discussion between them. He and Nathan must have noticed I was avoiding using the shower. Had Nathan talked to him about possibly giving me my own area? 
Maybe I was all wrong about the way they were looking at me lately. Perhaps it was concern, not jealousy. 
My main concern was that Nathan might have thought I didn’t like living there, so close to him, and wanted space. “Oh, it’s not really an issue. I’m fine sharing the space. It’s just sometimes I like a bath,” I said quickly. “I’m not uncomfortable around him. Is he…uncomfortable?”
“No, it’s not that,” he said. He touched the corner of his glasses as if considering his words. “If...if you prefer, you could come sleep here sometimes.”
Did Nathan need time alone and I was intruding? Had Nathan talked to Kota about needing his room back? 
“I’d worry about Erica coming in,” I said in a quiet voice, lowering my eyes. I wanted to talk about this, but with dinner downstairs waiting for us, and being so tired, it didn’t feel like the right time. I forced a laugh, trying to lighten the mood. “Kota, I’m so tired, I could fall into bed right now. Maybe we should talk about this later?”
“You’re probably right,” he said. He leaned in, kissing my forehead. “Sorry. Don’t fall into bed yet, though. Come downstairs and eat something. Then you can sleep.”
I felt bad for deflecting his questions, but I feared I’d let something slip if I continued. To make up for it, though, I leaned in before he pulled too far away. I kissed his cheek quickly. “Let me go get cleaned up,” I said quietly.
He nodded and his cheeks started to turn a little red. He reached down and cupped my face, kissing the same spot as I’d kissed him. Then he touched my forehead with his own, his eyes really close to mine. “Don’t be nervous around me,” he said quietly. 
I didn’t have a response to this, so I didn’t say anything. I was nervous for a lot of different reasons. I was so concerned about his feelings, about the others’, about how new his relationship with me was. Even as we’d gotten to know each other, it was all still new. We had yet to really kiss on the lips yet. Was he still waiting like he’d been told? The others had raced ahead, in their different ways. Some had broken the rule.
I’d forgotten to ask Mr. Blackbourne about the rule, and if it still meant something. Shouldn’t they tell them all how silly it was?
The only one left, though, was Kota...and Mr. Blackbourne. 
And then I thought for a fleeting moment about Mr. Blackbourne. Compared to the others, we were moving at a snail’s pace. No kiss on the cheek even. I would never dare rush things with him. 
Which left Kota, who seemed eager for me to kiss him and move the relationship forward, he was simply waiting for me to make the move.
I thought about the last time I’d kissed his fingers, his cheek and other areas, when it had become...a very long moment of kissing. 
If I started something with him now, I’d be blushing too much going downstairs and face his mother...or Nathan. 
After a long moment, I cleared my throat, backed away from him and collected the clothes that he’d put together for me and headed toward the bathroom. “Your mom won’t mind if we’re in pajamas?”
“Are you kidding?” he asked with a small smile as he headed toward the stairs. “She’s probably been in pajamas all day.”
 
♥♥♥
 
Erica was in her pajamas: a big bulky shirt and long red plaid flannel pants. She was downstairs in the dining room after I’d showered and dressed. 
Erica took one look at me and nodded in approval of my clothes: a pair of my own pajama pants Kota had brought over, and one of his green T-shirts. I was rather shapeless for the moment, but it was comfortable.
“Looks like we’re all ready for a slumber party,” she said, putting a crock of gravy on the table. The entire table was made up with a small turkey, green beans, broccoli casserole, mashed potatoes, fruit salad, stuffing, buttered rolls and gravy.
Jessica sat at the table with her feet picked up off the floor and her knees close to her face. Her glasses reflected the light from the chandelier above the dining room table. She, too, was in pajamas, wrinkled, like she’d been in them all day, too. “I’m so hungry,” she said.
“Then we should eat,” Erica said, brushing her palm over her daughter’s head. “Are you feeling okay?”
“Just tired,” Jessica said.
“You’ve been laying around all day, watching TV,” Erica said.
“All the Christmas movies are starting,” Jessica said and put her feet on the floor. “Can we eat?”
Erica smiled at this, and then looked at me. “Are you having a nice Thanksgiving?” she asked.
I nodded. Erica stepped away from the table, and went back into the kitchen. 
I couldn’t imagine a better Thanksgiving.



INTO THE NIGHT
 
 
Dinner was nice and comfortable—much less stressful than the chaotic afternoon, but the moment it was over, we all assisted with dishes and putting food away. 
When he caught me leaning on the counter with my eyes drooping in exhaustion, Kota told me to go lie down in his room.
I expected his mom to say something, but she didn’t. Had she heard her son tell me to go to his bed? 
Once I was upstairs, I crawled into Kota’s bed and spread out a little, comfortable. 
I meant to be awake when Kota got upstairs. 
My phone vibrated against my rib cage several times, waking me from the middle of a deep sleep.
I stirred, groggily searching it out. I actually didn’t remember where I’d put my phone, and for a minute, I forgot where I was. But then I realized I was in the middle of Kota’s bed and I wasn’t alone. Kota had his back to me. Nathan was on my other side on his stomach. 
I dug the phone out from between my body and the bed. The light on it was blinking, letting me know a message had arrived. I felt the scratches on the back, my sleepy brain trying to remember how it work to see what was going on.
It buzzed in my hand again, and I clutched it to my chest to quiet it, not wanting to wake Kota and Nathan.
It might have been an emergency, but then, if it was, wouldn’t someone have contacted Kota? Where was Kota’s phone? Was he too dead asleep to answer?
Night had fallen. I don’t know what time I’d fallen asleep, but the sun had still been up—sometime late in the afternoon. 
Did Erica know I was still here?
The room was partially lit by a street light’s glow outside and blinds being partially open. I got up, sliding to the foot of the bed as quietly as possible, taking my phone with me. I headed to the bathroom to find out who was sending messages so early.
Kota and Nathan stayed absolutely still, breathing deeply. 
Once I was in the bathroom, I checked the messages.
 
Luke: Hey.
Luke: Wake up.
Luke: Awake yet? Come outside. 
Luke: Don’t make me climb up after you.
 
I shook my head, my sleep brain confused. Oh no, not another camera stealing event. Now? I was so tired. I was sure I couldn’t climb into a house now.
I checked the time, eleven p.m. It wasn’t that late. Stealing a camera, or something equally dangerous, didn’t seem likely, unless he just wanted to get there sooner and wait until two in the morning like last time. 
I groaned, but reasoned if I didn’t answer, he might have to go alone, or another boy would have to join him. Could I sleep knowing Luke needed me and there might possibly be danger?
I sent along a text.
 
Sang: I’m awake now.
Luke: Grab some clothes and come along. Something nice, like one of your skirts. Comfortable shoes, too. I’m parked at the street.
 
That didn’t sound like a break-in. Perhaps this was a trick of some sort. The guys said we got to relax for the weekend. Was this relaxing? Did he have some sort of prank in mind?
I remained in the bathroom, easing from one foot to the other, debating if I wanted to go or not. 
I was kidding myself. Of course I’d go. I would have stayed awake for the rest of the night wondering what he was up to.
My mind started working out how I would get downstairs and out the door without waking anyone up. I realized I couldn’t do that. I remembered Kota being hurt that I slipped out without telling him before. Now that I was a little more awake, I knew I had to tell him. At least him. 
I snuck back out of the bathroom and tiptoed over to Kota in bed, asleep. 
I gently brushed my fingertips over the top of his foot.
He sat up in a rush, blinking and breathing heavily. 
I held my breath, sorry that I’d frightened him.
He rubbed at his eyes. “Sang?” he whispered.
I remained still in the room and simply handed him my phone. I motioned for him to read the contents of Luke’s message.
I considered the message might be Volto, but Kota would tell me if he suspected it was someone else than Luke, right? Besides, I could probably peek out from the house and see if it was Luke or not. Volto would have to be very tricky to get me to fall for that again.
Kota sucked in a breath and then brought the phone close to his face so he could read without his glasses. The light illuminated his high cheekbones and put a gentle glow to his eyes, giving him an eerie, haunted look.
He studied Luke’s messages, blinking several times at them, and then sighed and passed the phone to me. Then he waved me on. “Go,” he whispered. “Text me if they get to be too much. Do you need any money?”
I was worried I would wake Nathan with my questions, so I used a blank message space to type out: “Money?”
Kota chuckled quietly, took my phone from me and typed in a message.
“Go get your cash from your jar. Trust them. Have fun. Make them bring you home before you get too tired.”
I was already tired. And them? His answers gave me more questions, but he seemed comfortable letting me go along with whatever this was. Have fun. Bring money. Whatever it was, Kota approved, so it couldn’t be too bad.
I sighed. I’d have to grab nice clothes from Nathan’s house and money from the jar. I nodded to Kota, gave him a small wave.
Before I could leave, Kota reached out, taking my hand. I thought he wanted to say something more.
He brought my fingers to his lips, kissing my knuckles. 
I slipped away. I checked out the front window, spotting a Jeep. A blond head was in the driver’s seat: Luke.
At the top of the stairs, I turned back and he was still watching.
My heart was fluttering from his kiss and nervous about what was ahead.
Max greeted me in the hallway and I had to keep him from escaping out of the back door. I ran around, barefoot to the black Jeep waiting out in the street.
I hesitated, moving toward it slowly. Was North in there, too? What was all this about?
The driver’s side window rolled down. Luke peered out.
Next to him was Gabriel, tired-eyed and yawning. Their clothes were simple: jeans and T-shirts. Why did they want me to dress up?
Gabriel took one look at me and groaned. “What? That’s not dressing up. You’re in pajamas still.”
“My clothes are at Nathan’s,” I said. I didn’t want to tell them I’d spilled the beans to Kota. “I’ll go get them. But do I need anything else?” I asked. “Supplies? A dummy phone? Money?” I was still suspicious that this had something to do with the Academy. Maybe it was a job, since they said to dress nice. I had to trust, I knew, but I still had a lot of questions.
“Money’s good,” Gabriel said. He opened his door and jumped out. “Let’s go get some.”
“Aw, come on,” Luke said, putting the Jeep into park. “Don’t go in there with her. You’ll take forever.”
“I’ll grab the clothes,” Gabriel said, before he shut the door. The street was completely quiet except for us and the gentle rumbling of the Jeep. Gabriel motioned for me, and I ran around the Jeep, following him. “Is your tip bucket here? Grab whatever green is in there and let’s go.”
The air was still, but there was a solid bite of cold and I could see my breath. “Where are we going?” I asked, following him toward Nathan’s house.
Gabriel used his key to open the door and then shooed me inside. “Hurry, hurry,” he said. 
He wasn’t going to answer me, so I had to assume they were trying to surprise me again. I slipped into the house, feeling a little creepy to be here when Nathan was asleep next door. 
I went to Nathan’s bedroom, where on the dresser next to his stereo and a stack of CDs, sat the pickle jar Nathan had saved for me. Inside was a collection of change and cash, whatever North paid me from the drawer as my wage, plus whatever tips I was given. I rarely spent anything, so I had no idea how much was in there.
I grabbed all the bills. It was a really thick wad of cash, though mostly a lot of ones. 
Gabriel emerged from the closet with underwear, a bra, skirt, top and a pair of boots I hadn’t worn yet. He looked at me with my wad of cash and chuckled. “Trouble, you need a purse. You can’t just carry that around.”
“I’ve never had a purse,” I said. I held out the cash to him. “Will you hold on to it?”
Gabriel groaned and then traded me the cash for the clothes. He separated the bills and then put two separate collections of them into his pants pockets. “Forget the purse. You need a bank account.”
He was probably right. A debit card would have been easier. “Maybe I should get one,” I said.
There was a flicker in his eyes and he shook his head. “Not right now,” he said and pushed me toward the door.
“Shouldn’t I get dressed?”
“No time. We’ll hit a diner on the way,” he said. “To grab some coffee and breakfast before we get there.”
I wanted to ask again where we were going, but he nudged me again toward the door.
I hurried out, hugging the clothes to my chest, trying not to let the bra slip to the ground before we got to the Jeep. Gabriel held open the front passenger door for me. I climbed in, put the clothes in my lap and then put my seatbelt on.
Gabriel got in the back and Luke took off.
“About time,” Luke said. “We’re getting slower at this.”
“It’s her first time,” Gabriel said. “You can’t expect her to be ready and get out the door quickly when she doesn’t even know.”
“It’s more fun when you don’t warn her. Didn’t I tell you she’d come out?”
“Yeah, you have a knack for talking her into whatever,” Gabriel said, waving his hand. 
I looked back at Gabriel, at the blond locks of hair across his face and the brown ones bunched up in the back, like he’d been sleeping, too, and Luke had dragged him along. Luke had a sloppy mess of blond hair falling out of a pony tail, like he slept in it.
“Are you going to tell me now?” I asked.
“We’re going to grab some breakfast,” Gabriel said. “I’m starving.”
I’d eaten a whole lot the day before. My stomach was still feeling full. 
When they’d said diner, I’d assumed they were talking about Bob’s Diner. Was it open already?
However, Luke drove out of the neighborhood, and down the road toward the interstate. After that, we were headed east.
“Are we going to Victor’s house?” I asked.
“Nope,” Luke said, a small smile playing on his lips.
“To...Dr. Green’s?” 
“We probably should get him, but he’s at the hospital right now,” Luke said.
“And it’s too bad,” Gabriel said. “This’ll be the first one he’s going to miss since he started it.”
Poor Dr. Green. “They have him working right now?”
“He got stuck with a twelve hour shift that starts at midnight, but he got called in early because there were a lot of people going into the ER. It seems like all the emergencies happen around the holidays, but they have to rotate them so they get some downtime, too. He got all of Thanksgiving off, but he’ll spend probably two solid days at the hospital to make up for it.”
I considered sending a message to Dr. Green, but didn’t want to disturb him. Would he always be so busy as a doctor? It made me consider his choice to come to Ashley Waters and help the others with their job there. How did he ever find the time to teach during the week?
I’d expected the roads to be empty, but the further east we went, the more crowded the roads got. It wasn’t really bad, not like a morning traffic rush, but for a eleven at night drive, it was a lot busier than other late evening jaunts I’d had with the boys in the past. “What’s going on?” I asked. “Why is everyone out?”
“Sang,” Gabriel said, reaching out to put a hand on my shoulder. “Trouble. You sheltered creature. Please tell me you’ve heard of Black Friday.”
I meant to say yes, but I paused, because my brain hadn’t even registered it being Friday yet.
“It’s not like she’s ever gone out for one before,” Luke said. He let go of the wheel to wave Gabriel’s hand away from me. “Don’t pick on her.”
“I’m not picking on her. She just made it sound like she hadn’t even known it existed.”
“I knew about it,” I said quietly. “I’ve just never thought about it before.”
“You’re about to,” Luke said. “Only better.”
It surprised me that Kota had seemed to know what they were up to and was encouraging it. He knew this wasn’t a secret Academy job. I sighed in relief and sat back in the seat, looking out the window. At least it wasn’t dangerous, which was what I’d feared. “Do we have to do this now?” I asked. “In the middle of the night?”
“Are you kidding?” Gabriel asked. “We’ve been waiting all day for it to start.”
I choked and sat up again, peering back at him. “Didn’t you sleep at all?”
“We’ll sleep when we’re dead,” he said. “Or rather, tomorrow after we get back. We’ll probably have to make one more trip out, though, and then take everything to Dr. Green’s place so he can wrap them.”
I pressed a palm to my forehead, trying to take in the information, still not feeling fully alert. “Gifts?” I asked. “Dr. Green’s?”
“Sang,” Luke said, reaching for me, taking my arm and shaking it. “Are you even awake? What do you think we’re out here to get?”
“Not really awake, no,” I said. “I don’t need any gifts.”
“Sang, Christmas is around the corner,” Luke said. “Gabriel, Dr. Green and I use Black Friday as a way to get all of our Christmas shopping done in one night, especially with all those sales going on. One dark, terribly long night of shopping. Then we don’t have to go back to a store until January.”
“Dr. Green’s best at wrapping gifts,” Gabriel said. “He’ll wrap them all for us so they’re nice.”
“But isn’t he already so busy?” I asked. 
“He doesn’t mind. He likes being nosy about what we all got for everyone, too,” Luke said. “He likes to tease everyone with hints as to what we got them. Sometimes he makes it completely wrong. Like he’ll tell Kota we got him a new computer desk.”
“And then Kota’ll fuss at us for weeks for buying him something new when his old one was just fine,” Gabriel said with an amused grumble. “But then we have to be quiet until Christmas so we don’t spoil the surprise for him.”
“Drives him crazy,” Luke said with a grin.
I gazed out the window, barely noticing the scenery through the fogged window. Christmas hadn’t been on my mind at all. Being in this family meant I was much more involved than I had ever been when it came to holidays. 
I was glad they thought to bring me, when I probably wouldn’t have considered shopping for gifts until the last minute. 
Luke eventually pulled the Jeep into an IHOP—a pancake place halfway between Summerville and Charleston. At first, I was surprised it was open, but then I caught the sign out front saying it was open twenty-four hours.
Luke and Gabriel had me leave my spare clothes and brought me inside. “We can get changed after breakfast,” Luke said. “No need to risk getting syrup on your pretty stuff.”
I didn’t think to bring extra shoes with the boots I got from Nathan’s. When I took too long to even start undoing the laces, Luke let me borrow his flip-flops, while he put on normal shoes. I followed them inside. We were seated quickly and given menus in a rush by a tired-looking waitress. 
Luke opened up the menu immediately to the breakfast page. “The only thing better than homemade chocolate chip pancakes are pancakes you don’t have to make yourself.” He peered at me from over the top of the menu. “How many cakes do you want this morning? And you don’t have to get bacon if you don’t want to. Or fruit. North isn’t here.”
Now that I was a little more awake, my stomach did have room. The menu was big, with many sections, but I was drawn to the eggs and bacon. “Is there something that has the pancakes with eggs?”
“You just get what you want and ask for the pancakes,” Luke said. “They’ll do it.”
When the waitress came over to ask about drinks, Luke told her we were already ready.
“Hang on,” Gabriel said, flipping the menu over with tired eyes. “I’m not ready yet.”
“You’re the one that wanted to hurry,” Luke said. He smiled sweetly at the waitress. “I want the big pile of chocolate chip cakes, with extra chocolate chips.”
“Do you want the chocolate batter?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he said, delight filling his eyes. “And the whipped cream.”
Whipped cream? I’d never tried that before. Was it to replace the syrup? I really liked the syrup.
The lady turned to me while Gabriel was still staring at the menu, his eyes darting around the pages. 
It made me wish Victor was there, so he could order for me. I quietly pointed to one of the menu items with eggs, bacon, and hash browns. “With a side of chocolate chip pancakes?”
“Same way as his?” she asked.
I glanced quickly at Luke, who was nodding at me. If he said it was good, I’d at least give it a try.
“Yes, please,” I said to the waitress.
“And you have the mocha iced coffees, right?” Luke asked.
The lady scribbled on her notebook. “Of course.”
“Then she’ll want one of those. Me, too.”
The waitress looked at me to confirm.
I nodded. I wasn’t sure if it would be the same as the Frappuccinos I was used to. I was going by Luke’s eager eyes. He seemed to really like this place.
“I guess I’ll get the same thing she’s getting,” Gabriel said. “I can’t just have pancakes by themselves right now, or I’ll go to sleep.”
The waitress collected the menus and left us alone. We sat quietly in our booth for a bit, fiddling with water glasses. Gabriel tried to fix his hair, having me hold up his phone to use as a mirror. Luke picked up my feet, took off the flip-flops and massaged my toes in his lap.
I was sitting back, trying not to fall asleep. I pulled my phone out, turning it in my hands, touching the scratches on the back. I turned it on to look at the screen and turned it back off. I had a feeling the boys were fidgeting to keep themselves awake. I was starting to do that, too. “That football game was crazy,” I said, talking to keep myself from nodding off. “I’m sore and tired, and I didn’t even play much.”
“We played nearly the whole time,” Gabriel said. “Next time, I want to coach.”
“Yeah, but the kids have more fun when we play,” Luke said.
Gabriel smirked. He nudged me. “Last year, I braided one of the girls’ hair because she was worried the boys would pull it. Then next thing I knew, I was out the entire game braiding hair. Girls and boys because some of them wanted it. I’m glad they forgot about it this time. My fingers were stiff for a week.”
“And yet you still go out for Black Friday,” I said with a tired, but playful groan. 
“Trouble,” he said dramatically. “I promise you, you’ll thank me. Getting gifts for the umpteen-shit-ton people we have to get presents for is hard work. I love shopping, but fucking god damn Christmas is a bitch.”
“There can’t be that many to get,” I said in surprise, and then turned to Luke. I knew he was exaggerating, but I wanted to know what I was in for.”
Luke started to count on his fingers. “The ten of us plus Uncle, Pam, Erica and Jessica...”
Gabriel raised his fingers to add to the count. They weren’t really counting, they were just holding up more fingers at every point they made. “Dr. Roberts…we should get something for him. And some of the people at the diner, right? Tony?”
“Uncle will take care of Tony,” Luke said. “But then there’s Jasmine and George?”
“Ugh,” Gabriel said, shaking his head. “Should we even bother?”
“I don’t know,” Luke said. “It feels wrong to ignore them.”
“They ignore us,” Gabriel said. “We can get Charlie something.”
The continued adding to the list of people, becoming more animated as they discussed who they wanted to give gifts to. Some of the people they talked about, I hadn’t met yet.
My father usually bought my sister and me gifts at Christmas. My stereo had been one of them. He occasionally purchased books and new clothes. One year when the television had broken during the summer, he bought a new one at Christmas and claimed it was gift for everyone.
That was it for Christmas. He allowed Marie and me to decorate a small fake tree, with the same old Christmas decorations every year, though it never felt very festive. Marie and I never exchanged gifts with each other. Our mother received chocolates or a new bathrobe. 
She eventually got a smaller television for her room. 
Would our father send gifts this year? Should I get one for him? I wondered.
“Marie,” I said quietly over their discussion. “And my stepmother.”
The boys grew quiet and both looked at me.
“Sang,” Gabriel said. “Are you sure about your stepmom? She’d never get you anything.”
“I don’t want to leave her out,” I said. “She’ll be in the hospital for Christmas, won’t she? I can give it to Marie to give to her. I don’t know if she’d accept it if she knew it was from me.” Maybe she didn’t deserve it, but she was sick, and had been through a lot. It seemed wrong to exclude her, when her husband was gone, and she only had Marie now. Would Marie think to get her anything? Or would she be able to? 
Luke and Gabriel shared a glance, a silent conversation I didn’t bother to try to interpret. 
“We’ll have to come up with something,” Luke said quietly.
Gabriel nodded solemnly. “We’ll find something nice.”
I swallowed a little bit of emotion, too tired to quell it entirely. 
But then, excitement started to spark inside me. Once I’d gotten gifts for my sister, stepmother, and my dad out of the way, there were the boys to think about. What sort of gifts did you get for nine different, wonderful people who could get whatever they wanted for themselves? 
I wished the boys had prepared me for this. It would have been nice to have had time to think about what they would all want, or to listen for hints of things they were thinking about getting. My mind was blank for ideas. I hoped I’d find something that would jar my brain and make sense. Maybe when I saw the perfect gifts, I’d know.
Our food finally arrived. For a while, we were quiet as we ate. Luke stole one of my pieces of bacon. I tried my pancakes with the whipped cream, and was about to eat it without syrup until I noticed Luke grab the jar and drizzle a lot, right on top of the whipped cream. I tried his method, and the result was a delicious sugar rush.
The coffee was more coffee and less milk and mocha than what I was used to, but it was still good and I drank it all. By the time we left the diner, I was full to almost bursting and buzzing at the same time. My skin prickled and my spine quivered with energy.
“God damn, Sang,” Gabriel said as we walked toward the car, watching me move. He put a hand on my neck, steadying me. “Are you going to bounce off the walls?”
Bright laughter sprung from Luke. “Sang’s going to run a marathon with that energy. Might have been a bit too much sugar.”
“She needs water,” Gabriel said. “Fuck, Luke. She’s not you. She can’t have sugary pancakes and coffee.”
We got in the car and then Luke stopped at a gas station to fill up the Jeep. We used the time to get dressed properly in the bathrooms. Luke bought each of us a water. I was so full, I wasn’t sure I could down some, but once I got a sip, I was able to take several larger sips, slightly calming my sugar buzz.
By the time we got to downtown, I was awake, although now uncomfortably full. I was looking forward to walking so I could work off some of the food and expel the energy.
Gabriel checked the time on the dashboard and then on his phone. “Hurry, we’re late.”
Along the way, while everyone was quiet, I stole glances at Luke. I considered the masks, and found it strange he would post them again on the windows. 
He didn’t say anything about it now. Kota didn’t either. I haven’t had a chance to ask Luke directly.
Gabriel hadn’t said anything about it, either.
I wondered what was going on. If Kota said it was okay I joined them, would this be an opportunity to talk about everything? 
Maybe even the plan?
If Luke was stressed out about the plan, maybe this might help. Being out with Gabriel didn’t seem like he or Gabriel got jealous. Maybe it would help him picture what life might be like in the future with all of us.
I knew it helped me, knowing the two of them knew about this plan, and yet here we were, like we’ve been before. We were hanging out, up to a little minor mischief. Luke had rubbed my feet. Gabriel took care of me. Neither of them seemed at odds about it. 
Maybe that’s what I needed.
Maybe that’s what they all needed. To be next to each other when I was around, and goofing off, and then realize it was okay. If they were calm and comfortable and happy, then maybe I, too, could learn to relax.
I was starting to get that way before I knew about the plan. Maybe that was what I needed to feel more confident about making the plan work for us.
Close to midnight, Luke pulled into a parking lot at the mall I was familiar with. We’d been there before for clothes shopping. 
The parking lot was jam-packed filled with cars and people heading toward the doors. The interior looked open. I could see the inside of the food court from when we drove by. Clusters of shoppers were standing around it, looking on toward shops.
“How much money did I actually bring?” I asked. “I’ll have to divide it out evenly.”
“We’ll take care of Charlie and Pam and all of them,” Luke said. “Just think of your sister and mom.”
That sounded reasonable, but then I thought of Luke and Gabriel. How could I get them something if they were right here? 
We got out of the car and I folded my arms across my stomach as we stepped into the cool air. Even with the light jacket I wore, the chill was stronger. Awake, I was feeling the cold more than before. “I should have picked up a thicker jacket.”
“We’ll be inside soon,” Gabriel said, stretching after he got out of the car. He was wearing a black sweater, but with a bright green T-shirt sticking out the edges, making his outfit look more punk than formal. “And it’ll be hot. You’ll want to get back outside.”
Luke had on a blue jacket, and wore a nice pair of jeans and boots. Everything was clean, but he was still casual.
I studied their clothes and then mine: the nice skirt and dressy blouse. “Why am I in such fancy clothes?” I asked. “You guys told me to dress up. Why are you all so casual?”
Gabriel snickered. “Trouble, you look gorgeous. What are you talking about?”
Luke covered his mouth with his fingers, but I could tell by his eyes that he was grinning.
I rolled my head back, sighing. Boys.
Luke and Gabriel led the way through the parking lot. 
Once we were inside, I could feel the buzz from all the excited shoppers. Some of the shops were dark and closed but carts had been set up in front of them. People at the carts were giving out free coffee, small cups of water and offering samples from a local bakery. We didn’t take any more coffee or the samples, although they did look delicious. 
Above us, there were more Christmas lights. Holiday music played over the sound system. 
However, some stores had crowds of people in front of them. I presumed they were waiting for them to open. 
We passed the jewelry store, where a few men eagerly talked, pointed to the displays, and looked impatiently through the still-closed doors at sales clerks.
Down the hall, a gift shop was already open.
“They’re catching people early before the rush,” Gabriel said. “Let’s check it out.”
“We should get to the toy store,” Luke said. “We should get to that one first.”
“We’ve got time,” Gabriel said. He checked his phone again. “Seven minutes. We spend five here. We’ll run to the next store.”
Luke emitted a half-chuckle, half-groan. “We’re starting the running now?”
The gift shop we stopped at was brightly lit, and a woman wearing a very flattering pink suit greeted us as we entered. The aisles were a little crowded with shoppers. The shelves were lined with a dazzling array of novelty items: little pillows embroidered with Charleston tourist attractions, sweet grass baskets, pineapple-themed desk sets. Each of the items was nice, but to me, they felt very impersonal. None seemed suited to the boys. Would Uncle like a desk set? He didn’t seem the type.
I combed through the entire store and the boys seemed to do the same. It wasn’t a large store but it had many shelves with lots of little knickknacks. I was disappointed that, among all of the various items, nothing seemed to stand out. Would picking out the right gifts be more difficult than I realized? Perhaps I didn’t know enough about the boys to pick the right item at all.
I studied a stack of coffee mugs, trying to think if Kota might like one, when an arm went around my waist.
Luke stood beside me, checking out the mug. “I think we ate too soon,” he said. “I’m drawing a blank right now. Maybe I did eat too much sugar.”
I tilted my head to rest it on his shoulder, breathing in his sweet vanilla scent. “Who are you looking for right now?”
“Something for you.”
I lifted my head, looking at him. His face was close now. “What do you think you’ll get me?” I asked, teasing.
“Not enough,” he said, breathing out slowly.
My breath caught, heat rising through my face. I hadn’t forgotten what he’d said to me at his house. Since then, we’d been apart and busy—never alone. I wanted to ask him what he meant: Don’t leave.

I kept my face close, but still. “You don’t have to get me something to make me happy,” I said. I wanted to say more, but was having trouble coming up with what to say that was honest and helped him to understand, I didn’t want to leave.
He loomed close, quiet, looking at me with an intensity in his brown eyes.
My heart was jittery, but I didn’t think it was all the coffee anymore.
“Shit,” Gabriel said behind us. 
The moment between Luke and I was suddenly over, but my heart was still buzzing with warmth. Luke glanced at me once, a pained expression on his face. 
I loved being around them, but sometimes, it was awkward. Had Mr. Blackbourne had a chance to talk to him yet? I desperately wanted to know, because I had so many questions, especially about the plan and how he felt about it. 
Gabriel was gazing at a set of silver boxes and picked one up. “Would Pam want one of these? I don’t even know.”
I placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, directing his attention. “If you don’t know,” I said, “then it’s the wrong thing.”
Gabriel nodded slowly and put the box back on the shelf. “I think we started in the wrong store.”
I reached down to take his hand. The boys had been up all night, and it seemed after food, they were starting to crash hard. “Come on,” I said. “We wanted to get to the toy store. We don’t have to get it all tonight, do we?”
“All tonight,” Gabriel said, his crystal eyes sharpening a bit. He tugged on my hand. 
“Then let’s try another store,” I said, squeezing his fingers. “One person at a time. Who are we looking for at the toy store?”
Luke looked at his watch and then frowned. “Hey, we’ve got two minutes.”
The boys jumped into action then, leading the way through the crowded gift shop to the front. Out in the hallway, they stopped briefly to orient themselves before, as one, they turned left and started to walk off. They stopped ,looked at each other, and then each grabbed one of my hands and dragged me forward, so I was walking between them.
 
 



THE DEAL
 
 
The toy store was just starting to open their doors when we got there.
The crowd made a sort of circle around the entryway that was still gated. Could all of those people fit into the shop? I supposed around Christmas, most people were shopping for children. 
As we waited, store employees were passing around sale flyers that included what was going to be put on sale.
There were also several security guards, directing people to stand back.
I was about to tell the boys that maybe we should wait, when the doors opened.
Gabriel and Luke grabbed my hands.
“Hang on,” Gabriel said.
Luke tugged me along, closer to him. “Don’t let go,” he said. “Just stay with us.”
There was a rush, and the boys dove in, pulling me with them. They weaved their way around the group trying to get in.
My heart was in my throat as I stayed very close to them, gripping them for dear life. What were we doing? Why were we rushing?
Once the boys got inside, the crowd seemed to disperse. People ran for displays, grabbing items off a shelf and then rushing for the registers.
Thankfully, the boys had stopped just inside the doors and looked around.
“What should we get?” Luke asked. He went to one display that wasn’t particularly popular. “Kinetic sand? Do you think Kota would like it?”
“Too messy,” Gabriel said, his eyes scanning the area. He dodged a couple that was trying to get around the crowds to get to a wall display of video games. Gabriel turned, caught a Nerf display and then gasped. “Holy shit fuck, let’s get swords!”
I followed his gaze toward a huge display of various Nerf guns, foam bullets, and a lineup of various styles of swords. 
There was a large barrel full of blue-handled, foam-padded swords and Gabriel pulled two out, holding them up. Then he pointed one in my direction. “Sang, check out what we’re getting for Nathan.”
I smirked. “We’re getting him foam swords? Do you think he’ll like them?”
“Of course he will,” Gabriel said. “Are you kidding? We’ll spend a week wearing these things out.”
Luke pulled two more out. “If we get them, we have to get four. Remember what Kota said about buying toys?”
“Are we buying for Nathan or us?” I asked with a small smile.
Luke and Gabriel shrugged, but tucked the swords under their arms, seemingly sure of this purchase.
I pulled one out, just to look at it. The foam was thick. Wouldn’t it hurt if we were battling things out? “Shouldn’t we get something like a gun?” I thought it’d be better to have the Nerf guns; the bullets were light, and I imagined getting shot at would be better than being beaten by a sword.
The boys paused at the same time and then looked at the row of guns. 
“Kota wouldn’t like it,” Luke said. “The bullets would get all over the place and the dog would eat them. We could play at my house, but Sprinkles might drag them all into his house.”
“I’ll never understand how you two picked up a pet skunk.” Gabriel turned toward a hand gun. “We don’t have to play at Kota’s or your house. We’ll play at Nathan’s. Maybe we should get the small handheld ones…wait.” He moved to a row of bows and arrows. The arrows were foam-tipped. “These are new.” He gazed at them and frowned. “But they’re all pink. Why are they all pink?”
“I want one anyway,” Luke said.
I sighed, feeling like they were forgetting why we were here. The bows did look cool, though. I picked one up, touching the handle. There was a button on one side. When I pressed it, the handle glowed.
The boys looked at mine, and then their eyes brightened. 
“Fuck me,” Gabriel said. “The girls get all the cool shit.”
“Let’s get three.”
“Four. We’re forgetting Nathan.”
“Five. Kota might like these. He plays archer a lot in his games. Maybe he’ll like the real thing…the toy version at least.”
In the end, they did pick up the swords, the bows, a collection of science kits for Kota, a bubble gum machine for Dr. Green, and a Wiffle Ball bat with a bag of a hundred Wiffle balls and a stand, plus, for Silas, a net you set up in the yard to collect them.
“Do you guys get everyone toys?” I asked.
“We get stuff they get to play with in one of the yards or in the street or wherever,” Luke said.
“Yeah, Sang,” Gabriel said. “Every year, everyone gets other stuff that’s just boring. We get them the cool shit.”
I looked at the stuff we were buying and then at the stuff other shoppers were getting: game systems and games and some rare collectables. “Why did we come now for Nerf guns and bats? Is this a good sale?”
“Sang,” Luke said, hooking his arm over my neck. “It’s not about the sale. It’s the rush. Everyone’s buying now.”
I wasn’t sure I understood why they delighted in being out with everyone else. I guess it was a bit of a rush. Maybe it was like the football games they watched with the people earlier. Maybe they weren’t really into what was going on. They just liked participating.
We stood in the long line, looking at different displays and discussing what would be good to get everyone else. Some shoppers had moved on to other stores. Others were still looking at shelves that were starting to empty. I was amazed at how many people were buying carts full of things.
“Where should we go next?” Luke asked. 
“I was thinking about Victor,” Gabriel said. “Maybe we should get him a little toy piano.”
“We got him that last year.”
“Some sort of really big puzzle thing?” Gabriel suggested.
Luke shook his head. “Hmm. Any ideas, Sang?”
I shrugged, dazing out at that point. Now that we weren’t moving, my eyes were drawn to the movement of other people. The boys continued to talk about options while I looked out the front window display of the shop. 
A person in a white mask passed by.
I blinked, sure I was seeing things. 
No one was there.
I checked the other window.
Nothing. No one passed by.
I turned toward the exit. Had I really just seen that? I was too tired. Maybe I was just delusional from the long day, lack of sleep and all the sugar.
Still, I didn’t want to ignore anything. My radar was up and I suddenly felt alert. There had been too many times when I’d ignored subtle signs and I’d been wrong to do so. I dropped what I was carrying, and headed for the door.
“Sang?” Luke asked. “Did you see something you wanted?”
I ignored him, stepping out into the hallway and looking at all the people. Was I sure of what I’d seen? Maybe it was a particularly pale person. I looked around but there wasn’t anyone wearing all black, like Volto usually did. It wasn’t that terribly crowded now that everyone was in the various stores, so I wouldn’t have missed him if he’d been there.
“Sang?” Luke said. He’d followed me out, looking up and down as I did. “What’s wrong? Did you see something?”
“I might be paranoid, but I thought I saw someone wearing a white mask,” I said. I still wasn’t sure, but I reached for his elbow. “We should stick together.”
He kept his head up, gazing around us. “I want to say you might be paranoid, but still…”
I searched the groups of people with him, scooting out of the way when people tried to get past us into the toy store.
I hung onto Luke’s arm tightly. “I’m probably wrong,” I said after a few minutes of fruitless searching. 
Luke relaxed his shoulders and his brown eyes met with mine. “Don’t let him scare you, okay?”
I looked at him, suddenly thinking of the masks on the windows. I thought of what he’d said to me when he kissed me. I checked over my shoulder. I couldn’t see Gabriel directly, but the line hadn’t appeared to have moved much. “Luke?”
“It could have been anyone,” he said, although his eyes remained on the people around us. His expression was grim. 
“I know,” I said, turning to him. “But…”
“Let’s get back to Gabriel,” he said, interrupting me as he pulled away and headed toward the store again. “And you’re right. You should stay close to me.”
 



THE THREE AMIGOS CAUGHT IN THE ACT
 
Gabriel was just paying for the toys when we got back. “Don’t leave me again,” he said. “Why did we get big items at the start? We may need to drop these bags off at the car and come back.”
“We may have to be careful,” Luke said. “Sang thought she saw someone wearing a white mask.”
Gabriel dropped his arms to his sides. “Fucking shit, can’t he leave us alone, ever?”
“I don’t know if it’s him,” I said. “I don’t even know if I saw anything. I might be just worked up and seeing things.”
“What can he do, really?” Luke asked. “We’re here together and it’s crowded.”
“Yeah, well, last time he showed up, we ended up knocked on our asses, and we were in the middle of the hospital.” He got the receipt from the cashier and took the bags, giving Luke and I each one as he lead us out of the store.
Luke and Gabriel got into a debate about whether they should put the bags in the car, or just carry them.
“What if we leave?” Gabriel said. “Let’s go to the other mall, just make sure.”
“Maybe we should try to find him,” Luke said.
Gabriel made a face, a russet eyebrow raised over his crystal eyes. “Are you shitting me?”
“We’re always avoiding him. Maybe we should call him out. He does stupid stuff sometimes, but is he really bad?”
“He kidnapped Sang!”
“He just talked to her,” Luke said.
I was going to intervene. Luke was making points I had made before. I’d wanted to believe Volto was just misguided.
Yet it was Luke saying it, someone that had used the masks to scare me. Not to mention all the odd coincidences that had happened lately.
“Look,” Gabriel said, shifting the weight of the bags in his hands. “We’re not going to find out tonight. Someone should just call Kota, tell him we think we might have spotted him down here. Or call Victor. Have him track us for the rest of the night. Make sure nothing funny happens to us.”
Luke sighed. “Maybe we are being paranoid.”
“We’re never paranoid,” Gabriel said. “We’re on top of things. Sang, give me your bags. You call Victor. He’s closer.”
I pulled my phone out, starting a text message.
Before I could finish and send it, Luke touched my elbow. I thought he was going to suggest something to add into the message but when I looked up, he was staring out. 
I followed his gaze, searching for white. But then I caught another familiar face in the crowd.
Mr. Morris stood a few stores down the walkway, almost hidden among other shoppers. He wore slacks and a polo shirt, his tight, curly hair close to his head. He was on a phone, but he was looking our way.
“Shit,” Gabriel said, catching on and looking in the same direction. “What’s he doing here? Isn’t someone following him?”
“We’d get notified if Mr. McCoy was with him, right?” I asked.
“Mr. McCoy couldn’t get this close to us,” Luke said. “Not now.”
I looked up the other side of the walkway, searching the faces, when I spotted another familiar one. “Mr. Hendricks is behind us,” I said.
They both spun around. Mr. Hendricks was the same distance away, also on his phone and watching us. His bald head shined under the Christmas lights overhead.
I turned, and in a store across from us, I caught another familiar pair of faces: Rocky and Jay. At first, I second guessed myself. It felt too dream like. Jay had his phone. Rocky was standing next to him, talking. Both were dressed casually, but clearly not interested in the shopping going on around them.
When I looked between Mr. Morris, Mr. Hendricks, and Rocky and Jay, they all had their eyes on us.
“What are they doing here?” Luke asked, looking at Rocky and Jay. “I know Hendricks calls some students in to help him out but…”
“What…the hell?” Gabriel said, his head darting from one person to another. “Is everyone from school here? We aren’t doing anything. Can’t they just let us shop?”
“What do we do?” I asked.
“Call Kota,” Gabriel said.
I picked up my phone, discarding the text message and finding Kota’s app to call him. 
As it rang and I waited for him to pick up, I kept an eye on Mr. Hendricks behind us, who was pretending not to look at us now, instead facing a store window. Gabriel was watching behind me at Mr. Morris.
Luke switched from between all of the guys surrounding us and then settled on looking on toward Mr. Morris. “I’m going to talk to him,” Luke said, starting his way.
“No,” I said, grabbing his arm, still holding the phone to my face. “Don’t do that.”
“I’m just going to ask him directly what’s going on,” Luke said, pulling his arm from my grip and walking away.
I moaned.
“You should stay here,” Gabriel called out to him. “We can’t split up.”
Luke ignored him, filing past people on a path toward Mr. Morris. 
Mr. Morris noted Luke coming toward him, and side-stepped into a store he was standing in front of.
Luke paused, looked back at us, and then signed to me, “I’ll be right back.”
“We should go after him,” I said, the phone was still ringing, not even going to voice mail. I pulled it from my face. “Kota’s not picking up.”
“I’ve got it,” Gabriel said, dropping the bags and pulling his phone out. “Wait here. Let Luke go in.” He turned his eyes to Mr. Hendricks.
Mr. Hendricks stood by, still on the phone, but wasn’t talking. 
Jay kept his phone to his face. Rocky stood by, looking out at us, a serious expression on his face. Jay wasn’t pleased, either. Why were they all on the phone? Who was talking to them?
My heart was pounding a mile a minute. I was torn between going after Luke and listening to Gabriel. What could they do? We were in public. “Let’s take our stuff and get closer, so we can watch.”
Gabriel nodded, listening to his phone and then picking up what he could of the bags with his one free hand. 
I carried the rest, heading toward the shop Luke had gone into, weaving around people. This was an unending nightmare. We were out of school, shopping and doing our own thing. Would we never see the end of this?
“They never followed us like this before,” I said.
“Something must be wrong.” Gabriel stopped in front of the store Luke had gone inside. He stood on his toes, looking over the heads of people. “Do you see him?”
The shop was one for electronics. Tablets, games and cell phones were posted as for sale. The crowd in this store was much larger than it was for the toy store. Some sale was going on during a specific time, and people were lined up awkwardly into the hallway, while others pushed on into the store to get at other items. I couldn’t find any blond hair. “Where’s Kota? Why isn’t he answering?”
Gabriel pulled the phone from his face, and pushed another icon, the one for Mr. Blackbourne and returned it to his ear. After a few minutes, he pulled it away again, frowning as he stared at the screen. “Nothing,” he said. 
“Can’t we get through? Are there too many people with cell phones?”
Gabriel put his phone away, and then took some of the bags, pulling me toward the shop. “Let’s get Luke. We need to get out of here.”
I put my phone in my jacket pocket, following him. I wanted it close just in case someone called.
Entering the shop, it was much like the toy store, except the people were more frantic, fumbling for products, yelling at each other from across the aisles. There was a steep sale on some new phone and they all wanted it.
Gabriel and I stood close, elbow to elbow. We checked behind us for signs of Mr. Hendricks or one of the others closing in.
“I don’t want to get trapped in here,” Gabriel said. “If any of them come in…”
Someone bumped into me, I turned, apologizing, when another person ahead of us aimed right for between Gabriel and me, trying to get through.
Gabriel grabbed my waist, dragging me toward him, forcing the person to go around me, instead of through us. “Nope,” he said. “I’m not losing you right now.”
“We have to find Luke and get out of here,” I said, my breath hitching as I got even more nervous. 
Gabriel scanned the space. “I don’t see him.”
I didn’t either, but there were tall shelves in the back that seemed not as busy.
We weaved our way through. Once we broke through a line, we were able to walk a bit more easily.
We did a circle of the aisle, excusing ourselves and our large bags while we walked.
By the last row, I was in a full-on panic. “He’s not here,” I squeaked out. “Gabriel…”
“Trouble, don’t freak out on me now,” he said. 
“But what if they took him?”
“Then they’re in a shitload of trouble for kidnapping.”
Alarm seized me. Kidnapping? Would they dare? What would they do to him?
A hand gripped my shoulder. I whipped around, bags flying, assuming it was Mr. Hendricks.
Luke stood behind us. He held up his hands in surrender, looking perplexed and frazzled. “Hey, hang on.”
“Luke!” I cried out, trying to catch my breath. 
“Shit,” Gabriel said, also obviously relieved. “I thought you were Hendricks.”
“I followed Mr. Morris in here, and then he disappeared,” Luke said. “I’ve been circling the shop. He either blended in and went out the front or…”
“We were just at the front,” Gabriel said. “I didn’t see him.”
“Then he slipped out the back, because he’s not here now,” Luke said. 
“I vote we don’t follow him,” Gabriel said, and then scanned the busy store. “Our phones aren’t working. We need to leave.”
“Let’s go look and see if Mr. Hendricks is still there,” Luke said.
It took much longer to get out through the crowd that was flowing in. We barged out single file, ducking and maneuvering our shopping bags.
When we were out in the main walkway, we stood together. Shoppers walked with full bags around us. 
We looked up and down, but no Mr. Hendricks. No Mr. Morris. No Jay or Rocky.
“They follow us, make it obvious, and then just disappear?” Gabriel asked. “What the hell?”
“I don’t get it either,” Luke said. “Should we leave?”
This didn’t make any sense at all. I agreed with them that the behavior was strange. Why would they follow us and then leave? I tugged at his arm. “I don’t like not being able to call Kota.”
“We could try from a pay phone,” Gabriel said. “Or I could buy a new one here.”
Luke looked up the hall and then down. “Whatever we do, looks like our shopping is delayed.”
Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Damn it, why the hell would they fuck up Black Friday?”
 
 
 



OLD SCHOOL WAYS
 
 
We got back to the Jeep, loaded in and then Luke sped out of the parking lot.
We sat in silence, staring out the windows, seeking out anyone who could have been following us. Traffic wasn’t bad on the way back.
“Maybe we should have gone to the hospital,” Gabriel said. 
“I don’t know,” Luke said. “Maybe they were shopping, too, and then saw us and got on the phone, and asked each other what to do and decided we weren’t doing anything.”
Gabriel rocked his head against the headrest. “Then why aren’t our phones working?”
“Try them now,” Luke said, pulling the Jeep onto the highway. “We’re away from all those crowds. It might have been a bad signal in the mall. Maybe we should switch carriers.”
“We’ve got the best in town,” Gabriel said. He felt his front pockets, stopped, and felt again, patting at his back pocket. He traced his hands to his front and then over his sides. “Fuck, did I drop it?”
Luke peered over at him. “Don’t tell me you did,” he said.
Gabriel looking for his phone startled me and I reached for my bra. My heart leapt into my throat when it wasn’t there, but then I reached down, pulling out my cell phone from the jacket pocket. “Wow, I thought I lost mine.”
“No, wait, here,” Gabriel said. He pulled his phone out of his back pocket. “I don’t remember putting it there. It’s usually on the other side.”
I turned my phone on, about to type in a message, when something felt off as I held the case in my hands.
It was smooth.
I flipped it over, looking at it. 
The scratches that I’d had gotten the other day had disappeared. 
Gabriel was pushing the button to call Kota when I reached forward, grabbing his arm and shaking him. “Wait!” I said in a hurry. “Don’t call.”
“What the fuck?” Gabriel asked. “Why not?”
I showed him my case. “This isn’t my phone.”
“What are you talking about? Of course it is.”
“I scratched the case,” I said. “I dropped it.”
“Sang, you drop your phone all the time,” Gabriel said. “We just put new cases on.”
“Yeah, well, I haven’t gotten another case since then. Now mine is smooth.”
Luke and Gabriel looked at each other for a moment. Luke refocused on the road, but pulled his phone out and held it up to examine it. “Mine looks normal.”
“How would you know if someone replaced it?” Gabriel asked. He looked back at me. “Are you sure?”
“It was scratched at…when we got food,” I said, holding my hand to my temple, trying to remember the last time I’d paid any attention to my phone. It was at the diner earlier, when I had put it into my bra, and had noticed the scratches then. “I was holding it, and I felt the ridges. So unless you all changed the case in the last couple of hours without me knowing...”
“No,” they said together, and then shared looks again. Confused, uncomfortable looks. 
Gabriel raised an eyebrow, slowly. “How do we know if these are ours? No one got near us?”
“We were looking for Mr. Morris in that one busy shop,” Luke said. “There might have been someone else while we were distracted. And it doesn’t take much to be in a crowd and your phone gets stolen.” He flipped his over and then back again. “Mine…wasn’t in my front pocket.” He spoke through his teeth now. “I’m an idiot. I didn’t put it in my front pocket. Someone could have switched it if they wanted.”
“Who?” Gabriel asked. “Volto?”
Luke shrugged. “I don’t think so. Wouldn’t we have noticed if Volto walked by in a white mask? We were already on the look out for him. Does Volto work for Mr. Hendricks? We’ve never established that.”
Gabriel pushed his back into the seat and adjusted his sweater, putting his phone into the cup holder. “Well, shit. We’re going to have to drag Victor down here.”
“Let’s just get to…” Luke paused. “Where should we go?”
“We should get to Kota,” I said. 
We were silent for the rest of the ride. Pulling into Sunnyvale, everything seemed normal. Being only one in the morning when we got in, all was still quiet like when we’d left earlier.
We parked at Nathan’s house, not wanting to scare Erica. We got out, leaving the bags in the car.
“I’ll go,” Luke said. “Let me wake them up. I’ll have them come over. You two go inside.”
It didn’t take long before Kota and Nathan were standing in Nathan’s dining room with us. 
Kota walked in, tired-eyed, but yet with concern on his face. He’d known where we were, but if we were back and panicked enough to wake them and call them over, he had to know something was wrong.
Nathan rubbed at his face. “What is it?” he asked. There were still lines across his face from his pillow. His reddish hair was a mess. “Why are we getting up? I don’t want to go.”
“Sang’s phone was stolen,” Gabriel said, before I could. He had mine and his, and he put them on the table together. “Maybe mine, too, but I can’t be sure. It looks the same and I’m afraid to use it.”
Nathan blinked at us, looked at the phones and then back at us. “It’s right there,” he said, pointing to mine.
Luke sat down with us, and we went over what had happened, going shopping, possibly seeing a Volto, finding Mr. Morris and then Mr. Hendricks and the others, how they’d disappeared.
“We didn’t even notice our phones might have been switched out, Sang did,” Luke said. “She dropped hers recently and had scratches or something?” He looked at me, questioning.
“Yeah,” I said. “They were still there when we ate before we went to the mall. Now my case is smooth again. No one replaced it. It had to have happened at the mall.”
Kota brushed a palm across his forehead. He took his phone out, pushed a button, and then held it to his face. “Calling Mr. Blackbourne,” he said. 
Each of us grew quiet, waiting for Kota.
Kota slowly pulled the phone from his face, studying it. “It’s still ringing?”
Luke stood up quickly, hands on the table. “Again?”
Gabriel leaned his head back and blew out an exasperated breath. “This is getting so fucking annoying.”
“What are you talking about?” Kota asked. “It’s probably a…”
“No,” Luke said, and then reached out, taking Kota’s phone from him, turning it off. “Something is wrong. I don’t know what, but our numbers aren’t working. We tried with these phones, but whenever we call, the number just rings and rings. They look like ours, but something isn’t working with them.”
Kota sighed, picked up his phone again and looked it over. He poked at it and then frowned. “This isn’t my phone. My data is gone. The pictures.” 
We all looked at our phones again. Old messages appeared to still be there, but pictures weren’t.
Luke sat down heavily in a chair and slumped forward, his shoulders rounding. “Kota,” he said. “I had notes…Now they’re gone.”
“I had lots of photos,” Gabriel said. “And some recorded messages…”
“It appears some data was transferred, but someone purposefully wiped certain items,” Kota said. 
Nathan punched the table and stood up suddenly, the chair sliding back, scratching loudly against the floor. “Are you…ugh. He got your phone, too?” He pulled his out, dropping it on the table with a clatter. “Is this even mine?”
“We don’t know,” Kota said. 
“How is he getting to us?” Nathan asked, his angry voice getting louder. He raised a fist and shook it. “This is stupid! We’re getting our phones switched out from under our noses?” 
“Stop yelling,” Kota said in a calm, but commanding tone. He got up and went to the kitchen counter, where a simple house phone was sitting. He picked up the receiver slowly, looked at the buttons, and then put it back down in the cradle. “Luke?”
“Yeah?”
He pulled the cord of the phone out of the wall, and brought it over. “Use this, but at someone else’s house. Just plug it in at a box somewhere. Not Sang’s old house either. Call Mr. Blackbourne’s emergency line. If that doesn’t go through, call anyone’s number you can remember. Charlie’s. Uncle’s. Anyone. I want you to get someone from our team on the line, directly. We need to find everyone right now.”
With this, Luke took the phone and was out the door.
From that point on, it seemed everyone was busy and on task. Kota went home to get a laptop, bringing it back to Nathan’s. He arranged a workstation on the coffee table and checked the camera feeds. He found Victor asleep at home. Then he managed to page Dr. Green and get him to respond by using the Internet. They were safe. He tracked as many as he could, but the computer could only bring so many feeds back at once before it slowed down, so he had to do one house at a time.
At first, Gabriel and I were to write out what had happened at the mall and make notes of we could remember was gone from our phones. “Maybe there’s a clue as to why they deleted specific data,” Kota said.
Once we were done, Gabriel and I sprawled out on the carpet on either side of the coffee table, waiting. The lack of sleep and stress was weighing heavily on me, but I was too worried to sleep. I needed to know everyone was safe first. 
Nathan sat by Kota’s elbow, watching what he was doing. He’d written his own notes, but hadn’t had much on his phone to begin with. 
Luke came back, walking in the front door, the phone in his hand. “I got Mr. Blackbourne,” he said. “I used the box outside of the house next to Kota’s. Mr. Blackbourne’s emergency line was untapped, at least. I told him everything I could. He said we’re to stay here. I called North, too. He’s going to grab Silas on his way here.”
“Does Victor need to stay at home?” I asked.
“Victor’s the safest one right now,” Kota said, the glow of the laptop reflecting off of his glasses. “And Dr. Green. But I’m going to let Victor know he needs to go to the hospital, and with an escort. I don’t want to take chances. If Dr. Green has to stay at the hospital, someone needs to be with him. We’re on the buddy system at this point.”
“What about Mr. Blackbourne?”
“There’s a strong possibility he’ll be by to grab one of us soon.”
“What do we do for now?” I asked. “What’s the next step?”
“We can’t do anything right now,” Kota said. He blew out a small, tight breath, the sound almost a whistle. “We’ll have to come up with a plan. We don’t know all the facts, like exactly who took the phones. I’m going to work with Victor to pull our data, and see why they might want to take our phones in the first place. I want to figure out if mine was actually switched, or if the data got deleted remotely. I can’t picture my phone getting taken. Or Luke’s for that matter.”
“I might have messed up,” Luke said.
“I doubt it,” Kota said, lifting his head up with a tight smile. “The Luke I know wouldn’t get his phone stolen out from under him. Sang left her phone in a different spot than usual and someone took advantage of that and replaced it completely.”
We speculated on the hows and whys, but no matter how we looked at it, there weren’t any answers yet. 
We continued to wait for a while, but Kota insisted that those who could sleep, should. It would be a while before Victor was set up to do the work required. “We’re going to have to do this the old-fashioned way,” Kota said. “We’ll need people sleeping in shifts when not actively on a job.”
Luke, Gabriel and I went ahead and got into Nathan’s bed—me in the middle between them. We’d shared a bed before, but this time, we were all restless. Maybe it was the coffee and sugar still in our veins.
I flipped over the pillow a lot, sinking my head down into it. The smells around me were familiar: leather, Luke’s sugar and Gabriel smelled like coffee.
 
♥♥♥
 
I awoke to the smell of the ocean and of moss and berries.
I turned onto my back, finding an arm under me, Silas’s, by the feel of the hard muscle. There was another arm over my hip: Victor. I didn’t have to open my eyes to know it was them. Sometime in the middle of the night, they’d come in and switched with Luke and Gabriel.
Where were those two now? 
The room was quiet. The house seemed to be still. But I had questions and wanted to get up, but was still tired. 
I looked over at Victor, still sleeping, his lips parted like he was pursed to whistle but nothing came out. His wavy hair framed his face.
I thought about what had happened last night. Our phones had been taken—swapped for others for no reason that we could figure out. Was there anything on my phone that was sensitive? 
Mr. Hendricks and Mr. Morris had followed us, possibly running off when we tried to approach. Jay and Rocky were there, too. Why? Or was it coincidence? Was it them that took our phones? 
The sudden bang of the door opening and knocking into the wall startled me to sit upright.
Kota was in the doorway, dressed in jeans and a green polo shirt, although the shirt was a little askew on his side. He looked at me and gave me an apologetic look before he turned toward Victor. “Vic,” he said loudly. “I need you. Let’s go.”
Victor groaned and then sat up before he coughed once. He was still wearing a white shirt and the black slacks, like he’d known to stay dressed. 
“What’s going on?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.
“Mr. Morris is at the fake Academy school,” Kota said. “He broke in and is looking through files we planted there. We’re going to go in and check what he’s been looking at.” He smiled, his eyes bright, his chest puffing up. His face was tired, but he was eager. “Something’s happening.”
I started crawling to the edge of the bed, when Silas reached for my leg and held on. “You don’t go, aggele,” he said. “Stay.”
“But I want to know what’s going on,” I said. “What does this mean?”
Victor stood, stretched and then walked around the bed, scratching at his face as he spoke. “They’re looking for dirt of some kind. They’re nervous.”
“Exactly what I’m thinking,” Kota said. “They’re desperate. It’s causing them to take risks, like breaking into the Academy building on a holiday weekend. Mr. Blackbourne is keeping close to Mr. Hendricks, but we might need to give Mr. Morris some false info. Let’s see what they do with it.”
They left, leaving Silas and I alone in the bedroom.
I sighed, feeling useless at the moment. Could I sit here, knowing something like this was going on? I didn’t want to sleep anymore. I wanted to get to work on something. Anything.
Silas breathed in deeply through his nose and then sat up. “Aggele mou,” he said, his voice deep, throaty. “You’re not going to sleep, are you?” 
“I’m awake now,” I said. “Is there anything we can do?”
“Stay put,” he said. “Behave. What they’re doing now is dangerous enough.”
“Following Mr. Morris is going to be dangerous?” There were sounds deeper in the house now. People were walking around. The front door opened, closed. Things quieted. Kota and Victor had left in a hurry.
“Not just following,” Silas said as he got up and stretched, letting out a satisfied noise. He had on boxer briefs and a blue T-shirt. He was all muscle, and as he stretched, his shoulders and arms flexed, and even his legs showed defined lines, showing his obvious strength. 
His black eyes studied me as I looked at him and I glanced away from his body, feeling embarrassed that I’d gotten caught staring. “So we do nothing?”
“We stay here and act like we don’t know anything,” he said.
“I always do that.”
He pulled on his jeans and then zipped them up. “Do you want coffee?”
 
♥♥♥
 
Saturday was a buzz of activity as the boys flew in and out of Nathan’s home. At first, I suspected I would go with them, but no, they left me behind every time. 
I did spend a lot of time preparing food—simple eggs, toast, and coffee for breakfast—and cleaning up and holding messages. I fixed what I could of a lunch, and then thought of what to make for dinner. When someone showed up, there was always food prepared so they could eat while they wrote down notes and conversed with each other with whatever updates they had.
No phones this time. If we didn’t say something in person, it couldn’t be said. I was the one to relay coded messages whenever anyone came in. I told them where to go next when required. 
I was also to watch cameras. Kota set up the laptop for me. He had me watching the house, the street. “You’re keeping house,” he said when he showed me how to toggle between the feeds.
I wasn’t so sure this wasn’t more than a way to keep me out of the way, but I didn’t mind. One other person was always with me, whether it was Silas, North, Kota, or any of the others. If they slept, it was at Nathan’s house, which seemed to have been turned into their base camp.
Still, while we were there, everyone was on edge, locked onto a laptop or busy studying material, papers. Kota wrote in files when he got in.
When Sunday rolled around, they were all still back and forth. No rest. The meeting they had planned didn’t happen. Too much activity from Mr. Hendricks and the possible leak in our phones made them overly cautious. 
On Sunday afternoon, I sat with Kota on Nathan’s sofa. The sky was overcast, promising chilly weather instead of rain. I’d made breakfast and had cleaned up after the others, but hadn’t readied anything for lunch. 
Kota was looking at his laptop. I occasionally glanced at the laptop he’d set up for me, sitting on the coffee table. It showed our own street and our homes, but nothing was moving on the screen—nothing was happening. I sighed, loudly.
“I know you’re frustrated,” Kota said, although he kept his eyes on the screen.
“I don’t know what else to do,” I said. “Why am I just sitting here?”
“Do you feel like you’re just sitting?” he asked. He looked up, turning his head toward me. “You’ve got one of the most important jobs here.”
“Shouldn’t I go out and help?”
“You are helping,” he said. “You told us about the phones. You made us aware they’d switched our phones out. You were the one who thought you spotted Volto. Don’t you see? If you hadn’t thought to go out and check, Mr. Morris and Mr. Hendricks could have followed you three for hours. You might not have noticed your phone being gone at all for a good, long time. And now that we are hyper-aware of Mr. Morris, we found out he was breaking into the Academy school. Now we’re trying to lay the groundwork to see what happens if he does find something interesting. We’ll be able to steer their plans to fail, whatever they are.”
“But I’m just sitting here now,” I said. I was still in pajama pants and the T-shirt I’d worn since yesterday. Since no one was asking me to go anywhere, I hadn’t bothered to change. I was feeling like a frumpy mess, but what did it matter? “I’m the one at home making sandwiches while everyone else is out there getting involved.”
Kota sighed, putting the laptop beside him on the couch. He turned toward me, holding out his arms. “Come here for a second.”
I was pouting, but I couldn’t help it. The boys had come and gone for over twenty-four hours now, and here we were, half way through Sunday, and I was all the more restless to take action. It felt like my fault my phone had been lifted. How could I not have noticed? Perhaps if I’d put it into my bra like I normally did, it wouldn’t have happened. Luke had told me that putting it in there actually prevented people from taking it.
With Kota signaling again for me to come closer, I leaned into him. He gathered me in his arms and kissed my cheek as he rubbed my back and held me. I curled my arms up into his chest, leaning into him in a cuddle. I was still frowning, but Kota was soothing my hurt feelings from getting left behind.
“Sang,” he said quietly. “You’ve taken my job.”
“Huh?”
“You do what I used to do,” he said. “I used to be the one that stayed in place and passed messages. It’s an important job, even if you do it in your pajamas”
I sighed and rubbed my cheek against the rough material of his polo shirt, feeling his chest underneath, the dense muscle. “I don’t mean to complain.”
“Are you thinking we are treating you like a girl? Or that you don’t belong?”
“I’m just anxious to do more than sit here and stare at cameras pointed at nothing.”
“I know,” he said. He smoothed a hand over my back. “I am, too.”
“Is this it?” I asked. It was what I’d been concerned about since Black Friday. “Did Mr. Hendricks find out we were going to smooth things over? Are we stopping him from pointing more fingers, so he’s trying to fish up more dirt on others? What’s going on?”
“He doesn’t have enough dirt to throw, like he thought he did,” Kota said. “I’m thinking he’s getting pretty desperate. So we gave him something that looks like it might be big, but really isn’t anything at all. He’ll have to wait until Monday to use it. In the meantime, we’re preparing.”
“For what?”
“Changes,” he said quietly. “Our only snag is you, though.”
Why wasn’t I surprised? I wiped at my face, but still Kota held me. “Because of my father? Or the school?”
“For a lot of reasons,” he said. He kissed the top of my head and kept his lips there, tucking my head under his chin. “It’s just a big risk. He could easily make a phone call or point a finger at you—and he doesn’t even know the whole of how you would be affected. He doesn’t know that he carries the possibility of taking you down, or at least how strongly we’d fight it if he tried. Don’t worry.”
Maybe that was why they had me playing dispatcher. Maybe it was an important job, like Kota said, but I was the person doing it because if I made a wrong move now, it could bring down everything around me. My father could get a phone call. The police could be notified that we were living alone in our house. The school board could look into my records, and dig deep, only to find my stepmother wasn’t my real mother. They could demand my sister and I go to foster homes.
There were footsteps in the hall, faint ones. I was surprised when they stopped and went still. Usually people just walked in, talking, or I could hear them picking up food from the small display of sandwiches and other things I’d left out for them in the kitchen.
I pulled myself from Kota’s arms and straightened up, looking over the edge of the couch. Kota turned his head to look, too.
It was Luke standing over us. He looked down at Kota and then at me.
The corner of his mouth dipped down for a second, but he wiped the frown away quickly. “Sorry,” he said.
Kota released me and waved his hand. “Don’t be,” he said. “We were just talking. How’d it go?”
Luke looked at me and then at Kota again. He walked around, pushing the laptop I was using aside before he sat heavily on the coffee table in front of us. His hair was tied back in a messy ponytail and his eyes had deep shadows. His jeans and the blue shirt were rumpled. 
He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “No good,” he said. “I’ve looked everywhere. I can’t find hers or any of our phones in anyone’s house, nowhere in their cars. Not on their person. Mr. Hendricks. Mr. Morris. Rocky. Jay. I even checked a few more Mr. Hendricks sometimes has on his team. Our phones aren’t there.”
Kota frowned. “You’ve gotten that close to all of them?”
“I’ve been in every house,” Luke said, his brown eyes serious. He smoothed a palm over the top of his blond hair. “Victor’s not able to pull any data at all, he can’t recover anything. He’s temporarily disconnected our numbers, but whatever we used to not allow our phone messages to get tapped, they are completely useless. They still got hacked somehow.”
“And it doesn’t appear to be Mr. Hendricks and his team,” Kota said. He picked up his laptop from the couch, but put it on the table next to Luke. “They went to some trouble to replace Sang’s phone.”
“Victor thinks maybe that was the trick,” Luke said. “Her phone was the gateway to figuring out how to do all this. Once her phone was stolen—whenever that was—they had just enough time to hack the rest of our phones.”
I froze on the couch, my hands clenching around the leather of the seat cushion. “This was my fault.”
“No, Sang,” Kota said, waving his hand. “This could have happened to any of our phones.”
“When did you last use yours?” Luke asked Kota.
“Right after Sang left,” Kota said. “I sent out a message to Mr. Blackbourne about Sang going with you. I got an okay from him. That was all.”
“I’m thinking from the moment we weren’t able to call, that’s about when we were hacked,” Luke said. “It adds up to her phone getting stolen.”
“That was quick though,” I said. “I had my phone in my bra for a while. We called the moment we saw Mr. Hendricks. That was the moment I switched my phone from my bra to my pocket. It had to be between the time Gabriel and I went in looking for you…”
“It was crowded,” Luke said. “There were lots of shoppers in that mall.”
“But our phones weren’t calling out then,” I said. “And they’ve done that without switching my phone out. We’ve been having problems.”
“Our signals could be blocked,” Kota said. “Somehow they are blocking our calls.”
“They block our calls and then steal my phone?”
Kota sat up, touching the corner of his glasses. “Or the two things aren’t connected. It could be Mr. Hendricks somehow found a way to block our calls. Whoever stole the phone and hacked our data might be about something else entirely.”
I looked at Luke, the only person I knew who could pick a phone out of my pocket without me noticing. “Who else can do what you do?” I asked quietly.
Luke jerked his head back, and then frowned. “What do you mean, asking that?”
My eyes widened. Did it sound accusing? “No, I just mean, I know you can steal phones from pockets.”
“I didn’t do this,” he said defensively, his voice rising. 
“Calm down,” Kota said, pausing in his work to look up at him. “She didn’t mean it like that.”
“I’m tired of everyone asking,” Luke said, pulling away to pace in front of the television. “You think I’d steal them and cause all this uproar? I’m the one trying to find them.”
I glanced at Kota, suddenly afraid to say anything further. What had I said? Had the others been bothering him with questions about how this might have happened?
Luke had disappeared when my phone might have been taken.
And if he didn’t want to find the phones, he could just say he couldn’t find them.
He had access to all of us.
I kept my lips shut, though my suspicions burned inside me. I didn’t want to say anything further, and I didn’t want to even think it, but the more I considered recent actions, he did seem like a likely culprit. Could it be the others had pondered the same thing?
“I’m sure they were just covering their bases,” Kota said. 
“Well, I haven’t done anything wrong,” Luke said. Without another word, he stormed around the coffee table toward the kitchen.
Kota got up, looking over the couch at him. “Where are you going?”
“To look for her phone!” Luke cried out. The front door opened, but before Kota and I could stop him, he slammed it shut.
Kota jogged around the couch, heading toward the front door. I followed.
By the time we got outside, Luke was gone. I wasn’t sure how he could have gotten into a car and taken off so quickly. Either he had the motorcycle, which I couldn’t hear, or he’d run off.
Kota stopped on the walkway heading to the drive, scanning the neighborhood. He groaned. “Why would he say that?” he asked. He turned to me, a new pain in his eyes, disappointed. “Have people been accusing him?”
“I haven’t,” I said. “Although…I thought perhaps…”
Kota lifted an eyebrow. “Thought what?”
He didn’t know? Had I said some of my suspicions to Mr. Blackbourne? No. Maybe not directly. “I told Mr. Blackbourne about the masks. You know, right? How Luke admitted to it?”
He nodded.
I slid my bare foot against the cold sidewalk. I didn’t want to be the one to pose this question. “I may not have said so out loud, but…I’ve been thinking. What if Luke…is Volto? Like what if the eight masks meant he was saying there would be only eight on the team? What if he stole my phone? He was right there. And before that, he…there were times when…” I tried to present more evidence, but I wasn’t sure where to start.
Kota’s eyes widened. “He would never do that,” he said. “Why would you think such a thing?”
I lifted my hands up, motioning toward the road. “He put the masks on your house, right?”
“He said he did,” Kota said.
“And then again? The second time?”
“I don’t have confirmation on that.”
“But…” I fought my brain for the connections I’d made before. “He left his phone at his house, hidden, and took another one with him. He said it was an Academy job and it wasn’t.”
“And Mr. Blackbourne asked him about it,” Kota said. “He said he wanted to be alone. He was dealing with…something.”
I pressed my lips together. “What did he say?”
“That it was personal.” He came toward me and put a palm on top of my head as he looked at me. “Sang, he’s not Volto. He got knocked out at Victor’s house.”
“By Muriel,” I said. “He could have been…” I paused, questioning my own suspicions, my thin evidence. There were a whole lot of accusations, and I was trying to pick out the clearest evidence that would support what I was thinking. Even when I hoped it wasn’t true.
Kota shook his head harder this time. “And he was accounted for when you were kidnapped.”
I quieted, unable to account for that. Maybe there was an explanation but I hadn’t had time to think on it. “He’s just…”
“Been acting strangely?”
I breathed in deeply, another nod. “Yeah. And there’s…circumstances.”
“Weren’t there circumstances as to why you got suspension?” Kota asked.
I took a step back, surprised he would bring this up now. “What?”
“When Ms. Wright looked at your records and accused you of skipping classes, why didn’t you tell her the reasons you had for not being there? You didn’t go into much detail.”
“Because…of the Academy stuff, and…”
“Sang,” he said, his lips moving up in a sympathetic smile and his eyes brightening. “Don’t you see? Of course it looks to you like there’s something funny going on. He is acting strangely. You’ve been acting oddly, too. Ms. Wright saw a girl who was absent from class, who never even tried to defend herself as to why she was gone. Well, you did defend a bit, but you offered nothing to her that would have explained yourself. What conclusion could she have had except to think you were skipping?”
“Yeah…”
“So if Luke seems like he’s doing something funny, should we go around accusing him? Or find out what’s the truth is? There’s probably some very reasonable explanation.”
I knew the answer to that. “Shouldn’t we do that now?”
“Maybe not,” Kota said. He came forward kissed the top of my head, and guided me toward the door. “I’ll let Mr. Blackbourne know he seemed upset, but for now, maybe we should give him a break. Okay?”
It had to be enough for now. I felt terrible for talking about Luke in such a way. I wasn’t sure he knew my thoughts about him being Volto, but it was clear he had been interrogated about what had happened. After the week he’d had of being yelled at by North, maybe he’d simply had enough.
For the rest of the day, I did what they needed me to, though quietly. No one said a word about Luke to me. Either Kota kept it to himself, or the others weren’t going to talk to me about it.
It didn’t alleviate the guilt or the questions I had about Luke. It sounded like Luke had been asked by some of the others about his actions. He didn’t answer us directly, he simply ran off. 
What was he hiding?
 



UNPREDICTED
 
 
By Monday morning, I was so tired, I was sure I got dressed, ate a quick breakfast and got into Kota’s car without ever opening my eyes.
It was my first day on a new schedule, at least until Mr. Blackbourne could figure out how to change it again without creating more problems. 
I was told by Kota that Mr. Blackbourne would follow me via the cameras for the day and that someone would always be there to meet me at the end of each class and escort me to the next.
From this point on, I had to attend every class, every day.
Mr. Hendricks supposedly would be in today to continue his scheme to draw attention away from himself. Kota suspected it was his exit plan, that Mr. Hendricks would wait until someone looked like he was going to jail or at least close, and then scoot out of town. 
That was the theory, anyway. Mr. Blackbourne and the others planted some false dirt for Mr. Morris to hand over to Mr. Hendricks. They wouldn’t tell me what it was and I suspected not all of them were made aware of exactly what it was. 
We returned to school Monday morning. Anticipation weighed on me. The boys put their uniforms back on this time. They hadn’t gotten together to discuss what to do about uniforms, so the consensus was to simply continue to wear them.
When we passed people by walking in the hallways, I was alert, focusing on everyone, and no one. I passed by familiar faces. Karen waved quietly to me from across the hall. I spotted Jay talking with someone I didn’t know. 
I stopped to look at Jay, wondering if I should go talk to him.
Kota squeezed my hand and tugged me along. He seemed aware of what I intended and then quietly was telling me not to. 
Maybe he was right. I wasn’t really awake yet. Confronting anyone at this point probably wasn’t something I personally should be doing.
During the morning wait for homeroom, I was leaning against Silas, the only one of the boys I was safe to lean against during school hours. He held me up while I rested my head against his arm. He and Nathan were surprised they hadn’t gained any weight from the Thanksgiving food, while Kota tried to explain thermodynamics and why they likely hadn’t gained any actual fat.
I wasn’t really listening to them, my mind focused only on trying to follow the new schedule. I tried memorizing it, but then two minutes later after I put the paper away, had to pull it back out when I realized I couldn’t remember where to go after English. 
Too much stress over the weekend.
Luke was there, too, although he was quiet. I looked for signs that he knew what I’d said about him to Kota, but he gave no indication of it.
During homeroom, I put my head down on my desk. What felt like two minutes later, Luke was nudging me awake.
“You okay?” he asked. “You look pale.”
I nodded, thinking I was simply stressed and overtired. “Just tired. Maybe a little anxious about the new classes,” I said.
“Don’t be.” He grabbed my book bag for me and he and North walked with me toward class. “Don’t even worry about it. Your teachers won’t know what to do with you, and will try to simply get you to join in where they are. You might have slightly different reading and assignments. We’ll catch you up. Collect what you need. Kota will sort it out after school.”
I appreciated him talking so nicely to me. I wanted to talk to him about yesterday, but I didn’t want to get into it right now.
I tried to pretend that homework was all I was worried about. I followed the boys outside to walk along the path toward the trailers, and to our English class. Luckily this one I shared with them hadn’t changed. Unfortunately, I was still tired and out of it. Maybe I needed another coffee. The one I’d had this morning didn’t seem to be working. 
Ms. Johnson asked everyone to split up into different groups, except she chose the groups. “You all seem to pick the same two or three people every time. Let’s change it up a bit.”
Groans erupted from the students that we didn’t get to pick our own groups, but that didn’t change her mind. She counted off teams. I ended up in a group of mostly girls.
There were eyeballs on me, but I was too tired to care. 
“Suspension,” was whispered among a few of them. 
Maybe it was because it was all four of us that had been gone: Me, Kota, Luke and Gabriel. Was Ms. Johnson notified I’d been stuck in suspension? Would she have told the class?
What did it matter to them?
Everyone got to work. For a while, I just listened to my group debate how they were going to do the project. I had my head propped up in my hand, looking over the material of some old American short story, pretending to read it.
Suddenly, during the discussion, my stomach rumbled and twisted. I sat up carefully, examining what I was feeling. Were my nerves getting to me? I needed to calm down, to listen to the others and not worry. 
Minutes creeped on. The girls talked, still debating on what they were going to do and how they were going to divide up the work. I pretended to be listening, but I began to sweat. Why was it so hot in the classroom? I took off my jacket, needing to feel something cold against my skin. 
I sank down, resting my head against the desk. It was cool to the touch but it wasn’t enough. 
“Sang,” someone called. 
I picked up my head slowly, looking over my shoulder.
It was Gabriel, looking upset and concerned. 
My next focus was at Kota on the other side of the room. He had stood up to look at me over the heads between us. I didn’t see anyone else. I didn’t even care that they were all staring. I was wondering why they wanted my attention. Had something happened? 
Kota focused right at my eyes.
I didn’t remember the next moment until later, and even then it felt like a hazy dream. Kota was flying over desktops, rushing right over to me.
“Kota Lee,” Ms. Johnson called in a stern voice. “What are you doing?”
Kota ignored her and put a cool palm across my neck. “Sang,” he said in a soft tone, and then urged me to stand up, supporting me under my elbow. “Why didn’t you tell anyone you were feeling sick?”
Sick? Oh. I’d thought I was just hot and nervous and overtired. Did I have a fever? And how had he known from that distance? I wanted to ask him to check and make sure.
It took a lot of effort to get my muscles to move to allow me to stand up. I wanted to sink to the floor and take a nap. 
“What’s wrong?” Ms. Johnson asked.
Kota turned to her with a soft smile and reassurance in his voice. “It’s no problem, Ms. Johnson. Looks like she’s sick. I may have to take her home; I’m her ride.”
Ms. Johnson frowned. “Do you need to take her to the office to call her parents?”
“Her dad’s out of town on business,” Kota said. “And her mom’s in the hospital.” He tightened his hand on my arm. “I’ll come back to school. Just let me drop her off at home. She probably has the flu. It’s been going around.”
Ms. Johnson conceded, asking him to check in with the nurse before leaving school. Some of the kids moved away as I moved past, making comments about not wanting to get sick.
Kota grabbed my jacket and assisted me toward the door, leaving behind our bags. “Don’t worry about them,” he said. “Gabriel will get them. I’ve got my keys. Let’s go.”
Out in the cold air, I felt better, at least not as hot. I didn’t even need the jacket. When he tried to put it around my shoulders, I waved it off. “I don’t want it,” I said. 
“I’d say you should,” he said, “but it is probably better you cool your body off a little.” He kept a hand on my back, walking me toward the school. “Sweetheart, why didn’t you tell anyone you weren’t feeling well?”
“I didn’t know,” I said quietly. “I just thought I was hot. And nervous about the new schedule. And tired...” I moaned, stumbling a bit but catching myself. “I really shouldn’t leave. She said if I was absent one more day...”
“You can’t be at school with a fever,” he said. “I’m hoping it’s the flu and not something worse.”
I didn’t even want to know what he thought worse was. I should have been more concerned with staying, but then I started shivering, my body suddenly too cold.
Kota stopped just before we reached the doors to go inside the school. He held me by my upper arms for a minute, looking me over. “You okay?” he asked. “Are you going to make it?”
It wasn’t like I had much of a choice. I couldn’t just sit down on the concrete sidewalk, as tempting as it was. For a second, I wondered if Ms. Wright would allow me to sit in suspension again. At least there I might get away with a nap and my body would be in a seat like she wanted.
Maybe I’d spend forever in suspension. That seemed reasonable at that moment. 
Kota held open the door for us to get through, but the moment we were inside, he let the door go and swiftly picked me up.
My head spun at the movement and I held on tighter to him. “Kota...”
“You looked like you were going to fall over,” he said. “Let me take you to the car.”
“We should go to the nurse.” I tried to release my grip, hoping it would worry him less. “I can let her take my temperature and write a note. Ms. Wright will call the school board if I don’t do things right.”
He sighed and changed direction. Would he have really just left school without letting anyone know?
It seemed like Kota took forever to get to the nurse’s office. I wanted to suggest I could walk, as it was a short distance from where we were, but I was so tired...
He did let me go right outside the office’s front door, although he held on around my waist. “Maybe I’ll leave you with her,” he said. “And bring the car around closer. I’ll get someone to come stand by close while I’m gone.”
I couldn’t imagine who might do that, except for maybe Dr. Green or Mr. Blackbourne. Everyone else was still in class.
The nurse was busy checking the temperature of another student when we walked in. She took one look at me and then nodded curtly before returning to the other student. “You see that?” she said to her. “That’s a sick girl. I can tell already without taking her temperature. You’ll have to come in looking like that to fool me into thinking you’re sick.”
“I didn’t say I had a temperature,” the girl said, frowning as she looked at me, her hands pressed to her belly. “I...my stomach hurts. Cramping.”
“Then I’ve got Midol and a cot for fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes only, you understand?” She shook a finger at the girl. “Your face is way too familiar to me for me to fall for this again and again. And don’t think you can fuss at your male teachers like last time. Periods are not your vagina ripping out of your body. And believe me, if you had endometriosis, you wouldn’t be standing, let alone sitting around, able to complain about it. The other thousand girl students at this school manage to get to school without incident.” The nurse turned to us. 
I gritted my teeth, ready to get yelled at. 
“Does she need a cot or does she need to go home?” she said kindly. 
“Home,” Kota said. “But I’m her ride. She wanted to stop by and make sure to get your sign-off.”
“Good girl,” the nurse said. She pointed to a cot. “I’ll just take a quick temperature. It’s good I keep a record in case the administrators ask questions. Does anything hurt?”
My whole body felt like one big aching mess. I nodded, but didn’t say anything. Kota guided me to a cot, easing me down on it. 
“I’m going to be right back,” he said. “I’m going to bring the car around closer. I shouldn’t be longer than a couple of minutes.”
“I should call her mother,” she said. “Or parents of some sort.”
“They aren’t home,” Kota said quickly. “I’ll make sure she’s safe.” He walked off in a hurry. I could hear his footsteps in the hall as he picked up his pace.
“Kids these days. Some of them parent themselves. Are you and him close friends?” She pressed her lips together and pointed an electronic thermometer in my direction, like she didn’t really expect me to answer. 
I opened my mouth, letting her position it, though she put it a little too close to the base of my throat under my tongue, and I coughed, nearly spitting it out. 
“Easy there, kiddo,” she said, holding the thermometer in place until I settled. “Your throat is looking a little red. This might be strep.”
I wished Kota didn’t have to leave, but there were only three of us in the nurse’s office. If he had gone to get Mr. Blackbourne to babysit, it would have been wasted time. The nurse seemed okay.
I slumped, sitting on the cot. It was tempting to lay down, but I worried if I did, I’d pass out and wouldn’t be able to get back up. I thought of Nathan’s bed and how I should take the couch so I wouldn’t get Nathan sick. I worried about the others, too, since they were always in close proximity. I hope none of them caught it.
Kota might. 
The room got quiet as the nurse waited for the thermometer to beep. It did after a couple of minutes and she was just pulling it out when the door opened suddenly, sticking open as it wedged under a door stopper by the wall. 
Ms. Wright appeared in the door, first sending death-ray glares at the girl sitting waiting for her Midol. Ms. Wright turned from her to the nurse, and then focused on me.
“I heard you were in here,” she said. “Do you think you can fake sick and avoid going to class?”
“She’s not faking it,” the nurse said, reading the thermometer. “A hundred and three fever. You’re lucky she’s even upright.”
“If she can sit upright, she can go to class,” Ms. Wright said. She sliced her hand through the air. “She was in suspension all last week. I can’t believe she’d be sick. I want her butt back in her chair right now.”
The nurse’s eyes bugged out, like they were going to fall out of her head. “How could you say that?” she asked. “You’re going to expose everyone else to this?”
“I’m telling you, she’s probably got a heater in her mouth,” Ms. Wright said. “She seems to be pretty good at getting out of school whenever she feels like it. I came down here to warn you before you released her. She’s been out for over thirty days this semester.”
That wasn’t true, and she had increased her number. I started to shake my head, but felt really weak and my throat was feeling scratchy. I didn’t have the strength to fight her right now, and didn’t care enough to. How could she not understand that this time I really was sick? I sighed sadly. How did she even know I was down here so fast? Was she monitoring me? 
“Maybe I could sit in suspension again,” I said quietly, looking at the floor and accepting defeat this time. Kota wouldn’t like it, but at least I wouldn’t infect anyone. “Just until this fever goes away.”
“If you even have a fever,” Ms. Wright said. “No, you will go to class. I’m not going to allow you to get away with this continual line of excuses. You don’t get to go where you want to.”
“You can’t do that,” the nurse said. “There’s no way I will allow it.”
“You’ll allow it because I say so,” Ms. Wright said. “There’s no way she’s getting away with going home again after being out of school for so long. She’s cried wolf too many times, from my understanding. She’s going to have to suck it up.”
The nurse turned on her then, her eyes wide and her body in fight mode, with a fist around the thermometer still in her hand. “Have you gone insane?” she asked. “If I let this student go back like this, and her parents hear about it, I’ll be out of a job.”
Ms. Wright looked her dead in the eye. “Like what?” she asked. “She looks perfectly fine to me. I’m even willing to pretend she was never here.” She nodded to the thermometer in the nurse’s hand. “Turn it off. You never saw her today. She came to me instead for some guidance. That’s all. Or shall I talk to Mr. Hendricks about the nurse who won’t obey her superiors?”
The nurse sputtered, shaking her head. I just wanted to lie down and almost started to cry at the thought of going back to class.
There was another sudden movement by the door, and this time, I thought I’d finally passed out on the cot and had started dreaming.
Mr. Blackbourne, Dr. Green and another man were standing in what little space there was in the front part of the nurse’s office. Mr. Blackbourne was in his usual suit, with a flash of steel in his eyes as he faced off Ms. Wright. Dr. Green wore a green sweater and khakis, surveying the scene. The third man, in a dark suit, looked at all of the women in the room and was frowning.
“What is this?” Ms. Wright said, turning her back on the nurse and to face off with Mr. Blackbourne. “Who are you to barge in here? And what are they doing here?”
My cheeks heated and my eyes watered. Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green had finally come to defend me. Who was the third man, though?
“We need to have a little talk,” Mr. Blackbourne said in a quiet and yet powerful tone.
Dr. Green took one look at the girl in the chair and quietly went to her. He whispered a quick something to her and she instantly got up. Dr. Green escorted her to the door, and then shut it behind her after she left.
“I don’t know what you think you heard,” Ms. Wright said in a quieter, nervous tone, stepping sideways and away from me and the nurse. “I wasn’t serious. I was just trying to scare her a bit to fess up in case she wasn’t really sick.”
The third man approached Ms. Wright. He had salt and pepper hair and a handsome, angular face. “I’m afraid we’ve got ourselves in a bit of a pickle here,” he said quietly. 
Ms. Wright pursed her lips tight and glared at him. She shifted her weight on her feet and then snapped at him like a viper. “I don’t know who you are, but you don’t have any authority here. This is none of your business.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, holding out his hand to shake. “I guess I’m not a familiar enough face around here. I probably should stop by more often. Joe Hertz, Mayor of Goose Creek.”
My lips formed a small “o” shape. Goose Creek was the name of the town the school was located in, so he might technically be an authority for the school. Mr. Blackbourne knew the mayor? I wondered if it was him who had asked the guys to come in and check out the school. My heart was beating a mile a minute. My breath quickened. I hoped I wouldn’t pass out just from the surprise.
The nurse reached for my hand, holding it in a reassuring grip. “It’ll be all right,” she said quietly to me. “You aren’t in any trouble.”
I wasn’t so sure about that. I looked at Mr. Blackbourne, who had the steel of his eyes focused only on Ms. Wright as the mayor spoke. Dr. Green, however, side-stepped them and quietly came to me. He gestured for the nurse to hand over the thermometer, which she did. He frowned down at the temperature and then touched my forehead. He drew a few calm fingers over my cheek and then urged me to open my mouth.
Really? He was going to examine me here in the midst of all of this? Despite me wanting to ask questions, he continued his inspection. The nurse must have been familiar with him, because she found a tongue depressor and passed it to him. He examined my throat, using his own flashlight on his key ring to look.
“I’m sorry,” Ms. Wright said, her eyes wide now, as she stepped closer to Mr. Hertz. She never reached for his hand. “You’ve come at a bad time. This girl has had multiple unexcused absences and I’ve been trying desperately to keep her in class. You have to understand, I was only trying to...”
“I know it must be tough being the counselor for this school,” the mayor said calmly. He put his hand down when it was clear she wasn’t going to shake it. “It can’t have been easy since Mr. Hendricks has been forcing more of his own duties on you. I understand he’s been promising you the principal position at this school.”
If Dr. Green hadn’t been examining me, I would have groaned. If Mr. Hendricks stepped down, she would become the principal? How horrible! In truth, if I’d been a good student and went to class like I should, I didn’t know how much worse she would be. Mr. Hendricks used students and teachers to spy on each other, on top of whatever else he was doing in secret. 
Ms. Wright pointed at me. “Students like her are allowed to get away with almost anything around here. And who does the school board turn to with their questions? They look at me, not him. I’m the one responsible.”
Mayor Hertz shook his head, a small, tight smile turning up his mouth. “That’s what he makes you believe, is it? He does put a lot of pressure on you. It’s not your responsibility, it’s up to parents and the students themselves. We’re simply record keepers. Did he tell you that you could possibly go to jail, too?”
Ms. Wright didn’t speak out loud, but nodded her head, the puffy curls around her face shifting. 
“He’s been spreading a lot of lies,” the mayor said. “It’s why I’m here today. To set the record straight with the faculty. I’ve gotten special permission from the school board to come here and let everyone know your jobs are secure for now.”
Was this why Mr. Blackbourne had been so quiet about his plans? He was going to bring in the mayor? 
If the school board knew, I wondered if Mr. Hendricks’s partner, the super intendent, knew this was happening. And the third person in their group? The one we didn’t know the name of yet? What about him?
Suddenly, it made sense to me. They were trying to get Mr. Hendricks’s plan to backfire. His overstretching threats against their jobs were being pointed out now. When Mr. Hendricks’s power got revoked, when people saw his empty threats for what they were, what power did he have?
“But I need your help, Ms. Wright,” the mayor said. “He’s done a lot of damage here. I’m interested in saving the reputation of this school.” He nodded in my direction. “But I need you to stop pointing fingers at this girl. She’s on a special mission here at this school. In truth, she’s only on loan.”
The lie was spoken so smoothly, that even I almost believed it. 
She squinted her eyes at him. “Do you mean...”
“Yes,” he said with a small smile. “You were asked to ignore seven students on your registration and without much of a reason as to why. She was supposed to be among them—an eighth—but in secret from everyone else. I know you’ve been asking around about these students, and she’s done her very best to blend in while still being tasked to do what she was brought here to do.”
“You should have just told me sooner,” she said.
“I’m about to let you in on a very sensitive secret mission of mine. We may need your help to pull it off.”
They were going to try to work with her? I gripped the edge of the cot, wishing my head didn’t feel like it was full of cotton so I could focus better.
Dr. Green rubbed my back soothingly. “Hang in there, pumpkin,” he whispered.
“What do you need me to do?” Ms. Wright said, desperation in her voice. “You have no idea what it was like to work with Principal Hendricks. He’s...” She stopped, swallowed.
Mayor Hertz held up a hand, cutting her off. “I’m going to want to hear all about it,” he said. “Right now, though, I need you to do a little spy work for me. Nothing dangerous. Your job isn’t in jeopardy. We need you to pass along a message.”
“What message?” she asked. 
“I need you to quickly go to Mr. Hendricks, wherever he is, and calmly let him know that you’ve been through all the student files, and outside of the usual troublemakers, there’s absolutely nothing wrong. I know after you went to him about the letter you got from the school board, he told you to give students hell and start suspending everyone, yes? That he’d fire you, or the school board will do much worse, if you were found neglecting your duties? Prove to him that you have completed your investigation and everyone is on the right track. No need to call in the school board, even.”
She turned pale. “Why would I do that?”
“Just trust me,” he said. “He’ll start to say a lot of things, and it’ll sound really scary. He may even threaten your job and reputation. Stand there and take it, but don’t give in. Tell them there’s nothing to look at. We’ll be nearby, so don’t worry. Make him believe you have investigated every detail, and that part of your jobs is done, and that you should go back to your regular duties. That’s the goal. No matter what is said, just stand your ground. Understood?”
She nodded, standing upright, her shoulders back. “I used to teach the drama students, until they canceled the classes due to budget cuts. I can do this.”
“Excellent,” he said. “Don’t tell him I was here guiding you in any way. Please don’t mention Miss Sorenson here, or Dr. Green or Mr. Blackbourne. I need you to focus only on him, no matter who he tries to throw under the bus. Mr. Blackbourne will stand by and interrupt if things get to be too heated.”
Even through the fuzz in my brain, something stuck out: The mayor knew my name?
“I should do this now?”
“Absolutely.”
At that moment, there was a small knock at the door. Kota opened it and peeked in, his eyes growing wide when he saw all of us here. He seemed genuinely surprised. “Mr. Blackbourne...” he said with a careful tone.
“Everything’s okay,” Mr. Blackbourne said, his tone steady and strong, without the sharpness from before. “Or it will be.”
“You need to leave,” Dr. Green said to me.
Ms. Wright and the mayor parted to give me room. I slipped from the cot and with Dr. Green’s hand on my arm, steadying me, headed for the door as quietly as I could. I was embarrassed to be sick, and worried that I’d caused this. 
“Get better,” Mayor Hertz said. “Don’t worry. We’ve got it from here.”
He made it sound like I’d been in the know about it all the whole time.
Had I just been a puppet for the last week or two? Was this something they’d planned? How could they have predicted I’d get sick? Or that Ms. Wright would react the way she had? And what had he meant about me being on special assignment. And on loan. From where?
Kota opened the door so Dr. Green could help me out. The three of us went out into the hall and the door to the office closed behind us.
“What’s going on?” Kota asked in a hushed tone.
“I’ll explain later,” Dr. Green said. “Last straw was thrown for Mr. Blackbourne, and luckily Mr. Hertz was here. Plan’s been changed. Just get her home. Give her something for her fever, and I’ll be by later today to swab and test for strep.”
Kota sighed and took my elbow. “I’ve got her. Go do what you need to do.”
Dr. Green released me, but I wasn’t able to turn back to look at him as Kota escorted me. I only hoped he would be okay.



THE ROAD TO RECOVERY
 
 
The drive home seemed to take forever, especially as I sat upright the entire time, forcing myself to stay awake. I swallowed a lot, testing my throat, finding it to still be tight and swollen. I was worried Dr. Green might be right about the strep throat.
When we got to Sunnyvale, I breathed a great big sigh of relief. I was surprised Kota didn’t bug me for details on what happened, but he seemed to be completely focused on the road.
He pulled the car into his own drive. I thought he’d walk me across the street to Nathan’s house, but instead, he helped me out of the car and guided me to his house and up to his bedroom. 
“Hold on,” he said, leaving me by the door. He shrugged out of the faux school uniform jacket, dropping it on the window seat, and then went to the freshly-made bed, ripped away the blanket and sheet and then came back for me, guiding me to it.
I sat, and without me asking, he bent down, taking off my shoes. “You don’t want to sleep in the skirt, do you?” he asked.
I shook my head. I really meant that I didn’t care, but I my energy was zapped. My throat hurt and I was shivering.
Kota went to the closet, pulling out a fresh pair of pajama pants. 
I closed my eyes, listening to him shuffle in his closet. When his footsteps sounded like he was coming back, I opened my eyes again.
He had a T-shirt and the pants. He dropped the shirt on the bed, and brought the pants over and put my feet into the legs. “Pull them up and then take the skirt off,” he said. He stood and turned toward the bathroom. “You’re on your own for the shirt. I’ll get you some medicine.”
I wanted to thank him for being sweet and helping, but my muscles could only focus on one task at a time. I managed to stand up, slip the skirt away and pull up the pants. I removed my bra and blouse, replacing it with the shirt, and then finally collapsed into the bed. I thought for a moment about the bra on the floor, but couldn’t bring myself to sit up and move it. 
Kota came back with a small cup of water and three pills. “Two of these are fever reducers,” he said. “The other will put you to sleep and ease nausea, if you have any. It’s a just in case; mostly I just want you to sleep.”
With Kota’s hand on my back, helping, I sat up, eager to take something to help make me feel better. I took pills even though swallowing them was painful. I took in more water behind them to make sure they got down my throat. 
Kota took the cup from me when I was done and then reached out, brushing his cool fingertips across my forehead. “I wish I could stay,” he said. “I don’t want to leave you alone. I should get back, though.”
“I’ll be fine,” I managed in a whisper. I settled back on the bed, closing my eyes. I waved my hand in the air dismissively. “Send Max. He’ll watch out for me.”
Kota chuckled. “He won’t be much help if you need medicine, or if your fever gets any higher. In fact...” I felt the bed move as he disappeared and made noise in the bathroom. Then he was back, the mattress dipping as he sat down. “I should track it myself. Open up.”
I opened my eyes to see him holding the thermometer near my mouth. His was the old sort, the mercury type with the red line. I wanted to tell him that the nurse had done it, and yet I opened my mouth anyway. 
He placed it under my tongue gently and then smiled at me, wrapping his fingers around my wrist. He checked his watch, tracking my pulse. I had the feeling he was giving himself an excuse to stay—delaying going back to school.
“I’ll be fine,” I mumbled against the thermometer. “You should go back for Mr. Blackbourne.” I was worried about him and Dr. Green and the others, including Ms. Wright now. 
“You’re sick. It’s okay to say you’re not fine.” He retrieved the thermometer and checked it. “One-oh-three, or four, maybe?” He frowned, concern reflecting in his eyes. He touched the corner of his glasses. “I’m going to get you some more water or maybe some juice. Do you want anything to read? Or your DS thing?”
I just wanted sleep, but I nodded, meaning the water just to have it close. My throat felt funny and enough water might help it.
I stared at the ceiling, not sleeping, just in a daze.
Kota returned with the 3DS and water. He placed them both on the side table, and then rolled his computer chair away from his desk, toward the window seat.
“What are you doing?” I asked, my voice sounding slurred even to my own ears.
“I’ll just wait here for a little while,” he said.
I felt like I should argue, but I couldn’t formulate anything. Talking became difficult, and I was hot, uncomfortable. I didn’t really care if he stayed, did I? 
I rolled onto my side, facing the wall. The movement caused the shirt to bunch all the way up above my stomach and the legs of the pants were up above my knees. I wanted shorts and...actually I wanted to wear nothing. My skin was roasting and sensitive.
When I cooled, I slept. When I got too cold, I woke up and covered up. When that got too hot, I kicked off the covers and started the process over.
After a while of this, a door downstairs opened and I forced my eyes open, surprised. Kota raced to the top of the steps and stopped, looking back at me. 
Was it his mother? She’d for sure wonder why I was here and not at my own house and why he wasn’t at school. Kota should have brought me to Nathan’s. 
“Kota?” North’s voice boomed. “You here?”
“Up here,” he said, his shoulders dropping and his fists unclenching in relief. “Thought you were my mom. I was getting ready to talk to explain why Sang was…What’s wrong?”
Footsteps sounded on the stairs and then Luke appeared first, followed by North.
Luke looked terrible: pale with droopy eyes. He saw me in the bed, and headed toward it, taking off his shirt. 
“Sang...” he moaned. 
Oh no, he looked like I felt; he was sick, too. I reached out for him, and then reconsidered and scooted over on the bed to give him room. 
He started to take off his pants when North started barking at him. “You can’t get in there naked.”
Luke froze with his pants hanging at his hips and unbuttoned.
“Get some pajama pants or something,” North said. “For fuck’s sake, think. I know you’re sick, but you can’t just lay around naked. And you should start wearing underwear.”
Luke turned and moved away from the bed. I hadn’t noticed, but I guessed North saw before Luke could completely drop his pants. Luke got some pajama pants and went into the bathroom to change.
“So, Luke, too, huh?” Kota said, shaking his head, and scratching at the side of his neck. “So it probably is the flu. Or strep.”
“We all had shots, didn’t we?”
“I had a flu shot,” Kota said.
“So did I,” North said. He put a palm toward his eye and held it there. “But I didn’t think of Sang. Shit.”
“We’ll probably get it now, anyway. You know how it goes. It doesn’t seem to matter if we get shots, someone gets the odd strain, or strep, and we all end up sick anyway.” Kota sighed. “Do you want first shift?”
North grunted something that sounded like a yes. Kota nodded and retrieved his coat.
“Your book bag’s in the back of the Jeep,” North said to Kota. “You want to take it and leave your car?”
Kota checked for his keys. “Sure, I’ll take the Jeep. Just use my car if one of them needs the hospital.”
“They won’t need a hospital,” North said. He moved Kota’s chair out of the way, choosing instead to sit on the window seat. He leaned his back to the side wall and rolled his head back. “I’ll watch them.”
Kota came to the bed, and he brushed a few strands of hair away from my forehead. He kissed my brow. “Get better,” he said. “Seems like everything’s about to change.”
I opened my mouth, trying to formulate a question to ask what he meant, when Luke came out of the bathroom. He dragged his feet across the floor, making a shuffling noise. He nudged Kota out of the way, and flopped down on the bed next to me, making me bounce on the mattress.
I groaned.
“Sang,” he said, his voice sounding small and gravelly. He reached for me, touching the material of Kota’s shirt on my body.
I wanted to hug him but I was hot and his skin was super warm. Had he sat through classes trying to fight it off? I stretched my arms out, pouting in sympathy and touched his arm and chest with my hands, trying to be comforting while keeping our bodies apart so we weren’t boiling.
He seemed to understand this and pouted too. “I don’t like sick,” he said in a sad tone. “Make it stop.”
Kota sighed and looked over at North. “Should they be together like this?”
North shrugged. “They probably have the same thing. I don’t know.”
“Hm,” Kota said, looking at us.
“Don’t make me move,” Luke said. He had his eyes closed. “Kota...it’s too hot. Turn on a fan? Or blow air on me? Use your hands, though, not your mouth.”
“Don’t be gross,” North said. He sighed and shook his head, then looked at Kota. “I’ll look after them. You go on. See what you can do.”
“I’ll be back later I guess.” Kota walked down the steps and moments later, I heard his car rumbling and rolling away.
It was quiet for a long moment and I tried to sleep. 
Luke slept. Eventually, I dozed off, too, but not for long and then I spent a lot of time staring and feeling miserable—hot and cold, sensitive, achy. 
When I lifted my head to check on North, he was staring out the big window, distracted. He had on his black T-shirt and gray pants, along with his black boots. He looked tired as he glared out the window, possibly keeping watch.
“North?” I called softly. Then I coughed, my throat tight and raw, worse than before. 
North turned his head, an eyebrow raising. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Do you need something?”
I wanted something to help my throat. It was scratchy and hurt. “Marshmallows?” I asked.
He frowned, rolled his eyes and looked back out the window. “You don’t need junk right now.”
“My throat hurts,” I said. 
Luke rolled over onto his stomach and stole most of the pillow. “My throat hurts, too. And my stomach.”
“Can I have some marshmallows?” I asked. “Please?” When I was younger and I got a sore throat, I used to eat a couple of marshmallows. I think initially it was because they were soft and could slide down my throat, but they helped to soothe my sore throat as well, as good as cough drops.
North grunted but got up, disappearing down the stairs.
He was gone for a long while and I wondered if there weren’t any marshmallows in the house. 
Luke fell asleep again. I was quiet, wondering why I couldn’t sleep and wishing I could, because I thought if I could just get to sleep, maybe I wouldn’t care about being too hot or cold. Feeling miserable like this was the worst. I would rather have been at school, even sitting in new classes.
North returned, but instead of marshmallows, he had two mugs. Steam drifted from the tops. 
He nudged Luke, who flipped over and looked at the mugs. “Hot chocolate?” he asked, his eyes hopeful. “With marshmallows?”
“Green tea,” North said. “And because I know you won’t drink it without anything sweet, I added a little honey.” He sat on the edge of the bed, putting the tray in his lap to stabilize it. “Sit up and drink some.”
The smell was drifting to me, but it was bitter and nothing I was used to. I wrinkled my nose.
“Ugh,” Luke said.
“It’s good for you,” North said. 
Luke sat up, and took the mug. He brought it toward his face, but held it toward his nose, breathing in the vapors.
I sat up, too, taking the second mug. There was a light green liquid inside, with a smidgen of honey drizzle along the inside lip where it hadn’t been stirred all the way. I swirled the tea, trying to stir in all of that honey, hoping it would prove to help the taste. It still smelled bitter.
The mug got too hot in my hands, so I balanced it on the blanket so as not to burn my fingers. I did like Luke, bringing it to my face and breathing in slowly. 
Luke took sips of his and his lips twisted as he winced. “I think I’d rather have hot chocolate.”
“You can have this or water. Chocolate’s not going to help your throat.” North got up, put the tray on Kota’s computer desk, and then went for the bathroom. “He might have some throat stuff in here. Did he give you anything, Sang?”
“Fever reducer and something for...not throwing up,” I said, although weakly. 
“Huh,” he said. He kept the door open while he perused the medicine cabinet.
Luke leaned into me and whispered. “If you don’t like it, I’ll ask him to get us another blanket from downstairs and I’ll dump out the tea.”
I felt bad for wasting what North had prepared for us, but I really didn’t want to drink something so hot, and I wasn’t in the mood to experiment. 
North brought Luke some medicine and Luke took it and then did ask for another blanket. When North disappeared downstairs, Luke jumped up and dumped out most of his and half of mine down the bathroom sink.
He brought our mugs back quietly and whispered. “Pretend to sip it occasionally. He’ll never believe we drank it all.”
I smiled weakly, unable to admit that I was grateful. I never would have thought of that.
I went ahead and placed mine on the side table. Luke arranged himself so he was lying down again and I relaxed, too, listening to him breathe.
 
 



SUGAR CURE
 
 
I nodded off, and didn’t wake up until later in the afternoon. My eyes fluttered open, noticing the shadows in the room had shifted. In that moment, I felt fine. Maybe the medicine had worked. Maybe it was just a bug.
I heard footsteps downstairs, but when I turned my head toward the window, I saw North in the window seat, his head bowed, his eyes closed.
“North,” I rasped, my throat thick. I whispered again for him.
He sat upright quickly, blinked and looked around, finding me looking at him. “What?”
“Someone’s downstairs,” I said.
He moved to put his feet on the floor when Kota’s door opened. “Shit,” he said. “Not him, too.”
Luke rolled over, his shoulder in the way of my view now. I had to lean on him to sit up.
“Ugh,” Luke said, but didn’t move.
Gabriel was in the doorway. His hair was all over the place and he was missing his shirt already. He stumbled toward the bed, wide-eyed and pouting. “I feel like shit.”
North went to the top of the stairs. “Kota,” he called down. “Don’t trip picking up after him. He shouldn’t have done that.”
“He’s sick,” Kota said, appearing at the top with a collection of clothes and Gabriel’s shoes in his arms. 
“Sick, not stupid,” North said, shaking his head.
Gabriel removed his pants right there, but he was wearing boxer shorts. “Luke, move over, won’t you?”
Luke rolled closer to me, pushing me against the wall. “There,” he said.
“No, I want to be beside Sang.”
“I’m sick,” Luke cried. “I can’t move.”
I nudged Luke, and made him scoot. “Get on the other side?” I said.
Gabriel crawled over Luke and me, crashing into the wall and then settling down into the bed, face first into the pillow. “Fuck me,” he said, his voice muffled. “Sick. Fuck. Shit. Sick. Fuck. Fuck…”
“Hey,” North barked. “Enough.”
Gabriel groaned but then quieted. He reached for the blanket, wriggling for space. “Luke, you’re taking the whole bed.”
“Sang’s taking the whole bed.” 
“Oh my god,” North said. “One of you roll out the other bed please?”
“I’ll do it,” Kota said. “One of you get up, and you can have the whole roll out bed to yourself.”
No one moved. I was squeezed beside Luke and Gabriel, flat on my back. The bed wasn’t as big as Nathan’s, so it was a tight fit. I was sweating, but I didn’t want to complain. I wanted them there and wouldn’t ask either one to jump out to the other bed.
“And how in the world is it the three of you who’re sick?” North asked. He came closer, hovering over the bed and looking down with those dark eyes. “Explain that to me.”
I stared at him, wide-eyed with my lips pressed together. If it was just us, then how? When?
The only thing I could come up with was that we’d gone out on Black Friday. Didn’t he know about it? He must have since we went all weekend dealing with the aftermath.
“We’ve all been in and out of public areas, not to mention we were all together on Thanksgiving,” Kota said. He sighed loudly. “Do you want me to stay? I might as well.”
“Actually, I could use more green tea,” North said. 
Everyone in the bed groaned, even Gabriel. He must have had North’s green tea before, too. I’d had some green tea in the past, but North’s was particularly heavily flavored, like he dumped a lot of tea into the water.
Kota chuckled. “Let me check in at school again. I can go pick some up. I may need to be around in case anyone else drops.” He walked back downstairs and I listened for a car driving away.
North gathered some more pills for Gabriel. He tossed all the discarded clothes, including my bra, into a basket he got from Kota’s closet in a heap. I wondered who would wash it, and thought I should eventually when I was better, so no one had to figure out what to do with a bra.
Then he pulled out the roll out bed, and found a pillow for it. When Luke and Gabriel refused to move, North used it instead, lying down on top of the blanket, his arms crossed. 
Everyone slept for what felt like a long while. I woke up a few times, but kept my eyes closed, listening.
My throat was still itchy and raw. 
I pictured Kota’s kitchen, wanting to find marshmallows. It was all I could think about. My throat hurt and I knew marshmallows would make it feel better.
I got up and slowly crawled to the foot of the bed as carefully as I could to not disturb the others.
The boys were still sleeping, even North. We’d all been running around; maybe he was worn out. Maybe he was getting sick, too. Maybe that’s why he’d offered to stay. 
I went to the bathroom quickly, in case they woke while I was moving around. 
When I opened the door again, Luke had turned into Gabriel, and Gabriel had an arm flung around him.
It was cute, and I wished I had a camera to snap a picture. Seeing those two together like that made me sorry I’d ever thought Luke was Volto. Would he hurt Gabriel by deleting stuff from his phone? Would he do anything to any of us? Kota was right. I was an idiot before for thinking it even for a second.
I quietly shuffled across the floor and then down Kota’s stairs, opened the door at the bottom quietly, and tiptoed out toward the kitchen. 
I opened every cabinet, staring into it, wondering where they’d keep the marshmallows. I’d been in their kitchen before, but with my brain not working well with a fever, I forgot where everything was.
Dishes? No. I opened another. Spices? I stared at them for a long time, my brain trying to figure out if marshmallows could be in a spice cabinet. The medicine made it hard to focus. I even opened the fridge. I dug through all areas as quietly as I could in search of anything resembling a marshmallow.
Nothing. Not one.
Maybe North had hid them so I wouldn’t find them. Or maybe Erica was out of marshmallows at the moment.
My brain searched for alternatives. I was tired and my body was sore, but I knew what I wanted. I was sure Luke would want marshmallows, too, especially if his throat was sore. 
I wanted to make him happy, possibly making up for what I had been thinking, accusing him of being Volto.
Then I remembered: my old house had marshmallows. I wasn’t sure about Nathan’s, though. I couldn’t recall any being at his house. At my old house, they were always in the food pantry. We didn’t go through many of them, but I was sure the last time I’d been there, there had been some.
I went to the back door. Max appeared and followed me. I petted him on the head, asked him to be quiet, and I walked out in the pajamas. I found a pair of flip flops by the door, assumed they were Kota’s because they were green, and used those to walk out.
I realized in the garage I probably looked crazy. I reached back, feeling tangles in my hair. I didn’t have a clip this time. I combed what I could as I walked. I hoped anyone else on the street would be at work.
The cool air was crisp, feeling good against my hot skin. The road between Kota’s house and my old one felt like a hundred miles long, though. Halfway there, I considered heading back. It was too hard, I was too tired.
I’d gone this far, I told myself, and carried on.
My old house had an eerie feeling to it, even as I approached it now. When I’d lived here before, it was still a new home to me. We’d only been in town a short while before I ran into Kota…and then everything changed. The gray, two-story house felt like a distant memory, and yet it felt like yesterday, too, when I had felt trapped inside it. 
I went to the side door, knowing better than to go in through the front. My stepmother might hear me.
She’s in the hospital, I told myself. Don’t you remember?
Marshmallows.
The door wasn’t locked. I reminded myself to tell Marie to lock it. Maybe I should leave a note.
I stepped inside the door and looked around. The orange couch in the living room had a popcorn bowl on it. Soda cans were scattered on the floor. The television was off.
The computer in the corner was gone. What had happened to that?
Curious, I went up the back steps, moving slowly because my body was so tired, but I wanted to see the rest of the house. Maybe there was something I’d left behind that was important. The air smelled like perfume and bacon. Had someone fried bacon in here recently?
We never had perfume.
Other people had been in this house. Derrick and Danielle, maybe others. My nose picked up such strange smells; the house wasn’t familiar to me anymore.
My old bedroom door was open. I peered inside. I’d left books on the bookshelf and a few other items I hadn’t needed to carry over to Nathan’s house.
The bedroom seemed to be as I left it. There were a few clothes on the floor. Marie had gotten into the closet again. There was nothing but the bed I slept in. The top of it looked rumpled, perhaps Danielle or Derrick slept on it if he spent the night.
I checked in on Marie’s room. There were clothes all over her floor. Cups of water sat on her dresser. There were magazines in a pile. She had no one to tell her to clean up anymore.
The computer was upstairs in her room, a wire from it running down the front steps and around to the living room. If she had the whole house to herself, why had she brought it up here?
Tired of snooping, I went down the front steps, heading toward the kitchen. I didn’t look in on my stepmother’s bedroom. 
The kitchen was a disaster. There were dishes piled high in the sink. The floor was grimy, sticky. The counters were cluttered with chip bags, cookies and other junk food.
Had Kota bought her those? Was she able to get to the store on her own? I wasn’t sure how things worked here anymore.
I went to the pantry and found a bag of mini marshmallows and almost cried in relief. I opened them, letting two slide down my throat.
My soreness started to ease. Marshmallows were magic.
I closed the door, holding the bag of marshmallows in my hand, considering how I could get them back without North discovering them. Could I sneak the bag into the bed and where we could feed on them in secret? North usually had great hearing. I worried he might discover us.
The air shifted around me. Someone had opened the door.
I grimaced, expecting North. He’d fuss at me for leaving the house, especially over marshmallows. 
But as I turned, there stood Volto. White mask. Dark clothes.
In broad daylight?
I blinked at him.
He stared at me, the white mask stark against the black. It was such a plain mask, nothing special about it. I’d seen it often in the last few days.
Was I dreaming? Hallucinating from the fever? No, He was right in front of me.
“I’m sorry you’re sick,” said the familiar altered voice, giving nothing away about his identity. It was tinny, mechanical, and sounded like several echoes of people talking at once. 
Since he wore gloves, and covered himself all over, there were no physical characteristics, either.
I didn’t say anything. The boots he wore made it difficult to tell his true height. He was average-sized and there was no way to determine his age or even if he was a ‘he’.
“Don’t be upset,” he said. “I warned you things would get worse if you stuck around.”
“Where do you expect me to go?” I asked, suddenly alert. I held onto the marshmallow bag, wavering on my feet. I wanted to go collapse in bed and be done with Volto and everything else. I was so sick, tired of all these problems, but I held on, knowing this might be my only chance. “Why are you here?”
He pulled an iPhone in a pink case from his pocket. He turned it over, showing me the scratch marks. 
“You took them,” I said. “And you came here to let me know? Why?”
“You were getting too close,” he said. “If you’d put your phones together, you might have discovered me. I couldn’t allow that.”
My eyes widened. He’d stolen my phone and erased data from the others’ because of the evidence somewhere buried inside them? “My phone didn’t have any evidence.”
“But yours was the easiest to get,” he said. “You figured it out fast. Good thing I was ready. It didn’t take long to get what I needed.”
“Why tell me it was you?”
“I want you to let them know it was me, and to stop trying to come after me. It won’t work.”
“What do you expect us to do? Let you take our phones and access our data and just let you get away with it?”
“The problem with technology is that it’s breakable and not as secure as you may think,” he said. “The stronger the lock, the more likely something valuable is behind it. Someone can always break it. You’d probably rather it was me than someone else.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“For you. You’re not really safe. You know that.”
“Why do you care?” I asked, pleading. “Why?”
“Because you don’t,” he said sharply. He stepped forward, making me take a step back. “Don’t you see what’s wrong? They claim to want to help, but they’ll take everyone down with them in the end. They’re all idiots, thinking they can operate undercover. They take innocent people like you and put you at the greatest risk, even harming you, forcing you to work with them…they’ll leave you behind one day.”
Kota was right. Volto was looking from the outside in, and seeing…I wasn’t sure what he was seeing. Things he didn’t like. Things he wanted to fix but was actually breaking. Things he didn’t understand. “Don’t do this,” I pleaded. “Leave us alone.”
“When they leave everyone else alone,” he said in a grumble, causing the distortion masking his voice to gain additional static. “I’d hoped you wouldn’t have gone to school today. You took longer to get sick than you should have—a stronger immune system than I had factored.”
Shock buzzed up my spine. “You…”
“If one of you got suspension, the others did, too,” he said. “I needed to make sure you sat still for a long period in the same space. I didn’t want anyone else to get sick.”
“But how?” I asked. “How would sitting in suspension get me sick?”
“You lot sat at the same desks each day,” he said. “I just made sure each desk was covered in the virus. It took this long to incubate; I was worried you all were resistant to the strain. Luckily, it worked.”
My cheeks burned. He could do that? Make us all sick for his own twisted plans? “How did you get me suspended?”
“There is no Vera,” he said. He reached into his pocket again, pulling out my iPhone. He pushed a button, looking at all the pictures and then turned it, showing me the screen.
It was the letter I’d mentioned to the boys, the one I’d seen on Ms. Wright’s desk. They had found out there wasn’t a Vera, but they had suspected perhaps Mr. Hendricks was behind it.
The picture focused on the name at the bottom, Vera O. Lottie. Letters were crossed out over the picture, and then the name rewritten, missing a few letters, to spell out Volto.
“I didn’t do that,” I said. I didn’t take that picture.”
“Luke did. With his phone. His data is on here now, along with everyone else’s. Thanks for that.”
“He knew it was you?” I asked.
“He suspected and started pulling a lot of things together. I had to stop his progress. He was taking credit, too, I know, for things I was doing.”
I swayed on my feet, putting a hand onto the counter, getting a little dizzy. “The masks at the house?”
“I did that. He took credit. So you would ground him. Whatever that means.”
Luke took credit when he hadn’t been behind the mask prank? I couldn’t believe it. 
But had Kota phrased it oddly? Had he gone to Luke saying I was going to ground him if he had done it? Would he confess just to be grounded with me?
He had seemed to enjoy it.
Maybe Luke hadn’t even realized he was thwarting Volto trying to get our attention.
“Go,” he said. “Get some rest. You’ll get over your strep soon. Get to the doctor and get some antibiotics. I just wanted to make sure you wouldn’t be there this week.”
I shook my head and stepped forward now, reaching to him. “Volto, you don’t have to do this. Why would you try to make me sick so I wouldn’t show up?”
He chuckled. “I’m liking this name. I think I’ll keep it.”
“But why?” I asked. “Why make me sick? You haven’t told me.”
“Hendricks is desperate, thanks to your Academy team. They’ve been pushing and pushing at him. Do you think he was going to just stand by? He’s not that stupid. So I made sure to stop it. I made some bad things happen, so he’d see what was going on. I started pointing out some of the bad things members of his own team had been up to, so everyone would see just how bad things had gotten.”
It hadn’t been Mr. Hendricks! He wasn’t the one throwing everyone under the bus. Volto had been doing it to show Mr. Hendricks things going on around him? “You can’t do that?” I said, tears at my eyes, disbelieving the mix-up. He didn’t understand what was going on at all. I didn’t even understand what he was up to or his reasons. “Why? Why would you?”
“Do you not see what they do to you?” he asked. “That teacher, the doctor, he should be in jail for forcing himself on you.”
“He’d never!” I spat more syllables, trying to correct him, but I was so overcome with shock and anger, I couldn’t get anything else out. 
“They all do,” he said quietly. “It’s not normal. You don’t know it because you’re mentally unstable. You’ve had a rough life. I get that.”
“You don’t know anything.”
“You’re sick, Sang,” he said. “But I’m going to help you, whether you want me to or not.”
“Stop trying to help me!” I cried out.
“Hendricks was going to come after you!” he said, much more powerfully, the voice in his mask catching on high pitch sounds. He dropped his shoulders, his voice returning to normal. “He was looking for McCoy, wanting him to come kidnap you. Do you realize that? He never said it outright, but he kept toying with Mr. McCoy, suggesting but not directly saying.”
I shook my head. “He couldn’t.”
“I know McCoy’s being followed,” he said. “That doesn’t stop someone like Mr. Morris coming to get you, maybe tricking you, and leading you to Mr. McCoy. They almost did it when you were out shopping. They got close, but I showed you they were hunting for you.”
He had been there. He’d wanted me to chase him, so I’d know they were there.
He continued, “Today, he was going to try it again. Get you alone in his office, make sure the right people would keep your friends away, and have Mr. Morris drive off with you, telling Mr. Morris to do it or he’d get fired. Mr. Hendricks told him to take you to the school board building, and drop you off for a trial because you had to be escorted. Only he would drop you off with McCoy waiting nearby. Mr. Hendricks was going to wait until Mr. Morris was back, and then call the police on Mr. McCoy.” He touched his chest. “I stopped it.”
I shook my head over and over again. Would Mr. Hendricks really have done that? Was he that desperate to get away? “The boys were working on a plan,” I said. “They were trying…this weekend…”
“They didn’t know what he was planning,” Volto said. “They gave him access to some decoy information, but Hendricks doesn’t work from information he’s not sure about, not after they tried to trick him this last time with someone else pretending to be you. Anything that comes from an Academy source, he doesn’t trust anymore. He was going to get you and give you to McCoy to hang on to, and watch them scramble to find you. You’ve been pushing him too far. He’s getting orders from someone else to get out, and he’s trying.”
I slumped where I stood, leaning into a wall, overwhelmed both by the illness and what he was telling me. He had thwarted what could have been enough of a reason for Mr. Hendricks to slip away, leaving me with Mr. McCoy. If the police were searching for me for a kidnapping charge, and Mr. Hendricks slipped away…how could he during such a time? Wouldn’t Mr. Morris rat him out? Wouldn’t Mr. McCoy?
And who was giving Mr. Hendricks orders? It might be the third man, the one Mr. Blackbourne and the others had been hoping to find.
Volto might know much more than we did. If that’s true, maybe we should be working with him.
If it hadn’t been for Volto, would Mr. Hendricks’s plan have worked? “How long has he been planning this?”
“Mr. McCoy had been begging him to do this for months,” he said. “Just last week, I was feeding him reports that looked like they were from Mr. Hendricks. I think he suspected you and your team were behind it. He was already angry at you. He was going to get revenge.”
I stood there, trying to grasp what he was saying. Mr. McCoy might have been mad at me when I’d defended myself the last time we faced off. Then he’d been on the run since, and trying to get at us with the help of Mr. Hendricks. Except Mr. McCoy seemed to have his own devious plans. There wasn’t much proof, from what Kota told me, to arrest him, not without me being put on trial. 
If Mr. Hendricks couldn’t have me kidnapped like he wanted, were the others still in danger at school?
Volto was quiet for a while, watching me. “You should get some sleep.” He turned from me toward the door.
I was about to beg him again, walking toward him with outstretched hands. “Don’t leave,” I pleaded.
He paused, but then, before he could turn back to me, something flew into him and there was a thud as Volto met with the wall. The house shook from the force of it. 
I froze, confused, my sick brain trying to register what was happening.
Luke was on top of Volto, reaching for his mask. “Where do you think you’re going?” Luke shouted, trying to hold him down.
Volto struggled underneath him, waving his arms wildly. “Stop,” he said, the high pitch of the voice hurting my ears. “Get off!”
Luke reached over, grabbing the mask right at the nose hole and tugged.
The mask snapped.
Underneath it, Volto wore a ski mask, along with some sort of mesh material that covered his eyes, his identity still hidden.
Luke reached for the fabric when Volto swung a clenched fist, meeting Luke’s nose with a sickening crunch.
Luke backed up, blood spurting from his face.
Volto took the opportunity, scrambling to stand up.
I went after him, but to get at him, I had to jump over Luke, and tripped over his body, crashing to my hands and knees. I got up, but Volto moved quickly and had already disappeared through the side door. 
I raced to the side door, but Volto was faster. He was out of view of the garage as I ran. Out on the driveway, I scanned to find him bolting across the back yard. I tried running after him, but I ran out of breath quickly. He disappeared beyond the trees behind the house.
“Sang!” Luke called.
Breathing heavily, I stopped and turned, disappointed he’d gotten away. My lungs felt thick and I was sweating all over. 
Luke walked out of the garage, holding Volto’s mask in his hand, his other holding his nose, the blood spilling out on his lip. He got a look at me and then stopped and dropped to his knees, breathing heavily through his mouth.
I went to him. He was sick and hurt. He needed me more than I needed to try to chase Volto. “Luke,” I said.
“This hurts,” he said, pouting, his eyes watering. “Is it broken? I’ve never broken it before.”
I wasn’t sure. His nose appeared bent, but it was hard to tell because he was holding it tightly. “He got away.”
“Let him,” he said, groaning. He stood up. “Go get your marshmallows. He won’t be back.”
“Your nose…”
“I can walk,” he said. He looked toward where Volto had taken off, and then at the mask in his hand. It had the mouth piece intact, what I suspected distorted his voice when he spoke. 
“How long had you been there?” I asked.
“Since you left,” he said. He picked up his head. “I followed you. I was right behind you the whole time.”
I smiled at this. “You were listening?”
“I only jumped in when he was trying to run off. I didn’t want to interrupt if he was doing a confession. Sometimes, it’s good to wait quietly and listen.”
Maybe we did learn a few new things, at least how Volto was thinking. “We were so close to figuring out who he was.”
“We’ll get him next time,” Luke said, urging me on into the house.
 



WHERE LUKE GOES
 
 
I used paper towels to wipe up as much blood as I could off the floor at my old house. I made sure to bag them up and put them in the outside trash so Marie wouldn’t be too scared finding them.
When the bleeding didn’t stop, Luke held some to his face when we walked back over. 
“North is going to yell,” I said, trying to hide the fact that I was really worried about his nose and everything that had happened with Volto. At least now I knew for sure he wasn’t Luke.
“He was going to anyway,” Luke said. 
We walked toward Kota’s house. The cool air felt good on my feverish skin. We were quiet along the way. 
I carried the Volto mask back, a minor victory, after all the destruction he’d caused. I pondered why he’d told me all those things now. Why had he bothered to come explain it all to me? He said he cared, but he didn’t seem to understand at all. 
I gathered he was trying to make me see his side. I was overwhelmed with knowing he knew as much as he did, and in his own way, was trying to protect me from Mr. Hendricks.
Why did he have to make us sick, though? Why couldn’t he have told us? Did he think we wouldn’t have believed him? There were more questions than answers.
Luke stopped in Kota’s driveway, looking at the upstairs bedroom windows. The curtains were drawn. Likely Gabriel and North were sleeping up there, oblivious to what had happened. 
“I’m sorry I lied about putting up the masks,” he said, his voice muffled with his nose covered. He turned to me, looking over the crumpled paper towels his dark eyes meeting my gaze. “I just wanted to get grounded with you.”
I smiled softly. “You were scaring me a little when you said you did it,” I said, feeling free to make this confession now. “With everything going on, I was starting to wonder if you were Volto.”
“I’ve been trying to follow him,” he said. 
“You?” I asked. “How?”
“We had nothing to do for a few weeks,” he said. “So I spent some time just…doing some tracking. It helped when he started leaving those masks.”
“So you saw them?”
“Of course I did,” he said. “It’s why I didn’t go to the diner, even after I’d promised North.”
“Where did you go?” 
“I circled Kota’s house,” he said. “I checked the yard and Max. I found footprints. Volto’s.”
I couldn’t believe it. We’d been chasing Luke, when on his own initiative, he was chasing Volto. “You found his shoe prints?”
“I took pictures of them. Too bad they’re still on my phone. I took the photos to a shoe shop, trying to find a match so I knew which shoes they were. I’ve still been looking for a matching print. Plus, I found the masks.”
“We did,” I said. “We collected them.”
“No, I mean, I found out where he was getting them. Or at least what type. You know how there was always eight?”
I nodded. “Did it mean anything?”
“That’s how many are sold in the package,” he said. He sighed. “I had a photo of a shop that sold a set of eight in the package of the exact kind. He’s got the picture now, though, since he has my phone. And the footprints are gone.” He looked back at my old house. “Maybe he left a few in your yard, but the ground is dry. I doubt it.”
The wind swept up around us and I shivered, no longer hot. Luke ushered me to get into the garage. 
I turned, then, looking at his face. “You couldn’t tell anyone?”
“I wanted to tell you,” he said. “Except it was better if I didn’t. I was getting close.”
“He said if we put our phones together, we would have figured it out.”
“Maybe,” he said. “He seems like a nut case. He thinks he’s protecting you. He’s looking in from the outside. I don’t really know if this plan he suspected of Mr. Hendricks was actually real. We would have known about it, I think. I’m wondering if Volto is just crazy. But maybe he’s misjudging Mr. Hendricks like he’s misjudging us.”
That seemed to happen a lot around us. “I’m sorry, Luke,” I said quietly. “Maybe the others were getting worried, too. I didn’t mean to think you could have done all this. I really was just…I was just…”
“It’s my own fault,” he said. “I was working in secret. The truth was, I didn’t know who to tell, because I wasn’t sure how he was listening to us at all. I’ve been spending time in our homes while everyone was gone checking for listening devices, and setting up traps, testing to see if Volto used the information. I didn’t know he was onto me and would delete our phones. Maybe he realized the information I was leaving around couldn’t be real. Or maybe he was watching me.” He nudged my elbow. “Let’s go in. I’m tired. My nose hurts.”
I agreed and followed him upstairs. North was still asleep on his back. Gabriel was, too, spread out wide while he had space to himself, humming softly in his sleep. 
Luke chuckled. “I’m going to go clean up,” he said. “I’m not sure if it’s broken, but I want to stop the bleeding at least. Then we can call Dr. Green.” He groaned. “We’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”
I nodded, yet was watching North. He appeared to be dead asleep, but something was off. He seemed pale. He kept swallowing. I wondered if his throat was bothering him.
Luke went into the bathroom. I placed Volto's mask onto the window seat and then climbed onto the pull-out bed next to North, sitting on the edge. 
North opened one lid a smidgen. He glanced at me, looked at the bag of marshmallows in my hands. “No,” he said.
I ignored him. I opened the bag and pulled out a marshmallow.
“No,” he said more firmly, and sat up. “Sang, where did you find those? Put them away.”
“You hid the ones down stairs, didn’t you?” I said.
“I’m not telling.” He checked out the bag. “Those aren’t the same kind. So you didn’t find the other ones?”
The sound of a car door opening and shutting startled me. I jumped up, dropping the marshmallows on the bed. I went to the window.
“What is wrong with you?” North asked. “It’s probably just Kota.”
It was Kota, coming in with a tired, ill-looking Silas. Victor’s car pulled in behind them and Nathan and Victor joined them, coming in.
“We’re all getting sick,” I said.
North grunted. He scooped up the marshmallows and tried to put them back in the bag. “No sugar,” he said. “I can make you some tea.”
“Marshmallows are better,” I said, coming back to him. “Won’t you trust me?” 
He hesitated, holding onto one of the marshmallows he’d just picked up. He examined it. “Baby, you can’t eat sugar like this. You’ll rot your teeth. You’ll make your stomach hurt.”
There was a thunder of footsteps as the four boys started coming up the stairs. Silas was the first to appear, bare-chested, already having stripped his shirt off. He spotted the pile of clothes in the basket and dropped his shirt into it. “Why did we go back to wearing uniforms again?”
“I don’t know,” Kota said, coming up behind him. He looked at North and I on the cot, and then at the marshmallow bags. “Were we hungry?”
“She wants marshmallows.”
“Give them to her,” Kota said with a small smile.
“Kota,” North said, as I took the bag from his hand. “She can’t have the sugar all the time.”
“It’s not just about sugar,” I said, popping the marshmallow into my mouth, finally finding some relief. The powder around the marshmallow seemed to melt in my throat and the pain and scratching eased.
“How can you eat that now?” he asked. He reached for his own throat, grunting loudly. 
“You should try one,” Kota said to him.
North made a face, but then pulled a marshmallow out of the bag. He put it in his mouth, chewed and swallowed.
His eyes widened in surprise. “What is it doing?”
“The gelatin soothes a sore throat,” Kota said. “Marshmallows can work in lieu of cough medicine. Sang knows what she’s doing.”
North harrumphed.
Silas, Victor and the others laughed, waking up Gabriel. 
“Pipe the fuck down,” he cried out, flipping over. He spied me through squinted eyes and reached for me. “I get the bed with Sang,” he said. “We’re sick.”
“We’re all getting sick,” Victor said.
“I’ll bring up some sleeping bags,” Kota said.
“I’ll make some tea,” North said, and got up. “Silas, take the roll-away. Make sure she doesn’t eat too many marshmallows.”
Just then, the door to the bathroom opened. Luke stood there, his nose looking awful, already starting to get bruised. There was still blood around the edges. There were a few drops of red along his bare chest.
He looked out at us all, and made a pouting face. “Don’t eat them all,” he said with a whine. “Save some marshmallows for me.”
There was an uproar then. What happened to Luke? Why was his nose broken?
I sighed, sat on the bed and ate a marshmallow, while Luke started to explain.
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Kota called Erica to let her know the boys and Sang were over and that everyone had come down with something. She told Kota that if they needed anything, she’d stop at the pharmacy on the way home from work and just to let her know.
Luke felt the bandage over his nose. He was miserable with fever and now the pain, wishing he’d been a little faster and had avoided Volto’s punch. Dr. Green had been by, took some swabs from everyone to determine if they had strep, and confirmed that Luke’s nose was, in fact, broken. He made him a makeshift ice pack with a bag of peas from the freezer, but he wanted Luke to go in for an X-Ray.
So Luke was in the car now with Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green, heading toward the Academy hospital. He had filled them in on everything he’d told Kota and the others, too. Now it was just the long journey to the hospital to check on his nose. That probably also meant a lot of waiting around before he got to go back and join the others in what would probably be a week of recovery.
“I still can’t believe we didn’t see this coming,” Mr. Blackbourne said from the driver’s seat. His steel eyes were constantly focused on the road, his hands at two and ten, a proper driver always. He never slouched, never sat back. Luke often wondered how he could keep up like that.
“There’s been too many things happening at once,” Dr. Green said. His sandy hair was messy and in need of brushing. “We assumed it was Hendricks. Hendricks assumed it was us. Turns out, he wasn’t ready to get going like we thought. He almost forced himself out ahead of time. Something is important enough for him to want to stay until the end. We’re not sure if what Volto had to say is true. Hendricks seems reluctant to get out quickly, but was feeling forced to do so this last week.”
“Volto had said it was some guy putting pressure on him,” Luke said.
“He didn’t say who it was, and McCoy was sleeping in on Monday morning. Mr. Morris was in class. I don’t think Hendricks was ready for this supposed plan. He was very vigilant, though, and wanting to know who was ratting everyone out, and ready to throw a lot of people under the bus.”
“It might be a payoff,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “There’s something he’s waiting on that won’t happen until later. We’ve been pushing, he’s fighting back.”
Dr. Green tapped the armrest. “So we’ve been pushing too hard? And that means he’s not done…”
“It means we’ve got time to catch him,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Only now, we might have changed how we operate. Whatever he’s doing, something is still processing. He’s careful, he doesn’t want to get caught, so he’s willing to go, but because he’s stalling, it means there would have been something he’s leaving behind. Our job is to find it.” He glanced in the rearview mirror, looking at Luke now, examining his face. “How’s your nose?”
“Bruised and hurt,” Luke said. “Like my pride. I was too slow.”
“Why did you wait so long before you jumped him?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Luke said, sighing. “He was explaining himself. He was trying to lure Sang away. I was letting him talk.” He relaxed his head against the headrest, searching for an angle that didn’t put pressure on his nose. He’d taken pain medicine, but there was still a lot of pressure. 
Mr. Blackbourne glanced at Luke again. “Were you waiting for him to succeed?”
“You should have heard her,” Luke said. “The moment he started talking like she should leave, she was so…her face turned so red. She was so angry, she couldn’t even talk.” His eyes teared a little, and he blinked, not expecting to have gotten so emotional. 
She had been so beautiful, with her crazy hair and her steadfast, determined glare on Volto. 
“You told me you were worried about her,” Mr. Blackbourne said quietly. “That this new plan involving her…that she might leave because of it.”
“It’s still a possibility,” Luke said, believing it to be true. He’d wanted to believe in the plan. At first, he’d gotten really excited. He had pictured the future with her, of dating her, and much more, only his roadblock had been the Academy itself. He found himself daydreaming often of the Academy allowing her to stay on the team, and how he could stay with her and with his friends. 
When they finally learned what Mr. Blackbourne and North had been up to, he was sure this was the way to go. Share her? He’d get to keep her and that was what mattered. He could picture it: their future together.
What he hadn’t thought of until later, was Sang’s strange reluctance now to hold his hand around the others. She stiffened whenever anyone touched her if anyone else was around. Alone, she was perfect, comfortable. In front of everyone, she froze.
She was uncomfortable, it was obvious. Maybe she wasn’t into the idea. 
And if she wasn’t, then would she pick any of them? Or would she leave?
“She won’t leave,” Dr. Green said, reading his mind, a small smile on his face. “Did you see how she eventually opened up at the football game?”
“Did you see her playing with children?” Mr. Blackbourne asked. “Around the adults and people our own age, she was shy. She had no problem with the kids. That’s good. She’s opened up a lot since she’s been with us. She’s happier.”
“And she didn’t give in to Volto,” Dr. Green said. “She fought for us, in her own way, trying to convince him to back off. That doesn’t sound like someone not interested in staying with us.”
Luke wasn’t so sure. “She’s been different lately.”
“She’s been through a lot,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Haven’t you?”
Luke blew out a breath and shifted, uncomfortable with sitting in the same position. He considered lying down in the back of the car. “Are you telling me I should stop assuming and just ask her?”
“I’ve asked her,” Mr. Blackbourne said, pulling off the highway and onto the road that lead to the hospital. “She’s worried about upsetting everyone else by saying yes. That’s what’s holding her back.”
Luke sat up then. “Really?’
“She thinks it’s selfish to say what she wants.”
Luke tried to blow a raspberry and then choked when it vibrated his nose painfully. He covered it, and groaned.
“Don’t do that,” Dr. Green said, turning in his seat and looking back. “No raspberries for you for a while. Those hurt when you’ve got a broken nose.”
“Thanks for the warning.”
“So are we any closer to figuring out who Volto is?” Dr. Green asked.
“No,” Luke said. “He was wearing different boots. He’ll be more careful now. He might have been slightly taller than me? He had some power to the punch, so he’s probably fit. With the outfit, it was hard to tell.”
“So it is a male?” Mr. Blackbourne asked.
Luke shrugged slowly. He really couldn’t be sure. “A tall girl with small breasts?”
“Or a girl wearing a sports bra and boots,” Dr. Green said. “I don’t mean to confuse us, but I had a few female suspects on my list, including Marie.”
“No way,” Luke said in a dramatic emphasis. 
“She does have a gripe against us,” Dr. Green said. “And she might just tell Sang to get lost and get away from us, despite her cool exterior.”
Luke could see Marie telling Sang to get out for her own good but would Marie really put in the effort? Would she be so skilled?
Sang had some skills. She surprised him a lot with new talents that he hadn’t expected, like when she carried Sprinkles out quickly when they bought the skunk out from those drunk guys. And the time she helped him steal that camera.
He secretly considered that their first date. He’d been waiting for the following year, and to get her to do it again with him, only in a fake set up house and surprise her with a picnic inside. He smile at the idea, and then stopped when smiling so much hurt. 
“I don’t see it being Marie,” Luke said.
“There’s a lot of people on our suspect list,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Now we need to narrow it down. Outside of finding out why Mr. Hendricks is sticking around, we need to get to the bottom of Volto.”
Luke was silent for the rest of the ride, wishing he’d gotten to that black ski mask Volto wore, so he could have finally put to rest who he was. He scared Sang, not to mention the rest of them. Plus, he was crazy…or she was crazy.
Once they were at the hospital, Luke spent the next hour with Mr. Blackbourne in the waiting room, on an uncomfortable green sofa with nothing but a television playing the news for entertainment. Normally he’d wander around, but because he was sick, he had to sit still, away from everyone, and every angle he tried to sit or lay down, he ended up hurting. Dr. Green sent everyone’s samples to the lab to test for strep, and then ordered Luke’s X-Ray.
When it was finally time, Luke was got a table for the X-Ray, with Dr. Green and Mr. Blackbourne standing by. He remembered Sang doing this not too long ago. “If it’s just broken, there’s not much you can do,” he said.
“Just sit still,” Dr. Green said. “Don’t move.”
Luke sighed and stilled. He fiddled with the hem of his jeans, waiting. 
He pictured Sang, sick in the bed between him and Gabriel. Maybe he needed to talk to her and Gabriel together. They needed to figure out why Sang cringed around the others when they were watching, or when she was discovered, like when Kota had kissed her forehead. She needed to know that was progress. 
Maybe that’s what he needed to do. He needed to show her that it was okay to daydream of all of them together, and that soon, once everyone was in on the plan, she wouldn’t need to worry. Jealousy was something they may have to work through, but Luke was sure if they talked it through, they could make it work.
Or maybe, maybe he needed to talk to Kota himself? Or to any of them who doubted this could work. 
Being open and honest was the only way it could work. Liam and Lily had been right. When he spoke to them, they said over and over again that honesty was what mattered.
The truth was, it wasn’t just Volto Luke was hunting. He’d spent a lot of time going back to Liam to talk to him. Liam often met him halfway at a coffee shop. They talked about relationships, about jealousy. Liam told him tricks that helped with his own family. Luke asked questions, often of what it was like in that secret, hidden house they all lived in.
A house much like the one he lived in now—the old Victorian house Uncle wanted to fix up, and flip.
Maybe they would buy it from him. 
Luke grew excited by the idea of it. He hadn’t pictured the house as anything more than a rotting old building. He was never the construction type. It was too big for Luke to picture living in for himself, even with Uncle and North. Prior to meeting Sang, it was just a means to some income.
However, North had his garage there. There was plenty of space around, like trees they could cut down to make room for additions. 
With some work, it could be a lot like what Lily had: a secure place where no one would bother them. There were plenty of bedrooms, or they could add some. He didn’t mind sharing, but he guessed a few of them might appreciate having their own space. If they did it right, it would be like a mansion.
A mansion for Sang, hidden from the rest of the world. Safe. They could all live there.
“Luke,” Dr. Green said in a soft voice. “You’re done.”
Luke breathed in deeply, sitting up, suddenly very excited by the idea. “Can I go home now?”
Dr. Green chuckled. “Don’t you want me to fix your nose?”
Luke made a face. He was tempted to say no so he could rush home, but just nodded and let Dr. Green work on his face while he got lost in his own thoughts.
He wanted to talk to North. He’d help him with the house. He’d promise to take care of the skunk, or find it a new home if he really didn’t like it, and he’d be on his best behavior.
He’d ask North his ideas for the old house, that perhaps they could rework it. 
There was a catch: Would the rest of the team approve?
Would Sang?
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FIRST KISS
 
 
I was one of the last people to return to the house at the finale of the snow fights. When Luke finally admitted defeat due to being too cold, we returned to the house. We left our boots by the back door and Luke went to find out if the downstairs shower was open.  
I went upstairs, finding Kota’s bedroom empty but the bathroom occupied. 
Shivering in my soggy clothes, I contemplated whether I should go downstairs, or strip in the closet and put on warm clothes there. 
The warm-looking bed called to me, and I kept my clothes on, crawling between the sheets. I suspected Kota or one of the others would yell at me, but I was too cold to wait for a bath, and stripping in the closet meant I’d get even colder once my skin was bare. 
The sound of the shower spraying in the bathroom was starting to get to me, too. Lately, that had become very hard to ignore.
I pulled the pillow over my head, appreciating that it was helping to get my face warm, and using it as a sound barrier. 
A hand grabbed my ankle and then tugged at the blanket, but I held on, keeping it where it was.
"Sang," Kota said, his voice muffled through the pillow. "Don't fall back asleep."
"I'm too cold to get up," I said. 
"Let me walk you to Nathan's house," he said. "We’ll shower over there. The hot water here will probably run out soon. It’s probably gone already, even with the new bigger tanks we installed. My mother is up and so is Jessica and they've already had their showers."
The thought of trekking over the road through the cold and snow back to Nathan's house wasn't appealing. I had just started to warm up underneath the blankets. Still, I shivered after all the excitement had drained away. We’d gotten up too early and now I just wanted to get warm and sleep. 
"I'm fine," I said. "Just wake me up in a few hours." It was meant to be a joke because there was no way they would let me sleep after I’d woken them so early over snow. 
"Hurry up," he said. He rubbed his hand over my calf, warming me a little over the blanket. "You're not going to want to miss pancakes."
With Erica at home, there would be chocolate chip pancakes. It was what Luke requested every time we were together. The thought of melted chocolate and maple syrup made my stomach rumble. I pushed the pillow and blanket away in a heap, and was hit by a new wave of cold air against my wet clothes. A shiver started at the base my spine and moved upward through my body, finishing at my neck. I gritted my teeth. “Cold,” I bit out.
Kota stood over me, wearing a clean pair of jeans and a new green sweatshirt. His brown hair was still a little damp, combed neatly to one side of his face. I suspected it was something Gabriel had suggested, slightly different for Kota, but stylish.
The thought of getting back into my boots in my bare feet caused another shiver. “The boots are going to be icy,” I said.
He gave me a considering look before he said, "I was going to pick you up, but I don’t want to drop you on the stairs," he said. "Just get to the garage. I’ll carry you over so you won’t have to put your boots back on.”
I winced as I stood, feeling guilty for being such a baby. I was the one who’d walked outside in my bare feet. I was the one from Illinois who was supposed to be used to the cold. Cold was still cold, though, no matter where you’re from. And I was freezing. “You don’t have to do that,” I said. “I can run over. Just go ahead of me and open the door.”
Kota smirked and then turned toward the stairs, but before we started to descend, his bathroom door opened. Victor stepped out wearing only his usual black slacks and a towel around his bare shoulders. His torso was trim with delicate lines around his abdomen and deep indents at his hips. His wavy hair was still wet from the shower and appeared much darker than normal, almost black and contrasted against his light skin. His fire eyes were dim; he looked tired. He noticed at us at the steps and raised a smooth brown eyebrow. "Is she showering downstairs?"
"I'm taking her over to Nathan's house," Kota said. "There's not enough hot water now."
Victor dragged his eyes from Kota to me. "She prefers baths," he said. "Your bathroom has a tub."
He was the only one that knew about my fear of showers. I shivered where I stood and not just from the cold. I didn’t want to talk about showers right now. "I can take one in the other bathroom," I said.
Victor pressed his lips together as he looked at me for a long moment. Then he nodded slightly and turned toward the closet, picking through the hanging shirts.
Since he didn’t say anything else, I assumed had kept his promise not to tell the others until I was ready. As I descended the stairs behind Kota, I hoped he understood why I hadn’t said anything to Kota this time. 
Being cold wasn’t the only reason. I didn’t know where to start. Every time I hesitated, I felt the guilt of holding back. At first, it seemed such a stupid little thing to worry about when we had real worries like Mr. Hendricks and his people following us, Mr. McCoy hunting for me, and all the other problems we had been facing. Maybe back then when it had first come up, it had been the wrong time to talk about something like that.
Now, after almost a month of quiet, of all of us going about our routines, and forcing Mr. Hendricks to stay put by not drawing attention to ourselves, I could have told them but I hadn’t. At first I didn’t want to trouble anyone with a new problem. It’s not like they could have solved it, anyway. All I had to say was that I wanted a bath; no one had questioned it.
Still, I knew it was probably best to tell them. I wanted to wait until I got a moment alone with Victor; maybe he could help me figure out how to tell one of the others. 
I followed Kota to the back door and the salty, greasy smell of bacon frying hit my nose as we passed near the kitchen, making my stomach rumble.
Kota encouraged me on. “Hurry and get a shower in,” he said. “By the time you get back, it’ll be ready.”
I got out in the garage before he had a chance to close the door behind him and descend the few stairs. The big door was open and I could see the snow had already started to get soggy and melty, only patches remaining now that it had warmed up. There was the start of a very soggy snowman at one corner of the house, the one we had given up on when the boys finally realized they wouldn’t be able to collect enough snow before it all melted.
My clothes were sticking to me and I sniffed as my nose started to run. I wiped at it with the sleeve of my jacket.
Kota came up behind me. “You sure you don’t want me to carry you?”
I looked over at him. “No, it’s okay.
He grinned at me and then blurted out, “Ready, set, go!” before he took off in a jog.
Finding a spurt of energy, I raced behind him, catching up only when we got to the road. Once he realized I was about to leap ahead, his run turned into a faster sprint, aiming right for Nathan’s front door.
I was breathing in cold air and had to go around the wet grass so I wouldn’t slip on it in my bare feet. 
He was able to get the key in the door right before I crashed into him, breathing heavily. The short run wouldn’t normally have winded me so badly, except I was already exhausted from playing earlier.
I leaned on him, tired and needing support. 
Kota eased me back a bit. “Hang on,” he said with a chuckle. “I can’t open the door and hold you at the same time.”
I pulled back, waiting. Kota opened the door and reached back around my waist to pull me against him, picking me up to carry me into the hallway.
I was met with a wave of warm air—Nathan’s house was warmer than Kota’s—and I breathed in deeply, catching the leather and wood scents of the house.
Kota locked the door behind us and urged me on. I shuffled forward, and then stopped and listened when I heard an unfamiliar sound.
Someone was in the bathroom in Nathan’s dad’s room. I was usually the only one who used it, since everyone else liked Nathan’s new shower.
Kota turned his head toward the sound. “Looks like someone beat you to it,” he said, before turning me toward the hallway bathroom. “You’ll have to settle for a warm shower instead of a bath.”
A memory of being inside the shower at Victor’s house sent waves of nausea to my empty stomach.  I almost whimpered but coughed to cover it. “I could wait.” 
“You’re freezing,” Kota said with a chuckle, though his eyes were concerned. “Your lips are turning blue. You need to get warm.”
As I stood still in the kitchen, hesitating, I touched my lips. The sprint here and fear were warding off the cold, but that wasn’t the point. I pressed my lips together, secretly hoping whoever was in that bathroom would finish quickly. There wasn’t an argument I could make that would make sense. 
I could wash myself in the sink, but wouldn’t he notice if I never turned the shower on?
Before I could say anything, Kota moved ahead of me to the hallway bathroom. He opened the door, turning on the light, looking at the fog on the mirror. “Someone’s been in here already,” he said. “Hopefully there’s some hot water left.”
I stood in the doorway, holding myself together as Kota got a towel from the linen closet. “Go find some clothes so you can change,” he said.
I escaped to the bedroom, finding some breathing space as I searched in Nathan’s closet. Not a big deal. So I’d go into the bathroom, wait until Kota’s distracted and wash up in the sink. I pressed a hand to my chest, over my heart beating rapidly against my ribs. I searched for clothes that would be appropriate to wear today since it was colder. I found a pair of cotton black slacks and a large sweater that would fall over my hips and grabbed underwear and a bra.
I dropped all of the clothes at the sound of the shower turning on in the bathroom.
“Sang!” Kota called out to me. “Hurry up. I’m getting the water ready.”
I gasped in panic. I bent over, picking up the clothes with shaking hands, hugging them to my body so I wouldn’t drop them again.
But I couldn’t stand up. I remained frozen in fear, knees bent, head down, eyes closed. The patter of water spray hitting the shower tiles echoing in my head, all I could hear. 
Telling myself to calm down, I tried to talk myself into moving. I could go into the bathroom. I had gone in before with Nathan when he thought he might be hurt. I didn’t have to actually go into the shower stall. The water didn’t have to touch me.
“Sang?” Kota called, his voice louder.
I forced myself to stand, to suck in some air and draw some courage. Don’t look at the shower. Just walk in and face the sink.
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